SWIMMER-PARENT-COACH ROLES
BY DR. ALAN GOLDBERG, PHD, SPORT PSYCHOLOGIST

“I'm so nervous. Oh my god, I can't wait for this event to be over! If I don't get a good time, I'm going to hear about it all the way home! Every time I swim slow, I have to go through the ringer with my dad (mom) and listen to everything I did wrong. According to them I don't work hard enough, my turns suck, and I fool around too much. They always make me feel awful after bad races, like they're disappointed in me. It makes me hate swimming.”   A lot of swimmers get a bad case of performance anxiety pre-race which saps their confidence, tightens their muscles and drains the fun right out of the sport. Oftentimes, underlying these pre-race jitters is the powerful worry that unless they produce, mom and dad will be very angry and disappointed.    When a parent responds to your bad swims with their anger, disapproval and criticism, we can assume that most of the time, their heart is in the right place. They're simply trying to be helpful and want you to do well. Unfortunately, this is not their role on the team, and they need to know that their trying to be helpful in this way may actually be causing you to swim slower.   Why?    In order to swim your best, you must be loose, relaxed, excited and having fun pre-race. If you're worried about disappointing your parents, then you'll be too nervous, distracted and physically tight to swim well. Your parents need to understand that if they really want you to go fast, then their role on the team must be to help you stay calm and have fun.    They can do this in two ways:    First, by being your “best fan.” Parents need to be emotionally supportive and positive with you, to pick you up when you're down, to help you feel happier and better about yourself, especially after a bad swim.   Second, by not coaching. Coaching is the one parent mistake that will cause serious unhappiness in your house and performance problems in the pool. Coaching involves critiquing your practices and races, pushing you to work harder, trying to motivate you, focusing you on beating other swimmers or achieving certain times, offering pre-race strategy and technique advice, etc.

BEHAVING LIKE A CHAMPION
BY JENNY SUSSER, PhD//Sport Psychologist Dealing with distractions is something we all must do on whatever level we compete, whether it be the Olympics or sectionals.  The higher the competitive level, the higher the pressure of the distractions. 
Making good decisions when under pressure is a life-long challenge.  You will still make mistakes, but that’s part of being human. 
An important part of making mistakes is how you deal with them and then trying to learn from them. 
Being a competitive athlete offers daily opportunities to “behave like a champion,” not just during a meet, but also in practice and in everyday life. 

How about while you’re having a bad set or workout, and you know you need to act one way when you’d much rather throw a tantrum and cry? 
What about when you’ve been taken off the relay because someone swam faster than you?  Again, is this a perfect time to get angry or feel sorry for yourself, or should you figure out how to swim faster by working harder or smarter in practice and then cheer louder than anyone else for the relay. 

How about when you miss that cut by .01 of a second in the mile?!  Sure, you will be disappointed. Who wouldn’t? But is it “champion” behavior to throw your cap and goggles and quit swimming? 
No.  A champion would get upset (for a short time), dust themselves off, get back to training and try again.
Behaving like a champion shouldn’t be reserved for those who are winning and only when you are competing.  Sport is about many things, and winning is only one of them, no matter how important it might seem at the time. 

Behaving like a champion and being mentally tough is a much greater challenge when you are NOT winning, which might mean more and make you an even greater champion…in and out of the pool.
