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Youth sports systems that are created for the greatest good of the
greatest number of children will be the right choices for all children
-from the child who appears to have the greatest athletic potential
at a young age, to the child who may not show that potential until
later, to the child who never shows any athletic talent.

- Former Boston Celtics basketball player Bob Bigelow1

I. INTRODUCTION

Youth sports today brings both good and bad news. The good
news is that organized sports programs enhance the vitality of com-
munities large and small because twenty-five to thirty million chil-
dren, nearly half of all American youngsters, join at least one
program in any given year. 2 At some time during their childhood
and adolescence, nearly all children have some experience with or-
ganized sports.3 Outside the home and schools, no other activity
reaches so many children from coast to coast.

The bad news is that about seventy percent of these youngsters
quit playing by the time they turn thirteen, and that nearly all quit
by the time they turn fifteen. 4 Indeed, the dropout rate begins ac-

1. BOB BIGELOW ET AL., JUST LET THE KIDS PLAY 37 (2001).
2. See, e.g., FRACTURED Focus: SPORTS AS A REFLECTION OF SOCIETY 177 (Rich-

ard E. Lapchick ed., 1986) [hereinafter FRACTURED Focus];Joy AND SADNESS IN
CHILDREN'S SPORTS 10 (Rainer Martens ed., 1978); GLYN ROBERTS, Motivation in
Sport: Understanding and Enhancing the Motivation of Children, in HANDBOOK OF RE-
SEARCH ON SPORT PSYCHOLOGY, 405, 411 (Robert N. Singer, et al. eds., 1993). In
2000, there were 70.4 million children under the age of 18 in the United States.
See FEDERAL INTERAGENCY FORUM ON CHILD AND FAMILY STATISTICS, AMERICA'S CHIL-
DREN: KEY NATIONAL INDICATORS OF WELL-BEING 2001 2 (2001).

3. See, e.g., Bari Katz Stryer et al., A Developmental Overview of Child and Youth
Sports in Society, 7 CHILD & ADOLESCENT PSYCHIATRY N. Am. 697, 697 (1998); Having
Fun is a High Priority, USA TODAY, Sept. 10, 1990, at 14C (estimating that only 1 in
20 children has played no organized sport).

4. See, e.g., FRED ENGH, WHYJOHNNY HATES SPORTS 3 (1999); LYLE J. MICHELI,
SPORTSWISE: AN ESSENTIAL GUIDE FOR YOUNG ATHLETES, PARENTS, AND COACHES 31,
128 (1990); TERRY ORLICK & CAL BoTTERILL, EVERY KID CAN WIN 15-16 (1975);
RICK WOLFF, GOOD SPORTS: THE CONCERNED PARENT'S GUIDE TO COMPETITIVE
YOUTH SPORTS 38 (2d ed. 1997); see also, Doug Carroll, Coaching the Coaches, ARIZ.

REP.,Jan. 18, 2000 (quoting Mike Pfahl, Vice President of the National Alliance for
Youth Sports: "In any industry, if 70 percent of your clients are dumping you, then
you should fix it").

[Vol. 8: p. 253
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PARENTS AND COACHES IN YOUTH SPORTS

celerating as early as age ten. When researchers ask youngsters why
they quit, the answers reveal a national disgrace. The answers given
most often are that practice sessions and games stopped being fun
because parents and coaches imposed too much pressure to win,
yelled at them for making errors and cut or benched less talented
players.

5

Some children drop out of a sport because they enrolled as an
experiment and learned they did not like the sport after all. Partic-
ularly in the early teen years, some youngsters stop playing when
they realize that they lag behind their peers in skills or strength,
and others stop when they develop new interests or find part-time
employment. Many of the children who cite "new interests" or
"part-time employment," however, probably began looking else-
where only after the adult pressure cooker spoiled their youth
sports experience, or deprived them of meaningful participation.
Children are smart enough to know that play is supposed to be fun
and to grow dissatisfied when it is not.6

When we listen to the children's own reasons for quitting, the
high dropout rate means that millions of child athletes quit early
through no fault of their own, but because adults taking away the
fun have made them miserable. 7 The adult-induced dropout rate

5. See, e.g., D. STANLEY EITZEN & GEORGE H. SAGE, SOCIOLOGY OF NORTH AMER-
ICAN SPORT 76 (Brenda Flemming Roesch et al. eds. 1978) (3d ed. 1986); JACK

HUTSLAR, BEYOND X's AND O's: WHAT GENERIC PARENTS, VOLUNTEER COACHES AND
TEACHERS CAN LEARN ABOUT GENERIC KIDS AND ALL OF THE SPORTS THEY PLAY 75
(1985); MICHELI, supra note 4, at 128; ORLICK & BOTrERILL, supra note 4, at 7-8, 20;
Terry Orlick, Evolution in Children's Sport, in SPORT FOR CHILDREN AND YOUTHS 169
(Maureen R. Weiss & Daniel Gould eds., 1986); Robert S. Weinberg, Why Kids Play
Or Do Not Play Organized Sports, 38 THE PHYSICAL EDUCATOR 71, 73 (May 1981);
Mike Dodd, Children Say Having Fun Is No. 1, USA TODAY, Sept. 10, 1990, at C1. See
generally Harold W. Kohl & Karen E. Hobbs, Development of Physical Activity Behaviors
Among Children and Adolescents, 101 PEDIATRICS 549 (1998).

6. See M. J. Ellis, WHY PEOPLE PLAY 100 (1973) (concerning role of fun in play
activities); see also WEBSTER'S THIRD NEW INT'L DICTIONARY 1737 (1971) (defining
"play" as "to engage in recreational activity; amuse or divert," and defining "game"
as "an amusement or pastime; diversion, play"); id. at 933 (defining "sport" as
"something that is a source of pleasant diversion; a pleasing or amusing pastime or
activity; recreation"); id. at 2206.; cf PGA Tour, Inc. v. Martin, 121 S. Ct. 1879, 1903
(2001) (Scalia, J., dissenting) (noting that "it is the very nature of a game to have
no object except amusement (that is what distinguishes games from productive
activity) ").

7. See Eryn M. Doherty, Comment, Winning Isn't Everything . .. It's the Only
Thing: A Critique of Teenaged Girls'Participation in Sports, 10 MARQ. SPORTS LJ. 127,
129 (1999) (offering number one reason why children drop out of organized
sports is because sports are no longer fun for them); see also Pohla Smith, et. al.,
When Sports Aren't Fun for Kids Anymore, SPORTS ILLUSTRATED FOR KIDS, Sept. 1997, at
13 (citing study by National Youth Sports Coaches Association stating kids quit
sport programs because they are no longer fun).

2002]
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also means that the nation squanders opportunities to teach mil-
lions of children valuable character lessons that can come from ath-
letic competition.8 Athletics, after all, can teach nothing to a child
who has quit.

Too often, the damage is permanent because many children
quit with their self-esteem so tattered that they despise athletics and
avoid participating for the rest of their lives, even in such invigo-
rating "carry-over" sports as swimming, bicycling and jogging. Lin-
gering emotional scars deprive these dropouts of playing well into
middle age and beyond, a substantial deprivation in light of the
demonstrated health benefits of lifelong physical exercise.9

Before discussing some of the ways in which many parents and
coaches hurt children in youth sports, we should place things in
perspective. After coaching youth ice hockey for more than thirty
years (including the last eleven as president of a youth hockey pro-
gram), I firmly believe most parents and coaches want sports to be a
positive influence on their children. I believe most parents and
coaches do not mean to hurt child athletes. I believe most parents
and coaches behave themselves during their children's games and
practice sessions.

But youth sports has also suffered from plummeting adult val-
ues in the past few years, and the free-fall shows little sign of slow-
ing. For more and more parents and coaches, zeal to win eclipses
any effort to provide fun or teach character lessons. Too many par-
ents routinely seek special privileges for their children at the ex-

8. See Doherty, supra note 7, at 129 (stating, "[p]sychological abuse can exist
between a child/adolescent athlete and her parents. Parents use their athletes for
their own gratification and exploit them because of it .... As a result, these
athletes [may] suffer psychological and physical ailments which [may] have a
debilitating effect on their lives.").

9. See, e.g., UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES,

HEALTHY PEOPLE 2000 55 (1991). The United States Department of Health and
Human Services stated that:

Regular physical activity increases life expectancy, can help older adults
maintain functional independence, and enhances quality of life at each
stage of life. The beneficial impact of physical activity touches widely on
various diseases and conditions. Regular physical activity can help to pre-
vent and manage coronary heart disease, hypertension, diabetes, osteo-
porosis, and depression. It has also been associated with a lower rate of
colon cancer and stroke, and may be linked to reduced back injury. It is
an essential component of weight loss programs.

Id.; see also Humiliation of Ineptness on the Field Never Left, L.A. TIMES, May 21, 2001,
Pt. 5, at 4 (letter) (describing, for example, writer's one-year Little League baseball
experience, when coach played him only one inning all season: "I struck out and
horribly screwed up a play in left field. For the remainder of the season, I was
invisible to the coach. The shame and humiliation of that one night at age 9 never
went away. I'm 50 now.").

[Vol. 8: p. 253
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pense of other youngsters. Many parents and coaches hurt child
athletes emotionally and physically, often without realizing the de-
gree of their hurtful behavior. Additionally, more and more par-
ents and coaches behave disgracefully during games and
practices. 10

If adults continue to deprive children of fun and equal oppor-
tunity in sports, we will pay a heavy price, both as individual families
and as a nation. The intolerably high dropout rate demonstrates
that child athletes will not put up with lost fun for long because
youngsters have more ways than ever before to pass their free time.
They can avoid overbearing adults by hanging out in shopping
malls, surfing the Internet or sitting in front of video games or
cable television. Regrettably, they also have the streets. Teenagers
need a sense of belonging that comes from being part of a gang,
and a sports team is like a gang. If adults continue to drive a few
million youngsters to quit their sports teams by their early teen
years, many of these youngsters will find their way to other gangs, or
at least begin to run with the wrong crowd. The outcome will not
be pretty.

Teenagers nowadays also have easy access to drugs and alcohol
in and out of school.11 If millions of youngsters continue to turn
off on sports by their early teen years, many will turn on to some-
thing else, and we know what that "something else" might be. 12 "If
my children get high on sports," parents tell me, "maybe they won't
get high on you-know-what."

With the behavior of so many parents and coaches spiraling
downward in recent years, adults with values need to view youth

10. See, e.g., Patrick Connolly, Spoil Sports: Whether They're Yelling at Coaches, Ar-
guing With Referees or Giving Pointers, TENNESSEAN, May 6, 2000, at 1D (quoting Fred
Engh, president of National Alliance for Youth Sports, who concluded that in last
five years, number of problem youth sports parents has increased from about 5%
to about 15%).

11. See Richard Marosi & Theresa Moreau, Teens' Abuse of Legal Drugs on the
Rise, L.A. TIMES, Oct. 23, 2000, at Al (noting that abuse of prescription pills and
painkillers such as Vicodin, Ritalin and antidepressants is on rise on many school
campuses due to easy access of drugs); Teen Drug Use Unchanged; Smoking Drops, but
More Students Are Taking Ecstasy, WASH. POST, Dec. 15, 2000, at N8 (reporting that
14% of eighth graders and 30% of high school seniors drank five drinks or more in
past two weeks; 15.6% of eighth graders, 32.2% of tenth graders and 36.5% of high
school seniors used marijuana in past year; and 3.1% of eighth graders and 5.6%
of high school seniors used drug Ecstasy in past year).

12. See Mary Wilds, Project Helping Steer Children Toward Free Time Fun, CHI.
TRiB., Oct. 29, 1999, at 3 (quoting Sue Miller Lloyd, substance abuse counselor at
one Chicago elementary school: "Children who do not take part in conventional
activities such as sports sometimes end up in trouble with drugs.").

2002]

5

Abrams: The Challenge Facing Parents and Coaches in Youth Sports: Assurin

Published by Villanova University Charles Widger School of Law Digital Repository, 2002











282 VILLANOVA SPORTS & ENT. LAw JouRNAL

college players" are offered professional contracts.80 "For every
2,300 high school senior basketball players, only 40 will play college
basketball and only one will play in the [NBA]."81 Because many
professionals enjoy only a brief stint in the big leagues, the odds
against having a successful professional career are even more
overwhelming.

With daunting odds like these, parents eyeing the professionals
might as well play the state lottery. Like adults who see a lottery
winner's picture in the newspaper and rush out to buy tickets, par-
ents are sometimes tantalized by media accounts of players like Ti-
ger Woods, Mickey Mantle and the Williams sisters, whose parents
pushed them and won the "lottery" when the child made it big.
These accounts are noteworthy precisely because they are so ex-
traordinary and they do nothing to improve the overwhelming odds
against reaching the professional level. Rational adults would not
gamble their own valuable property at such odds, and they should
not gamble their child's fun either. Fun in youth sports is precious,
and it belongs to the child, not the parents.

The cruel irony is that with millions of child athletes quitting
in frustration by their early teen years because adults have taken the
fun from the game, parental pressure undoubtedly aborts many
more collegiate and professional careers than it creates. Some chil-
dren who quit playing early, before ever developing skills and dem-
onstrating genuine talent, would have had a better chance of
reaching the collegiate or professional ranks with supportive par-
ents who allowed them to engage in natural play. When a ten-year-
old quits because of being cut, benched or continually yelled at by
parents and coaches, who knows what might have been? What if
Michael Jordan had quit after being cut from the varsity basketball
team as a tenth grader?

Devoted parents should seek reward in the child's physical and
emotional growth from playing, a reward that money cannot buy,
not in the pursuit of elusive scholarships or professional contracts.
A youth sports career is fleeting because youngsters pass through
adolescence quickly, emerging only with the memories, good or
bad. I have seen children play their best for years, only to ulti-
mately feel that they let down their parents for not reaching the
collegiate or pro ranks. In a society that worships at the altar of

80. Id.; see also RICHARD LAPCHICK, FIvE MINUTES TO MIDNIGHT: RACE AND

SPORTS IN THE 1990s 260 (1991) (noting there are about 43 times as many high
school football players as Division I college players).

81. Stryer, supra note 3, at 704.

[Vol. 8: p. 253
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athletic prowess, feeling like a failure for the rest of your life is not
fun.

III. EQUAL OPPORTUNITY IN YOUTH SPORTS

A. Why Private Youth Sports Programs Deny Equal Athletic
Opportunity, and What Parents Can Do About It

In organized youth sports, equal opportunity is intimately re-
lated to fun, not only because children know when adults are short-
changing them, but also because inequality frustrates or excludes
many children who want to play. Equal opportunity in youth sports
is neither difficult nor impossible to achieve. Most parents and
coaches know equal athletic opportunity when they see it, and
when they work energetically to defeat it.

At the core, "equal opportunity" means that a youth sports pro-
gram should enroll each boy and girl who wishes to enroll, and
should assure each youngster full and fair participation in every
practice session and game. No child should be cut or made un-
comfortable for wanting to play, regardless of ability. The program
should tolerate a waiting list only as an absolute last resort, and
should maintain unavoidable waiting lists on a first-come, first-
served basis without favoring particular children based on ability or
family circumstance. No waiting list should be tolerated where
careful scheduling, such as modest reductions in practice and game
time for teams and players already enrolled, would create room for
new teams rather than leave some children behind.

"Equal opportunity" also means enabling each child, to the ex-
tent possible, to play with children of roughly the same ability level.
Children with five years' experience, for example, would be better
off not playing against beginners, and beginners would be better off
not playing against seasoned veterans. Experienced players may be-
come bored, beginners may become intimidated or embarrassed
and wide disparities of talent increase risk of injury, particularly in
contact or collision sports.

Where a program maintains "travel" teams for the more exper-
ienced youngsters, it should also maintain a "house" league if suffi-
cient interest warrants. With several teams engaging in local play,
vibrant house leagues permit broad participation by enabling less
experienced children to have fun, develop skills and maintain self-
esteem before moving to a higher level if they wish. In larger com-
munities where a few programs conduct house leagues at roughly
the same ability level and within convenient driving distance of one

2002]
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another, a program can offer its house leaguers a taste of travel
competition by scheduling a few games against teams from other
house leagues.

"Equal opportunity" also means that every child should receive
a fair amount of playing time each game. Modest disparity
throughout an entire game may be unavoidable and can largely be
made up at the next game, but chronic benchwarming is a public
humiliation that leads some children to drop out. Fair-minded
coaches know the difference between modest disparity and chronic
benchwarming, and no coach assigns chronic benchwarmers by ac-
cident. Rules assuring only minimal participation, such as ones
guaranteeing each youngster only two innings and one at-bat in a
seven-inning baseball game, are shams when coaches can get away
with giving the same players the short end of the stick game after
game.

When all is said and done, "equal opportunity" means viewing
community youth sports programs as a pyramid. The strongest part
of a pyramid is at the middle and bottom, not the top. Elite teams
have a role in older age groups because youngsters, including the
relatively few players at the top of the pyramid, deserve opportuni-
ties to compete at their own ability level once they have mastered
the basics. For most of these top players, elite teams provide their
last chance to pursue excellence in organized sports because the
collegiate and professional ranks will be out of reach.

Most youngsters, however, are not "elite" players and never will
be. In any community, the "elite" cannot realistically include more
than about 20% of youngsters who play a particular sport. A com-
munity fails its youth unless the community's sports programs offer
meaningful participation to the remaining 80% lower on the pyra-
mid, including the least experienced youngsters at the bottom.

Regardless of their lofty rhetoric, however, most private youth
sports programs reject "equal opportunity" because the adults in
control want no part of it. Programs conducted by parks and recre-
ation departments or other public agencies can mandate equal op-
portunity, but most private programs are conducted by "short
termers," parents and coaches who know they will be involved for
only a few years while their own children are involved. With brief
tenure assured at the outset, many adults in control cannot resist
temptation to take what they can for their own children and their
teams, even when they know their selfishness means depriving
other youngsters.

[Vol. 8: p. 253
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Many private programs defeat equal opportunity by making
unnecessary cuts or maintaining avoidable waiting lists so they can
pursue victory by lavishing extra practice and game time on the
most talented youngsters. Many coaches take the easy way out,
forming "select" teams so they can win immediately without having
to work patiently with less talented youngsters unable to produce
quick victory. Other coaches belittle minimum-participation rules
as a petty annoyance to be evaded whenever benching some players
may pay off on the scoreboard.

In many private programs, it is no secret that winning a posi-
tion on the board of directors is the easiest way to bypass tryouts
and assure prime playing time for your child. Board members vote
to appoint coaches of the most desirable teams, who will be smart
enough to remember that board members who voted them in this
year can vote them out next year. Subtle pressures help explain
why even with modest talent, board members' children and their
friends so often happen to get selected for the most desirable teams
and seldom need a seat on the bench.

With equitable private sports programs the exception rather
than the rule, public officials frequently make matters worse. Most
private youth sports programs do not own their own fields, gyms or
other facilities; they use public facilities under license agreements
with the school district, parks department or other public agency.
The licenses often come at favorable rates or even free, on the ra-
tionale that the program performs a valuable public service by con-
ducting a wholesome youth activity.

When they allocate scarce field and gymnasium time, officials
often give priority to "elite" programs that maintain avoidable wait-
ing lists, or that cut or wait-list large numbers of youngsters and
then tolerate coaches who assign chronic benchwarmers. Programs
open to all youngsters are often forced to settle for whatever facili-
ties and inconvenient time slots are left because these inclusive pro-
grams cannot showcase the community's best players, command
headlines or conduct tournaments and travel teams that generate
revenue for hotels, restaurants and other local businesses. In many
communities, the unyielding demand for scarce athletic facilities
assures that very little is left over.8 2

Where public facilities are scarce, officials must give first prior-
ity to programs that pledge to permit all interested youngsters to
play. These programs must be assured access to facilities sufficient

82. See, e.g., Kate Stone Lombardi, Downside of the Sports Boom: A Growing
Shortage of Fields, N.Y. TIMES, June 10, 2001, § 14WC, at 1.
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to meet the reasonable needs of all children, and access must be
provided during convenient hours unlikely to discourage broad
participation.

Taxpayers should insist that each youth sports program seek-
ing to use public facilities file an annual application and a "child
impact statement," stating the number of children who sought to
enroll the prior year, the number the program enrolled and al-
lowed to participate and the program's written policy for assuring
each child fair participation in each practice session and game. Au-
thorities reviewing applications should be alert for complaints that
a program fails to practice what its written policy preaches. To de-
termine whether a sports program truly serves the community's
youth, officials charged with assigning public facilities need to ask
only one question: "How does the program treat its least talented
player?" Adults conducting many private programs could not give
an honest answer with a straight face.

Taxpayers should remain vigilant, speaking at city council and
school board meetings to challenge these elected officials to act for
the greater good whenever it appears that assignment of public fa-
cilities may shortchange inclusive community programs. These pro-
grams must receive their fair share because the only other major
provider of youth sports, the school district, excludes too many
youngsters who wish to play.

B. Why Secondary Schools Deny Children Equal Athletic
Opportunity, and What Parents Can Do About It

Schools generally offer two sources of athletics, interscholastic
teams and physical education ("PE") classes. Neither pretends to
serve all children who seek the camaraderie and lasting memories
of organized sports. Interscholastic teams generally skim the best
players off the top and offer nothing to most of the student body,
while PE classes generally offer only sporadic activity to youngsters
denied places on interscholastic teams.

Interscholastic sports programs are important to the school
and community,83 but they generally have places for only about
25% of the student body, the most talented athletes.8 4 The 25%

83. See, e.g., Vernonia Sch. Dist. v. Acton, 515 U.S. 646, 648 (1995) (indicating
respect garnered by student athletes from community); EITZEN & SAGE, supra note
5, at 109-12.

84. In the fall of 2000, an estimated 15,018,000 children attended grades 9
through 12 in public and private schools. See UNITED STATES CENSUS BuREAu, STA-
TISTICAL ABSTRACT OF THE UNITED STATES 2000, at 152, tabl. 241. According to the
National Federation of State High School Associations ("NFHS"), 6,556,912 high

[Vol. 8: p. 253
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estimated figure might even decline in the immediate future be-
cause the number of high school age youngsters is rising.85 When a
school district absorbs steadily increasing enrollment without con-
structing new schools, available positions on sports teams will likely
remain relatively constant despite a higher number of candidates
from among the increasing student body.86

On the one hand, this 25% figure may seem artificially low be-
cause many of the remaining students join non-athletic extracurric-
ular activities such as the marching band or the chess club without
ever seeking a position on a sports team. At the same time, the
figure may seem artificially high because some sports (such as track
and field, cross country, swimming and football) typically have no-
cut policies that offset sports (such as basketball, baseball and ice
hockey) that typically cut large numbers of candidates.

The bottom line, however, is that only the most talented candi-
dates make the varsity orjunior varsity teams, and that interscholas-
tic sports excludes too many youngsters and leaves them with no
place to play except in community programs. No matter how many
sports a school offers, the locker room door is closed to all boys and
girls who are cut or discouraged from trying out in the first place.
Many team members then warm the bench game after game be-
cause coaches know that winning is the surest way to keep their
jobs, and to maintain their sanity by deflecting the wrath of parents,
boosters and school administrators bent on victory. Even when a
team follows a no-cut policy, the policy is usually a charade that
merely allows any interested youngster to hang around as fodder in
practice sessions with little or no realistic chance of ever seeing ac-
tion in games, where most of the fun and fulfillment are.

No self-respecting educator would ever advocate a classroom
curriculum that instructs only 25% or so of the most talented stu-

school boys and girls participated in interscholastic sports during the 1999-2000
academic year. See NFHS, Participation Survey 1999-2000, at 56, available at http://
www.nfhs.org/part-survey99-00.htm (October 21, 2000). The NFHS statistic ap-
pears artificially high, however, because it "[r]eflects participation rate, i.e., indi-
vidual who participated in two sports is counted twice, three sports - three times,
etc." Id. n.3. Because many boys and girls play more than one sport, the 25%
figure is estimated by assigning about one and a half sports to each participating
youngster, that is by estimating that about three and a half to four million of the
nation's fourteen-plus million high school students play at least one interscholastic
sport.

85. See, e.g., FEDERAL INTERAGENCY FORUM ON CHILD AND FAmILY STATISTICS,

supra note 2 (reporting number of children in United States, which stood at 70.4
million in 2000, is projected to increase to 77.2 million in 2020).

86. See generally Robert Lipsyte, Varsity Syndrome: The Unkindest Cut, 445 Annals,
AAPSS 15 (Sept. 1979).
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dents and excludes everyone else. Too many school districts, how-
ever, offer competitive sports to only the most talented boys and
girls while sending everyone else home or letting them participate
only as spectators. If the varsity team does happen to win a major
title, the hoopla may actually increase the inequity when boosters
seek an even greater percentage of available resources, citing vic-
tory as proof of the school's excellence in athletics. The title actu-
ally proves only that the school's best players can win as long as the
athletic department ignores the rest of the student body.

While continuing to channel money into interscholastic sports
for the few, more districts than ever before balance tight budgets by
reducing or eliminating PE classes. 87 According to a recent study
by the National Association For Sport and Physical Education, 81%
of parents with children in elementary and secondary schools be-
lieve that daily physical education should be mandatory, even
though only 44% of their children are receiving it.88

Even when daily physical education is offered, classes fre-
quently fail to serve a student's long-term needs because they stress
sports that most adolescents stop playing in early adulthood, such
as baseball and football, rather than "carryover sports" that can last
a lifetime, such as swimming, jogging and racquet sports.8 9 In the
typical PE class, students engage in actual physical activity for only
about a quarter of the class period; most of the period is consumed
with instruction, administrative tasks and waiting. 90 Once exercise
begins, PE classes frequently feature games like dodge ball, which
regularly humiliate the least talented youngsters, encourage arro-
gance in the most talented and relegate most participants to the
sidelines for much of every game. 91 Classes are often conducted by

87. See, e.g., Kohl & Hobbs, supra note 5, at 549; Marion Nestle & Michael F.
Jacobson, Halting the Obesity Epidemic: A Public Health Policy Approach, 115 PUB.

HEALTH REP. 12 (2000). See generally American Academy of Pediatrics, Physical Fit-
ness and the Schools, 80 PEDIATRICS 449 (1987) (describing pressures that have led to
decreased support for physical education classes).

88. See Michelle Healy, Schools' PE Programs Are a Bit Lean, Parents Say, USA
TODAY, May 22, 2000, at D6.

89. See, e.g., Nestle &Jacobson, supra note 87, at 12; HEALTHY CHILDREN 2000:
NATIONAL HEALTH PROMOTION AND DISEASE PREVENTION OBJECTIVES RELATED TO
MOTHERS, INFANTS, CHILDREN, ADOLESCENTS AND YOUTH 15 (1992) (stressing imple-
mentation of physical education that will lead to "life long physical activ-
ity") [hereinafter HEALTHY CHILDREN 2000].

90. See HEALTHY CHILDREN 2000, supra note 89, at 15 (reporting 27% of class
time spent in actual physical activity, 26% spent in instruction, 22% spent in ad-
ministrative tasks, and 25% spent waiting).

91. See, e.g., Thomas Toch, Say Goodbye to Dodge Ball, U.S. NEWS & WORLD REP.,
Nov. 16, 1998, at 70; Nancy Shute, Go Out and Play, U.S. NEws & WORLD REP., Apr.
6, 1998, at 69.
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PE teachers who are uncertified in that field or who view their PE
classes as drudgery to be endured before the final afternoon bell
liberates them to coach the varsity.

Too many communities tolerate ineffective PE curricula while
the nation suffers through an "epidemic of childhood obesity, 92

with about a quarter of all children overweight and lacking suffi-
cient physical activity. 93 Increased television watching, video game
playing, reliance on fast-food outlets, dependence on automobiles
and other lifestyle changes have taken their toll on children in re-
cent generations.9 4 Americans know full well that the pediatric
obesity epidemic grows worse each year, 95 even if they are some-
times unwilling to make the hard choices necessary to help produce
a cure.

Schools can often get away with ignoring the athletic needs of
most students because too many people misunderstand the vital
role of athletics in education. When school budgets appear tight,
"athletics" may evoke images of fun and games, a luxury the curric-
ulum can live without. Because physical exercise remains a power-
ful antidote to obesity and inactivity, however, athletics is not an
expendable frill, somehow less important than other facets of pri-
mary and secondary school curricula. A healthy body is as impor-
tant as a healthy mind, and elementary and secondary schools

92. See Nestle & Jacobson, supra note 87, at 12. See generally Dennis Michael
Styne, Childhood Obesity: Time for Action, Not Complacency, AM. FAM. PHYSICIAN 758
(1999); Scott 0. Roberts, The Role of Physical Activity in the Prevention and Treatment
of Childhood Obesity, 26 PEDIATRIC NURSING 33 (Jan. 1, 2000).

93. See Robert J. Kuczmarski et al., Increasing Prevalence of Overweight Among
U.S. Adults, 272 JAMA 205 (1994) (stating between 20% and 27%).

94. See, e.g., Facts About Childhood Obesity and Overweightness, 12 FAMILY ECON. &
NUTRITION REv. 52 (1999); Ross E. Andersen et al., Relationship of Physical Activity
and Television Watching With Body Weight and Level of Fatness Among Children: Results
From the Third Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, 279 JAMA 938 (1998) (com-
paring vigorous activity and TV watching with body weight and fatness); Kohl &
Hobbs, supra note 5, at 549; Richard P. Troiano & Katherine M. Flegal, Overweight
Children and Adolescents: Description, Epidemiology, and Demographics, 101 PEDIATRICS

497, 503 (1998) (listing factors that decrease amount children exercise). See gener-
ally National Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Guidelines For School and
Community Programs to Promote Lifelong Physical Activity Among Young People, 67J. SCH.

HEALTH 202 (1997).
95. See, e.g., Harris Poll: Public Believes Lifestyle Causes Problems, AM. HEALTH

LINE, Nov. 17, 1999 (discussing poll in which 61% of Americans said they believe
"overweight youth who do not exercise" is health problem "more serious than
others," 49% of Americans said overweight youth is problem that is "getting
worse," and 49% of Americans said "obesity epidemic" is "getting worse"). Report-
ing that the number of deaths annually related to obesity is approaching the num-
ber related to smoking, U.S. Surgeon General, Dr. David Satcher, has urged,
among other things, that schools provide daily physical education in all grades.
See, e.g., U.S. Warning of Death Toll From Obesity, N.Y. TIMES, Dec. 14, 2001, at A26.
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should teach the lifelong value of both. Indeed, for nearly a cen-
tury schools themselves have justified interscholastic athletics as ve-
hicles for enhancing physical fitness and developing character in
the nation's youth. 9 6

What can parents do? Because nearly all children attend
school, universal physical education can be a major step toward as-
suring all children a measure of equal athletic opportunity. At the
threshold, parents should insist on an effective elementary and sec-
ondary physical education curriculum taught by teachers certified
in PE. 97 In the short term, PE classes must provide vigorous physi-
cal activity for all children, particularly during the autumn and win-
ter months, when the weather sharply reduces the level of
children's physical activity outside of school in many parts of the
nation. 98 In the longer term, classes must teach the health benefits
of a lifestyle rich in healthy aerobic exercise and appreciation for
carryover sports.99 The results of an effective physical education
curriculum can last a lifetime because studies have shown that chil-
dren with positive attitudes about their PE classes are more likely
than other children to continue exercising into middle age and
beyond. 100

For children who wish to play competitive organized sports,
however, instruction in daily PE classes can be only a complement,
and not a substitute, for interscholastic or community sports pro-
grams. Because children excluded from interscholastic teams suf-
fer twice when they are also excluded from community programs,
parents must insist that community programs leave no interested
child on the outside looking in.

"Double dipping" - playing the same sport simultaneously on
an interscholastic team and in an organized community league -
may also thwart equal opportunity and leave some children with
nothing. Many interscholastic sanctioning bodies prohibit double-
dipping in an effort to assure that interscholastic athletes, who gen-
erally practice regularly throughout the week on top of a full sched-

96. See, e.g., EITZEN & SAGE, supra note 5, at 104.
97. See, e.g., WHITE HOUSE CONFERENCE ON FOOD, NUTRITION AND HEALTH:

FINAL REPORT 49 (1970).
98. See HEALTHY CHILDREN 2000, supra note 89, at 14-15.
99. See, e.g., D. A. Bailey, The Growing Child and the Need for Physical Activity, in

Child in Sport and Physical Activity 81 (J.G. Albinson & G. M. Andrew eds., 1976);
James F. Sallis & Thomas L. McKenzie, Physical Education's Role in Public Health, 62
RES. Q. EXERCISE AND SPORTS 124 (1991).

100. See generally KristiJ. Ferguson & Charles E. Yesalis et al., Attitudes, Knowl-
edge and Beliefs as Predictors of Exercise Intent and Behavior in Schoolchildren, 59 J. SCH.
HEALTH 112 (1989).
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ule of games, will have ample time and energy for academics. The
prohibition also helps to prevent a relatively small number of play-
ers from consuming most of a town's athletic offerings. Particularly
where facilities are scarce and the specter of wait-lists looms in com-
munity programs, parents of children facing exclusion should insist
that the school board prohibit double dipping if no such rule oth-
erwise exists.

All interested boys and girls, and not just star athletes, need
and deserve equal opportunity to participate in organized sports
throughout their childhood and adolescence. By denying most stu-
dents the educational benefits of interscholastic athletics while fre-
quently giving short shrift to PE classes, schools leave a pressing
pedagogic and public health need that only community sports pro-
grams open to all children can fulfill.

IV. CONCLUSION: YOUTH SPORTS AS A LOCAL AND

NATIONAL RESOURCE

More than two years have passed since the shootings at Colum-
bine High School in Littleton, Colorado. Whenever a tragedy like
Columbine occurs, adults hit the airwaves imploring communities
to reach out to children with wholesome activities. We cannot rea-
sonably expect sports programs to pinpoint potential killers, of
course, because such random deviants are not readily identifiable.
But sports programs can prevent much deviancy by reaching out to
the greatest possible number of children, and by enriching their
lives with the self-respect that comes from athletic competition, win
or lose.

Too many communities, however, complain about high rates
of teen alcohol and drug use, yet systematically exclude most teens
from athletic competition by depriving them of fun, by starving or
eliminating inclusive community sports programs, or both. I see a
direct connection, describable in two sentences: (1) When large
numbers of teens are excluded from team sports or from participat-
ing with peers in individual sports, many of these teens will drift
toward other peer groups, including ones likely to cause trouble;
(2) With time on their hands and without the opportunity to "turn
on" to sports, many of these teens in their peer groups will turn on
to something else, often drugs and alcohol. In a community that
deprives most teens of organized sports, no one should be surprised
when many teens travel down the wrong path.

With millions of children participating each year, youth sports
programs organized by adults can be a valuable local and national
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resource. Adults can be wholesome role models who encourage,
supervise and teach children in a safe, secure environment. Adult
participation of children's games can be a positive force in the lives
of boys and girls of all ages and ability levels.

When thoughtful adults assure a prominent place for fun and
equal opportunity, youngsters of all ability levels win because the
challenges, successes and disappointments of wholesome athletic
competition help shape their character and point the way toward
adulthood. Parents win because youth sports provides children
lifelong memories of victory and defeat shared with family and
friends. The entire community wins because values learned in ath-
letics help build solid citizens, many of whom will remain in the
community to raise families years later. America also wins when
these values help shape an entire generation, long after the scores
of distant games have faded from memory.

These enduring victories will not happen, however, until more
parents and coaches straighten out their priorities, move beyond
selfishness and embrace the core principle - that the mission of
organized youth sports is to serve all interested children and build
character through fun.
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