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 Disclaimer:  I recognize that others’ memories and interpretations of the events described in this book are different than my own and intend no harm to those with differing recollections. I am not a health care professional nor expert in raising human beings. I urge all parents to become informed and use their best judgement when making choices for their children.
 
  


  
    


    To Mom with love and thanks.


    


    You encouraged my love of reading and writing.


    You believed in me.


    And you taught me that determined women can create change in the world.

  


  
    Preface


    Long before there was kiddie basketball on Saturday mornings and traveling teams of middle schoolers competing cross-state, when kids practiced alone in their driveways, and more teams were coached by teachers than parents, I had the privilege of learning the game of basketball.


    Had I been just four years older, I would have only been an observer of the game I’d watched my father coach. But in the mid-1970s Title IX gave me the opportunity to play, and the experience shaped the woman and sports parent I became.


    Twenty years later I was thrilled that my two daughters would have the chance to play much sooner than I had. I hoped they would share my love of basketball and find it as fun and rewarding as I did.


    I thought about my high school games and imagined theirs.


    Then I got a reality check.


    Their game wasn’t mine, any more than mine had been my father’s.

A lot has changed about youth sports in fifty years. Access, cost, high expectations, and injuries have all become part of the game.


Many parents are overwhelmed by the time and/or money required for their kids to play. Others do not have the means for their children to participate. The Women’s Sports Foundation has been working since 1974 to expand access to sports for girls and women. Early in 2022, Under Armour® pledged to break down barriers and create opportunities for more children to play.


Pre-pandemic studies showed that 70% of children were quitting sports before high school. During the pandemic more children dropped out. While cost and access are certainly barriers, there is more to this story.


Many children stop playing because of overbearing coaches, parental pressure, and injuries. Sports should be fun, and for many kids, it is not. If the culture doesn’t change, providing more access is not going to keep kids in the game. Introducing sports and skills when age-appropriate, focusing on the purpose of play, and implementing injury prevention programs will.


Navigating the youth sports system is a challenge, and you may be tempted to skip to the end to read my advice or peruse the resources, looking for the magic answer. But storytelling is a process. And as in life, the best lessons will be found along the way. Thank you for joining me in the bleachers. 


  




  
    Prologue


    Spring 2002


    It was a beautiful sunny morning when the toughest question I’d faced yet as a parent came into our home and wouldn’t leave without an answer.


    I had started a load of clothes in the washer and was lacing my shoes for a springtime walk when the phone rang. I paced my living room floor with the phone pressed to my ear as I listened to the woman on the other end.


    “We are getting some of the girls together for a team and were wondering if you’d let Lauren play in tournaments with them,” she said. This was the mother of my daughter’s classmate.


    “Well, sure. She could play once in a while. We don’t want to commit to tournaments every weekend, but in the off-season she could play in a few,” I replied, choosing my words carefully. “Will there be practices, too? Who is coaching them?”


    “The tournaments aren’t every weekend, maybe two or three a month. And they’ll only practice once or twice a week.”


    “Hmm... that is a bigger time commitment than we’re able to make. We visit our parents once a month, and since Scott is gone so much as athletic director, we try to do family things when he doesn’t have to work on a weekend. She might not be able to make it every time. How many girls are playing? If there are more girls on the team, when families have other obligations, there will still be enough to play.”


    “Oh. Well, there are only going to be a few girls on the team. We want to keep it small since they all get along and they’ll be playing together through high school. They’d really like Lauren to play.”


    The woman was recruiting next year’s seventh-grade girls to be part of a special basketball team, a handpicked subset of the middle school team—what was becoming known as an “elite team,” as though naming it as such would make it so.


    Elite teams play in tournaments year-round, competing for kids’ time and loyalties with school sports teams. Scott and I had agreed that our daughters would play only one sport during each season. And, of course, their school team would always come first.


    “I don’t think we can commit to that schedule. And we definitely don’t want her to play year-round. She’s involved in other activities, too.”


    I was well aware that our decision would create a tough situation for Lauren socially. Middle school girls can be unforgiving. Not participating would change the dynamic between Lauren and her teammates for the next six years. I also knew the elite team would impact the chemistry of the school team, whether Lauren played on the elite team or not.


    My stomach rolled. This wasn’t how my young daughter’s athletics experience was supposed to go. I saw too much wrong with the elite team scenario to ignore what I knew about the sport—and what I knew about my own daughter. I had to stand firm. I was doing the right thing, wasn’t I?


    My head started to back up my heart. I could hear the voice of my college economics professor. Econ was one of my least favorite classes, but there were two concepts the professor explained that I’ve applied to many real-life situations. The first: opportunity cost.


    “To put it simply, opportunity cost is what you give up to get something else. We often think of opportunity cost in terms of money. The seven dollars you spend on a movie and popcorn can’t be used for a new record album. But opportunity cost can also be time and other intangibles. Let’s say you plan to study for an exam Thursday night but your friend invites you to go to a movie. Your additional opportunity cost is your study time, and perhaps your grade.”


    Lauren loved school, read voraciously, and never had to be reminded to practice the piano. The middle school years provide opportunities to try a variety of activities in small doses.


    As a sixth grader she’d tried forensics, band, solo/ensemble contest, and the school play. She enjoyed them all and had a circle of friends beyond her basketball teammates. If she played on an elite team, she’d no longer have time for many of the things that were shaping the young woman she was becoming. It wasn’t wise for anyone to have their happiness and fulfillment rely on one thing, as I had experienced myself.


    If Lauren joined this team, our family would also pay an opportunity cost. In addition to losing valued time together, we’d cut into our discretionary income. Elite teams come with a price tag: unlike a group of kids gathering informally at the park to play ball, elite team tournaments require entry fees, uniforms, gas and hotels, meals, and lots of Gatorade.


    I didn’t share my financial concerns with the mother I was talking to on the phone, but my worries about the demands on my daughter did not resonate with her. For her daughter, the costs were worth the benefit and participating was the right thing to do. I tried one last time.


    “Well, like I said, Lauren could play in tournaments once in a while, but we don’t want to commit to something every weekend.”


    It wasn’t the answer she was looking for, and after a few moments of silence she suggested I talk it over with Scott and think about it for a few days. It was clear we were going to have to be all in—or out.


    *


    I set out for my walk with my heart already pounding. I barely noticed the sunshine and breeze, my mind and body fueled by anger and indignation as my thoughts shifted from our family to the sport I loved. Scott and I had seen a few kids who had played on elite teams for a few years burn out and quit before they reached the varsity level of their school team. We also observed a decline in fundamental skills and knowledge of the game. There was more emphasis on running and shooting than strategy and teamwork. And a growing lack of respect for school coaches and misaligned trust in parent-coaches. Parents less familiar with the game didn’t understand why their child was good enough to play all day for a club team but didn’t get the same extensive playing time on the school team. What was happening to basketball?


    I wanted our daughters to play sports, but not like this. What kind of experience would they have?


    I heard my econ professor’s voice again as he described the second concept I recalled often, the law of diminishing returns: “You’re college students. Let’s talk about pizza and beer.” He drew on the chalkboard a picture of a pizza cut into eight slices and a pitcher of beer. “Say it’s Friday night, and you and your friends go out to celebrate the week being over. You’re very hungry and thirsty. Your first slice of pizza and first beer taste great, so you have another of each,” he said, crossing off the slice of pizza and glass of beer as they were consumed. “They still both taste pretty good. But you will enjoy each additional slice of pizza and glass of beer less than the previous one. If you keep going, you will eventually experience adverse effects. The tipping point when you begin to feel less, instead of more, enjoyment is the point of diminishing returns.”


    Those kids who quit in high school had consumed too much. They were not enjoying the game anymore.


    For me, this new model for youth sports came with flashing warning lights. Initially some coaches and a few cautious parents voiced concerns, but how do you stop a train gaining momentum? Many parents were buying into the idea that all these changes were good for kids—or they didn’t want their own to be left out. It was keeping up with the Joneses, 2000s-style.


    On the flip side I thought about the kids this new system left behind. What about the kids whose parents didn’t have the financial means or social connections that enabled them to play on an elite team? What about the girls with potential who weren’t asked to play because they weren’t part of the clique? Why weren’t all kids given the chance to play?


    When Title IX opened the door for my teammates and me to play basketball at Lena-Winslow High School, we all had an equal opportunity. We all had the chance to learn what it meant to be part of a team. A team formed by a common interest and desire to learn. Before we joined the basketball team, some of us barely knew each other, but once the team formed, regardless of age and socio-economic background, we were teammates with a special bond. And we were proud to play for our school. The success we achieved came from our own desire and a coach who provided the structure for learning, not from parents’ efforts to orchestrate success.


    A couple weeks later the coach of the new seventh-grade elite team called. She told me Lauren really wanted to play, and the girls really wanted her on the team. She knew I loved the game and was sure that I wanted Lauren to play. The girls were going to have a good team, and Lauren could be part of it. If she didn’t participate now, she’d be behind in high school.


    I was being asked to ignore my instincts. To ignore what Scott and I knew was happening to youth sports. To ignore my daughter’s best interests. But saying no meant my daughter might not find a place on her high school team, playing the game our family loved.


    I had first learned the value of sport watching my dad’s high school basketball teams play, sharing his enthusiasm for great plays built on solid skills. As a coach’s wife I admired the strategy my husband, Scott, applied as he taught his team, choosing an offense and defense to thwart opponents. I loved the game of basketball. I had loved playing. And I wanted to see my daughters play. I wanted them to reap the benefits of playing a sport: to learn about themselves, about teamwork, about strategy.


    It is just a game, but this decision would be a defining moment for our daughters and our family. I remember it as clearly as the day I learned I’d have the chance to play.

  


  
    FUNDAMENTALS

  


  
    The Pioneer


    Where it began


    The bleachers in the Lena-Winslow High School gym were packed for every game, but our family had seats in the top row of the reserved section. Dad had requested them so Mom could have the wall as a backrest, but they also kept my brothers and me corralled. I was nine, Patrick was six, and Daniel was almost four when Dad became the varsity boys’ basketball coach. Two years later, baby Michael joined us.


    It was the early 1970s and boys’ high school sports gave people in our tight-knit northwestern Illinois communities something to look forward to and talk about. Schools provided student fan buses to away games, and many adults, not just parents, religiously drove to rival schools to support their teams. It was way too much work for Mom to take four little kids to an away game, so she’d make popcorn and we’d listen on the radio, but it just wasn’t the same as being there.


    Oh, how I loved home games. Having only one car, we’d head to the high school with Dad well before game time and leave our coats in the teachers’ lounge, a mysterious place where students weren’t allowed and where cigarette butts, ink from the mimeograph machine, and empty soda bottles created a bizarre cocktail of scents. Mom would then shepherd us down the hall, into the gym, and up to our perched view of the court.


    We would arrive in plenty of time for the warm-ups, which meant we got to enjoy the pep band playing Chicago’s “25 or 6 to 4” and themes from TV shows like Hawaii Five-0 and Hogan’s Heroes. One of my favorite warm-up songs was “The Horse,” an instrumental by Cliff Nobles & Co. that fired up the players and fans, as well as the band. The blare of the horns and thump of the drums stirred anticipation in my chest until the playing of the school song and national anthem signaled we were close to tip-off. As the boys gathered around the bench for the starting lineups, I’d watch Dad give last-minute instructions, reminding them of their assignments based on his scouting report.


    From the moment of tip-off, my eyes would be glued to the action. I’d wish the ball into the basket when the score was tight and cross my fingers when our team shot free throws. It took me a while to figure out why players from both teams ran to the opposite end of the court rather than shoot at the nearest basket. But with every game I learned something about the rules and the skills required to play the sport our life revolved around four months of the year. I knew all the boys’ names. I began to notice who could shoot from the outside and who would earn Dad’s praise for “crashing the boards” or playing “tenacious” defense.


    Cued by the halftime buzzer, the smell of popcorn would begin wafting from the cafeteria into the gym, and I’d ask Mom if I could get a Pepsi. The hot gym made me thirsty, and this was my chance to be independent and get away from my brothers, if only for a few minutes. She’d nod, holding Michael on her slender hip, standing between Pat and Dan to keep the peace as she swayed and hummed along with the band’s rendition of her favorite song, “Sweet Caroline.”


    I’d then hurry to the cafeteria where the air was thick with cigarette smoke and coaching critiques. Men nodded and smiled at me mid-sentence; I was too young to understand that, depending on the night, the discussion may have been about whether my father should stay or go as head coach.


    I’d quickly drink my Pepsi, drawn from a portable fountain and served in a four-ounce paper cup, then head back to my seat to watch the pom-pom girls. I loved the band but looked forward to the day I could participate in the excitement by dancing with the pom-pom girls. After their performance, the boys would return to the court and we would settle in for the second half, cheering for the Panthers, win or lose.


    After the game we’d wait impatiently for Dad to finish his duties and see the last boy off for the night. Once home, Dad would let me look at the scorebook. I loved how the neatly written twos and circles with an “x” through them added up perfectly across columns and down rows to tell the game’s story.


    By the time I was in eighth grade, I knew the game better than most boys my age. But there was no reason to dream of playing.


    Thank you, Bernice Sandler*


    By the end of Dad’s fifth season as head coach, he and Mom had a well-established routine for the off-season. As was often the case before supper, Dad was drinking a martini in the kitchen, still in the dress pants and wingtip shoes he wore for his job as our junior high principal, his clip tie off and top shirt button unbuttoned. He leaned against the counter and talked to Mom as she kept watch over several pots on the stove, her clothing protected by the half-apron that was once her mother’s. Johnny Cash and June Carter sang from the living room stereo. I emerged from my bedroom where I had been doing homework before Mom called me to set the table. I demonstrated my dislike for the task by tossing the plates onto the table. Maybe it wasn’t the task I disliked so much as the fact that my brothers were never asked to do it. It was 1975; I’d heard of women’s liberation, after all.


    I expected to hear one of Dad’s recurring themes: reinventing the wheel in education, teachers who lacked classroom discipline, or a student who just didn’t get it and needed a swift kick in the rear. Instead, he turned to me as I plunked the last plate on the table.


    “Christine, I have some exciting news! Have you ever heard of Title IX? It refers to some legislation passed in ’72. Part of it says we have to offer an equal number of sports to both girls and boys. Our boys have football, basketball, and track, but girls only have volleyball and track. It sounds like we’ll probably start a girls’ basketball team next year when you’re in high school.”


    Instead of heading back to my bedroom until dinner, I started asking questions, most of which wouldn’t be answered for months. Who would coach us? When would we start? How many girls did Dad think would want to play? And the big question I voiced only to myself, “Will I be good enough to make the team?”


    Adding the sport would complicate the scheduling of games and practices in our district’s limited gym space and directly affect the varsity boys’ basketball team he coached, but Dad never questioned that girls should have the opportunity. He knew the kids in our small school district well and began naming potential players and how they could apply their athleticism and work ethic to basketball.


    That night after supper I spent the first of many evenings shooting baskets in the driveway. My plans to be a pom-pom girl faded as the universe offered another option. Basketball was the only sport I liked enough to consider playing, but I had a lot to learn. And I had more on my mind than learning the game. Could a basketball player emerge from the cocoon of a quiet bookworm? Would playing earn me respect or disdain from my classmates? Would I make Dad proud or embarrass him?


    It never occurred to me that I was about to become a pioneer—one of thousands of young women who would pave the way for our daughters to play sports, pursue male-dominated careers, and make the most of their abilities.


    No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance.


    —Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972


    * Bernice Sandler, known as the “Godmother of Title IX,” was a college professor instrumental in the passage of Title IX.


    Blazing the trail


    My first day of high school happened to fall on my fourteenth birthday. After three years of walking down the east side of Fremont Street to the junior high, I switched to the west sidewalk that led to the high school situated directly across the street. The street that separated two very different worlds. The high school was older and darker, and the halls were filled with upperclassman, who mostly ignored but were rumored to torment freshmen.


    By October I settled into a routine. Classes were harder, but that was to be expected. It was tough for me to embrace geometry, but I loved French class, where I learned something new every day. On Friday nights I joined my friends at the football games where we’d talk nonstop as we walked loops around the field and occasionally checked the score.


    One morning before school started, as my friends and I gathered in the freshman hallway laughing about the TV shows we’d watched the night before, three junior girls approached us with a clipboard.


    “We have a petition to start a girls’ basketball team. Do any of you want to play?” Paula asked.


    A petition! I thought Dad had said we’d likely have a team. If the school board was reconsidering, we had to let them know we wanted it. In the months since Dad told me about Title IX, I’d been practicing in the driveway and finding the courage to play in front of an audience. I was both intimidated and excited about this opportunity. I nodded and added my signature. Paula smiled approvingly, and my stomach flipped. Paula Miller was asking me to join her team.


    Dad had told us stories at the dinner table about Paula Miller. She grew up playing basketball with the boys in Winslow, and everyone knew she was better than most of them. Paula excelled in track, volleyball, and every other sport she played. She and her friends scared the hell out of me. But here they were, talking to us!


    I’m going to play with Paula Miller?! Who will coach us? Are we really going to have a team? I felt rebellious signing the petition—taking my own stand for women’s lib—and forged an immediate alliance with the other girls who pledged their interest. By afternoon I wondered if my signing would cause a problem for Dad. And I was scared. This was a far cry from shooting in the driveway. But there was no turning back. I definitely wanted to play.


    With the Title IX requirement to provide an equal number of sports for girls and boys, our team probably would have started without the petition, but it was empowering to believe we had influenced the decision. Late in the fall of 1975, an announcement and a sign-up sheet appeared in the girls’ locker room, along with a practice schedule. While a handful of the girls who played volleyball or led cheers came out for the team, basketball attracted many girls who didn’t play other sports. Girls from varied economic backgrounds. Girls who knew each other but didn’t hang out as friends. Girls who had no experience with the game but were willing to learn.


    Marvin Kaiser was the brave man who was going to coach us. Mr.Kaiser was one of our high school gym teachers. Up until the 1990s coaches were always teachers in the school district. They knew the kids and they knew the school rules. The court or field was an extension of the classroom and expectations were similar. Players and parents may not have always agreed with coaches and some complained, but ultimately everyone understood the coach was in charge of the team. Most parents knew that it was typical for teenagers to complain about practice or the coach, and they reminded their children to respect the coach, listen, and learn.


    Mr.Kaiser easily commanded our respect. “On the line!” his deep voice boomed from his well-over-six-foot-tall body, and it didn’t take long for us to stop shooting and stand attentively on the end line as he started practice. Most of his players didn’t know the rules of the game or have any fundamental skills. He had no choice but to begin with the basics.


    The first couple of weeks we learned how to dribble, first in place, then moving across the court at varied speeds, learning to feel the ball rather than watch it. We practiced the correct way to send a chest pass, bounce pass, and overhead pass to our teammates. We learned the difference between a layup, set shot, and jump shot. We shuffled our feet in defensive position, making large figure eights around the court until our quadriceps burned. Mr.Kaiser inserted a smaller metal rim inside one of the baskets so he could shoot without the ball going in as he taught us how to block out and rebound.


    We only had a few weeks to prepare for our first game, so he had to move quickly into teaching us strategy. He blew his whistle and we gathered around him.


    “Tonight we’re going to learn our offense,” Mr.Kaiser announced.


    Eager to learn how to play more than 21 and HORSE, I listened intently.


    “We are going to play a 1-3-1 offense. Bert is our point guard. She is the “one” at the top of the circle. Then he directed Beth and Amy to the left and right wing positions and put Louise in the middle to form the “three.” Ruth took the “one” spot under the basket. Then Mr.Kaiser directed Bert to pass the ball to Amy on the right wing, and Amy to pass it back as Bert cut to the basket for a layup.


    We watched them a few times, then they ran the same play on the left side of the basket. When Mr.Kaiser had a defensive player step in to stop Bert, Amy could get a pass to Louise in the center instead. He added layers one by one so we could see all the variations of what had seemed simple in the beginning. We learned the correct way to set a pick on the defense. If we stood behind and slightly to the side of the defender, our teammate could dribble by us both to get an open shot, and we could beat her defender to the basket for the rebound.


    For that first year we stuck to the 1-3-1 offense. And for defense: man-to-man. Girl-to-girl, we joked. In neighboring Iowa, high school girls’ teams had six players on the court. Three would play defense, and three would be on offense, with players passing the ball from one end of the court to their teammates on the other end. In Illinois, girls were going to play with five on the court just like the boys, and we learned it was just as important to play good defense as it was to score.


    Throughout our practices Mr.Kaiser drilled some cardinal rules into our heads:


    “Never give up the base line!”


    “Never let the opponent push you under the basket.”


    “Move your feet! Don’t be caught standing still!”


    The week before our first game Mr.Kaiser taught us new rules or protocols every night. We learned how to arrange ourselves on the circle for a jump ball. This was long before the possession arrow was implemented, so jump balls happened many times during each game and on different areas of the court. We had a different play depending on whether we were in the middle of the court or on one of the free throw circles.


    We learned about the restraining line, and the three-, five-, and ten-second rules. We learned how to report into the game at the scorer’s desk and to relay the number of the player we were guarding to our replacement when we came out of the game.


    Mr.Kaiser, addressing my friend Beth, explained how to line up for free throws: “Beth, you’re the shooter. The defense gets the two inside spots near the basket. Then the shooter’s teammates get the next two. The next two spots are for two more defenders, with the last defender out top behind the shooter, ready for a fast break. I want a guard from the shooter’s team back there to be ready on defense.”


    Finally, after four weeks of learning these fundamentals, we were ready to scrimmage. He assigned us to teams, one wearing red pinnys, the other blue. “Mr.Kaiser? My pinny is blue. Am I on defense or offense?” someone asked, not understanding that she’d be playing both during a game.


    The man had a lot of patience. I think he genuinely enjoyed the challenge of teaching us the game. As he got to know us, he would tease, joke, and laugh, and we knew he really cared about us as individuals. He probably didn’t think about the fact that he, too, was making history. Though I’m sure he realized, far more than we did, just how big the gap was between the girls’ and boys’ game.


    *


    Because the boys’ basketball games had been scheduled a year or two in advance, adding girls’ basketball created scheduling and facility challenges. Our practices were scheduled around the established boys’ times, usually in the evening and in the junior high gym. After school I would walk home, do my homework, and eat supper. Then I’d pack my duffel bag, bundle back up, and cut through the backyards to the street. On bright winter nights moonlight on the snow lit the path to the railroad tracks on my half-mile trek back to school. I took that walk so many times that even forty-five years later, on crisp winter evenings, I still hear basketballs hitting the hardcourt.


    If the boys had an away game, we got to practice in the high school gym after school the night before our games. The boys’ teams always got the preferred gyms and time slots in those early years.


    My duffel bag contained my practice gear: cut-off denim jeans, an old t-shirt, two pairs (to prevent blisters) of knee-high tube socks with black and gold stripes at the top, and Pro Ked black canvas sneakers. At least choosing our own clothes differentiated the basketball team from gym class, where we wore the much-maligned 1970s baby blue one-piece gym suit with short sleeves and elastic legs. The boys had practice uniforms long before the girls got them.


    The boys also had comfortable uniforms to play in. We inherited the volleyball team’s old uniforms, and the following year new ones were purchased for varsity girls’ basketball—black for away games, white for home. The shorts were snug and see-through, and more than one of us was embarrassed to realize we’d worn patterned or colored underwear on game day. To make matters worse, they were extremely short, so we
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