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Introduction
The goal of this quick start guide is 
to help parents understand how 
their motivations, actions, and words 
can impact their child's engagement 
in organized sports. As well as edu-
cation, this guide will allow parents 
to assess their current influence on 
their child’s engagement and pro-
vide advice on small refinements 
that can be made to encourage cer-
tain behaviors. Small shifts in lan-
guage and how you engage with 
your child can have a dramatic im-
pact on their participation, training 
effort, and overall enjoyment of their 
selected sport.

was influenced by opportunity 
and effort. Finally, Bloom’s work 
stresses the most significant in-
fluence in helping children foster 
increased effort: the family; more 
specifically the parents.  

Bloom discovered that all chil-
dren can learn at a high level 
when appropriate practice, atten-
tion, and support are undertaken 
in the home. So, at this juncture 
it’s important to ask: what atten-
tion and support are you giving 
your child? What is your current 
role in your child’s engagement in 
organized sports? How is this ef-
fecting your child’s opportunity 
and effort level? 

This quick start guide is based on 
the work of exceptional minds 
and researchers, such as Bloom. 
These great minds have dedicat-
ed their lives to helping us under-
stand how children achieve 
growth. Through engaging with 
their work, I believe they have

Background
Benjamin Bloom’s research showed 
that home environments can change 
human potential. Bloom also carried 
out significant research on mastery 
learning, showing that it is not ‘in-
nate talent’ that allows one to suc-
ceed, but rather hard work. Bloom's 
work stressed that attainment was a 
product of learning, and learning
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helped us at GLT become more ef-
fective coaches. It is now our hope 
that their work will help you, the 
parent, understand how optimizing 
your engagement plays a role in de-
veloping the psychological charac-
teristics that your child needs, not 
only to succeed in organized sports, 
but also to succeed at the game of 
life. 

and play a single sport, from an 
early age will increase the chances 
of this adverse psychological 
process; decreasing enjoyment, 
learning, and future participation.  

Unrealistic expectations are gener-
ally based around outcomes and 
scores. It is not possible for a hu-
man to control these. Therefore, 
parents who constantly engage in 
conversations about results begin 
to drive their child’s attention to an 
area that creates stress and psy-
chological burnout.

Burnout, Dropout, and 
Early Specialization
Parental expectations have a direct 
impact on your child’s performance 
and their future engagement in the 
sport they play. It has been re-
searched and proven that unrealistic 
parental expectation and early spe-
cialization in a single sport are two 
of the biggest factors in children 
burning out and eventually leaving 
the sport.  
  
Burnout is apparent in two forms, 
physical and mental. In general, 
mental burnout will be the most 
predominant in junior sports. It is 
proven that parents pushing chil-
dren to obtain certain outcomes,
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Phases of  
Participation in Sport
Every human is different, everyone is 
unique, so how your child is handled 
through the journey of organized 
sports should be unique to them. 
However, the work of Bloom and 
other experts such as K. Anders Er-
icsson has resulted in a general set 
of principles being created that can 
help children engage in organized 
sports with a level of engagement 
that correlates to their desired level 
of participation. This enhances their 
engagement, learning, and desire to 
partake.  

Phase one, or the early years, of par-
ticipation should be fun and result in 
the child developing an interest in 
the sport.  

Phase two, or the middle years, 
should be entered when the child 
(not the parent) decides they want 
to improve. Interest in the sport is 
no longer enough for them and they 
now want to develop skills and per-
haps compete. Training now shifts

gears and injects a level of intensi-
ty that helps the junior athlete de-
velop a level self determination to 
improve.  

Once the athlete develops a per-
ceived level of competence in the 
sport, the parent and coaches’ 
role can reduce and allow the ath-
lete to become more autonomous 
and seek only guidance through 
the process. This is the third and 
final stage.
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If these 3 phases are engaged in at 
the correct times, it is more likely 
that the individual will decide to en-
gage in life long participation in the 
sport.  
  
This model is in almost direct oppo-
sition to a parent deciding their 
child is going to be a global super-
star and forcing them to engage in 
intense training from the minute 
they begin to play a sport. All the 
way to the minute they dropout or 
burnout. 

Phases of  
Participation in Sport

Self-actualized people are those 
who have obtained personal ful-
fillment and are doing all they are 
capable of with their life. This little 
snippet into the world of Maslow 
can help parents understand that 
ego related, or result driven, goals 
are not actually the ultimate desire 
of their child. Your child being the 
best in their division when they are 
8 years old is not an insight into 
their ability to master a skill, nor is 
it an indicator of future success, 
and it is most certainly not a step 
on the road to self-actualization. 
It’s more of a leap down the road 
of external motivation that will 
eventually lead to confusion and 
stress.

Self-Actualization
Abraham Maslow was a psychologist 
in the 1950s. He was interested in 
the human capacity for achievement 
and how individuals fulfill their po-
tential. He declared from his studies 
that ‘self-actualization’ should be the 
goal of any human being, but that 
only 1 in 100 people currently 
achieve it. 
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Results in junior sports and future 
success in the sport have very little 
correlation. Tiger Woods is the ex-
ception to the rule; he is not the 
idealistic model that we should all 
be forcing upon our children. Focus 
your child on mastery of skills and 
personal fulfillment that can be ob-
tained through effort, task comple-
tion, and being the best they can 
be.

your child’s actions more than 
you can ever imagine. Research 
has proven that transformational 
leaders create change! They do 
this by being the change they 
want to see in the world and 
through leading by example. If 
you want to have a positive in-
fluence on your child's sporting 
prowess make sure your own 
personal habits and daily prac-
tices are in line with the actions 
you want to see from your child. Transformational Leadership 

& Implicit Learning
As a parent, you’re the one who tells 
your child when to go to bed, when 
to brush their teeth, what time they 
need to be home from playing with 
their friends, and what TV shows 
they can and cannot watch. So, when 
you begin to add how they should 
play a certain sport to this list your 
child is very unlikely to listen and 
even less likely to apply your advice. 
However, your own personal attitude 
to the way you play sports, the way 
you prepare for work, and how often 
you study, create an environment of 
implicit learning that will influence

Game Like Training sees 
John Wooden as a prime 
example of a Transforma-
tional leader. To hear his 
amazing Ted Talk make 

sure to visit  the link: 
https://youtu.be/0MM-

psvqiG8

https://youtu.be/0MM-psvqiG8
https://youtu.be/0MM-psvqiG8
https://youtu.be/0MM-psvqiG8
https://youtu.be/0MM-psvqiG8
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Practical Activity

1) What do you value most: your child’s effort level or your child’s results? 
1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Only Effort              Equal mix of both                         Only Results  

  
2) What do you praise most: your child’s effort level or your child’s results?  

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Only Effort              Equal mix of both                         Only Results 

  
3) What do you value most: how your child practices or how your child performs in competi-
tion?  

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Only practice             Equal mix of both         Competitive Results 

  
4) Do you allow your child to play multiple sports or has your child specialized in a single 
sport?  

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Play many sports        Mostly specialized            Fully specialized  

5) Are you aware of the phase of participation that your child should be engaging in when 
they practice and play? 

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Yes I understand and apply                  I have no idea what this is 

  
6) What is your goal for them: lifelong participation or to become a champion? 

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Life long participation                     Both                            Champion  

  
7) Do you believe that their current results are a good predictor of future success? 

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Not at all                           Mixed                                    Of course 

By completing the questionnaire below you can assess your current level 
of engagement and discover areas that you can adjust your level of com-
munication or style. 
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Practical Activity
8) Do you bring up conversations about performance with your child or do you wait for them 
to approach you? 

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Always wait                     Mixed                         I always ask them 

9) Do you talk about performance directly after competition, another time, or never? 
1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Never                               Mixed                               Immediately  

  
10) What are your exceptions of your child through organized sports: win, college, become a 
champion, learn, grow, develop as a person?  

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Learn and grow                 College                         World champion 

  
11) What is the motive for your child playing organized sports: you used to play this sport? 
They want to play this sport?  

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
They want to play               Mixed                                     I played  

12) You tell your child your excited and enjoy watching them play or you tell your child you 
want to see them win?  

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
Enjoy watching                    Mixed                      Enjoy seeing wins 

13) Your child is motivated to play sports or you have to motivate them? 
1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
They are motivated             Mixed                         I motivate them 

  
14) your child is motivated by constant self-improvement or by wining?  

1        2         3         4         5         6          7         8         9         10 
improvement                       Mixed                                    Winning 

TOTAL SCORE = 
14–———70–———140

Higher potential for 
burnout and dropout

Lower potential for 
burnout and dropout
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Practical Activity

Example - Question 8 
Current behavior - As soon as we get in the car I ask them why they 
made the mistakes they did. 
New behavior - As soon as we get in the car tell them I enjoyed watching 
them play and then leave them to approach me with questions on perfor-
mance.

After reviewing your total score, go back to each individual question, es-
pecially those that you scored 6,7,8,9, or 10 on, and please use the follow-
ing section to write down your current behavior and then a new behavior 
that you will replace this with.

QUESTION 
NUMBER

OLD BEHAVIOR NEW BEHAVIOR
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Listen to GLT co-founder Iain 
Highfield discuss this subject 

on GLT Radio powered by 
Golf Science Lab: 

https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/
1-9-5-common-myths-player-devel-

opment-what-to-do-about/
id1143889869?

i=1000376643011&mt=2

Conclusion
•       Exceptional people such as Bloom 
have dedicated their lives to understand-
ing what helps humans learn and become 
successful in their chosen domains.  

•       Everyone is different. So, while there 
is no exact science to achieving success, 
understanding the research can help cre-
ate an environment for motivation and 
growth for your child.  
  
•       This research concludes talent is not 
innate; skills can be learned through hard 
work and effort.  
  
•       Any parents goal should be helping 
their child engage in sport with lifelong 
participation as the initial focus. 

•       Engaging your child in the correct 
phase of participation (fun, intense, or 
guidance) will help them engage in the 
sport and reduce the chance of burnout 
and dropout.  

•       Focusing on a single sport too early 
and obsessing over results is more likely 
to lead to burnout and dropout.  
  
•       Your child’s results are not a good in-
dicator of future success.

 •       Personal fulfillment, or self-actual-
ization, should be focused on. Praising 
your child’s effort level and attempt to 
master skills should be praised, not 
outcomes such as winning or results.  
  
•       The way a parent conducts them-
selves has a direct impact on how your 
child engages in organized sports. 
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