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Accept this: sportsmanship does matter

from

Let’s Play Hockey, MN Jan 13,2000

By Jack Blatherwick, Ph.D., Sports Physiologist,

Former USA Olympic Strength and conditioning Coach 

As I opened the door and stepped into the arena, I was met with that ugly sound of people venting their anger. The hostility was as thick as fog that hangs over the ice on a hot, humid day in the middle of summer.  I almost turned around and walked out. After all, it was a nice winter evening by January standards, and a walk in the park with my dog would be relaxing. The arena was obviously not a warm, friendly place that night. But, the midget team I was coaching had a game after the present one, so I stepped through the angry crowd.

Everyone was yelling. parents, coaches, players ‑ everyone except the ref’s. Partisans of the team in blue thought the players in white were goons, and the refs were favoring them. Of course, the parents of the white team saw just the opposite game. Funny how that works. They were screaming at the opponents, at officials and even at their own kids. No one was having much fun, it seemed, and I wondered if they go through this every time they go to the rink for a junior Gold game. ( an organized(HS) age div in MN, ) 

What's the point? Why participate in this hostile environment thirty times a season? Why not walk the dog in a quiet park? After all, we're going to get up early the next morning and drive through heavy traffic on the way to work. Why not relax and enjoy the evening?  No. This is the way it is in Junior Gold hockey. Accept it. I watched a little of the game. It looked like a lot of very talented kids playing lousy hockey. There were twice as many hits as passes, more high sticks than shots on goal. By the late stages of the game the hits were overly aggressive. Obviously, players were getting even for earlier cheap shots.

And then, there was a loud crash into the boards ‑ a hit I didn't see, because I was watching two idiots pushing and trash‑talking behind the play. A player was down, and I had this terrible feeling in my stomach, thinking he had broken his neck. How else could an ugly game like this end up? There was now a sickening quiet in the arena, the first moment since I entered the arena that adults weren't yelling at the refs.

In fact, the refs had become the good guys, bent over the injured player trying to assist. The coach had come onto the ice, and all of a sudden the three men in striped jerseys were his allies as they attended to the player who was down. Finally, the player moved, and there was an instantaneous feeling of relief in the building. He had a broken arm, as it turned out, and he was helped to his feet. Everyone cheered for him, parents of both sides, and the opponents tapped their sticks in a salute.

Ironic, I thought. Five minutes earlier, these same opponents were trying to run him through the boards, but now they were cheering for him. A lot happened in those five minutes as he lay there. Kids had time to reflect on broken necks, I guess, because they were quiet and respectful. Then, the puck dropped again, and the game returned to the abyss that had preceded the hit against the boards.  It didn't take long for the refs to become the villains. They missed a slash here, a cross‑check there and a trip!  Wow, a trip. For some reason when someone's son is tripped there seems to be the loudest r oar of indignation.

It didn't seem hard to miss an isolated slash. There were hundreds of them. Every play was a demonstration of how to violate the rules. Watching a game like this, I had to wonder how officials ever decide which violation to call. Is this cross‑check violent enough! Should I call a hook only if the player loses possession of the puck.?

But that's hockey. Rules violations are a different topic. We're talking about hostility, now. Big‑time hatred. Angry adults, shouting passionately at one another because they see the game from different perspectives. When the game ended, there was no handshake. That would just invite a fight, I guess. Instead, the players and coaches of both teams left the ice shouting obscenities at the officials. A couple kids looked at the head referee and made obscene gestures.  Players walked between columns of angry adults who were standing in line to make personal comments to the officials. It wasn't satisfying to yell obscenities from the stands from a great distance. This was their chance to get right up close and scream as the refs left the ice.

This is the way it is in Junior Gold hockey. Accept it. 

As the coach of a midget team, I went to the league meeting before the season, the same meeting as the junior Gold. Ninety minutes were spent telling us to accept it. This is the way it is in junior hockey. Boys will be boys. Oh, there were attempts at change, but the basic message was, "Accept it."  .  This year, the junior Gold league is really cracking down on chronic violators. Last year, if a player got five penalties, he'd be out the rest of the game. This year we're lowering that number to three, but this will be evaluated to see if it's too restrictive. After all, we don't want to cramp someone's style too much. There will be no handshake after the game too many fights last year. Accept it.

Sportsmanship?  Forget it. Boys will be boys.

The‑reality is: Boys will act the way their parents do, and, as a group, they will be animals if we accept it. Bantams, peewees, squirts or junior players will test the limits of our resolve. The Junior Gold league is no different than a peewee league, except those older participants can be more violent when they lose control. There is the same ugly sound of hostility at youth games: parents yelling angrily at others in the arena. The same sound probably would be heard at high school games, but the pep band drowns out individual voices.  Athletes will be just as good or bad sports as we allow them to be. If the adult role‑models act like hostile fanatics, the athletes will too.

‑ But no matter what anyone tells you, there is one thing we cannot do. We cannot accept poor sportsmanship in the game of hockey.  If we want an environment where players shake hands and respect opponents and officials, we have to make changes ‑ some of them tough ones at first. Don't accept a hostile environment we don't believe is good for kids.

Eject parents from the arena if they are poor role models. Penalize players severely for acts of poor sportsmanship. Kick them out of the league, if we have to.

If players are out of hand, if they take too many penalties, if they attempt to injure opponents, fine the coach. That's right. Fine the coach. That'll put an end to poor sportsmanship. I sat with officials of USA Hockey a few years ago and asked why we couldn't clean up our sport at the youth levels. Why should a national bantam tournament look like a NHL debacle? Why do we allow adults to poison the atmosphere at games?

The answer, "It would be too hard to change." In other words, accept it.   Should we give up on important values? Abdicate our responsibility as teachers? Allow the game of hockey to deteriorate without a struggle? Throw away traditions of good sportsmanship?

Sorry, folks. It's unacceptable.













