Playing to Extremes

American kids and sports — a combination as old as America itself. Children's sports have always been associated with a healthy lifestyle and learning the skills necessary to get along and become team players, and how to win and lose. But an alarming trend is surfacing in children's and teens' sports. Organized sports have reached a level of intensity and competitiveness that leave little room for playing for fun and love of the game. Investigative Reports takes a look at the fierce level of play and the young athletes whose lives revolve around their performances. 

Playing to Extremes would be useful for classes on American Culture, Physical Education, Psychology and Ethics. It is appropriate for middle school and high school. 

OBJECTIVES: Students will explore the pressures and consequences of fierce competitive sports. They will examine the tolls extreme levels of play take on growing bodies, as well as the psychological effects. They will also examine the role of parents in children's competitions. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Many parents push their children to excel in athletics. Why do some parents push their children so hard to be outstanding athletes? 

2. In recent years soccer has become an immensely popular sport in the United States. Why is this sport so popular? 

3. Many young athletes play on travel teams. What is a travel team? How are travel teams different than other teams? 

4. Discuss the physical toll playing to extremes can take on growing bodies. 

5. Discuss the differences between recreational sports and competitive sports. Which do you think are more beneficial for young athletes? Why? 

6. There has been a change in parental attitudes towards children's sports in the past five years. What is this change? Why do you think this change has occurred? What are the consequences of this change? 

7. What does it mean when someone lives vicariously? How do parents sometimes live vicariously through their children? 

8. Discuss the role of promised financial rewards, scholarships and gold medals in children's sports. 

9. Playing to extremes can cost a young athlete his or her health. But there are financial costs as well. What are some of the financial costs of intense competition? 

10. Young skater Lindsey Ehrlich quit skating after years of excelling in competitions. Why did Lindsey quit? How did her mother react? 

