By CAROL KRUCOFF
he score is tied, sweat
streams down my body,
and my heart bangs
against my rib cage as
my opponent dribbles deftly
around me, rushes to the
basket, and prepares to sink
his trademark left-handed
hook shot.

“You're dead meat!” he
jeers, and some primal, com-
petitive urge prompts me to
leap over and snag the ball,
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race to the opposite basket,
and score the winning layup.
But there is no sweetness in
my victory, because my op-
ponent is my 9-year-old son.
“Mom!” Max cries, his
face crumbling in disap-
pointment. I feel a stab of
guilt. What kind of mother
would deliberately use her
size and age advantage to de-
feat her own child? Could I
really be the same woman
who has taken a dive in
countless games, from Can-
dy Land to Go Fish? “Can’t
g0,” I'd shrug sadly dur-
ing a hot round of Crazy
Eights—even though I
held the winning, solitary
eight in my hand—be-
cause it seems wrong,
even cruel, to beat my
own child. Besides, like
most parents, I want my
child to be happy. And

like most kids in Amer- =3

ica, my son is happiest
when he wins.

“Winning contributes r-,

to a child’s self-esteem,”
notes Barbara Willer, of
the National Associa-

tion for the Education of
Young Children, in Wash-
ington, D.C. “But the flip
side is that children must
learn that they can’t win all
the time.” The abilities to
lose and win graciously are
just two of the important
skills children learn through
competing.

Playing games also pro-
motes qualities essential for
success in life—such as risk
taking, concentration, and
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planning strategy—so it’s
important to remember that
we are often teaching our
kids significant lessons even
while engaging in seemingly
trivial games.

But when is a child ready
to handle competition and
games with formal rules? “It
depends largely on his or
her developmental stage,”
says Janet Sawyers, director
of the child-development
laboratories at Virginia Poly-
technical Institute and State
University, in Blacksburg.

“Many preschoolers show
interest in games, but they
are not usually ready to han-
dle the ‘real’ rules,” explains
Sawyers. She advises par-
ents to use a technique that
psychologists call “scaffold-
ing”: break-
ing down the
game into eas-
ier, smaller
parts. For ex-
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ample, a 4-year-old who is
intrigued by Chinese check-
ers may enjoy simply taking
turns arranging the marbles
by color on the board. A child
too young for “real” Candy
Land might enjoy guessing
what color will come up
next in the deck, then iden-
tifying squares of that color
on the board. A 3-year-old
who has watched her older
siblings play dominoes might
like to see how many she
can stack into a tower.

Change the rules to suit
younger kids.

Starting around age 4 or 5,
kids are capable of following
simple rules, though many
board games are still too
complicated. Most children
in this age range are not really
able to strategize. “But you
don’t have to follow the
rules on the box for a game
to be enjoyable,” says Willer.
“You can tailor the game to

By the age of 5,
kids shoule know
that they

win all the time.
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fit your child’s age and abil-
ities.” For example, when
playing Chutes and Ladders,
eliminate the Chutes, which
tend to frustrate younger
children.

By about age 7 or 8, most
children are ready to play by
the game’s formal rules. But
regardless of your child’s
age, “the most important
part of playing with him is
making the time together
enjoyable,” says Jeffrey Dere-
vensky, Ph.D., a professor of
child psychology at McGill
University, in Montreal, and
a consultant to several toy
manufacturers. He recom-
mends giving children un-
divided attention when you
play a game together, choos-
ing a game you have time to
finish, and stopping if your
child is not having fun.

Of course, children are
most likely to enjoy the game
if they win. Most experts be-
iieve it’s okay to let children
win sometimes. After all, if
they never win, they’ll lose

Give kids an
advantage at
the start of the
game so you
can play harder
throughout.
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interest and won’t want to
compete. But be aware that
kids who always beat Mom
and Dad may have a tough
time when they start playing
games with friends. So it’s
important to teach children
the art of losing, too.

Don't allow children to

be sore losers.

Remember that your behav-
ior—and that of older sib-
lings—will serve as a mod-
el. If a big sister is allowed
to kick the board when
she’s feeling frustrated, the
younger child will learn to
do the same.

“When your child is upset
at losing, don’t deny her
feelings. Sympathize and ac-
knowledge the disappoint-
ment. But don’t put up with
unacceptable behavior like
throwing pieces or turning
the board over in anger,”
says Derevensky.

“If you lose to your child,
you might say, ‘Boy, I'd liked
to have won this time, but
maybe I'll win next time,’”

Game plan for fun

Nearly any game
can be adapted
to even out the
competition. This
strategy comes in
especially handy
when you're play-
ing with different-
age siblings.
Checkers. Let
younger players
start the game
with several kings.

Softball. No strike-
outs for younger

players. Let them
swing until they

hit the ball. Move
bases in closer.

Monopoly. Give
younger players
extra money or
property at the

start of the game.

Boggle. Older
players can’t use
two- and three-
letter words.

Scrabble. Restrict
older players to
words of five let-
ters or more, or
don’t allow them

to use common
letters like E or S.

Basketball. Kids
not old enough to
dribble comfort-
ably can carry the
ball to the basket
to shoot.

Go Fish. Let
younger players
go down with two
of a kind.

Soccer. Younger
players get a
larger goal than
older players.

Derevensky suggests. “This
will help teach her not to be
a sore loser. Because by the
age of 5, a child should be-
gin to understand that she
can’t always win.”

One way to de-emphasize
winning is to focus on im-
proving skills. Help your
child set several personal,
realistic goals within the
game—~for example, not
making any foot faults in
tennis or keeping a poker

face in Old Maid.
This way, if she
meets her goals,
she wins, regardless
of the outcome.

How to make

competition even.

“As children grow

older, they may feel
ambivalent about be-
ing allowed to win,”
~ says sports psychol-
ogist Linda Bunker,

coauthor of Parent-
ing Your Superstar
(Human Kinetics).
~ “When parents obvi-
. ously decrease their
skill to make a child

feel good, it can embar-
rass the child and make
him feel incompetent.”
Instead, Bunker sug-

~ gests modifying the
rules to make the com-
petition more even and

interesting for all play-

ers. For example, let a
child start out with a 100-
point lead in Rummy 500

. or require adults to play

sports with their nondomi-
nant hand. Nearly any game
can be handicapped to make.
it fun for players of various
ages and abilities (see “Game
Plan for Fun”).

The older and more skilled
children become, the less
parents need to handicap.
For example, I've let myself
play basketball harder and
harder as Max has grown
taller and better.

But I hadn’t realized how
closely matched we’d be-
come until that day he
goaded me into snatching
away his certain victory.
With every cell of my being
struggling just to keep up
with Max, I was no longer a
mother trying to avoid tak-
ing advantage of my child,
but a competitor who had
been jeered at in a most un-
sportsmanlike manner. What
would Max have learned if I
had let him make his shot?
That it’s okay to be cocky
and obnoxious?

By not holding back, I
showed Max that he had
become good enough to de-
serve my best effort—in it-
self a milestone of success.
But I also taught him the
important lesson that bait-
ing an opponent can back-
fire by igniting her com-
petitive spirit. And, yes, I
proved that old Mom’s not
dead meat yet. O

Carol Krucoff, a columnist
for The Washington Post, #s
the mother of two children.




