Summer For Sale 
by Dan Bauer 

Another summer is within sight. Signs of spring will soon turn into warm days, late sunsets and a mandated school sabbatical. The playgrounds and ball fields will be filled with care-free kids enjoying another endless summer. Right? 

Not unless Superman is going to spin the earth backward a few centuries. 

Summer is now officially up for sale and while the economy may be slumping, the market on children’s sports continues to soar like the national debt. 

The summer playground has now turned into a battleground for kid’s time, parent’s money and society’s values. Kids stand at attention waiting for frazzled parents to choreograph their daily schedule and society quietly contemplates just what is wrong with this picture of obsession. 

Nearly extinct are the carefree days of building summer tree houses, challenging the kids down the street to a wiffleball game and playing kick-the-can in the twilight of a cool summer evening. Waking up to a day of nowhere to go and all day to get there have been replaced by a well orchestrated schedule that would challenge an air traffic controller. 

My childhood memories are as faded as Willie Nelson’s blue jeans, but I still remember summer. Everyday began with a neighborhood inventory of who was home and who wasn’t. It was non-stop adventure and anything that took us away was deeply frowned upon. Swimming lessons and little league were tolerated, but not totally appreciated. Dinner was often served with the backdrop of neighbor kids shooting baskets in our driveway or playing catch in our backyard. 

Obviously, I was not considered to be an elite athlete in training because my summer athletic devotion was limited to one week at the Ken Anderson’s basketball camp in Woodruff. Not one week a year, just one week. 

Today in our quest to prepare our kids for that division one scholarship we have organized them into troops of goose-stepping Tiger Woods clones. Deep down I think very few kids enjoy the force-feeding of structured athletics they receive during the summer. For many it is the only thing they know. Tiger Woods I believe was not your normal child, but if 2% of kids succeed in that environment, then there is hope to believe our kid is next. When it comes to athletic supremacy we ignore the odds and keep buying the lottery ticket to the next level. 

The price our kids are paying for all of this is childhood. That once in a lifetime window that most of us would jump back through if given the chance. It is a time of unlimited energy and imagination; when the backyard could be Fenway Park and the driveway the Montreal Forum. It was a magical time when you built a tree house without dad’s help and you could play army in the woods behind your house for days on end. 

All of those structured practices and camps have robbed our kids of the sandlot savvy to organize their own games. I teach team sports in my physical education classes and actually have to spend time teaching my high school students how to play. On one of my “sandlot days” I had five basketball players decide to play 

basketball. Fifteen minutes into class they were still just shooting baskets, not playing a game as expected. When I confronted them they looked at me with sincere bewilderment and declared playing a game was impossible, they didn’t have a sixth guy. Once my look of disbelief disappeared I began to dissect their lack of logic. How about the two best guys take on the others, or maybe one guy plays offense all the time? Neither book sense, the kind enhanced by higher education nor common sense, the kind developed on the playground was evident that day. 

Keeping up with the neighbors use to be about your dad’s job, the family car and the size of your house. Our athletic addiction has now made it a game scored by what camps your kids attend, what AAA/AAU/traveling team they make and where they get private lessons. Taking time off from the 24/7/365 mentality is now looked at as a gamble and a certain path to failure. Parents are truly afraid to say no for fear that their child will fall behind. 

The unfortunate truth is that their fear may be reality—if your child is part of that 2%. And if your child is not the next Sydney Crosby, and you all realize the odds are that they are not, a childhood of fun, imagination and priceless memories may be the price they pay. 

I can’t tell you much about my youth sports and what I can remember isn’t so great, like almost drowning at swimming lessons and getting beaned in the head at little league. What I do remember is building our own street hockey rink with boards and chicken wire and the feeling of putting on the Tony Esposito mask as I led the Black Hawks to another Stanley Cup. I can’t forget my #44 Donny Anderson jersey and my slow-motion touchdown runs every Sunday in the backyard snow. And I won’t likely ever forget tossing up Lamont Weaver half-court shots a few hundred times every spring. 

The price of those sandlot memories was a pittance compared to today’s organized athletic experiences—but those memories are forever priceless to me. 

The rules have changed today and as a parent for the past 26 years I have seen the best and worst of times in youth sports. We spend too much time today feeling guilty that we aren’t doing enough. I still believe kids need time to just be kids. As a parent I believe it is my job to protect their childhood and not fast forward it. Being a kid is more difficult today than it was years ago—so is being a parent. 

Parents are faced with many choices and the constant pressure to plan out their children’s path to prosperity. The influence you wield as a parent is powerful. When young dads tell me how much their kids love sports, I am optimistically cautious. Do your kids really “love” it or do they “love” it because they know how disappointed dad will be if they didn’t? Use your power wisely. 

Summer beckons. Will it be an endless summer of fun or an endless procession of sports camps, specialized clinics and ceaseless check writing? The choice is yours. Choose wisely, somebody’s childhood depends on it. 
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