. anddown the Eastern Seaboard everyweek
end to compete, ‘as the parents whose “Chil-

- Jessica Grose _ e
Awriter in Opinion and the author of a
- . Iwice-weekly Times newsletter about
o arenting. et

Y DAUGHTERS love. to swim, and
we'dexhausied the lessons at out]

caly, sol thought I'd try to find them
2 Swim team, They're only 6 and

not future Olyinpians, and besides, 1 wari
. life: Thave zero interest in shuttling thy

dren are on travel teams seem to do.

+The kind of chill ‘athletic .experience, I
wanted for: my. kids barely. seetns to. exist
anymore. There wasi't anything like the de-

" . lightfully bumbling soccer. Jeague of ‘my”
youth. All I could find Were intense teams -

- thathad practices several tmesa week. The ‘ )
o5, which AT O Y - i the. 905, Disney built the, Wide
.- World of Sports Complex, ‘whichprovedtobe -
‘wildly successful’ It Jaunched the beginning.
. of trave} Spoxjts,ar;d»qurts ‘fourism becanse .
Disney’s . success then was ‘observed. by .
-other communities who thought: It they can -

only other regul
children is lesso;
-in'short supply:

, which are expensive and

I thought it might be just a New York City -
thing, but when I tweeted in frustration; lots: -

‘of folks around the country replied describ-
g similaréxperiences. . ¢ v o

. This saddens me. Sports were. an impor-

tant part of my tween and teen years. I
Dlayed soccer and field hockey through my
‘senior year of high school. It always felt like
. aIéspite from adolescent drama, providing

- structure and solace oh éven the worst days.
- Being part of ateam taught me alot, notleast

of which that-showing up ready to play has -

tangible benefits, no matter what happensin -

the game; . . IR
- But as Linda Flanagah -explains in her

new book, “Take Back the Garne: How"

Money and Mania Are Ruining Kids? Sports

— and Why It Matters;” the problem is sys-
temic. Over the Dpast several decades, “kids’ .
Sports stopped being for kids” There are’

fewer low-cost options; parents are spend- -

ing .more time. on- sports; and kids from
lowar-inpome families have less access to
. Instead, youth sports are about making
adults money and fueling what some econo-

. spending and: a realization

d, around-the-corner

version: The firstis money.:

_"The séeds of this Were plarited iri the'"70¢;

‘when wé'had-a: bad -recession and public
“funding-for, parks ‘and. recreation ‘depart- )
~ments :declined.. Then: girls :Sports . really:
* .picked upin the*90s, so there was more:de-

mand. .

builda sports complex;, why don’t we try. itin
ourlittle fown? Those are the places thatare

pulling i teams and tournaments and con- -

pefitions where those private entities have
their games. v~ T T

" “Then, i-n'ZQDS;'lwe_,h'zid“anotﬁéi*;réé_és's‘i.t‘)h,_ .

enterprise -that they can 1o

Groéé: 1 w_;'i‘.é éhbgked at‘ﬁbwmuch moneyis
being made. The figurs you cite in‘the book .

Wwas an estimated $19.2 billion — which is

morethan the value of the N.FL. Therewasa -

90 percent increase in spending-since 2010.

accelerated that spending?

 Besides the recession in 2008, what else has

Flanagan: The Woman who did the research
on this told me that the increaseis duetoalot

" of software and tech investments, There are

now. companies that provide software for

leagues, and organizing and videography 1o -

s

d:pfn parents'sp

: play to.this intense, expensive, priva ed"

hey discovered that the more

thed

‘feel. Because of this youth sports industry;, - .
there’s now this pressiire on Kids to'special- - - -
1ze.at ayoung age, Or to pick one sport and
play it for asTong as possible.. i~ L
“.Therg’s aconsensus among sports doctors
: andpSychologiststhatthis‘isnot‘healthy-lt’s-- :
not’ developmenta]]yzjn‘a child’s'best inter- -+
- est,'but because there’s this-industry that's. . C e
-selling that; message, that’s- what has. be- . b
come.of childhood for a lot of kids, is Playing . -

‘one sportali the time. Thenifyou captcurit, | .
oryouhate it;or you dor’t want to bavethem... , = .
swim five days:a week when they're 6 years =

+;0ld, you just leave it. That’s how ithas.cor- .-

Tupted what's wonderful.. ..

Grose: It feels like you either:play this game’:
- of starting'your kid at lacrosseat 5 or they’ll

never get to play at all, And that feelsterri-
- which led t0-a further deciine mn public . DISTIgH? . ST
105 ivate ' Flanagan: Yes, . exactly. Tt does. There’s an-
. -Other Ziant cause of all this that we didn't
- talk about when we talk about tioney. One 6f -
' the mostintéresfing partsof myresearchfor " :

the book was trying to uniderstand how the

. whole’ notion of parenthood changed so.

much. I'm the youngest of five, and 152id,

“Mom, how did-you ever have five kids?”' - -
She said, “Oh, I do’t know, Linda. We just -

didn’t think about it S0 much back then”
.To understand how we moved from ‘chil-
dren “being our employees to our bosses,” as

Jennifer Senjor put it [in her book “All Joy
and No Fun: The Paradox of Modern Parent- *

+hood”] — 1 love that turn of phrase because

- the power dynaiiic shifted. It used to be that

"-adults. ST SRR
""" Now, parénts:think we have 0 do v

e at stake: Y think one of the
. . mestimportant bits of researchini the bookis.
‘what came’ it of the Families inSport Labat -

end on their Kids' sports; theless
HjOys it'and the more pressire they -+

‘ -Teality. We can’t really shape themas ‘Thuch’

" parents were the oneswhohad the live,_s; and

kids had to adapt to this shift, beginning in ,

-+ the "70s, ’80s. and ’90s, where kids became

‘the center around which life revolved forthe:

thing if) our power to make siiré that our.chil-" -

" . drenhave every advantage, and to set ther,
' up'for a happy and economically satisfying.”

S e T ‘Tife. I we dort do it, they will likely fail. AS a -
Xpensive. - - -
T 810,000 on travel lacrosse or travel soccer” -
' DR, beéauSéyod’_i'e‘ddingWhatyouihavfeto‘doto‘; '

% help prepare your kid. That's the overlayin™
» .+ the back of all this, this mentality that it
: ."jyour_‘requnsibilityasa‘parep‘tto.,do-thisan

result, it’s a sign of a-good parentto spend” -

youre being a-bad parent i you -dorrt’
THere’s that guilt that 1 think many pare £5”

. feel if they opt out of some of this stuff”
' Grose: Not all children are going to be great::
-~ athletes. I imagine & lot :of kids are being: - -
* pushed when they’re either not particularly: -
.interested or don’t have the skill level. -

' Eiéngggn: Yes, Tknow! Well, that's theother

‘a‘swe"like;o;hinkwe‘can. T S
Grose: We've talked about alot of downsides;

o 'buthhe,iiIwanttogiveupan-thetreadmill-,l.?' N
. -~ "still'hear the"voice ‘of 1ty ‘High'school field: .
“ " hockey-coach in-my head, Saying: “Finish -
" 'strong? Ifecl thati learnied that kind of resil- *
‘ience more from playing sports than from..
' anything else. What Wwere some othér pos-
itive takeaways ‘you observed from youth:
Csports?. M T RS
- Flanagan: Toward the end of my coaching ca:’

reer, I'started sifting down with the team at.

-the end of the season and asking: What did,
- youlearnhereé that you can apply to.the rest.
-of your life? Because in' 3 perfect world,

. . -Sports are not just about that particularsea-_
- 5on or gamie. You're supposed to take some-

thing from it to grow: And their responses,

- wereso wonderful. One girl who always had”
trouble running said she learned the power:

of baby steps, because when we started she;
couldn’t run very far at all, and by the end
she could do a 5K. Other girls said-they

" learned that théy were stfonger than they’

thought they were. They learned: I¢ando’ -
this. I didir't kriow. I could, and I can.




