CRITICAL OMISSION

PART I

The Strength Gap: Nothing to Cheer About

(Cheer Coach & Advisor,  Nov-Dec 2007)
Hey Coach! If your squad is like many, they’re under-performing. Severely underperforming. Compared to what they could be doing, they’re beginners. And your squad is risking not only embarrassment, but severe injuries. All of this is preventable. Very likely, you may be part of the problem, not by what you’re doing, but by what you’re not doing… 

Okay… now you’re muttering mad, ready to scan to the end of this to see what credentials and alphabet-soup accompany my name. After all you were an All-American, have been doing this for decades and been to ten national-level championships. But before you throw this down and stomp to your desk to shoot a nasty-gram off to Valerie, I ask you to let me prove I’m right. In fact, your girls are going to prove me right. Ready?

Think about the warm-up and calisthenics your squad does before each practice -every squad or team does them, no matter what the sport. And I’m willing to bet they look just like all the ones I’ve seen, especially when it comes to push-ups.  You know what I’m talking about… those sagging,  writhing, what-the-heck-are-those, usually accompanied by beaucoup groans and whines, for most numbering fewer than ten repetitions.  “Oh,” you say. “this is just about pushups? Big deal! So what?”  If that’s your response, guess what? GOTCHA!
It’s a telling comment on our society that the bounties of Title IX, signed into legislation a quarter century ago, have taken so long to arrive.  Cheerleading in 1972 still meant mindless sideline eye-candy, pom-poms and silly “rah-rah” chants, but nothing resembling serious sport. One might say, that in its ever-dazzling choreography, stunts and presentation, cheerleading has fully arrived. But has it? Like nearly all women’s sports, it has arrived, but not fully. The omission is, once more, a reflection of our society. We know more now, but we’re still not ready to accept it. And things have changed since your cheerleading days.     

As a personal trainer, long-time columnist and well-known crusader for female physical advancement, I run into this omission, this reflection, this rejection (all verifiably based on ignorance) so often I expect it. (“Girls just aren’t meant to be strong. If I get too strong, I’ll look like a guy. I don’t wanna get big… I just wanna get toned.” Etc.) Often, the response is outright hostile, like a committee of cheerleading moms at a southeastern Pennsylvania high school who said of my efforts: “We’re not comfortable about this business.”  Of course they weren’t comfortable… guilt tends to do that. Many of these moms were borderline obese, and the focus on fitness and nutrition I was urging on their kids directly contradicted the physical example they were setting… but more on this later!
The scope of this omission, and evidence of its solution were well illustrated in a competition I sponsored called the TEAM VALKYRIES FITNESS CHALLENGE. We invited teams from all sports to compete against each other in pushups for $1000 in cash, plus other prizes and media attention. Inviting kids to compete in calisthenics we’ve all hated since childhood-making pushups (which some of us remember as punishment: “”Drop and give me twenty!”) glamorous –that’s going out on a limb! But where else could you have lacrosse, soccer, softball, track, cheerleading, gymnastics and all these other sports-teams going head-to-head? Entry was free, and no more than five team members were required. We provided an illustrated training program, and contacted hundreds of teams -we spent two months e-mailing, handing out flyers at tournaments, did press releases. But we got fewer than half a dozen teams. Obviously, push-ups are too scary, even when the carrot is a cool grand!
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                                                 How many pushups can your girls do?
Here’s where it gets interesting: there were two high school entries, a field-and-track squad and a field hockey team. Neither did more than a few dozen repetitions at most. Ditto a squad of young cheerleaders. But the teams of little gymnast girls knocked out scores of them. One girl did 87 and another did 92. These were military-strict repetitions, done within a two-minute period. The gymnastics coach, a very fit, attractive mother of three of the girls, assured me that most of them could easily do a dozen chin-ups in strict form (even most professional female athletes can’t do that!) Why? Because she makes them train on these movements. Because upper-body strength is crucial in gymnastics. And because Metzler’s Gymnastics enjoys taking home trophies from National-level events.     
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One of these gymnasts did 93 strict pushups. The others weren't far behind.
The physical dangers of cheerleading competition have been well-documented by the media, who highlight broken necks, paralysis-for-life, and even death from extreme stunts gone wrong. Statistics showed competitive cheerleading accounting for fifty-five percent of injuries among all scholastic female athletes. Plenty of lesser hurts don’t make news, as they’re considered almost routine hazards. Jessica Pezolano, a former All-American cheerleading star with numerous awards and titles, knows a thing or two about them: "Two minor concussions, fractured nose, countless sprained ankles, severe shin splints, pulled/torn hamstrings, ACL reconstructive surgery on my left knee, torn ligaments in my ankles and wrists, black eyes, bloody noses, broken blood vessels…just  to name a few.”  All other things being equal, might a stronger, superior-conditioned squad have had a better chance in preventing some of these?
An astute coach should recognize that as the physical requirements and risks of cheerleading routines advance to the level of gymnastics, so must the physical preparation to handle them. But how many cheerleading coaches emphasize any real strength-training? Let’s presume the coach is aware how strength training has been accepted into every sport over recent decades. Practice-time is precious, so as with most team sports, the focus during is on drills and routines. Apart from the daily-dozen, no one’s going to be doing anything resembling strength conditioning here. So what can today’s cheerleading coach do to bring aboard this long-neglected dimension which will provide the greater safety and competitive edge?  
In the second part of this article, we’ll explore one strategy for addressing the strength gap. 

