SUCCESSFUL TENNIS "PARENTING"

                                                          by Steve Wild


Some might consider the title SUCCESSFUL TENNIS "PARENTING" an oxymoron. At least those honest with themselves would have to seriously consider the possibility. Much has been written on the subject. My comments will not be nearly as erudite as say, Jim Loehr's or other sports scientists, but intensely practical, reflecting many years in all three roles, player, coach and parent.

RULE #1: WAIT A GOOD HALF HOUR TO DISCUSS A LOSING EFFORT. 

If I had a nickel for every time I saw a parent launch into a tirade immediately after a match, I wouldn’t be working for a living! This scenario is most popular in the younger age divisions. Little Johnny or Jeannie comes off the court decked out in Fila diapers and mom and dad are doing their best to imitate a couple of "Looney Tunes." The kid feels bad enough for losing. The parents only intensify the negative emotions. Is this sane behavior? To make matters worse, the poor little kid can't even defend himself. He has to take the abuse.

A much saner approach is to affirm the child after the match, win or lose, unless behavior was a significant problem. In which case, the situation should be dealt with without delay. After the passage of time, the player should be open to positive criticism. 


RULE #2: NO ONE MISSES ON PURPOSE.

Most parents act as if the player takes delight in missing easy shots on big point just to upset them. If more parents would "serve them up" now and then, they might realize that the game is a little more difficult than it looks from the sidelines. 

Jim Loehr had a good solution for this. He actually told one parent to enter five tournaments and win every one. Then report back. Eventually, the parent got the message.

RULE #3: EMPHASIZE THE PROCESS NOT THE RESULT.

Too many parents and coaches use the "Winning isn't the most important thing. It's the only thing" philosophy. In reality, most kids won't come close to being professionals, so why get crazy? 

Emphasize the methodology of becoming a player and reinforce the fun of playing the game. Yes, work can be fun! If the pain of losing overcomes the joy of playing, the junior will give up the game sooner or later. I have seen this time and again. Players that were phenomenal juniors just walk away from the game as soon as they get older. The pain is too great.



RULE #4: NEVER YANK YOUR KID FROM A DRILL COURT UNLESS THEY ARE MISBEHAVING.

If a parent has a problem with the drill court assignments during a group lesson, handle it with the pro in private. Removing the child only reinforces the "I'm too good to hit with you" attitude. Adolescents suffer from too much bi-polar thinking to begin with, this only makes matters worse.

The optimal and fair way to handle drill court assignments should reflect what happens in "the real world." Sometimes the opponent is better than, equal to, or less than a player. Drill courts should reflect this. For a player to play above or below his or her level continually is not good.

The pro running the drill should have enough expertise to make this judgment. If not, consider a different program. It makes no sense to make parents and players miserable.

RULE # 5: BE REASONABLY INVOLVED WITH YOUR CHILD'S TENNIS 

In the seventies and early eighties, most tennis parents erred on the side of over-involvement with junior's tennis. Now the opposite is true. Oftentimes, I hear "we are letting Johnny handle his own tennis now." Imagine what would happen if Johnny handled all his own academic decisions!

The optimal position is somewhere in the middle. Too much is no good and too little is equally as bad. The parent pays the bill and has a right to expect excellence in how the situation is managed. The parent's role is to make sure both the coach and the player are living up to their agreements, not to tell the coach and player how to play or teach.


RULE # 6: NEVER GET INTO HASSLES WITH OTHER PARENTS, COACHES OR PLAYERS


Most junior tournaments should have a staff psychologist on hand. Not being a "shrink" myself, I wouldn't hazard a professional opinion, however, the psychological climate does not seem very healthy at most junior events.

The aforementioned notwithstanding, be sure and stay cool even though emotions could be running hot. I must confess that plenty of times I have felt like either screaming or punching someone. But then again, "Discretion is the better part of valor." 

If I have seemed overly harsh on parents it is because it is by far and away the toughest role. I have the gray hair to prove it! 




