STUDENT ESSAY FROM A BEDFORD ST. MARTIN’S TEXTBOOK:

“Children Need to Play, Not Compete,” by Jessica Statsky: An Evaluation
Parents of young children have a lot to worry about and hope for. In “Children Need to Pay, Not Compete,” Jessica Statsky appeals to their worries and hopes in order to convince them that organized competitive sports may harm their children physically and psychologically. Statsky states her thesis clearly and fully forecasts the reasons she will offer to justify her position: besides causing physical and psychological harm, competitive sports discourage young people from becoming players and fans when they are older and inevitably put parents’ needs and fantasies ahead of children’s welfare. Statsky also carefully defines her key terms. By sports, for example, she means to include both contact and noncontact sports that emphasize competition. The sports may be organized locally at schools or summer sports camps or nationally, as in the examples of Peewee Football and Little League Baseball. She is concerned only with children six to twelve years of age.

In this essay, I will evaluate the logic of Statsky’s argument, considering whether the support for her thesis is appropriate, believable, and consistent.


Statsky provides appropriate support for her thesis. Throughout her essay, she relies for support on different kinds of information (she cites eleven separate sources, including books, newspapers, and websites). Her quotations, examples, and statistics all support the reasons she believes competitive sports are bad for children. For example, in paragraph three, Statsky offers the reason that “overly competitive sports” may damage children’s growing bodies and that contact sports, in particular, may be especially hazardous. She supports this reason by paraphrasing Koppett that muscle strain or even lifelong injury may result when a twelve-year-old throws curve balls. She then quotes Tutko on the dangers of tackle football. The opinions of both experts are obviously appropriate. They are relevant to her reason, and we can easily imagine that they would worry many parents.

Not only is Statsky's support appropriate, but it also believable. Statsky quotes or summarizes authorities to support her argument in paragraphs 3-6, 8, 9, and 11. The question is whether readers would find the authorities credible. Since Statsky relies almost entirely on authorities to support her argument, readers must believe these authorities for her argument to succeed. I have not read Statsky’s sources, but I think there are good reasons to consider them authoritative. First of all, the newspaper authors she quotes write for two of America’s most respected newspapers, the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times. These newspapers are read across the country by political leaders and financial experts and by people interested in the arts and popular culture. Both have sports reporters who not only report on sports events but also take a critical look at sports issues. In addition, both newspapers have reporters who specialize in children’s health and education. Second, Statsky gives background information about the authorities she quotes, which is intended to increase the person’s believability in the eyes of parents of young children. In paragraph three, she tells readers that Thomas Tutko is “a psychology professor at San Jose State University and co-author of the book Winning Is Everything and Other Americans Myths.” In paragraph five, she announces that Martin Rablovsky is “a former sports editor or the New York Times,” and she notes that he has watched children play organized sports or many years. Third, she quotes from two websites—the official Little League site and an AOL message board. Parents are likely to accept the authority of the Little League site and be interested in what other parents and coaches (most of whom are also parents) have to say.

In addition to quoting authorities, Statsky relies on examples and anecdotes to support the reasons for her position. If examples and anecdotes are to be believable, they must seem representative to readers, not bizarre or highly unusual or completely unpredictable. Readers can imagine a similar event happening elsewhere. For anecdotes to be believable, they should, in addition, be specific and true to life. All of Statsky’s examples and anecdotes fulfill these requirements, and her readers would find them believable. For example, early in her argument, in paragraph four, Statsky reasons that fear of being hurt greatly reduces children’s enjoyment of contact sports. The anecdote comes from Tosches’s investigative report on Peewee Football as does the quotation by the mother of an eight-year-old player who says that the children become frightened and pretend to be injured in order to stay out of the game. In the anecdote, a seven-year-old makes himself vomit to avoid playing. Because these echo the familiar “I feel bad” or “I’m sick” excuse children give when they do not want to go somewhere (especially school) or do something, most parents would find them believable. They could easily imagine their own children pretending to be hurt or ill if they were fearful or depressed. The anecdote is also specific. Tosches reports what the boy said and did and what the coach said and did.


Other examples provide support for all the major reasons Statsky give for her position:

· that competitive sports pose psychological dangers—children becoming serious and unplayful when the game starts (paragraph five)

· that adults’ desire to win puts children at risk—parent fighting each other at a Peewee Football game and a coach setting fire to an opposing team’s jersey (paragraph eight)

· that organized sports should emphasize cooperation and individual performance instead of winning—a coach banning scoring but finding that parents would not support him and a New York City basketball league in which all children play an equal amount of time and scoring is easier (paragraph 11)
All of these examples are appropriate to the reason they support. They are also believable. Together, they help Statsky achieve her purpose of convincing parents that organized, competitive sports may be bad for their children and that there are alternatives.

The logic of Statsky’s argument is very sound. An argument that successfully confirms reader’s beliefs is certainly valid, and Statsky succeeds admirably at this. 

