SPIRIT TIMES

EDITORIAL: 

CheerLEADING – Getting Back To Basics

Webster’s definition of "cheerleading" states: "a leader of cheers." I, myself, have had to be reminded as a coach of teams that cheer on the sidelines and enter cheerleading competitions. Once my cheerleaders became exposed to competition, they seemed more intent on precision, difficulty, and performance and less spontaneous and able to lead the crowds at our games. I decided it was my responsibility, and that I’d better come up with a way to rectify the situation.

First I needed to acknowledge the proportions and practice accordingly. Example: During the season we would be entering one competition with a 2 1⁄2 minute routine and we would be cheering 8 regular season plus play-off football games each lasting approximately 2+ hours. 

I needed to be careful that I wasn’t giving my cheerleaders the impression that I thought competition material was more important than game material. Example: Spending hours of practice time on difficult stunts for competition was impractical for most of our games because of weather and/or sideline conditions. As a result, cheerleaders were left unprepared and lacked confidence to be successful in game situations.

The following has helped make sideline/game cheerLEADING successful with my teams and it has also proven to be more fun and rewarding than any competition:

1. Make sure your team members understand the sport for which they will be cheering. It takes lots of confidence to stand in front of today’s crowds. And it’s even harder to remain confident when you know defense and offense chants but haven’t got a clue when to appropriately use them. 

*
The best way I’ve found to help cheerleaders develop an understanding of the game is to invite the coaches and captains (or whole team) to my house to watch a game and eat popcorn with my cheerleaders. This gives cheerleaders an opportunity to ask specific questions about the game and decide which cheers are appropriate. Additionally, coaches and players enjoy the chance to share their knowledge about their "game" with an interested audience. In the end, players and cheerleaders will ultimately develop a higher level of respect for one another as they better understand each others roles and how to work together.

*
Spend time going over the referee signals with your cheerleaders. (These can be found in each of their National Federation Rule Books so ask the coach for a copy.) 

*
Make sure your cheerleaders understand the scoreboard. This can be very helpful. Example: In football, often the cheerleaders cannot see the field because their players are standing in the way. Many football scoreboards highlight the team that has possession of the ball at the time.

*
I give written tests to my cheerleaders after we have spent time learning about the specific sport they will be cheering. Those who fail the test are not allowed to cheer a game until we have gone through the ones they’ve missed, and not until I feel certain they understand.

2. Work on the individual "spirit image" of your cheerleaders. You have all watched cheerleaders look bored/boring, mad/angry--body language that looks anything but spirited. These things certainly do not promote your goal, nor encourage the crowd to yell along with you. 

*
At practice I demonstrate some of the undesirable facial expressions and body language. My cheerleaders often laugh and agree that the message isn’t good. I then demonstrate my expectations and it becomes contagious; it’s passed from you to your cheerleaders to your crowds. 

*
When we practice our material I insist that the team use spirited facial and body language. I believe the way they perform mirrors the way they practice. I want positive, spirited facial and body language to become second nature. To facilitate the effort, I’ll either have half the team perform and the other half watch, or I’ll videotape them. We then discuss what we saw to help them visualize the goal.

*
From the onset of the season, my cheerleaders know that "outstanding spirit images" are a basic requirement. We constantly work on it and, consequently, our spirit awards have become the most coveted, even over other trophies.

3. Work to understand YOUR crowd’s dynamics. When people feel ownership in anything, they are more likely to participate. 

*
Both the coach and cheerleaders should be out among the student body and community asking what they would like to yell, sing and do at your school’s athletic events. Find out what they want from you. 

*
It’s a good idea to try out your new ideas on smaller groups before taking them to the big crowd. Example: Cheerleaders share a funky new chant at their slumber parties, with the Student Senate, FCA, or at a Booster Club Meeting. Listen to their feedback and make any necessary adjustments so you feel more confident that it’s going to be successful when it hits the big crowd Friday night.

*
Some fun new chants require a little time when it comes to teaching the entire crowd. Great times to do this are either at school pep assemblies or during pre-game time. Put one of your most confident cheerleaders, or yourself, on the mic or yelling into a megaphone. The leader briefly explains what they’d like to happen, the others spread out in front of the crowd to demonstrate. (Signs are helpful tools.) Example: The leader would say, "We would love to have all the females in the crowd spell out our mascot along with the cheerleaders now…. C A T S. Now spell it out two more times but say it quicker than the first time." (Repeat it with them a couple of times.) "Now we would like the males in the crowd to add their part with loud, low voices. You’re going to yell the word ‘fight’ between the mascot letters when said slower by the females. Then after each of the two times they spell CATS quicker, you’re going to yell fight… fight… fight… while you pound your right arm in the air. Okay everyone, let’s put it all together. Females follow the cheerleaders standing in front of you and guys follow me." (If they don’t get it right immediately, go through the problem spot and be sure to thank them for their help and leave them feeling eager to use this chant during the game.)

*
Many of today’s crowds like to motion along with the cheerleaders. Obviously these need to be designed so they can be done while sitting or standing in the bleachers and so no one gets hurt. If it doesn’t seem your crowd is getting it by watching and doing what you do, take time to teach it as above. Instruct all your cheerleaders to teach these things to their circle of non-cheerleading friends as they eat lunch, get together after school, wait in line for the movies, etc.

*
Throughout the years, jingle-type cheers and chants have been downplayed, as we’ve all become modern cheerleaders. That means we use only sharp, robot motions and only 1-2 words because we feel the crowds aren’t sophisticated enough. While that was perhaps true for awhile, I believe students have changed and they are ready to jamm in the stands. Try some funk or rap, you may even try to bring back a few of those old-timers. Mix these in with some of your best 1-2 word chants, remember to be game smart and you’ll have successful cheerLEADING for 2000.

4. Help mold your crowd’s dynamics. Interacting with the children in the community can really help build the overall enthusiasm and participation of the crowd. 

*
Working together with all of the coaches at your school, divide athletes into groups (each group consisting of a member from each team at your school and one coach). Make arrangements to visit the elementary and middle schools in your area and have small groups visit every classroom to talk about sportsmanship. Example, talk about things such as why we stand and take off our hat for the National Anthem and School Song. Then sing both of these songs with the children. Special cheers/chants could even be taught at this time. Leave them with handouts of words, etc.

5. Relax and be smart.

*
If you are constantly emphasizing correct motion technique, your cheerleaders (especially the young ones and the new ones) will concentrate primarily on that at games. Keep reminding yourself that motion technique doesn’t lead crowds. This doesn’t mean that you stop working on motions, etc. Just don’t let it overshadow what they need to learn to be good crowd leaders.

*
As I coach new cheerleaders, I keep all our game material very simple. I also rarely have beginning cheerleaders perform stunts at their first games. I want newcomers to feel equally confident, accomplished, and proud of their crowd-leading, game-reading, and basic cheer techniques as quickly as possible. I don’t want to see "concentration" written all over their faces. I want to see fun in their eyes and lots of smiles!

7. Music is a powerful aid in cheerLEADING. 

*
Work with your band/director or even just the drummers to coordinate efforts with the crowd. If you aren’t lucky enough to have a band at your games, check into using recorded music over the P.A. or start a kazoo band. Make sure your cheerleaders know what’s happening regarding incorporation of music.

8. Instruct your cheerleaders to bridge the distance between them and the crowd. This takes lots of confidence and probably will not happen unless you really insist. 

*
Have your cheerleaders up in the stands greeting people as they arrive and telling them how excited they are about a new chant and it goes like this and it would really help the team if they heard this chant when they need energy and motivation, etc. Perhaps they could even hand out words to material.

*
After a section of the crowd, or an individual, yells along well, have a cheerleader or two go give them a high-five and thank them.

*
Keep some cheerleaders in front of the crowd and have others move right up into the crowd and even sit with a group and encourage them to join you in the chant or cheer. Have fun with the crowd and remember a crowd is made up of individuals.

*
If your school allows, let crowd members earn the right to come down with your cheerleaders for something special. Example: Identify a person in the crowd who is showing super spirit and helping the cheerleaders and get them to come down the next time your football team scores and do the counted push-ups with the cheerleaders. Then give lots of celebration and thanks.

9. Coaches keep sideline/game evaluations. 

*
During your games, keep track of what things worked and what things might need some work. Track those who did well at starting the appropriate chants, leading the crowd and keeping the spirit high, etc. Also note the material your program is lacking. This is a big help as it’s always difficult to remember everything. As well, giving cheerleaders positive feedback does wonders!

*
Take time to review your notes with your cheerleaders at the next practice – it helps measure progress and success and helps keep track of what needs to be worked on for the next game. This will help emphasize the importance of spirit/leading the crowd. (In other words, this means you, the cheerleading coach, should be attentive and actively coaching during the games rather than sitting high in the bleachers visiting with others or not present all. You probably would never think of sending your team to a competition without a coach, right?)

And finally, have fun getting back to cheerLEADING basics!

--by Julie Jolivette, Guest Editor- Forest City, IA
