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10-YEAR-OLD §

N 1978 A REAL-ESTATE AGENT SHOWED
Colman McCarthy a brick house overlooking Friendship Play-
ground, an Elysium of baseball diamonds and basketball hoops
in northwest Washington, D.C. It was the easiest sale that agent
would ever make. “Didn’t even bother to check the plumbing,”

remembers McCarthy, a writer and teacher whose three boys grew up
playing on what became an extension of the family’s front yard. § Now,
on summer weekdays on that very playground, one of those boys, John
McCarthy, runs Home Run Baseball Camp. It’s an enterprise that nods
gratefully to his childhood by recreating a sandlot atmosphere in which

kids don't need the intercession of an SUV-
driving, FDA-wielding baby boomer parent
to amuse themselves.

To be sure, Coach Mac and his staff pro-
vide plenty of instruetion and motivation.
But coaches let campers—who range in age
from five to 13—choose teams and make
lineups. No one keeps score until the final
day of each weeldy session. And every day
the staff turns over one hour after lunch to
free-form play. “They play a lot of pickle
and tag-up,” says MeCarthy. “Some invent
games. Some just sit and talle. Our only rule
15 to stay within the fence. Tt may look un-
organized, but in fact it's very organized.
It allows leaders to percolate and develap.
When the kids come back to the coaches
in the afternoon, they're a more directed
group. With a 10-year-old, you want him
to fall for the spoert hard, He can pick up

Camp ends at 3 p.m., but McCarthy is cheered o hear many
children tell their parents to fetch them ar four. They do this
for a reason that’s notable in an era marked by the playdate,
the proliferation of elite travel teams and the fear parents have
of leaving their children unsupervised. It turns out that many
campers want to play stickball.

McCarthy has spent a lot of time insinuating himsell into
the heads of 10-year-olds. “They aren’t yet set in their ways,
so they'll absorb a lot]” he says. “They’re the most popular
group to eoach. If [ want to get my batteries recharged, T go
hit fungoes to the 10-year-olds.”

There’s a crossroads quality to being 10, The hormone-fired
moods of adolescence are still a ways off, but innocence is
yielding to budding sophistication. Ten-year-ulds know how
babies are made, but they won’t necessarily let on that they

OPTIONS A 10-year-old's choices
range fram traditional to extreme.
the details later” e

know. [t's by 10 that kids have a fully de-
veloped conseience, not just to puide their
own hehavior, hut also to serve as 2 malrix
into which the particulars of the world
around them fit. *Thar's not fair” is a clas-
sic 10-year-old’s declaration, whether ut-
tered to a playmate or to Mom afrer a sib-
ling has gotten away with something.
(“That’s unfair” Emma Eddy, a 10-year-old
soceer player in Hinesburg, Vt., said re-
cently upon learning that the WUSA had
folded. “They should have a girls’ league
too. | need some sports o play when I get
older. T mean, do I want to play, like, golf?™)

Though fourth- and fifth-graders typi-
cally stand less than five feet tall and weigh
less than 100 pounds, you can have a star-
tingly high-level conversation with them,
during which you're likely to learn what
they unabashedly love: to be praised; to be
asked their opinion and rell you whar they
lenow; o belong, be it to clubs or teams or other groups; and w
hear true stories, not just made-up ones. If 10 is the time to
step out in the world, Mark Twain captured the age perfectly
in The Adventures of Torn Sawyer, based on Twain's own rec-
ollections of that period of his life.

Sports offers many of the things 10-year-olds crave, Teams
are clubs; victories and defeats are real, nor made-up; and
rules are presumably applied evenly. *Ten-year-olds are col-
lectors and organizers,” says Bob Ditter, a family therapist who
practices in the Bosten area. “That’s why baseball, which is
very methodical and specific, and basketball, where there are
plays, appeal to them. There's an elegance to sports that makes
sense to a 10-vear-old.”

There’s a usefulness to them too. With the 10-year-nlds’ im-
pending physical maturation, sports will soon separate then,
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10-YEAR-OLD

sometimes very quickly, according to size and sldll
level. And as they prepare to move from the romantic
“having fun® stage to the technical “getting better” stage, Idds
can be quite aware of the implications, for by the end of the
fourth grade they've become strikingly more realistic about
their strengths and weaknesses. “They know for sure who is
really good at math and can feel that they’re not going to mag-
ically get better at it” says Michael Thompson, a child psy-
chologist and co-author of Raising Cain: Protecting the Emo-
tional Life of Boys. “Indeed, if you wanted to have a class of
fourth-graders nominate their future valedictorian, they could
do it with considerable accuracy. That ahility to be realistic is
a huge step forward. The sad part is that they lose the eapac-
ity to engage in magical thinking, to believe that they'll sud-
denly get much better at something at which they're not in
fact very good.”

S it is that children at 10 also reach a sporling crossroads—
and as any student of the blues will tell you, crossroads can he
fraught with complications. Whereas eight- and nine-year-
olds are conformists and cultivators of wide-ranging inter-
ests, at 10 kids might delve deeply into their passions but have
fewer of them. It's the age at which a child is likely to either set
sports aside or choose to throw himself into them—or into
one sport.

How seriously sports are taken varies around the country,
but 10 seems o be the universal age of demarcation. In Gar-
den City, N.Y., the Little League keeps no standings for ages
five through nine but introduces that unforgiving metric for its
10-year-olds. In the Kalispell (Mont.) Pee Wee Baseball League
10-year-olds are consigned o “minor leac:nr.” play except thuse

whao, in the cold and determinist words set forth on
the organization’s website, “are ready.”
But how can you tell who is ready®

WHAT’S GOING ON INSIDE A 10-YEAR-OLD?
EN-YEAR-OLDS aren’t miniature reenagers. They're pread-
I olescent tweens, and until puberly sets in, it's difficult to
predict which ones will blossom physically and break
from the pack. At 10 Michael Jordan was still a dozen years
from hecoming one of the five best basketball players on earth;
in junior high he was best at hasehall and football, and at 15, as
a high schaal sophomare, he stood only 5' 9", Monetheless, seys
former NBA forward Bob Bigelow, author of Just Let the Kids
Flay and perhaps the most pointed provocateur in the lively
debates over youth sports, “Many adults have the misguided
belief that looking at a kid at this stage gives an indicaton of
what he'll be like down the road: “My gosh, wait till we see him
at 14, 18, 221° But there are so many late-developing kids, and
so many get frozen out by the process”

A fully developed young athlete might wind up with a Lem-
perament for golf, not basketball, or with the perfect distance
mnner’s body, not a tight end's. Yet premarure specialization
can foreclose the possibility of finding that out and perhaps
sour a kid on sports entirely. “Specialization should come aftar
medical school, not when you're 10)° says Thompson. “It leads
to heightened expectations from parents and burnout in kids”
The American Academy of Pediatrics formally opposes spe-
ciglization before a child reaches puberty, usually at 11 for girls
and 12 for boys. Even [ormer Baltimore Oriole Cal Ripken Jr.,
that icon of devotion to his chosen sport, joins them (o,

Index of the 10—Year- Old

Numbm of 10- -year- olds in the U.S.; 4.2 million
 Favorite *:pnrts to play (in ordm} basketball, football, soccer
T.eague WthE games LhE},T most hke to attend in person: major league baseball
Percentage who rate fhf:‘]_{' athletic ability as expert: 40.2

' | Percmlfage who believe having a b-o:,r[ncnd or girlfriend is the biggest prublem [abulg them: 39.2

Peraentage who own a Nlntcndn 64, Sony Pla}'St‘dtlUIl, Nintendo Gameboy: 59.1,58.0; 53. 8
~ Percentage who own in- -line skates, skateboard, Sﬂnwlmard 58.8.42.2,224
Percentage who have smppcd playing a sport because of a lack of time: 29.1
- bmmntc candy (in order): Buﬂ.erfuigm Skittles, Starburst
: - Pieces of gum chewed per week: three to four _
PEI'CEIltdL,E who believe that being ph}rsu.a]ly fit is extremely important: 57.4
. Pementage who are afraid of being fat: 81.0
Faw:-nte T‘J shuws {m order): bpm:gt:ﬂub %‘quarePants, The Simpsons, Lizzie McGuire
- Percentage who own or plan to get a cellphone in the next six months: 16.9
i o What they rank as the biggest problem facing the U.S.: terrorism
Percentagc who think that Pete Rose should be allowed in the Hall of Fame: 44.6
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puage 68), "My adwEE to every 10-year-old baseball player is to pul
down your glove at the end of the season and try something
else” says Ripken, whose 10-year-old son, Ryan, also plays soc-
cer and basketball. Ryan's dad believes that the balance and
footwark that soccer requires, and the explosiveness and han d-
eve skills that hasketball demands, ransfer easily to baseball,

There are exceptions, famous ones. But prodigies such as
Tiger Woods and the Williams sisters, whose early dominance
held up beyond puberty, play individual sports, in which the
cognitive challenge differs from that in team sports. Many sports
psychologists and physical educators believe that hefore age 12,
children simply arer't ready to perform the complex sequences
of skills that many team sports reguire, just as caleulus would
flummer a kid still struggling with long division. Think about the
movements and hand-eye skills that must be strung togerher
to turn a pivor at second base for a double play. Or the welter
of options facing a young basketball player who has received 2
pass as defenders converge on her, and as coaches, parents and
even teamunates shout often-conflicnng advice.
Or what sports socielogist Jay Coakley calls “the
heehive effect” in youth soccer, in which all the
worker bees swarm after the queen with the ball,
spacing and positioning be damned—a comman
scene that tends to drive parents and coaches
nuts, Perhaps it wouldo't if the adults reminded
themselves that a typical 10-year-old shouldn't
be expected to do much else.

5rill many parents want to know wherher
their 10-year-old has a future, “They ask me at
seven, eight, all the way up to 14, ‘Is my child
wasting his ime in his sport? * says Paul Muss
er, a travel-ream basketball coach and camp di-
rector in South Florida. “T always ask them Lo
clarify that, and it invariably comes down to,
“Are they going to get a scholarship?™ And that to
me is mind-boggling™

Musser cites one of his fourth-grade haskethall
players, whose dad, a baskethall coach himsell,
enrolled him in fifth-grade tavel-team ball, Bur
as a result of the pressure he felr, the boy simply
dide't show up. “That’s the most dangerous thing about putting
o0 much pressure on them when they're 10)" says Musser, “By
12 they’re not playing anymore. At 14 they can get into trouble
when they're not playing sports”

Diitter is weating a young athlete from an upper-middle-class
family who has just turned 11. For about six months this child
had gone on a stealing binge, lifting wallets, cellphones and
Palm Pilots from teamumates, coaches, even a reacher. [t turned
out the child desperarely wanted to please his father, who was
extremely vocal on the sideline. “What came out was the
tremendous pressure this kid felt he was under because of
sports” Ditter says. “It was almost as if this boy was saying to
himself, I can’t legitimately win, so T'll steal’ He breaks down
in tears and mlles about how he hated himself beeause he could
never feel he was good enough, He's doing much better now,

‘not stealing anymore, but he has a tough decision: Does he

want to remain in that competitive environment?”
If youth sports can have so much influence on the 10-year-
old psyche, it ean also disrupt the development of the 10-year-

Baseba]l or Bust

With b big teague dreams, Cuuper Museiey_ _

© team, which had just finished fourth in an B2-taam field, Buf_ __
-.their el:mmatmn had come with Cooper on deck, and the lhuugjrr i
“Lithat he had narrawlz.r m]ssed & chance 1o change the result leﬂ 3

: furms says Cmnar whn plays no utherurgammd spart. .

* frain. Today he s enrolled in arn::udh‘lm:l home- schuonng prqgram

. unders, but hes sl-upplr_rg fall baseball hacause a physlcl&n im=
* presged on his parents the Impnnancﬂufduwrmmc He joins the i
. East Cobhb (Gaj Elite Astros this winter, which will ahnrten ms;
 round-trips by 40 minutes. “[The travel] is worth it to rm:-. Enya
; .__ﬂmpﬂr “Playing baseball is my favorite ThlnETl}ﬂh‘ e

.'-_;day things other kids do,” Eve says. “Like 3p¢nd=thu n1ght‘par—:
* -ties. He wants tu dao every‘rhmg, hu‘rmaraslus‘tnm enuugh time,

this. Our goals seem far-fetched now, but if he puts the effort
~ from here an that h-a s put In 50 far. he Ii succeed ol

A EOY ON A DfﬂSSION

playeu:l I2? games in Iﬂ-and under ball

T WAS after the 2ﬂ0l LS. $peclalr5r Sparts Assuclatmn_. :
 World Serics that Carey and Eve Moseley demded that the
life of their 10-yaar-old son, Cooper, mnf“ed thotigh It al—'_
ready was, would become more amepilunal sill. Euoger
playcd for the Marth Alabama Vipers® Il:l—and-under travel

him innnns:u!abie “Mone r:nf the
_ other lnds were trying like -
- that,” Eva says. “We thought,
 Let's throw a bone in frant of -
him an_:_:l e If he'll run with it
~ Since that July day the
i Mggc[e‘ys ha\-'ﬂ tallored thmr
; lives ta further Enuper‘s goal of - i
playing major league haseball.
The World Serles game furned ?
_out to be one of 127 that Coop- -
er would play In 2001, 80 of
tham with the Vipers, which are
based in Huntsvilla, Ala., 2 two- -
- hour, 45-minute drive from the
Moseleys' ‘home_ in Mant=
gomery. From that August until
MNew Year's, he appeared in an-
other 37 games In three states
as a guest player in tourna-
ments with five mhar'mams ;
" *“Ahout half my closet |3 uru-_

““Cooper iz an only child whose father and mather can arrange :
their work s-:hfu:fuias to mest the demands of baseball. For the
first halt of that 2001 season Cooper was still a fnurth grader at
Alahama Chiistian Academy, and the Mmtel_.ls sparred with mach- v
ers and administrators to spring him fur the time to traual and

This year he has ﬂ}a'y'al:l g1 games, all fur the Vipers' 12-and-

*The bIEEESf adjustment for him hah been mlssmg.‘ the ewr!.r f.

- “You don't make children do this," she adds. “Children dasire
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10-YEAR-OLD

old body. Dr, Lyle Micheli, director of sports medicine
at Children’s Hospital Boston, used Lo see a steady
stream of acute traumatic injuries like broken arms and ankle
sprains. Now he’s treating more and more repelitive stress in-
juries, particularly a disorder called osteochondritis dissecans
(OCD). It's similar to a stress fracture, but it affects only the
joint surface. And the growth plates located at the joint surfaces
are essential to the body’s healthy maruration. “Cur sports med-
icine clinics are packed with kids with this condition, which
wasn't the case 10 o 15 years ago.’ Micheli says. He recently en-
eountered OCD in a 10-year-old football player, while treating
him for a torn anterior cruciaie ligament. With the growth plate
in the injured leg affected, surgeans will arrest the development
of the healthy leg to forestall 2 permanent discrepancy in length,

“There's some evidence that excessive running and pound-
ing on the growth plates may affect the overall growth of a child”
says Micheli, “We don’t Joow how much is enough or too much,
but we recommend that kids between 10 and 14 not run more
than three miles a day. There's an old saying: No horse ever rode
itself 1o death untl there was a rider on its back”

WHAT DO ADULIS WANT FROM YOUTH SPORTS?
HE SHORT ANSWER is: fer too often, more than they have
| any right 1o expect. When its 2001 report called youth
sports “a hatbed of chans, violence and meanspiritedness?
the National Summit on Raising Community Standards in
Children’s Sports wasn't referring to sume Lord of the Flies sce-
nario in which kids are running amok without adult supervi-
sion. Nor are children responsible for the athletic landscape

AYETRL BT ES |,_,__ .

in South Flarida, where youth football programs
have become feeders for the high school power-
houses and a promising seven-year-old will be scoured and
“sipned” to practice but not play on what one disgusted parent
calls “prepubeseent taxi squads” Says Thompson, “If a child
has specialized in one sport or played on select teams, she has
seen a lot of adult behavior that clearly demonstrates that this
isni't ‘just for fun as adults have been saying, The unguarded
reactions of parents on the sidelines, the criticism of perfor-
manee, the shouting at refs—it all tells kids that this is seri-
ous stuff. Mo child misses the message”

Remarkably, a child might still be able to override that message.
Alter a recent youth soccer game in which he failed o make a
eritical save, 10-vear-old Adam Weinberger of Bethesda, Md.,
was approached by the father of a teammate. “TTe said, “You
should have gotten that one,’ ™ Adam recalls, * “IU's 0K But
you should have gotten i’ ™ How did Adam react? *T was just—
I really didn’t think he had any idea whart he was talking sboul”

But far more often kids hang on the words of parents and
coaches. *Adults will emphasize competition because that’s
what's fun for them,” says Martha Ewing, an associate professor
in sports psychology at Michigan State, “Onee they get the skills,
kids will want to compete tog, but adults want them to com-
pete now. So they put their kids in a higher league and separare
them from their friends, which may not be what children want.”

Coaches deserve their share of blame too. In doing the re-
porting for his forthcoming The Encyclopedia of Sports Par-
enting, author Dan Doyle found 10 to be the age at which wavel-
team coaches begin to exert pressure to specialize in their

ACIRL]NFULL

leferent Strokes

o Unr—.! day soon EllZEleTh Beisel, accnmpllshed violinist
_: and aquatic a‘rhlete will have to make a Tuugh decision

HL35%0 HETIIA AHHEA 1050 JRIpEad® Wi i

: :.T 5 nPENING NIEHT ad the sor
"tain at Rhoda leland College’s Aoberts

“Auditorium is about to rise for the.

firgt of two ;:rcrfurmm:::aa of The Wiz
-EII';aharh Baizel takes une lagt deep i
“ule parmits, éh_&'b!aysi golf. (In the summer -
- of the title charactar, the perfect part for -
bisi; fhls prm:ulr:.mus IG*yzearuId
= F‘:"lmnlpafmf. in tha children’s Thaamr. :
: : prngram eanh summer is just ong of tha
. many activitics enjoyed by the North
- Kingstown, R.1., native. She plays violinin §

all day and stare at the TV," says Elizabeth, .
"iwho has a brother, Daniny, 8. “l have to ba

2 hreath hefore stepping on stagg in the rala

__the Ocean State Youth Orchestra on

Sundays—fallowing 2 one-hour lesson and.
- five hours of practice during the wesk—
e and takes plana legsons as well, !

- But sports is as hig a part of Elizabeth’s

_'_;"'wnr]d ag is tha arts. She owns a total of -
'ﬁa',ren natianal 10=and under age- gmup "
" 'SWEmI'I'III'lE racmda in fremmri& bac!cmka

~ “Attimes | faal like It's a little much,”
-says her father, Ted, a construction su-

~ will have more and more oppartunities fo
participate at a higher skill level, an opfion .

and |ndl-.r||:|ual mediey, and as ayear—ruund ;
competitor has set her sights on gualify-
ing for the Olympics somaday. When the
nﬁnﬂiﬂnns'arg right, you'll find her surfing
in Narragansett Bay, and when her sched-

she's in a Thursday-morning junior league.)

pcnnmndmﬂ +.f'u.IH cara ahnm is her being
happy withit.”
She savs shn:: T cuu[d 't just sit dawn

active, | |ust love everything | do.”
Elizabeth, who turned 1l in mid-August,

will soon reach a juncture many 10- to 12-

year-olds face: Az an clite perfurme_:r she

mﬂLIN'IST-‘ e




FLYEHIY A1TIA RHNYR () 3HI0EAEE H1L34

sport. “I’s guite common for a coach Lo say, T you don't com-
mit to our wavel ream, vou'll be left in the dust by those who
do? ™ says Doyle. “Of course that statement is fraught with
error, but it does happen often.” Travel-team soccer coaches
are notorious for this, particularly in the spring, when rravel
saccer is blamed for declining participation in baseball.

Indeed, Ripken can instantly separate the kind of yourh
baseball coach he prefers from the kind who is likely to turn
kids off the game: “If you want to teach kids to hit, you tell
them, “Wait for a good pitch to hit’ If you want to win, you tell
them, ‘T want you to take until you get two strikes "—but in the
end, what have you got? You haven't taught them how to hir,
only how to draw a walk and run the bases?

WHAT DO KIDS WANT FROM YOUTH SPORTS?
Softball, basketball, ime for fun
T can’r wait to see everyone
Winning or losing I don’t care
It's fust fun to play every year
i get nervous before the game
But win or lose, P'm still the same
Play your hardest all the fime
But don’t rake it too serfous, everything will be fine
If we win, we don’t brag
Ifwe lose, we dont’t act sad
All these sports are lrue o me
Having fun is ap to thee.
—8poRTs EVERY YEAR, by Lorie Borelli
of Orange, Conn., written at age 10

AT FIRST it sounds like one of those federally funded boon-
doggles that former senator William Preoomire used to honor
with his Gaolden Fleces Awards. A 1991 study by the Institute
for the Study of Youth Sports (Y5I) reached the astonishing
conclusion that the No. 1 reason 10-year-olds play sports is to
have fun. Yet what's revealing is the reasons kids were less
Tikely to cite. “For the challenge of competition” and “for the ex-
citement of competition” placed eighth and 10th, respectively,
behind such motivations as “to do something I'm good at;’ “to
get exercige.” “to learn new skills” and “to play as part of a
ream” (Y51 hasn't updated the study, partly because it helieves
if one were done today, it would produce similar results)

When 10-year-olds speal, they give those findings voice. £l
play a lut of sports, but [ don't excel” says Andrew Somerville
of Kensington, Md. “T can admit that T stink because I'm good
at ather things, and that’s just me.”

“Swimming’s the greatest sport they ever thought up,” says
Elizabeth Beisel of North Kingstown, BLL, whe holds seven na-
tional records for 10-year-olds but also surfs, golfs, acts and plays
the violin and the piano (box, befow). “1 definitely don't swim be-
cause T want to win. T know I'm not going to win every race.”

“Playing beats watching]” says Jack Grodahl of Portland,
“and [ love getting betrer. When I was eight, T couldn’t reully
driblle a baskethall that good. I had to look down or some-
thing. | could barely get it to the hoop.” That was only two
vears ago—indeed, most kids begin playing organized sports
around ages eight or nine—and that sort of newfound com-
petency can be enormonsly exciting and all thar's necessary
to keep a child hooked.

T

 that will raqulra a greater ccmmnmanf m
ane instru ment or spnn—at the expense
of the rest. For now the Beisels are :r-.rauj!ﬁg
- this specialization, but they raalize that day
is coming. This summer, a3 a member of

“horo, Mass., Elizabeth swam in five meets
| timesawesktoshe o
Of course now thaT she'sin middle s::hau»!

' will have the typical preteen girl's desire. to
spend more time with her friends. Child ey

. ':' clalizing inone activity umll they's re at least
12, but whar will EHzaheth dp even than? | -

_a musician. Iwuutdn‘twant;ostopeﬂh
: -_nf Tharn, hur it ham to, I'I! I:now It would

j Wnutd she give up the vio n iar aspot
n the Olympic team? *Yes," Ehizaheth'aa;.ik

: Z\i.rrrh the Elmtun Fups° "N::lt sure, ahe says
_ oAy hopu thar whlchmar she ciwosns she
.'hasaprasslun fqr rt.” am Fu:r mﬁw dna.rue

the Magnus Aquatic Group basad In Aftle-
_nationwide, from Austin to Bostan, In-
creasing her three-hour prat:tin:es from five

her homework load wﬂl increase and she

. chologists suggesnhat children dalay spe-

- dan’t know," she says. “I'm an athlete and i
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10-YEAR-OLD

At the same time, over the past decade municipal
recreation leagues have been threatened by the rise of
travel teams—essentially the best players who take on their
counterparts from around the region, state and nation. Talk to
the parents and kids involved in travel-team sports, and they're
more likely to cite challenge and competition as their prima-
ry motivations to play. “Kids want o play with and against
Lids who are about the same skill level” says Jim Thompsaon,
founder of the Positive Coaching Alliance (PCA), a growing
movement to certify coaches and bring rabid parents to heel.
“That’s good. The downside is that parents are more invest-
ed in it. Coaches tend to be more professional. So it's casier for
the win-at-all-costs mentality to take over”

Don DeDonatis is CEO of the 115, Specialty Sports Assoei-
ation, which invited more than 370 teams of 10-year-clds to
its three-tier World Series this summer. He believes his orga-

BUKD While u.gm- and nine=year-obds 1end 1o
be conformists and willing to try a wide range

AT HLETES

nization is serving young baseball players by of-
fering three skill levels within each age group and
by giving more advanced plavers a chance to opt out of their ree
leagues. “T've coached rec ball and had kids who didn’t want to
he there” says DeDonatis. “Dad signed him up because he
wanled Sonny to play basehall. The kid was looking at the sky
and picking ar grass”

In the world of 10-year-old travel-ream hasehall, there are
two schools: muscle hall, in which a team is stocked with
unusually mature kids who can hit and throw with power;
and small ball, where teams whittle out victories with pol-
ished fundamentals. The Morth Alabama Vipers, a 10-and-
under team that finished third at this summer’s USSSA Major
World Series in Tenderson, MNev., play classic small ball.
They've mastered cutofls, 6-4-3 double plays and bunt de-
fense. This apparent ripnste to those who believe sequential

BEGIMMERS Most experts agree

of things, |0-year-olds will nssert their indapen-
dancs and delve more Mp'h'lmu ﬂwlrpassmna

e T
HEART Becauss this [0- ysar—nld I a bo, he's

more lkely 1o join a team first, then make friends
amaong his teammates. Girds af 10 1end to join
teams with thelr preemrmglncnds

IDOLS At 0, Mmmmmmm
They'd rather know everything ahout Shag than
a lirtle bit abeut & lot of differend |:|I.x.u.u %
T T ;
BASEBALL Thuugh h (H the team sp-ur'r 1EII yEar-
old boys are most likely to play, mare than
0% of them won't be playing tha game six years
later—ene of the Im-gbsf drop-offs of amy spert.

that o child ean be expozad to
sports as ke as 10 and wotba
at a competitive disadvantage
later. One exception 5 tennis.
Coachas beliave it's worth “grooy-
ings thie strokes” a5 earty as five,

TRAVEL TEAMS Mora and mora [}
kil aire forsaking roo bsagues 1o | 1|1
play on these elite squads. A1 10,
says one youth sports expert,
travel-taam caaches bagin o pres-
sure Kirds ta play onby ona spart.

EXTREME SFORTS When cozches and parents
take the fun out of traditional spoets with mis-
placed emphasis and boorish behavior, kids in-
craazingty furn to the adult-free world of cxreme
sports, imwhich they can make thelr cwn rules,

TR S

GROWTH PLATES Excessive trainlng can causs
repatitive-stress injurins that damaga them. And
damaged growth plates can disminish a child's wlti-

came adult bedght, Orthopedists recommend that a
Iu-grnx-cld Ui A e mmﬁrcemunsaduy

SETET———

Hmﬂnm By 10 kids have 1Iu~mlunud an
acute brand-censciowsmwess. More than BO% of
alght=ta ll-year-alds have a faverite brand of
snwakor—and it's Hike by a mile.

(]
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skills are beyond the cognitive ken of 10-year-olds is the re-
gult of the V-1-p-E-k words emblazoned on the back of a team
T-shirt: VERY INTENSE FRACTICE EQUALS RESULTS. “Hot-
tom line, if you teach i, they'll learn it says team founder
Ricky Diehl. But listen to Diehl a little more, and it’s clear
that he keeps his kids on a tight tether. “What a 10-year-old
won't grasp is good pitches to hit, when to steal and so on.
He'll swing at a curveball on a 3-and-

I m e  T t T

abandoned sports at 10 what might hure them bacle The top

three answers were: “If practices were more fun;” “If [ could

play more” and “If coaches understood players better”
Which suggests once again that it's worth cocking an ear.

LUNCH HOUR is over at Home Run Bascball Camp. The
games of piclle and rag-up have wound down, and coaches
keep their distance as two 10-year-

0 count” That's why Vipers coaches
call every play, even every pitch, from
the dugout.

] lnow a lot of people don’t like

CATCHIMNG OM Two aspiring hackstops
drill far McCarthy at his Home Run camp.

olds choose sides at a diamond
tucked into the far end of the park,
“They know exactly whe the best
are” John MeCarthy says. “They

what we're doing” says Carey Maose-
ley, whose son, Cooper, has spent
more than five howrs in a car to com-
mute round-trip from the family
home in Maontgomery, Ala., to play
with the Vipers, who are based in
Huntsville (hox, page 63). “But this
is't for everybody. Bob Bigelow [the
author and former NBA player]
thinks kids at age 10 don't want to
win. Well, don't tell thar to kids on
this team. I'm not a criminal becanse
1 allow my son to do this”® z
Certainly if adults reserve for 11
themszelves the right to pick lineups
and dictate tactics, 10-year-olds will
win and win guicldy. But if kids get
that authority, over time they may
wind up even hetter. “How do you
make good decisions?” asks the
FCA’s Jim Thompson. “By making
bad decisions and learning from
them. If the coach is making all the
decisions, how can you learn®”

“They aren’t yet set
eir ways, SO
they’ll absorb a lot,”
John McCarthy
says of 10-year-olds.
“They’re the most
popular group
to coach.

don't need coaches to tell them.”

Genrge Wojcik of Melean, Va., has
been designated one eaptain, and he
picks his team from the gallery of
unwhizkered faces seated hefore
him. *It takes me a long time to
chonse them," he'll say later. “1 want
to see who's making eye contact with
me, And I'm influenced by people
['ve already picked”

With its culture of on-field chat-
ter and idle dugout banter, bascball
is well suited for the 10-yvear-old’s
fledgling rhetorical confidence. Dis-
connected thoughts materialize and
fill our the natural pauses of the
game, eventually organizing them-
selves into a kind of conversation:

“In the hole—that’s an odd term,
don't you think?* & '

“¥ou know what? If a glove is in
our lost and found for more than a
weelt, we gend it to the Dominican
Republic.”

22

Whether a 10-year-old wants most
to win or to have [un, adults
shouldn't luse sight of what the child is hoping to get from
sports. Some 40 million school-age kids play some sport, yet
by 13 almost one-third of these who were active as 10-year-
olds will have dropped out. “Of the friends T played soccer
with at 10, pretty much half quit by 11" says Ethan Machu-
rat of Amesbury, Mass., who's now 13 and still plays soccer,
baseball and basketball, and has taken up lacrosse, “A lot
just skateboard and don’t do anything else®

Analysts disagree on what accounts for this attrition. Do
kids willingly drift off to acting and music and Dungeons
and Dragons? Or do adults turn kids off with misplaced em
phasis and boorish behavior?

Hick Wolft, chairman of the Center for Sports Parenting at
the University of Rhode Island, helieves that 11- and 12-year-
olds go elsewhere becanse parents and coaches aren’t giving
them the sports experience they want. He cites the boom i ex-
treme sports as proof. “With mountain biking, snowbhaard-
ing and skatehaarding, kids know parents aren't involved,
he says. “And because parents aren’t involved, they know they
can go do those things to enjoy themselves”

Indeed, that Youth Sports Instimate survey asked kids who

After a teammate fouls off a hand-
ful of two-strile pitches: “Uh, uh,
uh, uh, stayin’ alive, stayin’ alive!”

At an opposing base runner, to the tune of We Will Rock
You: “We will, we will, pick you off! Pick you off!”

“[ |ove infield chatter, The only problem is, you don’t want
to sy anything insulting like, "We want a batter, not 2 broken
ladder? @

“[ know how it feels when everyone's saying, “Ea-sy out,
e-sy out’ when you come up. But ‘Move back, that’s 0K

“Did you know thar the winning design to replace the Twin
Towers is taller than the Petronas Towers?”

Somebody mentions the word cooties, and tallc veers affin
still another direction.

“(3irls are impossible to understand. If you ask a girl if she
has a crush on you, she’ll always say no. Of course, boys do
that too.”

“4 girlfriend is when she likes you also. A crush is just secrer)

“Girls are more important than baseball. | mean, the
human population depends on us”

“yeah, if there’d just heen Adam, he'd have had to have
done it with a snake. Can you imagine? Half baby, half snalee?™

Can you imagine? If you were 10, you could, : |
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