From the Front Row to the Backfield:

A Family’s Sports Lessons Learned
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By Kyle Veltrop
| graduated from college with a journalism degree in hand and sports in my heart. | embarked on a 15-year

career of covering everything from Friday night high school football for a suburban newspaper to the Super
Bowl for a national magazine. Sports were my livelihood, if not my life.

Now, | have a different career, one with more stability, less travel and fewer 1 a.m. deadlines. Sports are my
livelihood no more. Yet, they are as big a part of my life as ever. See, | am the father of three boys — three
really active boys. They are baseball players, basketball players, football players. Rare is the day when my family
doesn’t do something sports related, whether it's a tournament out of town, a game or practice at school, or a
family pickup game on the well-worn hoop at home.

One night, three games. Just an average day at the ballpark for one family.

Through the years, we've learned that sports — like life, like investing — are full of highs and lows, teachable
moments, and lessons learned, both for the kids on the field and the parents in the stands. There certainly are
similar lessons applicable to families who are heavily involved in dance, drama, Scouting or any number of
extracurricular activities. But sports are what we know, so here goes:

Focus on what you can control. My sons know how much | dislike complaints about the calls of umpires or
referees. Don’t want to hear it. Bad, inconsistent calls happen, even in the big leagues and especially by youth-
sports umpires who are doing this as a summer/side job and may be working their fourth game of the day.
Complaining about officiating is wasted energy, plain and simple. (Aside: Parents who loudly critique the strike
zone from the top row of the bleachers can hardly expect their kids to respect officials. The hypocrisy is noticed
and the kids are often mortified by your antics.) Also, pay no attention to the opponent who may be doing or
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saying something for the sole purpose of getting under your skin. If you let them, they win. When it comes to
your own team, instead of spending time and energy worrying about why you aren’t playing more or why you
aren’t batting higher in the order, spend it practicing more, playing harder and being a better teammate.
Focusing on these controllable actions often takes care of whatever the initial injustice was perceived to be.

Don’t actively manage. This can be tough for the parent who, like me, taught their kids to play sports in the
backyard and perhaps even coached them along the way. You feel in some way like you will always be their
coach. But sometimes the best thing you can do is get out of the way. As my sons have grown, they tend to
need me more as Dad and less as Pop Warner. | still throw them BP, shoot hoops with them and help them
study a playbook. But my bigger role is to support and encourage them and to be there for when they need
me. Once my son steps on the field, the best thing | can do is cheer for him. The worst thing is to tell him to
look for a curveball as he’s stepping in the box. It's just adding clutter.

Practice diversification. My sons recently attended a high school baseball camp, and at the end of it, the
head coach, who also does work as a big-league scout, implored the kids to put down their gloves and bats
from time to time and get out and play basketball, football, soccer ... whatever. | loved it. I'm sure there are
exceptions, but to me, specialization in youth sports often leads to a better chance of burnout to the
mind/body/spirit. Playing different sports helps young athletes’ bodies in different ways. And you never know
when, where or why something will click for a kid. My oldest son wanted to give up football after sixth grade.
Fresh off a move to a new school district, | encouraged him to play one more season, telling him, “Even if you
don’t like it, you'll get to know 24 kids really well and you’ll be in great shape for basketball.” Now, football is
his favorite. And he's pretty good at it. As he enters high school in a few weeks, his plan is to play three sports
— for how long, we'll see. But by not focusing on only one or two throughout youth sports, he has options.
And options are a great thing.

Don’t react wildly to wild swings in performance. I've seen my boys hit home runs in Cooperstown, make
a leaping TD catch in overtime and sink a game-winning 3-pointer. I've also seen them strike out with the
bases loaded, miss key free throws and suffer spirit-crushing losses. After such high-low experiences, it's worth
reminding your young athletes that they aren’t as good as their greatest successes or as bad as their lowest
failures. If you think you have a sport figured out, humility often follows. And if you dwell on a bad day, it will
turn into a bad week. Coaches love, LOVE players whose temperament and effort level are consistent,
regardless of result. It gets back to what you can control.

Be disciplined. Do your homework/chores before practice. Keep your grades up if you want to play. Have
your uniform and equipment ready well before it's time to walk out the door. Eat smart. Honor your
commitment to the team, because others are counting on you. ... Making a sports-stuffed schedule work isn‘t
easy, but along the way you're given plenty of opportunities for lessons in prioritizing, managing time, making
good choices and being responsible.

Have great conversations. On top of the joy of getting to watch my boys participate in activities that they
love, | also have them as a captive audience on our way to and from practices and games, on a near nightly
basis. On the way there, we might talk about the highs and lows of their days, what they're thinking, how
they're feeling. After, we'll break down the just-played game or maybe (always) simply talk about what we're
going to eat when we get home. Many days, we'll talk about our plans for tomorrow or the weekend. There
are others, the really good ones, when we'll talk about their hopes and dreams for way, way down the road.

The past few weeks, I've had two neighbors — their children now in college or beyond — stop me to chat.
Both are friendly but largely keep to themselves, but after having had up-close views of my kids parading in
and out of the house in different uniforms, and of my wife and me moving equipment bags from one car to
the other, they had a message they wanted to share: embrace every practice, enjoy every game, appreciate
every car ride. For it all goes far too fast.

That's a game plan I'm trying to follow.
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