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Overview

Team sports provide children and youth with
many opportunities to grow physically and
socially, aswell as emotionally. Moreover,
physical activities with other children allow
them to build socia skills through peer
interaction. Many parents are concerned about
whether or not to alow their children to
participate in team sports and, if so, at what age.

At What Age Should Children
Start Team Sports?

Child devel opment experts note that children
become interested in team sports around ages 5-
6 ("Physical milestones,” 2003). Some early
childhood educators feel that if children learn
the importance of cooperating with their peers at
ayoung age, they will be more socially ready
for kindergarten and grade school (Nonis,
2005). However, adults must emphasize
cooperation over competition in team sports,
especially with young children. Adults who
supervise and coach need to serve as examples
of cooperation, not competition. Nor should
they show favoritism to young children based
on their demonstrated skillsin sports (Landers-
Potts & Grant, 1999). Children's (especially

boys) motivation to participate in team sports
moves from a focus on competition in early
childhood to one on cooperation and friendship
by the late elementary school years (Stern,
Bradley, Prince, & Stroh, 1990). Thusit's
important to help young children advance
developmentally to appreciate the
cooperativeness of team sports.

Competition

Team sports are useful for teaching youth many
important skills. The first of these skillsis
competition. In today's world, we are
surrounded by competition. Adults face
competition when they are applying for and
keeping jobs, whereas children face competition
in academics and sports. Participating in
competitive team sports at an early age gives
children an opportunity to understand the
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healthy aspects of competition in afriendly
environment. Students of all ageswho
participate in sports have been found to cope
better with competition in other areas of their
life (Yan & McCullagh, 2004). Still, highly
competitive activity at young ages (5-7 years)—
for example, being part of teams that travel to
competitions—may expose children to
unhealthy values.

Physical Benefits

Team sports aso help achild's physical well-
being. Children who are actively involved in a
gport are more likely to describe themselves as
being in good physical health than students who
do not participate in sports (Piko & Keresztes,
2006). (Thereislimited research on the risk of
injury for young children participating in team
sports. See Spinks & McClure, 2007.) Also,
athletically active youth are more likely to be
nutrition-conscious in their food choices than
children who are not actively involved in a sport
(Pyle, McQuivery, Brassington, & Steiner,
2003).

Social Benefits

While the physical health benefits that sports
provide youth are undoubtedly important, the
social benefits may be what draw children to
sports. Being able to spend time with their
friends outside of school is more important to
children than knowing they are physically
active. Life skill gains through social interaction
can be tremendous (Harrison & Naraya, 2003).
Social interaction in team sports teaches youth
to: 1) Associate with their peers; 2) Solve
conflict; and 3) Communicate effectively with
their peers.
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Emotional Benefits

Emotional growth is also important for youth.
Sometimes, the emotiona development of youth
is hindered because of the physical and/or
emotional absence of parents. Sports provide
youth with opportunities to interact with a
caring and supportive adult (Harrison & Naraya,
2003). Adult support outside the family isa
major protective factor for high-risk youth. The
interaction a child has with his or her coach
helps to improve self-esteem as well as lower
the chance of depression (Harrison & Naraya,
2003).

Sports team membership can also help increase
achild's self-worth, especially when the
emphasis is on group or team success, rather
than individual achievement. Y outh of all ages,
including those in high schooal, are likely to
receive an end-of-the-season trophy for
participating in the team sport. Receiving a
trophy with their teammatesisintended to help
youth feel a sense of accomplishment,
teamwork, and recognition.
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Parental Involvement: "A Safe Zone"

While sports can be positive and beneficial for
children and teenagers, a parent's involvement
in the child's sports participation can either be
positive or negative. For a child who receives
positive attention without pressure from the
parent, this can be a good experience. However,
anumber of youth feel pressured by their
parents to become college and professional
athletes (Anderson, Funk, Elliott, & Smith,
2003). For these children and teens, sports can
become stressful and unenjoyable. While
parental involvement is always encouraged, it
must be done in away that benefits the child.
Children love to hear that their parents are
sincerely proud of them. Y outh involvement in
sports provides the perfect opportunity for these
types of interactions to take place (Anderson,
Funk, Elliott, & Smith, 2003).

To encourage their child's healthy attitude
toward team sports, parents should ensure that
their children are not overly involved in sports
and other extracurricular activitiesto the point
that they feel it isan obligation and is no longer
fun for them (Anderson, Funk, Elliott, & Smith,
2003). When parents allow their children to be
involved in excessive activities, children
become overwhelmed and are likely to resent
the activities and perform poorly (Piko &
Keresztes, 2006).

Conclusion

Sports provide numerous opportunities for
children and teenagers to grow socially,
emotionally, and physically. Furthermore, they
also allow youth to learn and practicein a
competitive environment. While sports may

increase children's positive social interaction
with adults and one another, they can also create
stressful environments for children. For
example, adults may place unrealistic pressure
on their children to perform. Parents and
children must find a balance in regard to how
many extracurricular activities children
participate in. Team sports participation can be
an amazing tool that helps children grow and
succeed in their everyday lives and in the future.
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