In little league the name of the game is CHARACTER

By Vincent .M. Fortanasce

At the first tam parents meeting each spring, I used to ask those parents who had been involved in Little League before what they first asked their children after a game, if they had not been able to attend. The all time most common answer was “Did you win today”? The second most frequent question was “How did you do”.

What was my point?  Simply that I wanted my team parents to refocus away from “I want my child to learn to win” or the pursuit of perfection, to the pursuit of contentment and confidence; from “I want my child to be the best player on the best team” – the pursuit of talent – to “I want my child to be a good sportsman – the pursuit of character.  I wanted them to think about how Little League could make a difference in their child’s development.

The point of Little League is not to teach your child to win, if what you mean by winning is scoring more runs and beating the opponent.  Little League is about learning from the experience the game offers – to enjoy playing; to learn self acceptance, to build not just talent but more important, character based on the principles of honestly, sportsmanship, effort, discipline, tolerance, responsibility, persistence and gratitude.

At the same time, Little League is also about teaching parents how to see once again through the eyes of a child, and how to develop child rearing skills we may not have learned elsewhere.  We have the opportunity to recognize our children as bright, open little minds waiting to be accepted and enjoyed.  We come face to face with the reality that we cannot change our children, but we can change our expectations of them, and accept and love then for the unique individuals they are. Not every child can be the best player, but every child can have a positive influence.
And if you are still wondering what to ask your child when he or she returns from a game, how about “Did you have fun?” or “What did you learn today?”

I Cannot Believe I said That!

“This one can’t hit. “Hit to second cause he can’t catch”. Johnny stinks get him out of the game”.  Yes these cruel and demeaning remarks are said right in front of the children, and nothing saddens me more.

Few adults realize how powerful their words truly are.  We may think kids never listen, but certain words penetrate and are never forgotten.  Our words can wound the spirit like a bullet, or instill confidence like a magic potion.

Remember, also, that communication is 10 percent words, 30 percent tone of voice and 60 percent body language.  

A fundamental principle in Little League is being positive in a game that’s filled with errors, misjudgments, miscalls and mistakes.  Frustrated parents too intimidated to yell at their bosses and spouses can attack the umpires, berate the managers and coaches and demean the players on the field with impunity.  Some go the full hundred yards in criticizing their children’s teammates – and even their own children.

“How much did they pay you ump?” “Where did you learn to play baseball?”  “My son never was any good at sports – or school”

I think back on all the games I played with six to twelve year olds in the past fourteen years.  I learned long ago that winning or losing was not important to them as long as after the game I smiled and said, “You guys did a great job”.  And their parents hugged and acted proud.

I started doing this my second year and we had a winning season pretty much from then on – despite that fact that I stopped recruiting talented kids and started looking, instead, for interested and loving parents.  By the end of the season, no matter how many games we had lost, the children’s faces would gleam, and their only sorrow would be that it was over until next spring.
