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Competitive 
Swimming Pays Off…  

  
The following letter was sent to the ASCA 
JOURNAL many years ago by a parent… I 
believe that it describes in the best way the 
wonderful sport of “SWIMMING” 
 
Dear Parents, 
Perhaps you are agonizing over whether or not to 
register your kid(s) with the local swimming club. 
 
I suggest you hesitate no longer…do it today!  
 
Last month, after 10 continuous years, the last of 
our four children swimmers left the Club: and 
because of our gratitude to the coaches and the 
club’s management for the positive influence they 
had on our kids, I feel I owe it to the parents “out 
there” to go public with this letter… my testimony. 
 
Competitive swimming is superb exercise, 
teaches self discipline and team loyalty, broadens 
horizons through travel, and educates through 
exposure too many types of personalities and to 
situation both “up and down”.  
 
It encourages the setting of personal goals and is 
the cause of ongoing pride in achievement. 
 
It occupies positively the hours after school, and 
gives a high profile purpose to young lives. 
 
It means good eating habits and sound living 
habits and gives kids a deep appreciation of the 
sacrifice parents make on their behalf, in terms of 
money, effort and time.  
 
As important, it makes parents better parents, for 
we learn quickly to identify with and enjoy this 
“other” world of our children as we witness the 
lessons taught at home flourish in a healthy 
environment. 
 

My kids were all good swimmers without being 
great. They won their share of medals and 
trophies, but more importantly, they won an 
appreciation of the intangibles in life like 
leadership, dedication, confidence, teamwork, and 
respect for others, the will to improve, and 
generosity in defeat. That makes the money we 
spent on swimming much more an investment 
than an expense. 
 
Don’t register your kid(s) merely to become better 
swimmers….they will do that as a matter of 
course.  
 
Register them so that they become better 
people… that are the real pay off!! 
 
Good luck 
An Anonymous Parent 
 
 

The Parent, 
The Coach, 

The Swimmer 
 
Coaching and Parenting, 
I cannot stress enough the importance of the 
coach-swimmer relationship. 
 
The coach wants your swimmer to relate to him in 
matters concerning his ability to swim. 
When parents interfere with opinions of “HOW” a 
swimmer should swim, considerable confusion 
can follow as to whom the swimmer should 
respond to. 
 
If you as a parent differ with something, talk to 
your swimmer’s coach. 
 
“Negativism” can scar a swimmer and hinder the 
club’s program. 
 
It is easy when there is a problem, to “badmouth” 
instead of looking for a constructive solution. 



The coaches are readily available; their avowed 
attitude is to promote positive communication. 
 
Take problems to the person best equipped to 
handle them and look for a solution. 
 
It is the coach’s responsibility to provide 
constructive criticism of a swimmer’s 
performance. In swimming, as in other endeavors, 
there are peaks and valleys along a long road of 
work, swim and more work and swim.  
 
It is the parents’ responsibility to provide love and 
encouragement that bolster the swimmer’s 
confidence along the way. 
 
Coaches work best at coaching; parents at 
parenting.  
 
Give the swimmer a break. 
Every swimmer will be spending long hard hours 
trying to become the best swimmer he or she can 
be.  
 
There are many things you as a parent can do to 
help make this process as easy as possible for 
your swimmer. 
 
Many times swimmers will reduce their times a 
great deal early in their careers, but will find they 
have to work tremendously hard for each tenth of 
a second as they progress. In addition, all 
swimmers have good and bad meets. However, 
with steady encouragement and support, 
continued progresses towards ultimate goals are 
assured. 
 
Help your child realize that setbacks are only 
temporary and can be overcome. 
 
Pressured swimmers begin to concentrate on 
avoiding a poor performance. 
 
It has been said that: 
·  A winner sees what he wants to achieve, 
·  While a loser sees what he wants to avoid. 
Above all be careful not to compare your child’s 
performance to that of others. 
 
Each swimmer has different strengths and 
weaknesses. 
 
Success must be judged on an individual basis. 
 
Finally, I feel that a close relationship must be 
formed between all people involved: swimmers, 
parents and coaches, in order to help foster 
closeness of our swimming family. 
 
 
 
 
 

The role of the parent, 
Parental influence can have a tremendous impact 
(positive or negative) on the performance of the 
swimmer. 
 
Pressure to succeed, applied directly or indirectly 
by a parent, is a major contributing factor in the 
failure of individual swimmers to perform well. 
 
This pressure will often create a great deal of 
anxiety and a “fear of failure” that is difficult for the 
athlete to cope with. 
 
It is important that parents encourage their 
children to honor their program commitments, but 
performance expectations must be administered 
by the coach. 
 
Parents who encourage their swimmers to commit 
and preserve, who praise them in their victories 
and support them in their defeats, will contribute 
greatly to their success. 
 
For best results, the parent must also appear to 
support the coach in all coaching matters. 
 
Any concerns must be expressed privately to the 
coach  
 
Obviously, an attempt by parent to discredit the 
coach could render that coach ineffective in 
dealing with swimmers.    
  
 

Excerpts… 
From Don Gambrills’s book   

“Swimmer and Team” 

1. It is important that the young swimmer find a 
program compatible with his or her goals and 
desire. If a swimmer aspires to be a 
champion, then that swimmer should be in a 
top-level competitive program. 

2. It is important that the parents of the young 
swimmer help ascertain what level program is 
the best for their child, and then help the child 
enroll. However, once the child is enrolled, the 
parents must then relinquish supervision of 
the child’s swimming “career” to the coach.  

3. Parents play a key role in the success of a 
junior program, but it is a different role than 
that of the coach. It is a supporting role, a 
quite role, calling for restraint. Much damage 
has been done to age group swimming as a 
whole, and to individual children, by well 
intentioned but overzealous parents. 

4. The parents should never damn the coach in 
the swimmers presence, nor should they 
complain or make derogatory remarks about 



the program to the child. I cannot stress this 
enough!  

5. The parent should show support for the coach 
and abide by his or her decisions. 

6. Complaints should be addressed, in private, 
to the coach. If no compromise can be 
reached or no solution found, and if the parent 
is unwilling to drop the matter, the only 
appropriate response is for the parent to 
withdraw the child from the program. There 
should be no spiteful poolside gossip; this will 
be picked-up by all the swimmers and may 
cause dissension among teammates. 

7. If the parent does attend a workout, he or she 
should not intervene in the training by calling 
out from where he or she is sited or by 
admonishing the child to work harder, or even 
by clocking splits. All this makes most 
swimmers nervous and resentful.  

8. Parents should encourage and support their 
young swimmers when he or she is going 
through a slump. (They should inform the 
coach of anything in the child’s personal life 
that might be adversely affecting performance 
or attitude; and the coach, vice versa) 

9. If the child is 9 – 10 or older, he or she should 
often be advised to remember that inherent in 
being a part of a unit, a team, is a 
responsibility to keep trying  – that even if 
one feels one isn’t getting anywhere right then 
and wants to quit. By joining the team he or 
she has made a commitment to the coach 
and teammates. This commitment should be 
seen through to the end of the season. 
Reassessment can be made then. 

10. It is very important that the parents 
support the coach by insisting that the 
child be responsible in attending 
swimming practice as  strictly as 
attendance at school.   

11. In training, the swimmers body must be build-
up slowly over the years; usually work is 
increased as the swimmer’s capacity for work 
increases. 

12. Likewise, the amount of emphasis placed on 
competition and swimming must increase only 
as the swimmer’s maturity – his or her ability 
to cope with the pressure of WINNING and 
LOOSING – develops to its full potential. 

13. Long - range goals may stay the same – 
every person has the right to dream – but 
shorter – term, interim goals should be 
established so that the sensation of progress 
is always maintained.  

14. More insidious than the proffering of material 
rewards for swimming success are the 
promises of love and respect. If the parent 
says “Just think how proud we all will be 
when you win. People will look up to you. 
We’ll be proud to have you as our son”, 
the child may hear the implication, “But if 
you lose, WE WILL NOT!” As a result, the 
child may begin to identify success as a 

person with success in swim races, or may 
begin to think that his or her parents love will 
be qualified by losing a race. Self – respect 
becomes dependent on winning, and great 
fear develops. This can motivate great short – 
term performance – the stakes are so high – 
but only at a great emotional cost. Thus, when 
the child finally loses, which is inevitable, the 
loss may be devastating. 

15. It is also important that the young swimmer 
learn that within defeat, there is often victory: 
an improved time, the attainment of an 
intermediate goal or the contribution of even 
few points to a team competition victory. 

16. Throughout my career, I have seen great 
swimmers drop the sport for a variety of 
stated reasons. But the most common 
underlying cause of these swimmers 
dissatisfaction, I think, is that they failed to 
develop a good competitive perspective. 

17. I feel the proper attitude for the parent to 
assume toward their child’s winning is 
interested, but regulated praise. They should 
congratulate the child, admire any ribbon or 
medal won, and give him or her a hug, 
especially if it was a hard – won victory. The 
next day, they might clip the meet results out 
of the newspaper, underline the child’s name 
and post it on the refrigerator, but that is all – 
life should go on without much further ado. 

18. If the child loses, the reaction should be much 
the same: a show or enthusiasm for the 
excitement of the meet; a few words to say 
they respect the child for being in competition; 
praise for the children who won. And, if a little 
condolence and cheering up are needed, 
there’s no harm in that. Encouragement is 
always welcome. 

19. Life is a series of challenges; so is swimming. 
The parent and coach must be careful not to 
overemphasize any single challenge – race, 
meet or accomplishment. Older and more 
experienced swimmers tend to have a 
healthy, long – range perspective on 
competition, which helps them maintain their 
equilibrium. This is not true of the young 
swimmer who is not yet emotionally matured. 

20. Year after year, I get letters from people I’ve 
coached, but who were never significant 
competitors, telling me what an important part 
of their lives and development their swimming 
experience were. 

21. I would like to see every swimmer leave the 
sport with fond memories – the hard times 
and defeats seen only as steps towards 
higher attainment. This is possible if all 
concerned – the parent, the coach and 
swimmer – are honest about capabilities and 
aspirations, and if they communicate and 
work together amicably. 

END 



FITTED OUT FOR THE FUTURE 
By Jim Ferstele (USA) 
 
New world on order ... the HAL-5 exoskeleton, 
which enhances lifting capabilities, and (from top) 
a Seiko watch with a curved digital face using  
E Ink, a Philips prototype pocket e-reader with roll 
able display, a Lumen Gram garment radiating 
light and a bionic arm with and without artificial 
skin. Main photo: Yoshiyuki Sankai, University of 
Tsukuba……………….. 
Seamus Byrne peers into the world of tomorrow to 
reveal the technologies about to change how we 
live.  
In 1951, a man invented a fabric that never gets 
dirty and doesn't wear out.  
The Man in the White Suit should have been 
lauded as a pioneer, instead he was threatened 
and chased by others who feared he was about to 
kill the clothing industry with his one suit that 
would last a lifetime.  
The good news is he was a work of fiction, played 
by Alec Guinness, and the better news is that just 
such a fabric is not far away.  
What is possible now could bring about a suit that 
can also house embedded computers, recharge 
our batteries and even put on a light show. It 
seems many of our wildest speculations are 
becoming reality. Some are later than expected, 
some sooner, but all are set to reshape our lives.  
What are some of the most important and 
remarkable technologies getting ready to change 
the world?  
Let's take a trip into the future……..  
Robotics:  
Your house is full of robots. Some look after the 
housework, others take care of maintenance. 
Most are utilitarian in appearance, although you 
can opt for a designer housing, or skin, if you 
have the money.  
Whatever the task, there is now a robot to help 
you get it done. Here and now Robots of the 
future aren't quite going to be what we saw in The 
Jetsons.  
The idea of humanoid robots was nice for science 
fiction but task-specific robots are much more 
efficient. They will operate as embedded robots 
within the home environment.  
Free-roaming robots - such as iRobot's Roomba  
and Scooba and Electrolux's Trilobite, which are 
cleaners and the lawn-mowing Robomow  are 
already on the market.  
Joseph Engelberger, dubbed the father of robotics 
and now in his 80s, wants to see robots that help 
the elderly made a priority.  
While not yet on the market, companies such as 
Toshiba have been working on "life-support 
partner" robot projects since the start of the 
decade and Australian universities are home to 
world leaders in robotics research.  
 
 

Mind-controlled interfaces: 
The future Gamers are sitting back, eyes flitting 
about the screen. Little more than blinks and 
twitches indicate any involvement, while on 
screen their avatars zoom about, acting on their 
every thought.  
Here and now With the help of a piece of 
headgear that reads electrical activity in the brain, 
you will be able to think left, right, up, down, shoot 
and jump and you will do it in the game.  
Recent demonstrations have shown early success 
in creating such an interface.  
One recent start-up, Emotiv Systems, has a 
bicycle-helmet-style controller, dubbed Project 
Epoc, that monitors brain signals and converts 
thoughts into game movements.  
Honda Research has also demonstrated mind-
control technology for moving the fingers of a 
robot hand.  
Important applications of this technology will 
enable the severely disabled to use their minds to 
break through the barrier of physical impairment.  
 
Personal networking…  The future When you 
meet someone new, shaking hands won't just be 
an exchange of pleasantries.  
You'll also share data directly through your skin 
contact or through wireless transfer initiated by 
the contact.  
Your personal network will then share that 
information with your mobile devices.  
Here and now Yes, your skin can transmit data - 
just like an electric shock, only without the zap.  
It's a nice trick that researchers are looking to put 
to good use.  
Japanese telecommunications giant NTT 
DoCoMo has achieved data rates of 10 megabits 
a second over skin.  
Devices such as a wristwatch or pen are also 
potential hubs for personal networking.  
HP displayed designs for such concepts in 
Sydney recently.  
 
Smart buildings …. The future The walls really 
could have ears now.  
All glass and painted surfaces are doing a lot of 
work for your home and office, not least of which 
is reducing power needs.  
Windows automatically shade occupants as 
necessary, while generating power through 
invisible solar cells.  
Apart from the robots living in the walls, the walls 
themselves are doing their part, absorbing 
impurities from the air.  
Here and now Architecture is making use of small 
particles to achieve many things.  
The biggest is the possibility of glass-walled 
skyscrapers to embed smart systems.  
Smart Glass International is already supplying 
electronically controlled glass panels to 
businesses. The panels can change opacity to 
control lighting, temperature and privacy.  



Solar cells can also be embedded in glass 
windows.  
The Carvist Corporation is one of the first, turning 
glass facades and roofs of buildings into solar-
energy receivers able to generate most, perhaps 
all, of the building's power needs.  
Smart paints are also ready to do their part for the 
environment.  
Not only can you buy kitchen and bathroom paints 
that prevent mildew, such as Perma-White, you 
can even cover a building in Ecopaint, from 
Millennium Chemicals, which absorbs nitrogen 
oxides, chemicals that cause smog and breathing 
problems.  
Bio-technology …..The future No need to worry 
about that family history of heart disease, because 
gene therapy will clear that up.  
You have a few friends with artificial limbs - some 
arms, some legs - but you're still weighing up the 
pros and cons of elective replacement for 
yourself.  
Perhaps you'll go for that exoskeleton instead?  
It would be fun to run, jump and lift like an 
Olympian.  
Here and now Genetic research is already well 
advanced, although ongoing ethical debates will 
shape how it will be implemented.  
Will we get embryonic gene therapy? Or is it only 
after birth that any genetic problems can be 
treated?  
Best-case scenarios could see us have new 
organs grown from our own tissue and have 
cancer treated with a vaccination.  
Labs around the world are investigating the 
possibilities and the gene therapy research unit at 
Westmead Children's Hospital is a leading facility. 
Prosthetics technology already enables both 
realistic and high-performance options. 
Performance prosthetics, in particular, have a 
"cyborg" edge, giving users potential benefits over 
their original limbs.  
A Japanese company, Cyberdyne, will next year 
provide its exoskeleton, the HAL-5 for those who 
want to enhance their lifting capabilities.  
Smart fabric …. The future Dry cleaning? That's 
for vintage clothes.  
Now your jeans stay clean of their own accord. 
They're also more comfortable than ever, while 
still being waterproof - even bullet-proof, if you 
like. If you're a little lost, just turn down the 
embedded music player and ask your jacket for 
directions.  
Oh and then there is that invisibility cloak ... Here 
and now Already there are high-performance 
clothing lines with nanotechnology in the material. 
Nano-Tex fibre is being used in clothing and 
furnishing textiles to deliver wrinkle-, fade- and 
stain-resistant fabrics that also keep wearers cool 
or warm to suit the environment.  
The list of other fabric advancements is huge. 
LumiGram is a company making fibre-optic fabrics 
that give off radiant light. Also made in this 
material are tablecloths, tops, cushions and bags.  

In sports, outfits are being made to house your 
portable technology.  
Burton skiwear has teamed with Motorola to 
create the Audex Jacket which has embedded 
Bluetooth systems for control of phones and iPods 
and has speakers and a microphone built into the 
hood.  
Even the global positioning system is coming to 
such outfits soon.  
DuPont has also launched sweatshirts with Kevlar 
to protect against knife attacks.  
Military applications of "smart" fabric will include 
embedded systems that monitor the whole body, 
diagnosing wounds and treating (or splinting) 
injuries.  
The Massachusetts Institute of Technology has 
opened an Institute for Soldier Nanotechnologies 
to develop suits with superhuman properties - 
flexible yet highly protective and with muscle-
enhancing features, light-refraction for near-
invisibility and sensors for constant medical 
feedback.  
Publishing….. The future When you pick up your 
paper in the morning, it's just a matter of 
uploading the content to your personal e-book.  
It's just like real paper but video can appear on its 
pages.  
Here and now Electronic ink has a long history 
and so far its commercial successes have been in 
specialist areas.  
The trick to the concept is that, unlike typical 
electronic displays, there is no backlight to 
illuminate the page. Instead, the paper reflects 
light just as you would expect a normal piece of 
paper to do. 
E Ink Corporation already has flexible displays 
used in commercial products such as Motorola's 
ultra-cheap Motofone F3, the Sony electronic-
book device called Reader and even a Seiko 
watch that has a curved digital-display face.  
None of this comes close to the hypothetical e-
book but technology for that area is starting to 
pick up pace.  
Also on route is true e-paper, which alters content 
on real pages via an electrical charge.  
When the charge is gone, the paper maintains the 
last arrangement of content, so you won't have to 
worry about running out of batteries.  
All we have seen in use to date is black and white. 
But colour is on the way, as recent prototypes 
from Fujitsu, LG, Philips and Sony have shown, all 
coming closer to perfecting flexible, full-colour 
displays that can refresh rapidly enough to display 
video content.  
Energy ….. The future When you pull up to refuel 
your car the smell of petrol is no longer in the air. 
Now it's a real "gas" station, pumping hydrogen. 
At home, if you want to run even lighter on gas, 
you plug in to top up the battery.  
You can even top up your mobile and laptop while 
you're at it and they'll run for days, even weeks, 
without a refill.  



Meanwhile, the electricity grid is powered by a 
combination of renewable sources, including wind, 
solar and tidal energy.  
Here and now Fuel-cells are close to prime time in 
the small-device scene and ready to run our 
mobile gear.  
Different kinds of fuels are still being tested - 
hydrogen, methane and hydroxide compounds 
are the main players.  
A leading option for car engines is direct 
borohydride fuel cells, which give off only water, 
hydrogen and borax as exhaust, all of which could 
be recycled back into the system.  
The big problem is distribution.  
We need a network of refill outlets at the ready 
before cars could make the change and rolling out 
such a network won't happen overnight.  
In general energy use, we already have solar and 
wind power playing ever-increasing roles.  
Both will continue to improve their efficiency in 
converting raw energy into usable power as the 
technologies evolve.  
Tidal power is a newer development, with tests 
taking place in oceans around Britain to harness 
the ebb and flow of the sea.  
No one renewable source will deliver all our needs 
but a combination could eventually come to 
deliver everything we need without the negative 
impact of coal emissions on our atmosphere.  
 
Star Trek world not so far away Arthur C. Clarke 
once said: "Any science or technology sufficiently 
advanced is indistinguishable from magic." 
Molecular nanotechnology is the science that will 
bring us closest to that magical future.  
We have mentioned some textile and architectural 
uses for nanotechnology but it is on the molecular 
level in the engineering of true machines and 
systems where nanotechnology promises to 
change the world in amazing ways.  
We could see Star Trek-style scenarios in which 
nanobots build whatever we want (even food) out 
of ambient atoms and molecules.  
Our blood could be infused with machines that 
fight disease, heal wounds and maintain a healthy 
level of fat in our system.  
And there could be a "utility fog" - a cloud of 
networked nanobots running many tasks, whether 
health or business, in the air around us. 
Nanotechnology is still in theoretical, pre-physical 
testing stages but it is close enough to reality that 
ethical concerns are under careful scrutiny. 
Expect to be living in a very different world by 
2050. 

What do Coaches 
Really do for 

Athletes? 

Here is what Jamie Drobny, now a 
working adult, had to say in a letter to 

her old high school swim team 
members. 

  
The Coach, proudly, is John Casadia of 

Vineland high School in New Jersey. 

An incredibly dedicated swim coach, and my 
experiences as a member of his close-knit and 
highly motivated high school swim team helped to 
develop my competitive nature, my powerful work 
ethic, and my absolute fearlessness when it 
comes to meeting life’s challenges.  

Beyond his astonishing energy, and his ability to 
guide us to multiple New Jersey State 
championships, Coach John Casadia’s way of 
inspiring and motivating a team has left an 
indelible imprint on my life/ In Coach Casadia  

I saw the embodiment of true leadership, and the 
way in which leadership produces excellence.  

When he was not poolside urging us on, Coach 
Casadia was working tirelessly behind the scenes, 
preparing practices, planning pre-meet pasta 
parties, and crafting weekly newsletters for alumni 
of the swim team, his current swimmers, and 
parents of team members.  

Coach Casadia’s efforts earned his national 
recognition that he so richly deserved.  

He taught me through his example how fulfilling 
total commitment to any team or group can be.   

Although I was not the fastest or strongest 
swimmer on his team, Coach Casadia always 
encouraged me to outperform myself.  

He insisted that a fifth place finish in a race could 
have just as much impact on the outcome of a 
meet as the first place finish.  

As a result, now I understand that although I may 
not always be first or best, hard work and 
dedication are never wasted.   

For thirteen years I spent twenty hours a week 
training to perfect my technique, increase my 
endurance, and break my own records.  

Seven years later, I have lost some of my speed 
in the pool and the superior level of physical 
fitness I once enjoyed.  



What remains, however, is the high standard of 
excellence to which I hold myself, a continued 
desire to succeed, a healthy competitive spirit, 
and the ability to be a productive member of a 
team.   

Indeed, to see myself as a part of a team is 
perhaps the most enduring lesson that I have 
drawn from swimming.  

Coach Casadia and my teammates taught me that 
a team is more than just a group of individuals.  

It is an organism whose participants working 
together in pursuit of a single goal, achieves 
greater success as a whole than would any of its 
parts working alone or in smaller groups.  

Each team member has a contribution to make. 
All of the teams that I have joined, including 
Coach Casadia’s, my college sorority, and my 
current team at RBC Dain Rauscher, have been 
rewarding and educational experiences.  

I attribute my success on each to my ability to 
determine the best role for me and to live up to it, 
all the while remembering that I do not have to be 
the leader in order to play a significant role in 
ensuring that a team meets its goal.   

        Jamie Drobny   

Everyone’s A Winner; 
Baby, That’s The Lie  

By Thornton McCamish,  
THE AGE OCTOBER 2, 2005  

“IN A WORLD WITHOUT LOSERS, WHERE 
EVEN PARTY GAMES ARE RIGGED WITH 

REWARDS FOR ALL, ARE OUR CHILDREN 
BEING CHEATED OF THE RIGHT TO FAIL? “  

 
They don’t play pass the parcel like they used to. 
Go to a kid’s party these days and you’ll see that 
the host parent has rigged the parcel so that each 
time the music stops and a layer of wrapping 
comes off, a chocolate frog pops out. It’s a fiddle. 
Every child wins. By the time the real prize is 
revealed, the orderly circle has disintegrated into 
a chaos of smeared chocolate and the screaming 
of sugarised toddlers.  
As I recall it from 25 years ago, pass the parcel 
used to be a strictly one-winner affair.  
And it’s not just pass the parcel that’s gone soft. 
There are blatant rorts of the pinata, too.  
I’ve seen toddlers held up and given a free hit at 
the donkey.  
And aren’t you supposed to wear a blindfold?  

It dawned on me recently, as I watched a roomful 
of fathers sweatily whaling away at a pinata, that 
childhood has changed.  
It’s the grown-ups who’ve done it.  
We seem to have cancelled competition. It’s not 
just parents either. “Improvement in performance,” 
say guidelines on coaching juniors published by 
the Federal Government’s Australian Sports 
Commission, “should be measured against 
individual past performance rather than against 
other children. 
”Prize nights drag on into the early hours now that 
everyone gets one. It’s the rule of modern 
childhood: you only have to be in it to win it.  
When I was a child in the ‘70s, our district was so 
short on kids old enough to hold a bat, the only 
way we could make up a cricket team was to 
enter us all in the under- 14s competition.  
Our opponents were often twice our size. We 
waddled out to the pitch in leg pads that came up 
to our ribs and batting gloves that swallowed the 
entire forearm.  
We lost all the time. I remember year after year 
fielding on the boundary, while St Colemans’ 
opening batsmen filled their boots with runs.  
There’s no surprise ending to this tale: we just 
kept on losing.  
And I’m not sure that I learned much from this 
over-generous lesson in defeat except that while it 
might be nice to win some time, it wasn’t going to 
happen until we were good enough.  
Perhaps we developed a sort of precocious 
stoicism to cope with each Saturday’s thrashing. 
We certainly learned that none of us was going to 
play for Australia. Not until we grew, anyway.  
Somewhere along the line we’ve become 
squeamish about exposing kids to competition 
that might include failure.  
In Kanga cricket, losing doesn’t come into it. One 
school’s coaching policy for Kanga cricket spells 
this out: “Because all children are not identical in 
size, strength, ability and personality, game 
coordinators should adopt a flexible attitude to 
enable every player to have success.”  
When did we decide that competition was too 
tough for kids?  
I remember my father telling my brother and me 
when we were eight or nine that he didn’t care 
what we did in life.  
We could be garbos, nurses, explorers or rocket 
scientists, whatever. What mattered to him was 
that we were the best at whatever we did.  
As a way of encouraging kids to aim high, that 
was probably a bit heavy-handed, even by the 
standards of the late ‘70s. But an equally devoted 
parent probably wouldn’t say that sort of thing 
now.  
We’ve become afraid of exposing our children to 
the possibility of not measuring up.  
 
Now we pretend that comparisons are irrelevant; 
that every kid is the best at everything.  
Now that I’m a dad, I find myself doing it too.  



Last week was my first experience of a school 
concert-type event, at my kids’ day-care centre. 
Our children performed a song with their class-
mates. We took pictures, cheered; when it was 
over we raved about how great they were. I guess 
nothing fudges the facts like love. In truth, they 
had both flubbed it big-time.  
One fled the stage in panic before his song had 
even begun.  
The other hid behind a classmate with fingers in 
mouth and eyes shut, as if she could thus make 
herself disappear.  
But still we raved about how brilliantly they’d 
performed. All the parents did.  
In fairness, these are very young children. At this 
age, the kid-glove approach seems to come from 
deep in the DNA.  
God knows, you don’t want your child to form a 
haunting early memory of being useless at 
thrashing a papier-mâché donkey.  
But how far should the “everyone’s-a-winner” 
ethos go?  
Is sheltering children from the reality-check of 
competition - particularly in schooling - the best 
way to prepare them for life?  

Brendan Nelson doesn’t seem to think so.  

One of the conditions the federal Education 
Minister attached to the latest Commonwealth 
education funding package was that states put in 
place a “quartile” ranking system in which 
students are graded from the bottom to top 25 per 
cent of their class. 

That was the sort of plain-speaking information, 
he told Jon Faine on 774 ABC Melboume, “which 
most parents consistently have told me they 
would also like to know”. His critics called the idea 
“educationally unacceptable”, “back to the ‘50s” 
and even nonsensical, given that the bottom 
quartile of a class at, say, MacRobertson Girls’ 
High School, which has selective entry, might well 
be the top quartile of a class at a school that takes 
all comers.  

Nelson backed down from his threat to cut funding 
to states that wouldn’t submit to his diktat. But not 
before, in the view of The Age’s Education 
section, “the education community as ideologues 
who have hijacked the education bus”.  
Of course, assessing educational performance is 
all about ideology.  
Why go out of your way to rank students against 
their classmates - as distinct from statewide 
benchmarks - unless you believe that a 
competitive atmosphere in the classroom is a 
good unto itself?  
“The nature of life itself,” Nelson told Faine, “is 
that all of us are being compared to one another.” 

The way we think about competition in schooling 
reflects deeper views about the individual in 
society.  
To the Tory mind, firewalling kids from the rigour 
of competition and comparison is just slack 
liberalism, the sacrifice of excellence for 
participation.  
What disturbs lefties, on the other hand, is the 
prospect of publicly consigning some kids to a 
dummies’ gulag at the bottom of the class.  
To me, an educational approach that broadens 
the categories in which students can achieve, and 
is supple enough to recognise a range of qualities, 
sounds like a great leap forward over the dux-to-
dunce approach that pertained when Nelson was 
at school.  
But the flare-up over the “quartile” ranking idea 
reveals a genuine unease about the messages 
we’re giving children.  
We’re not being entirely candid with our children 
when we shelter them from the reality of 
competition.  
Because the world they’re growing up in is 
competitive, and becoming more so.  
In governance and economics, the word 
“competition” is itself a synonym for vigour and 
health.  
To describe something as “competitive” - a game, 
an environment, a race, a jobs market - is to 
praise it as honest and lean.  
Heck, humans love competition. It’s in the gut of 
the species.  
Magazines and newspapers print lists of the 
week’s winners and losers, as if there’s nothing in 
between.  
Comparisons may be invidious, but they’re a lot of 
fun. If Gore Vidal was wrong when he said 
“whenever a friend succeeds, a little something in 
me dies”, it’s only because there’s a fragile 
splinter in all of us that quails at anyone’s 
success.  
Pretending the world is otherwise is a beautiful lie. 
Or a snow job, depending on your point of view.  
What’s strange is that it’s a fib we adults seem to 
be telling for our own benefit.  
Kids seldom need to be told how they’re doing: 
they know already.  
Another kid is always going to be better at 
catching; someone will have a cooler backpack. 
Even in an egg-and-spoon race, several people 
are going to come - how shall we put it? - non-
first.  
Besides, for many of us, the first and most lasting 
experience of competition is with our brothers and 
sisters.  
“The hideous complexity of sibling rivalry,” as the 
writer Paul Theroux describes it; “struggling like 
crabs in a basket.”  
So why are we so scary of letting kids risk winning 
or losing in structured competition?  
Perhaps because losing, and even winning, seem 
properly to belong to the register of adult 



experiences, like sexual relationships, drinking or 
managing a credit card.  
But children have to try it sometime.  
The ones who’ve never struggled to achieve 
something difficult are easily spotted on, say, the 
audition rounds of Australian Idol.  
They’re the ones’, who come in, sing in voices 
that could crack glass, and then sob indignantly 
when they don’t make the cut.  
You can see the violated sense of entitlement on 
their disbelieving faces.  
Perhaps failure wouldn’t hurt so much if they’d 
had a chance to experience it a bit sooner.  
Since they’re going to be doing so much of it as 
adults, why not let children practise winning and 
losing?  
The Australian Sports Commission guidelines on 
junior sport might seem a little over-protective, but 
they still acknowledge that “competition can be 
extremely motivating and help children feel good 
about themselves”.  
In his book Secret Men’s Business, children’s 
author John Marsden argues that it’s important 
that a boy eventually beats his father at something 
that matters to them both.  
“By defeating him you free yourself to go on and 
achieve the great things that life holds in store for 
you,” he writes.  
Sure you might lose. But it’s a risk worth taking for 
the exhilarating experience of finding out what 
you’re capable of.  
What impact will shielding kids from losing have 
on them?  
It’s probably too early to say. What’s certain is that 
if we take real competition out of schools, children 
will learn about winning and losing from the 
culture.  
And Australian culture has a monomaniacal focus 
on winning.  
 
This wasn’t always true. I grew up in the 70s 
thinking of the country’s sporting status as pretty 
much in parallel with the fortunes of my under-14s 
cricket team: we usually lost. When an Australian 
won an Olympic gold, when Australia II pinched 
the America’s Cup in 1983, it was like a happy 
miracle.  
 
After the Montreal Olympics of 1976 - Australia’s 
sporting nadir - the government decided it had 
had enough of losing. 
  
We got the Institute of Sport in 1981 , and the 
cricket academy in 1987.  
 
The government paid for sporting excellence, and 
got it. Soon we were winning all sorts of stuff.  
 
But did we lose something? Now the back pages 
are so thick with the latest gold-medal victory that 
there’s hardly room for the more subtle, 
complicated story of the runners-up, the team or 
athlete who trained their guts out and still didn’t 

win. Winning’s great. And Australia is rich in 
gracious, inspiring winners - Pat Rafter, the 
women’s swimming team, for example.  
But if winning’s all there is, it’s no wonder that 
losing feels so damning and bitterly personal, as it 
obviously does for those Australian Idol 
wannabes.  
Our narrow focus on winning misses a richer 
sense of the full story of competition itself.  
For a society powered by unsentimental 
competition, we don’t like to dwell much on failure. 
When it happens, it usually gets spun into  
something else.  
Take the spectacular self-destruction of John 
Brogden and Mark Latham: Brogden’s demise we 
smoothly pathologised as depression - inscrutable 
and too private to contemplate; Latham’s we put 
down to a meltdown in dignity.  
Why can’t we get our minds around failure?  
In the quote beloved of modern self-help gurus 
and manuals, inventor Thomas Edison once 
remarked: “I have not failed 10,000 times.  
I have successfully found 10,000 ways that will 
not work.”  
That might be useful if you live in a laboratory. But 
using this kind of thing to cheer up flunked adults 
is just sophistry.  
I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve heard 
AFL coaches say something like: finals is the 
reason we play the game.  
It may feel true to the coaches when they say it - 
they’re talking a good game for sponsors and 
supporters - but it’s not.  
 
 
To say that football is only about winning is to 
ignore the guts of the contest.  
 
Every game is a rich experience: the crunch of 
bodies, the pies in the grandstand, the struggle, 
the glory, the boredom. It’s what sport, and 
competition, is.  
 
Recently I was at the football with my father. In 
the Aus-kick match, the mum who was umpiring 
took the ball off a big kid who had taken a clear 
mark and handed it to a little girl who was 
nowhere near the contest. “What was that for?”  
I muttered into my pie.  
 
Maybe,” Dad observed, “she’s thinking everyone 
should get a kick before they go off.”  

Well, quite. We want our young people to grab the 
excitement of competition with both hands; we 
want kids to taste success, and to learn that 
failure isn’t the end of everything.  

But first we’ve got to teach them that it’s fun just to 
be out on the ground, or in the circle, passing the 
parcel. They may not win the prize, but with any 
luck, there’ll be a chocolate frog in it. 
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Goodbye to Juuso Turtiainen 17 
from Finland  
Welcome to our team: 
·  16 year old Una Finnman 

from Sweden  
·  13 year old Connor 

McKiernan 
·  12 year old Tiarni Westby 
 
 

Juuso trained with us for 3 
weeks….experiencing 

training swimming “The 
Aussie Way” 

 
Una will be part of our team 

until May /June 2008 
 

Connor(from Innisfall) and 
Tiarni(from Gordonvale) are 
very talented swimmers and 

we welcome them in our 
swimming family 

 
 

WELCOME  
Una 

Connor 
Tiarni 

  
Hope you enjoy reading this issue! Thank You, 
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If you wish to be removed from the mailing list please send your request to michaelu@tas.qld.edu.au 

 


