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Why Kids Abandon Youth Sports
…and how we can keep them in the game!

W hen asked why they participate in organized sports, young 
athletes rank giving everyone a chance to play and having fun  
far above winning. But even though forty million kids play youth 

sports each year, an estimated seventy percent of them quit by age 
thirteen, and never play again! Why? Here’s what they say:

•	 “It’s not fun anymore.”
•	 “The coach played favorites/was too negative.”
•	 “There’s too much pressure.”
In addition, kids are seeing more and more negative behavior by 

parents and coaches. In one survey, three-quarters of young athletes 
reported seeing out-of control adults at their games.

With twenty years of experience as a teacher and coach, Kevin 
Kush thinks it’s time to create a youth sports environment where 
character, sportsmanship, and fun are once again priorities. In 
Competing with Character, he examines the good and the bad going  
on today on youth playing fields, along the sidelines, and in the stands. 
He urges us to remember that children look to adults as role models and 
gives coaches and parents a repertoire of skills to use that demonstrate 
respect, responsibility, courtesy, and much more to children. 

Coach Kush gives tips and techniques for teaching young players 
how to listen to their coaches, get along with teammates, respect their 
opponents, handle disappointment and adversity, win with class, and 
lose with dignity. He also discusses other ways to ensure a healthy youth 
sports experience such as posting rules for spectator conduct.

At any level of competition – developmental or select, recreation 
or club, Y league or church league, jayvee or varsity – this book can help 
parents and coaches create youth sports programs that are not only fun 
and competitive but that also encourage sportsmanship, character 
development, and life skills for kids.

Kevin Kush, M.A., an outstanding teacher, coach, and motivational 
speaker, has led the very successful Boys Town High School football 
program for troubled and at-risk youth since 1996. He has been 
honored as ABC “Person of the Week” and is also the author of  
The 100-Yard Classroom. He and his wife, Lynne, have two sons.

Michael Sterba, M.H.D., is a senior writer at Boys Town, co-author 
of several books for youth-care professionals, and father of three 
children all of whom participate in youth sports.
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www.boystownpress.org

SM



Chapter 1: 	 What’s Happening to Youth Sports? . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1

Chapter 2: 	 It’s Only a Game .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 15

Chapter 3: 	 Ready...Set...Teach! . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 29

Chapter 4: 	 Coaching for Character  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 41

		  Teach Kids Skills  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 46

		  Praise and Compliment .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 57

		  Correct Misbehavior  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 63

		  Be Organized . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 70

		  Have High Energy  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 76

		  Model .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 81

		  Communicate with Parents .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 92

 		  Understand the Big Picture .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 97

Chapter 5: 	 Parenting for Character .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 103

		  Have Your Child Be on Time with Proper Equipment . .  .  .  . 107

		  Support the Coaches . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 110

		  Voice Concerns Appropriately  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 115

		  Praise and Compliment Your Child Rather than Criticize . . .121

		  Model Appropriate Behavior at Athletic Contests .  .  .  .  .  .  . 125

		  Emphasize Effort and Enjoyment over Winning  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 132

		  Problem-Solve Issues Your Kids Have with Coaches  .  .  .  . 140

Chapter 6: 	 Playing with Character  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 147

		  Listen to Your Coaches .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 152

		  Follow Coaches’ Instructions  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 153

		  Accept Coaching .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 156

		  Get Along with Your Teammates .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 160

Table of Contents



		  Have High Energy  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 165

		  Respect Your Opponents .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 169

		  Be Prepared for Practices and Games .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 173

		  Win with Class and Lose with Dignity .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 176

		  Handle Disappointment and Adversity Appropriately  .  .  .  . 181

		  Respect Facilities and Equipment .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 185

		  Game Time!  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 188

Appendix 1: 	 Citizenship Through Sports Alliance (CTSA) 2005 Report Card .  .  .  191

	 CTSA Report Card Areas of Review .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 192

Appendix 2: 	 Rules for Spectator Conduct  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 197



29

Chapter
3

Ready…Set…Teach!
Kids aren’t born knowing how to tie their shoes or 

feed themselves. As toddlers, they don’t know how to 
make a bed, do the dishes, or use the toilet. Even when 
they start school, some children aren’t yet able to print 
their ABC’s or count to twenty without using their fingers 
and toes.

Children have to learn the skills they’re going to need 
to use as they grow up. Skills are not magically absorbed 
as kids get older, and learning is not a one-time thing 
where you teach a skill once and a child is good to go. As 
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adults, we have to teach these skills over and over, making 
sure that a child is both old enough and developmentally 
ready to learn them. And teaching involves more than 
just telling a child what to do – it also means demonstrat-
ing, modeling, and practicing the skills until he or she 
knows how, when, where, and why to use them.	

Many times, we assume kids know how to behave 
correctly and understand how to make choices that are 
best for themselves and others. However, girls and boys 
need direction and guidance in almost every area of their 
lives. It might be something as simple as showing them 
how to clean their bedroom or something more compli-
cated like how to accept defeat graciously. Whatever the 
circumstances, learning involves behaviors, skills, and 
teaching. 

Coaches, parents, and other adults who spend time 
with kids do lots of great teaching every day. At Boys Town, 
we’ve spent more than ninety years developing the best 
ways to help kids learn, grow, and, succeed. Decades of 
research show that our skill-based, teaching approach is 
a highly effective and successful method, whether you’re 
working with kids as a parent or as a youth sports coach. 

In this chapter, we’ll define what behaviors and skills 
are and discuss why they are important to your teaching 
with kids. Also, we’ll introduce three methods you can 
use to teach behaviors and skills to youngsters. Finally, 
we’ll talk about giving “reasons” and their importance to 
children in learning and using skills. 

Competing with Character’s skill-based, teaching 
approach helps everyone – coaches, athletes, and parents 
– set and achieve positive goals in the sports arena and in 
other settings like home and school. Teaching behaviors 
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and skills to kids, and having coaches and parents adapt 
and model new ones for how they participate, is the 
foundation for creating an atmosphere of good character, 
sportsmanship, and success. Learning skills and knowing 
how to use them helps kids and adults solve problems, 
resolve conflicts, and respond to situations with behav-
iors that are positive and constructive, rather than nega-
tive and destructive.

What You Don’t Know Can Hurt You
Often, youngsters (and some adults) don’t use the 

right behaviors or interact with others in a positive way 
simply because they don’t know what they’re supposed 
to do in certain situations. For example, when young kids 
lose a close, exciting game for the first time, they’re likely 
to be upset or angry and prone to react in inappropriate 
ways. They might throw their equipment around, refuse 
to congratulate or shake hands with the other team, or 
blame the officials. Instead, we can prepare them to han-
dle adversity by teaching them the right ways to behave 
toward their teammates, coaches, and opponents in such 
a situation. It’s up to adults to teach kids the behaviors 
and skills they need to function and find success.

We define a behavior as anything a person does 
or says that can be directly or indirectly observed (seen, 
heard, felt, touched, or smelled) and measured. Skills are 
sets of behaviors that usually are done in a particular order 
to achieve a goal or accomplish a task. For example, the 
skill of “Following Instructions” includes these individual 
behaviors: look at the person, say “Okay,” do what you’ve 
been asked to do right away, and check back when the task 
is completed. When kids learn and use this skill, they’re 
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more likely to be successful in many different settings 
(sports, school, home, etc.) and situations. It’s also a skill 
that helps adults create organized, smooth-running learn-
ing environments where kids do what’s asked of them.

Coaches teach athletic behaviors and skills all the 
time. Most involve physical skills, like how to shoot a 
basketball, where you explain, demonstrate, and prac-
tice a series of physical behaviors kids need to master 
to be successful. For example, when teaching a player 
how to shoot a basketball, you might go over hand and 
finger position, how to use the legs, elbow position, and 
follow through. To make your teaching most effective, 
you would have the player practice each component (or 
behavior) until it’s mastered. Then you would work on 
helping the youngster put all the components together to 
perform the skill of shooting a basketball. 

Teaching character and sportsmanship skills follows 
the same pattern – introduce each of the behaviors that 
make up the skill, put all the behaviors together, and have 
youngsters practice them until they’ve mastered the skill.

Skills Help Kids Succeed 
Teaching, learning, and using character and sports-

manship skills have many benefits for coaches, parents, 
and kids. The relatively short time you spend on this kind 
of teaching during practices and games will ultimately 
pay off in a better learning environment and will give 
you more time to coach and teach. When girls and boys 
are able to use the skills we recommend, a coach’s job 
becomes easier because players are listening, following 
instructions, using positive behaviors and skills, and 
making decisions that allow the team to work together 
and move forward. 
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Here’s an example: Let’s say you’re coaching a base-
ball team or basketball team of eight-year-olds. If you 
can help them learn how to pay attention to you and the 
other coaches and follow instructions, you can eliminate 
many of the problems you might run into during prac-
tices and games. When kids know how to do these two 
things consistently, you won’t have to repeat yourself a 
dozen times or always check to make sure the players are 
doing what you ask. 

Teaching skills that focus on the basics and con-
tribute to character building creates an atmosphere 
where there are fewer conflicts, more cooperation, better 
communication, and a greater sense of pride in a team’s 
and organization’s reputation for sportsmanship. Visible, 
frequent signs of good sportsmanship reflect this positive 
attitude. And who wouldn’t want to be a part of that? 

It’s also important for adults to use and demonstrate 
good character skills in a youth sports setting. Kids learn 
most of what they say and do from watching the adults 
around them. When coaches and parents use sports-
manship skills, they model positive behavior for young-
sters and show them that sportsmanship and character 
are important qualities for the team and organization. 
Modeling positive character behaviors and skills is the 
best way for you to be part of the solution! 

In the next three chapters, we’re going to review 
a number of skills for coaches and parents that help 
promote and model good sportsmanship, better com-
munication, and respect for everyone involved – team-
mates, officials, opponents, and fans. We’ll also present a 
number of skills that coaches can teach their players and 
parents can reinforce at home. These skills not only help 
girls and boys learn sportsmanship and character on the 
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field or court, but also help them find success at home, 
in school, and in many other social situations. Before we 
move on, though, let’s go over the methods you can use 
to teach these skills.

Teaching 
How you teach skills to young people is often as 

important as what you’re teaching. Coaches and parents 
must have effective methods and a planned approach for 
helping kids learn new skills, improve on existing ones, 
and get better at choosing the right skills to use in specific 
situations. This is true whether you’re instructing kids on 
how to serve a volleyball or how to get along with their 
teammates. 

The teaching methods covered in this section come 
from the Boys Town Teaching Model. They’re proven tech-
niques designed to make skill teaching successful. These 
three approaches – teaching proactively, using praise, 
and correcting misbehavior – work together to help you 
prevent problem behavior, reinforce good behavior, and 
correct inappropriate behavior.

Prepare and Practice
Proactive Teaching is a way for coaches and parents 

to introduce new skills and help kids practice them before 
kids need to use them. This teaching method mirrors how 
coaches prepare their players for an upcoming game. 
Good coaches spend a lot of time setting up their team 
and players for success by teaching fundamental skills 
and developing a plan to use them in a game, practicing 
them over and over until they’ve been mastered, and then 
quickly reviewing the game plan just before the team hits 
the field or court. 
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You can use this proactive approach with any skill, 
including those that promote character and sportsman-
ship. For example, before a game you might remind play-
ers to not trash-talk or make rude gestures, to play within 
the rules, and to ignore any unsportsmanlike behavior 
from their opponents. Or, before you begin practice you 
might spend a few minutes telling your players that when 
a coach is talking, they should stop what they are doing, 
look at the coach, and make an effort to concentrate on 
what he or she is saying.

To set kids up for success in many different situ-
ations, it is important that you spend small amounts 
of time beforehand teaching new skills and reviewing 
behaviors and skills you’ve already taught. Just like a win-
ning game plan, proper preparation and good execution 
are the keys to successfully teaching character skills! 

Praise Works Wonders!
Everyone likes praise. It’s a motivator that lets a per-

son know he or she did something well and that someone 
noticed. A pat on the back or a word of congratulations 
makes us feel good, both about what we’ve done and who 
we are. This is especially true for children and teens. They 
love it when adults who are important in their lives notice 
they’ve used or tried to use a positive behavior.

Our motto at Boys Town is “Catch ’em being good!” 
For many adults, this kind of approach doesn’t come nat-
urally and is sometimes difficult to adopt. Why? Because 
many people simply expect kids to use the correct behav-
ior or skill, do the right thing, and make good choices. 
They believe youngsters should be doing these things 
anyway, so why praise them? However, many girls and 
boys struggle to use the correct behavior or skill at the 
right time, do the right thing, and make sound decisions. 
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Another reason praise is sometimes underused 
is that it’s easy to focus on “bad” behavior or mistakes. 
Misbehavior is more obvious and “in your face.” So we 
tend to notice and react to the bad behaviors and either 
ignore or forget to let youngsters know when they’ve 
done well. 

Good coaches and parents rely heavily on giving 
praise, positive reinforcement, and positive consequenc-
es. At Boys Town, we focus on what our girls and boys 
do right and use lots of praise with them. We certainly 
correct youth for inappropriate behavior, but we also 
look for many more opportunities to praise and reinforce 
youngsters for using positive behavior. With some kids, 
we might use a very high rate of praise; it all depends on 
the youth and his or her individual needs (we’ll discuss 
this more later in the book). 

Praising and reinforcing young people when they 
do something right motivates them to repeat positive 
behaviors and skills and lets them know you see their 
good behavior as well as their bad behavior. For example, 
you might teach kids the skill of listening to adults. Then, 
when you’re explaining something to youngsters and see 
them stop what they are doing, look at you, and con-
centrate on what you say, praise them! Give them a pat 
on the back and tell them exactly what they did right so 
they can do it again. Praise, reinforcement, and positive 
consequences help young people feel confident about 
themselves and their ability to succeed.

Right the Wrong
No one does everything perfectly all the time, espe-

cially kids who are learning new behaviors and skills. 
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They will get frustrated and upset sometimes as they try 
to master what you’re teaching. So you can expect some 
bumps along the way.

While it’s important to praise youngsters for using 
appropriate behaviors and skills whenever possible and 
to prepare them for situations where they will have to use 
certain skills, there will be times when you have to correct 
a child’s misbehavior. This is when teaching is the most 
important. You have to step up and teach them the right 
behaviors and skills. If you don’t, they’ll continue to mis-
behave and fail.

When you’re the adult in charge, you control the 
setting and how it runs. You do not control the kids. 
Why? Because they have to make choices for themselves. 
However, you can influence those choices. One of the most 
important ways you do this is through teaching and giving 
consequences. Praise and reward good choices, but don’t 
hesitate to correct poor ones. For example, if you expect 
your players to remain quiet while a coach is talking (and 
you’ve taught this skill), and you observe two players 
constantly giggling and whispering back and forth, call 
them on it. Address the inappropriate behavior, correct it 
by teaching them the right behavior, and (if needed) give 
them a negative consequence. When the players are quiet 
and paying attention to you, praise them and reinforce the 
positive behavior. 

A word of caution about negative consequences: 
They are not supposed to be punishing or a way to “get 
back” at a child who misbehaves. Rather, they should be 
deterrents to future misbehavior and motivators for good 
behavior. Consistently using appropriate consequences 
helps change behavior. Also, make sure the negative con-
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sequences you use are appropriate for the age and devel-
opmental level of the kids you’re working with. For exam-
ple, it’s inappropriate to make a ten-year-old do a hundred 
pushups or run sprints the last thirty minutes of practice. It 
might be more appropriate and effective to have that child 
sit out for ten minutes on the bench or jog a lap around 
the field. Negative consequences can be difficult to choose 
if you don’t know what motivates each child. Get to know 
your youngsters and what they either enjoy or dislike so 
you can choose positive and negative consequences that 
will change their behavior.

It’s Okay to Explain Why 
Parents and coaches are notorious for using the 

reason, “Because I said so. That’s why!”, when a child 
questions their instructions or decisions. We’ve learned 
that it’s much more effective to take a few extra minutes 
to explain to kids the purpose or reason behind what 
you’re asking them to do. Giving reasons works well in 
any learning setting. When you take time to give reasons, 
kids appreciate it, learn, and are much more likely to do 
what you ask of them.

There are times when young people just can’t con-
nect what they are asked to do to the reason for doing 
it, especially when the benefit to them is not immediate 
or readily apparent. They often fail to realize that good 
things will happen in the long run if they do what they’re 
asked to do. Giving kids reasons turns on the light bulb 
that helps them understand the long-term connection. 
Coaches can use reasons to explain why players do cer-
tain drills in practice, why coaches use certain strategies 
during games, or why youngsters should use character 
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and sportsmanship skills after a defeat. Parents can use 
reasons to explain why they’re asking their child to accept 
advice or criticism or get along with others.

Whenever you have the opportunity, take time to 
explain and give reasons. This will help make your life 
much easier and your teaching and coaching more effec-
tive because you’ve provided kids with immediate “buy-
ins.” Reasons work, so use them! 

Summary
Teaching kids new behaviors and skills so they 

can learn and change for the better is a very rewarding 
experience. There are many behaviors and skills you can 
teach girls and boys in a youth sports setting – physi-
cal, social, and character. Situations and youngsters will 
vary and you’ll likely face challenging and difficult times. 
That’s why having the specific behaviors and skills that 
Competing with Character offers, along with proven 
methods to teach them, are so important to your success 
with kids. You will have the confidence and knowledge to 
handle almost anything thrown your way. Teaching new 
behaviors and skills also gives you the ability to head off 
problems before they happen and to create an environ-
ment where the fun and healthy aspects of youth sports 
participation are promoted. When this takes place, every-
one wins! 




