
Life Lessons Kids Can Learn From Sports 
Use the lessons sports teach to guide your kids in the biggest challenge of all. 

Myatt Murphy 

For children to become responsible adults, how you act after the game determines whether your kids 
truly win or lose. "Letting kids participate in sports gives them the opportunity to learn many valuable 
lessons," says Rick Wolff, cofounder and chairman of the Center for Sports Parenting. "However, it's up 
to parents to help their children apply what they learn from sports to other areas of their lives." For 
advice on incorporating lessons learned from sports into everyday life 

• Never Underestimate the Strength of Teamwork. "Sports provide an opportunity for 
kids to learn to take turns, set goals as a team, and cooperate with other children to 
achieve those goals," says Sharon Bergen, senior vice president of education and 
training at KinderCare Learning Centers. "It's this kind of emotional and social 
development that can easily carry over to how well your children work with their 
teachers, classmates, relatives, and anyone else they may encounter in life." 

Bringing it home: Look for ways to encourage teamwork within everyday family life. 
Rather than focus on your children's individual tasks (cleaning their room), focus on the 
main goal (a clean house), then explain the part that each family member will play 
toward reaching that goal. 

• Everyone has something to offer. In team sports, it's rare that a star can perform every 
task well. For example, one child may bat well, another catch, another run the bases 
fast. Some kids may be more developed cognitively and understand the sport's strategy, 
while others may be more adept socially and instinctively know how to motivate other 
kids to play their best. 

Bringing it home: "The next time your child makes a remark about someone's 
differences or weaknesses, immediately point out that person's strengths," says Bergen. 
If your child feels frustrated by her own shortcomings, remind her of the skills that come 
more naturally to her. 

• Practice makes perfect. Through sports, kids can see the results that come from 
repeating certain skills in order to perfect them. "They develop a more positive self 
image through personal achievement and learn that if they spend enough time on a 
task, they will eventually become better at it," says Wolff. "With the right guidance, that 
valuable lesson can carry over into almost everything they may want to achieve in life." 

Bringing it home: Great coaches have cultivated the ability to link practice to a clear and 
specific goal. "The key is to explain to a kid why he is practicing, what he's getting better 
at, and how that skill will help him achieve a specific goal," says Bergen. 



• Feedback doesn't mean failure. Good coaches know how to offer constructive feedback 
in an uplifting way. This can make kids more respectful and receptive when taking 
advice from others, even their parents. 

Bringing it home: "Skip the post-game analysis," says Wolff. "Immediately going over all 
their mistakes only tunes kids out and can lead to resentment." Regardless of how well 
she performed, always praise your child for her effort and for the things she did right. 
"Offering compliments that are too general, such as 'you did great today,' isn't practical 
because it doesn't point to anything specific that kids can understand," says Wolff. Once 
kids start talking about the errors they made, always keep the conversation positive. 
Acknowledge their failure by saying ¿It's OK to be upset. You did your best and I'm 
proud of you." 

• Guide, but abide. You think you know exactly what activity your child would excel at -- 
and you might be right -- but don't let him feel railroaded. "Even if your child's size, 
shape, or skills make him ideal for a specific sport or activity, explore a variety with him 
so he can see his options," says Wolff. Ultimately, let him make the final decision and do 
your best to support his choice. 

Bringing it home: Children learn best from sports that fit their personalities and talents -
- and from having your support all through the process. "Knowing that you accept them 
-- regardless of how well they perform -- will give your kids all the confidence they need 
to succeed far beyond the playing field," says Wolff. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 Critical Life Lessons Learned From Sport 

 

I often talk about how sport is the perfect environment to develop some of life’s most needed skills. It’s been proven 
in research and many former athletes create lucrative careers writing and talking about what their sport experience 
taught them and how they apply that to their lives today. Below are 4 of the most critical sport skills that athletes 
can transfer to life. 
 
Understanding commitment: No matter how much you love sports, if you play long enough there will inevitably 
be days that you’d rather not be there to train or practice. Athletes learn how work through these days and perform 
despite low motivation. One of the distinguishing factors between good athletes and great athletes is that great 
athletes can play through days of low motivation better than most. Effort always trumps talent.  
 
Defining Success: Athletic success can be defined many ways, the most obvious is through wins and losses. 
However, as most seasoned athletes can tell you, success is often defined by goals of personal performance 
standards or team performance standards. Ask any experienced athlete, when do you learn more? During an easy 
win or a loss where you played well but were beat? Success can be defined many ways, the longer you play sports, 
the more you come to understand this. 
 
Setting and Achieving Goals: There are the inherent goals within a competition, to win or do your best, but truly 
setting goals is much more complex than that. Long-term goals, short-term goals, daily goals, performance goals, 
and outcome goals all need to be part of the plan. Successful competitive athletes bring goals to the forefront of their 
attention. Motivation research tells us over and over again that when kids understand why they are doing a drill and 
how it relates to their bigger goals, like winning a game, they are much more likely to buy-in and increase their work 
ethic. 
 
Overcoming obstacles: Life will inevitably throw us some curve balls that we are expected to deal with. Getting 
through the daily grind of training, competing and continually fine tuning skills and performance teaches athletes a 
great deal. However, toss in some injuries, questionable coaching, difficult teammates, some bad calls by refs, 
getting cut from the team, low motivation and some exceedingly high expectations to fulfill, welcome to the lower 
half of the love/hate relationship with sports. Overcoming obstacles is not easy, often not fun, but fortunately loaded 
with life lessons. 
 
Competing in sports at any age can be very challenging. It should also be fun. Make the effort to help your kids get 
the most out of their sport experience by using adversity to learn skills to last a lifetime. 
 
Erika Carlson is a Sport Psychology Consultant and Owner of Excellence in Sport Performance. For more information 
please visit www.ErikaCarlsonSports.com. To contact Erika directly call 510-331-0327 or email 
Erika@ErikaCarlsonSports.com. 
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Six Life Skills I Learned from Sports 
November 8th, 2010 | 2 comments »  

After a discussion with a friend who didn’t grow up playing sports, I realized how much sports 
shaped who I am today. I honestly believe I wouldn’t be the same person if I hadn’t played 
sports, although that’s not to say that children can’t learn these lessons elsewhere. However, if 
you’re debating whether your child should get involved in sports, here are six life skills I can 
trace back to my involvement with sports. Obviously, I could name dozens, but these are some 
big ones.  

They’re in no particular order because I believe they’re all equally important: 

• Time Management. This is one of the first skills that comes to mind. I was a sophomore 
in college when I realized that my constant involvement in sports had taught me time 
management skills. I found myself with nothing to do except classes, and suddenly my 
school work was suffering. Since then, I’ve learned that I am far more productive when I 
have a full schedule, which I’m sure comes from years of squeezing in dance lessons, 
softball practice (or whatever other sport I was playing at the moment), work and school. 
When I know I only have an hour window to accomplish something, I get it done. When I 
know I have all day to finish that same one-hour task, I procrastinate and struggle to 
complete it.  

• Teamwork. This one is an obvious one. Even sports that are individual in nature are 
usually team sports in competition, such as tennis or gymnastics where you end up 
competing as a team. I played softball for twenty-two years, tennis off and on for about 
five years, cheerleading for three years, dance team for one year (although I took classes 
for years and still do), and basketball for one year. No matter the sport, the moral of the 
story is the same: great things can be accomplished through teamwork. We each have 
different strengths, which is why we can sometimes best accomplish things as a team. 
Sports taught me to celebrate the talent’s of otherwise, recognize my own strengths and 
weaknesses, and how to put my own ego aside in order to produce the best result. Being 
able to work in a team environment obviously helps in the business world, but it also 
helps in every relationship you’ll have in life. I’m not married, and I don’t have children, 
but I would imagine teamwork is a vital part of having a healthy, happy family life. 

• Reliability. This goes along with teamwork. I think an important skill I learned from 
sports was that those around me depend on me – to be on time, to do my part of a group 
project, to do the research necessary before writing a blog piece or drafting a document, 
etc. My life does not exist in a vacuum. At no point in my life was this more obvious to 
me than when I was a pitcher playing fastpitch softball growing up. I loved the pressure 
and the responsibility of being such an integral part of the game (not that every position 
isn’t important).  

• Sportsmanship. This one is huge. I can’t even begin to tell you about all the people I’ve 
met in my adult life who never learned how to lose. They’re immature, irrational and 
generally unpleasant people. They’re also not happy. No one has everything go their way 
in life, so someone who hasn’t learned how to encounter defeat and adversity with grace 
has a tough road ahead of them. They have to win every argument, they don’t respect 
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other’s opinions because they think they’re always right, and they fall apart when things 
don’t go their way. They don’t handle stress well, and sometimes it leads them to act out 
in drastic ways. I can’t stress enough how important it is for kids to learn to deal with 
adversity. 

• Responsibility. In the end, a lot of these play off each other and are integrally tied, but I 
think sports played as much a part in making me a responsible adult as my parents did. I 
learned to take responsibility for my actions. If I skipped practice and then booted a 
routine grounder in the next game, that was on me. Or even better, if I stayed out all night 
with my boyfriend on Friday night and then was too tired to throw a strike the next day, I 
had to live with my decision and the consequences of my actions. I learned that 
teammates and coaches depended on me, from counting on me to make key plays to 
representing our team/school well when I was off the field. I learned the importance of 
things like being on time, practicing, being prepared (bringing the right equipment, etc.), 
and that whether it’s the school name on your jersey or the company name on your 
business card, your actions reflect on others with whom you’re associated. 

• Confidence. This is the big one. In fact, I think I have a whole separate blog post in me 
about confidence, especially as relates to young girls. For now though, I’ll just say that I 
think a huge reason I never had what I would consider self-esteem issues was through my 
involvement with sports. There was the year not enough girls signed up for basketball 
and I ended up on an all-boys team. I learned girls really can do anything boys can do 
(well, almost). Was I as good as they were? Not even close. But, I was able to keep up 
with them all season and got playing time, and I felt great about myself. It was softball 
though that really shaped me growing up. It was the sport where I excelled, and where I 
felt best about myself. I dedicated myself to pitching lessons and practicing in the 
backyard every day, and it paid off. I went out and gave my team a chance to win nearly 
every game, and that felt great. My teammates depended on me, and most of the time I 
could say I gave it my very best, even if we didn’t win. But, perhaps most importantly, I 
felt great about myself when I played softball. It didn’t matter if my boyfriend had just 
broken up with me or mean girls at school had whispered about me behind my back, I 
always had softball. I could walk out onto the field and it was all that mattered. I felt 
important and special when I stepped onto that mound to pitch and my teammates always 
had my back. Aside from other hobbies like music, art and drama, just to name a few, I’m 
not sure where else you get those feelings during those important adolescent and teenage 
years. 

I shudder to think how I might have turned out if I’d never had sports in my life.  

 


