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ment of playing while introducing the structure and disci-
pline of teamwork, skill and technique. Because children 
are vulnerable and still growing, they need our ongoing 
help in mastering this challenge. 

Today’s youth sports culture
What makes it so hard these days to teach our kids how to 
play well, have fun and be good people?

To begin with, there’s so much “outcome pressure” 
now, even on young children. Many start to specialize in 
one sport at a young age—and both girls and boys are be-
ginning to play on organized teams as early as five.

 Choosing the right teams and programs is more dif-
ficult because the sports culture has changed since many of 
us were kids. Non-school sports programs have expanded. 
There are more travel teams, tryouts and cuts necessary to 
build these squads—not to mention the parental effort re-
quired for taking children to games “on the road.”

The big emphasis now is on winning. As one parent 
lamented, “This league used to focus on developing good 

By Richard D. Ginsburg, Ph.D. and  
Stephen Durant, Ed.D. with Amy Baltzell, Ed.D.

When my child is 21 years old, what kind of person do I 
want him or her to be—and how will sports help us, 
as parents, to get our child there?

Think of organized sports as a serious form of play. 
Sports structure play. There are rules to obey, skills and 
positions to learn, plays to follow. 

The demands required to become good at any sport, 
combined with the intensity of competition, can intro-
duce our children to the pursuit of excellence. 

The hunger for mastery, the willingness to accept 
one’s own strength and limitations, as well as the recogni-
tion of the needs and rights of others are all crucial aspects 
of responsible, mature adulthood. 

Sports can help develop these areas of competence, 
but it does not happen without guidance, direction and 
strength from caring parents and coaches.  

The challenge for all adults involved in youth, high 
school or even collegiate sports is to preserve the enjoy-

How to help your child play well,  
have fun and get the most out of sports

“come on home! You can do it!” part of the excitement of playing sports is cheering on your teammates.
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Kids in sports...
continued from page 1…

kids who were good ath-
letes. Now we’re all about 
winning. If you can’t help 
them win, they don’t care 
too much about you.”

Contending with our  
own emotions
Another challenge to 
teaching children how to 
play well, have fun and 
also build character is our 
own emotional baggage.  
Some of us are eager to 
see our child achieve what 
we ourselves could not or 
did not accomplish. Oth-
ers find it troubling to ob-
serve their kids perform in 
a public arena where they 
are on display at vulner-
able moments.

Our anxieties get played 
out in many ways, most 
notably during the “post-
game quiz and lecture,” 
in which parents relentlessly ques-
tion and critique a child. “How 
come you didn’t shoot more?” 
“You guys played like you didn’t 
want to win.” And so forth. This is 
one of the most corrosive ways in 
which we, as parents, can suck the 
joy out of sports for our children. 

We must do a better job at be-
ing role models for young athletes.  
Let’s slow down and review what 
we really want children to experi-
ence when they play sports. 

For example, try to replace, 
“Did you win?” with questions 
that reveal other values such as 
“How was it?” “Did you have 
fun?” “Did you give your best ef-
fort?” “Did you play as a team?” 
These emphases give more than 
lip service to character-building.

A three-step approach  
to navigating youth sports
The basic steps in this approach 
are to know your child, know 
yourself and know your child’s 
sports environment. 

Know your child
Understanding the unique needs 
and abilities of each child is essen-
tial. What particulars of tempera-

ment and talent, risk factors and 
extenuating circumstances exist 
for this child? One 10-year-old 
girl may thrive on a soccer  team 
while her 12-year-old sister may 
worry more about how her hair 
looks as a cheerleader.

Don’t make assumptions or set 
expectations based on a child’s ini-
tial encounters with a sport. Keep 
in mind that kids’ interests often 
change as time passes. A baseball 
player from ages 8 to 12 might 
drop the sport completely at 13 or 
14. Be aware too that talent often 
develops into the late teens. 

Here are some key questions to 
ask when you contemplate your 
child’s involvement in sports.

nHow does sHe or He approach 
new experiences and new people?

nHow is my cHild doing in ar-
eas of confidence, emotional con-
trol, relationships, judgment and 
sports-related skills?

nHow well does my cHild ac-
cept limits and take instruction?

ncan He or sHe ask for help if it’s 
needed?

nHow balanced is my child’s 
range of activities including school-

work, time with 
friends, sports and 
other interests?

Know yourself
Many of us have 
had unhappy per-
sonal experiences 
with athletics that 
cloud our abil-
ity to respond to 
what’s going on 
with our kids and 
sports. We need 
to be aware of our 
emotional history 
in relation to is-
sues of competi-
tion and athletic 
achievement. If 
we can manage 
our own disap-
pointments, fears 
and frustrations, 
we’re in a much 
better position to 
be helpful to our 
children.

As parents, we need to have 
a firm grasp of what our kids 
can handle physically, emotion-
ally and mentally at any given age. 
And we need a clear head to iden-
tify our values, to see what our 
child is learning at any particular 
moment and to ask ourselves the 
question: Whose game is this, mine 
or my child’s?

Here are some questions parents 
should ask themselves when re-
viewing and assessing their child’s 
involvement in sports.

nHave my spouse or partner 
and I agreed on an overall philoso-
phy of sports participation for our 
child? In other words, do we have a 
family sports mission statement? 

nHave we defined 3–5 virtues 
that are essential to a positive 
sports experience for our child?

nwHat sports-related event or 
behavior (crying, unfair outcomes, 
unfair playing time, errors, defeat) 
seems to set me off emotionally? 

ncan i link anytHing in my own 
past to my child’s behavior that 
sets off these feelings?

nwHat was my best experience 
in sports? What factors made it re-

warding and positive? What good 
parts of my experience can I hand  
down to my children? 

Know your child’s  
sports environment
Our society emphasizes immediate 
gratification, speed, convenience 
and outcomes more for the indi-
vidual than for the group. Sports 
are deeply affected by this trend. 
Even in youth and high school 
sports, cheating, rage at umpires 
and referees and out-of-control 
fans can overwhelm the positive 
aspects of athletic competition. 

We must know the commu-
nity we live in and its approach to 
sports. Inquire about sports pro-
grams as you would about schools 
or churches. It’s easier to support 
your family’s values when other 
parents and coaches are like-mind-
ed, and it’s well worth the effort 
to find programs, coaches, admin-
istrators and fellow parents whose 
goals are similar to yours. 

Here are some key questions to ask 
about a sports program when re-
viewing and assessing your child’s 
involvement.

ndoes tHe program have a mis-
sion statement? Does it include 
the promotion of virtue or values?  
How specific is it? 

nwHat do parents (past and 
current) say about their children’s 
involvement in the program? 

ndoes tHe program regularly 
screen coaches by implementing 
background checks?

nHow mucH empHasis is placed 
on championship banners, tro-
phies and travel-team awards? Is 
most of the formal recognition 
given for winning? Performance? 
Achievement?

nobserve a game or practice un-
announced. How much fun do the 
players seem to be having?  u

—Adapted from the authors’ 
book “Whose game is it,  
anyway?” (see We recommend 
on page 8).
next month on our parenting 
page, we will talk about sports  
challenges for children at  
different ages.

practice makes perfect—and natural grace helps too. 
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Middle-age brain does the ‘big stuff’ best

What to make of 
the research on 
mercury in fish

After hearing about studies that 
have found traces of mercury 

in fish and shellfish, you have to 
wonder: is it safe to eat—especially 
by women who are or may become 
pregnant and young children?

Both the Fda and EPa emphasize that 
fish is an important part of a healthy 
diet. But pregnant women, nursing 
moms and young children should 
avoid certain types. here’s what we 
all need to be aware of:  
• Five commonly eaten fish that 
are low in mercury are salmon, 
shrimp, pollock, catfish and canned 
light tuna. shark, swordfish, king 
mackerel and tilefish contain high 
levels of mercury.
• Albacore “white” tuna contains 
more mercury than canned light 
tuna. Pregnant women and young 
children should not eat more than 6 
ounces of albacore and 12 ounces of 
light tuna in a week.
• Check local advisories about the 
safety of fish caught in your area. 
The Seafood Selector at www.edf.org 
is another helpful guide. u

  

New discoveries for health and long life

job of sizing up situations, making 
connections and seeing the wider 
context. And all of these skills give 
us better judgment. 

As people get older, we’re more 
appreciative of subtlety, nuance 
and ambivalence. Some studies 
have found that wisdom peaks in 
our later years—after a sustained 
accumulation through mid-life.

I was a little surprised to learn 
that the middle-aged brain is also 
more cheerful, but it makes sense. 
On a range of tests, older people 
became less anxious about nega-
tive stimuli and responded very 
strongly to positive stimuli.

We’ve heard all the talk about 
the “sandwich generation” that’s 

A reader writes:    

H ave you heard about Barbara 
Strauch’s new book The Secret 

Life of the Grown Up Brain. In it, 
she argues that on a range of cog-
nitive skills, the middle-aged brain 
(roughly 40 to 68) outperforms all 
other age groups. 

As she explains, the grown-up 
brain has developed “powerful sys-
tems that cut through the intrica-
cies of complex problems to find 
concrete answers. It more calmly 
manages emotions and informa-
tion. It is more nimble, more flex-
ible, even cheerier.”

On four of six mental abilities, 
the peak comes in mid-life. The 
middle-aged brain does a better 

This may have something to do with levels of chemi-
cals like serotonin in the brain.

Surprisingly, perhaps, the authors found that op-
timism actually has a downside as a lifespan factor. If 
you are very cheerful and optimistic, especially in the 
face of illness and recovery—and you don’t consider 
the possibility that you may have setbacks—then 
those setbacks are harder to deal with, says Dr. Mar-
tin. In other words, if you always think “everything’s 
fine,” you may be setting yourself up for a fall. 

And as important as exercise is, it too has its 
drawbacks—if you push yourself to extremes and 
don’t really enjoy it.

Eighty years into the longevity project, it’s still far 
from over. Dr. Martin is looking into other variables 
such as sleep patterns, and Dr. Friedman is look-

ing at retirement issues. “We know it’s not 
good to retire and go to the beach,” he said, 

“but it’s also not good to stay in a stressful 
boring job.” And there’s a 
misconception about the 

role of stress. 
“A hard job that is also 

stressful can be associated 
with longevity,” Dr. Fried-
man continued. People who 

were involved, working hard, 
were responsible—no matter 
what field they were in—were 
more likely to live longer.”   u

The secret to a long life has been studied end-
lessly, and many answers have been suggested. 
Education. A positive attitude. Happiness. A 
good marriage. The ability to handle stress. Bi-

ology is also assumed to be a factor: if your parents 
lived to 85, you probably will too.

For their new book The Longevity Project (Hud-
son Street Press), Howard S. Friedman and Leslie 
R. Martin, Ph.D.s, pored over the results of a study 
that was launched in 1921 with a group of 1,528 San 
Francisco 11-year-olds. And they’ve concluded that 
the best childhood personality predictor of longevity 
is actually conscientiousness. They cite the qualities of 
a prudent, persistent, well-organized person—some-
one who’s mildly obsessive and not at all carefree. 
Researchers offer three explanations: 

conscientious people are more likely to 
live healthy lives, to not smoke or drink 
to excess, to wear seat belts, to follow 
doctors’ orders and to take medication 
as prescribed.

conscientious people tend to find 
themselves in healthier situations and 
relationships: happier marriages, bet-
ter friendships, healthier work situ-
ations.

conscientious people are also less 
prone to a whole host of other diseases 
that are unrelated to smoking or drinking. 

susan Ginsberg Ed.d., 
Editor & Publisher of work 
& Family Life, was associate 
dean at Bank street College. 
She is the author of “Family 
Wisdom: The 2000 Most 
important things Ever said 
about Parenting, Children 
and Family Life” (Columbia 
University Press).

This is your column. We invite you to 
send questions about work and fam-
ily life or tell us how you solved a 
problem that you think a lot of people 
face. write: dr. susan Ginsberg, work 
& Family Life, 305 Madison avenue, 
suite 1143, new York, nY 10165. E-
mail: workfam@aol.com.

Ellen Galinsky, M.s., 
Executive Editor of work 
& Family Life, is President 
of the Families and Work 
institute, a researcher on 
national and international 
studies, and author of more 
than 40 books and reports 
including “Mind in the  
Making“ (harperCollins).

struggling to both raise kids and 
care for aging parents. But it looks 
to me like they’re doing a very 
good job. The middle-aged have 
become remarkably competent 
jugglers of their responsibilities.

In 1900, life expectancy was 
47, which makes old age a modern 
phenomenon—and, as Margaret 
Gullett has written, we’ve accept-
ed a false “ideology of decline.” 

I’m just happy that science is 
exposing these myths. And I’m 
going to stop beating myself up 
for occasionally losing my keys, 
repeating myself, or forgetting 
a name. On the big stuff, I’ve 
learned, I’m brilliant!  u

—e.B.H., new rochelle, nY

3
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Coping with confusion and memory loss
By Susan C. Walker

if your mom remembers going 
to a movie but forgets the title, 
that’s probably just a lapse of 
normal aging. If she doesn’t re-

member going to the movie at all, 
it’s a more serious concern. Be-
cause of brain changes, some older 
people are no longer capable of 
learning significant new informa-
tion—and they have a hard time 
understanding even the familiar.

If confusion and forgetfulness 
have become a problem, your par-
ent may turn to you for help with 
daily activities. Simplifying the 
home environment and adjusting 
your own expectations will help 
both you and your older rela-
tive move through the day more 
smoothly.

Learn as much as you can

It helps to know why someone has 
become forgetful, because some 
kinds of confusion can be re-
versed—if it’s caused by depression 
or by medications, for example. 
On the other hand, Alzheimer’s 
disease and multi-infarct or small 
stroke dementia are irreversible.

Specialists in diagnosing people 
with memory loss and confusion 
include geriatricians, neurologists 
and psychiatrists. For a holistic 
assessment, seek out a physician 
who works with a team in a senior 
health care setting. 

Once the reversible causes of 
a problem are eliminated, you’ll 
need to take action. Just remem-
ber that your parent’s life is not 
over because he or she is confused, 
but you will need to become more 
helpful to your older relative. Here 
are some approaches that work:

Make directions one at a time 
and to the point. Instead of “Hur-
ry up and get ready. We have to go 
to the store,” say  “Come with me. 
Here’s your coat.”

Ask questions that can be an-
swered with a yes or no. Instead 

of saying “Tell me about your 
day,” ask “Did you have a good 
day?” Your parent may not be able 
to retrieve words needed for a full-
sentence response, but the ability 
to respond to a simple question al-
lows him or her to share in the joy 
of conversation.

Limit choices to areas your par-
ent truly understands and where 
a wrong choice will not cause a 
problem. So while you may not be 
able to let someone choose wheth-
er to see a doctor, he or she can 
decide what time to eat dinner.

Remove background noise. Play-
ing the television or radio while 
you are giving instructions increas-
es the likelihood that you will not 
be understood. Use radio and TV 
when these are the main activities 
the two of you are doing.

Avoid negatives. Minimize your  
chances of getting into situations 
where inappropriate behavior is 
likely to occur. Protect your rela-

tive from events or circumstances 
that might cause him or her to be-
come agitated.

Preserve the person’s dignity. Is 
it really necessary to move your 
mother if she’s sitting in your seat 
at the dinner table, for example? 
Let her stay where she is, and you 
sit somewhere else.

Validate your relative’s feelings 
when he or she says things that are 
not based in reality. If your father 
suddenly asks about your mother, 
you don’t have to remind him 
that she died five years ago. Reas-
sure him that she’s okay and go on 
to reminisce together about her. 
What he’s really looking for may 
simply be the warm feelings he as-
sociates with your mother.

Pay attention to body language. 
Don’t force your mother to sit 
down when she appears to need 
to move around. Assume that her 
body language (walking, pacing or 
other anxious behavior) is a sign 

that she may be cold, hungry or 
may need to go to the bathroom.

Recognize word substitutions. 
Rather than correcting your dad 
who is referring to you as his 
mother, give reassurance that you 
are someone who cares about him. 
Your smile and touch will tell him 
that you and he have a special re-
lationship, even though he may 
not be able to totally sort out what 
that relationship is anymore.

Adjusting the environment 
It will likely be necessary to sim-
plify your parent’s home environ-
ment for maximum safety and ac-
tivity. Here are some suggestions:

r lock drawers that hold im-
portant papers, knives, scissors 
and other items that your parent 
might lose or use in an unsafe 
manner.

r leave out some paper and writ-
ing materials. Your parent may 
enjoy the feeling of being “back at 
work,” opening mail and writing 
memos. Official-looking mail and 
ads may do the trick.

r remove unnecessary furni-
ture and knickknacks from living 
areas. Leave a favorite chair, couch 
or footstool, but be sure there’s a 
clear path to each piece of furni-
ture. Provide color contrast be-
tween furniture and floor so your 
parent can clearly see where one 
ends and the other begins.

r keep a set of traveling items 
in a place where only you have ac-
cess. Your relative may hide things 
where neither of you can find 
them. Putting shoes, hat, jacket 
and other necessary items away 
will save you time and frustration 
when you’re ready to leave for an 
important appointment. u

—Adapted from the author’s 
book “Keeping active: a care-
giver’s Guide to Activities with 
the elderly” (impact publishers).

For more information
Even though your older relative may be suffering from another form of dementia, the 
alzheimer’s association can still be of assistance. Contact www.alz.org or (800) 272-3900 
and ask to be sent the “basic information” packet. Request specifically the booklet “steps 
to selecting activities for the Person with alzheimer’s disease.” u

playing cards is relaxing, fun and a brain-strengthener as well.
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Easing the transition to a new school year

As working parents, many of 
us look forward to the be-
ginning of school. If nothing 
else, it’s a relief not to have 

to deal with those “down times” 
before and after vacations—when 
we have to go to work and still 
keep our children busy, happy 
and safe at home.

Many kids look forward to the 
new school year too and, like us, 
their anticipation is tinged with 
apprehension. Transitions are ex-
citing but can be scary. Will my 
teacher be nice? Will the older kids 
tease me on the bus? Will I still be 
in a class with my friends? Will I 
be able to find my way in the new 
building? How much homework 
will I have to do this year?

Time to plan ahead

As parents, we want to help our 
children make a smooth adjust-
ment to their new situation, 
whether it’s child care, first grade, 
junior high school or college. We 
are concerned about how to be 
supportive but at the same time 
encourage a child’s independence. 
Can we “let go” and still make 
sure that our child is having posi-
tive experiences in school and with 
her or his friends.

Here are some things parents 
can do in the summer to prepare 
for the school year.

n Give children of any age a chance to 
tell you what’s on their minds. Listen 
and don’t minimize what your 
children is feeling. Their fears 
and anxieties may seem foolish to 
you, but they are real to your kids. 
With a young child, you might 
“play act” a scary situation. With 
an older child, you might try out 
different scenarios: If Johnny starts 
teasing you on the bus again, what 
will you say?

n if a child is moving to a new building 
and there’s no plan for a formal 
orientation, arrange to visit the 
school one day, even though there 
may only be a partial staff there. 

has said that kids worry: “Will I 
be enough—smart enough, pretty 
enough, tall enough, have enough 
of the right clothes?” 

Even a child who is looking 
forward to attending a new school 
may feel some extra stress at this 
time. Try to keep your calendar 
as clear as possible during the first 
month of school, so you can spend 
a little more time being cozy with 
your child, talking, reading, taking 
walks or playing games—whatever 
you have fun doing together. u

Check out the bathrooms, cafete-
ria, school office and playground 
as well as classrooms.

n Try to locate another student who will 
be in your child’s class this year or 
who already goes to that school. 
Take the time to call and arrange to 
meet, or at least talk, before school 
starts. Establishing this connection 
is worth the effort and can make a 
big difference to a child starting a 
new school.

Getting there and back

Whether your child will get to 
school by bus, car or on foot, it 
will help to make a few dry runs 
before the big day. If it’s a new 
school, drive the route together so 
you can learn the way and see how 
long it takes. Or locate the bus 
stop and see if you can find a few 
other children who will be riding 
on the same bus.

n if you plan to walk your child to school, 
a good project this summer would 
be to make a map of the route. In-
clude stores, buildings, parks and 
other landmarks. You can do it 
with crayons and magic markers or 
with blocks or pasted cutouts from 
magazines.

On the home front

n Spend some time during the summer 
thinking about what will be differ-
ent this school year. Will you have 
to pack one or more lunches to send 
to school? Will you need to arrange 
for someone to pick up your child af-
ter soccer practice? Make a plan for 
who will do what, at least for the 
early fall.

n Start to ease back into your fall routines 
a couple of weeks before the first 
day of school. If your kids have 
been sleeping late in the morning 
and eating at odd hours, for ex-
ample, they will need to get back 
into a more regular schedule so 
they can get up on time and be 
ready to leave for school early in 
the morning.

Transitions for older children

Some children who will be attend-
ing a new school this year see it 
as an adventure and look forward 
to the challenges they will meet. 
Others are concerned about how 
they will fare both academically 
and socially.

Children may worry about 
safety in the new school neigh-
borhood as well as finding their 
way in the building. They’re also 
concerned about being accepted 
by their peers. Dr. Sidney Simon 

“Your brother and i will wait for you at the bus stop after school.”

Keeping in touch with school and teachers

Here are a few tips to help keep the lines of communication open with your child’s 
school and teachers.

Be specific eArly in the school yeAr about how you can be reached on the job. Can you 
be called directly? will someone give you a message? is there another way to reach 
you if your voice mail is on? do you keep your mobile phone on and check phone and 
text messages? 

find out how to contAct the school and/or your child’s teacher(s). Can you call during 
the day? in the evening? what about email?

emAil is used By mAny schools these days for getting assignments, accessing grades and 
for communications between parents and teachers. it can also be used creatively. For 
example, on Fridays a high school French teacher in indiana emails her students a 
story using the new vocabulary they learned during the week. students can get extra 
credit for translating the story or retelling it to their parents. Ask whether and how 
email is used in your child’s school. u
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What we can learn from ‘idea people’

a brainstorming session is a great way to generate new ideas.

The fast pace of our society 
demands divergent thinking 
that takes us into the new 
and unknown. Some people 

call this “thinking outside the 
box,” but it’s really just another 
way of saying that we have to be 
more creative in our thinking.

Creativity has always been 
helpful to the problem-solving 
process. But with the downturn 
of the economy and so much job 
uncertainty, some people may feel 
hesitant to suggest a bold new idea 
that may or may not work. Relying 
on more familiar approaches and 
solutions probably feels “safer.”

We can all be creative

There’s nothing magical about 
creativity. It’s something we’ve all 
practiced in our own lives, though 
we may call it by other names. Just 
take a look at the everyday prob-
lems you handle in a given week. 
Chances are, you’ll see a lot of cre-
ativity in your solutions, especially 
the temporary ones.

“If you want to enhance your 
own creativity, increase your 
knowledge of the world around 
you,” says blogger D.P. Noe on the 
website helium.com. “Learn about 
new ideas and trends in your field. 
Pay attention to how things affect 
your organization or the industry 
you are working in.”

Always ask why, where, what, 
who and when. The answers to 
these basic questions, Noe sug-
gests, will increase your under-
standing of the challenges you 
face—and of potentially different 
ways to handle problems in the 
workplace.”

Here are some more sugges-
tions for ways to become a more 
creative thinker.

Be a problem-finder as well as a 
problem-solver. Be curious when 
you hit some of the same snags 
more than once. Ask yourself, 
“What’s going on here? Is some-
thing new happening?”

Challenge your assumptions. 
Think of a problem as a machine 
with lots of moving parts. Turn 
it upside down. Think backward, 
forward and sideways. Don’t au-
tomatically shoot down a “crazy 
idea.” Remember, the Fed Ex 
idea to fly packages to one loca-
tion, sort them and fly them out 
again to points around the coun-
try was once judged “impracti-
cal.” Be aware that a “crazy” idea 
today may be sane and doable 
tomorrow—given new circum-
stances such as a new technology.

Tinker around the edges.  If you 
can’t see the entire picture, don’t 
give up trying. After all, even 
in situations when we thought 
we knew everything we needed 
to know, it turned out that we 
didn’t. 

Once you venture into the 
unknown, even with a small step, 
chances are you’ll learn some-
thing that will lead you to the 
next step.  Of course, it may take 
a concrete action plan and strate-
gies to make a new idea happen. 
Try a pilot project. You’ll learn a 
lot from the experience. 

Be collaborative.  Bounce your 
ideas off other people. It’s hard to 
be objective about the work that 
we do in isolation. We all ben-
efit by sharing ideas and getting 
feedback from our colleagues.

Look for simplicity.  Great ideas 
often seem so obvious that you 
have to ask, “Why didn’t some-
one think of that before?” Even 
the most brilliant theoretical sci-
entists search for simplicity. They 
use words like “elegant” for ideas 
that explain their observations 
clearly and with an economy of 
language.

Change your perspective. Be 
flexible. For example, if you’re 
looking at a problem from your 
vantage as an employee, try tak-
ing the customer’s point of view. 
If your vantage is Human Re-
sources, try to see it from IT’s 
perspective. This approach works 
well at home too with the people 
you live with. 

Have fun. On a personal lev-
el, “idea people” seem to have 
more fun on their jobs. They get 
pumped up and feel happy about 
themselves and their work—be-
cause they’re exercising an impor-
tant part of themselves. 

In fact, laughter does have 
the power to unfreeze old habits 
and enhance our ability to forge 
new relationships—which is of-
ten what it takes to find a creative 
solution. One study found that 
even laughing at a joke can give 
people a feeling of elation that 
helps them move toward an in-
novative solution. u

5 easy steps  
to thinking 
creatively

To approach a workplace 
problem creatively, we need 

to be fluent, flexible thinkers, 
says author Michael Michalko in 
his book “Cracking Creativity.” 
as he sees it, fluency just means 
coming up with lots of ideas, 
and flexibility means looking 
for new ways to think about 
a subject—any subject. here’s 
Michalko’s five-step process.

1 Defer judgment. Get 
your juices flowing. don’t say 
“dumb idea”—to yourself or to 
anyone else on your work team. 
Wait to decide which ideas are 
worth developing. An idea that 
at first seems unrelated to the 
problem may be worth pursuing 
later. 

2 Generate lots of 
ideas. The more, the better. 
Most of your ideas may end up 
on the “cutting-room floor,” but 
all it takes is one or two good 
ones to make a difference.

3 List ideas as they 
arise. A good idea can be 
slippery. it can disappear the 
minute you get distracted by 
your daily routines. Keep a 
written record of your ideas and 
musings. then you can mix, 
match, reshuffle and recombine 
them—and see what comes out 
at the end.

4 Keep on tweaking. 
Elaborate and improve on the 
ideas you and your coworkers 
have generated. Look for novel 
combinations, surprises and 
new perspectives. Think about 
alternative approaches even 
when the old ways work. 

5 Do something  
different. Good ideas need 
time to incubate. Tap into your 
subconscious. Take a walk. Visit 
an art gallery. Play ball. Play 
with your kids. Then return to 
thinking about the problem and 
see what new ideas emerge. u
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Studies find choice is clear...sit or get fit
What’s all the 
fuss about 
green tea?

it’s everywhere—hot, cold, 
brewed, bottled. You can 

drink it straight or added to 
juices, coffee and even ice 
cream.

The new bottled products 
especially cite green tea’s 
“natural goodness” and 
research that suggests major 
health benefits. 

But solid evidence is hard 
to come by and is, at best, 
very “iffy,” says Purdue 
University researcher Mario 
Ferruzzi. in other words, 
what you drink—and how 
much of it—really matters. 

to get maximum benefits 
from green tea polyphenols, 
here’s what’s recommended:

drink a cup of brewed tea, 
not an instant or bottled 
ready-to-drink product. 

Steep the tea leaves or tea 
bag for at least three min-
utes to allow the polyphenols 
to dissolve in water.

Squeeze in a little lemon. 
it provides vitamin C that 
protects polyphenols from 
being lost.

drink a cup of tea every day. 
Better yet, drink three!

If you drink a 
bottled product 

Look for one that’s made 
primarily from brewed 
green tea, not tea extracts 
or concentrate, though the 
labeling on these products 
is confusing. Be aware also 
that you’d have to drink a 
lot more to get the same 
amount of polyphenols as 
in a cup of brewed tea. And 
that’s a bad idea, because 
most of the bottled products 
are heavily sweetened with 
sugar, high fructose corn 
syrup or honey. u

The important message from new research is that 
physical activity is key to living healthier longer. 
Anything you do that gets you up and moving 
around is better than doing nothing—and getting 

fit will protect everything from your waistline to your 
brain. Here’s what the studies have found:

u People who spent at least two hours a day sitting in front 
of the computer or TV for entertainment 
were more than twice as likely to suf-
fer a cardiovascular event than those 
with less than two hours of average 
daily screen time, according to a 
University College London 
study published in the 
Journal of the Ameri-
can College of Cardiol-
ogy. The heavy “recre-
ational sitters” were at 
the greatest risk.

u Adults who were 
“completely sedentary” 
for more than eight 
hours a day had big-
ger waistlines and 
less-healthy mea-
sures of HDL cho-
lesterol and insulin, among other measures. This find-
ing from a University of Queensland (Australia) study 
was reported in the European Heart Journal.

u Seniors who walk faster tend to live longer, according 
to a University of Pittsburgh study that measured the 
gait speed of nearly 35,000 seniors. The findings were 

published in the Journal of the American Medical As-
sociation.

u over the course of a 20-year study at Northwestern Uni-
versity, the most active men gained six pounds less than 
the least-active men, and the most active men added 
1.2 inches less to their waistlines. The most active 
women in the study did even better: they put on 13.4 

fewer pounds and stayed 1.5 
inches slimmer around the 
waist. These findings were 
also published in the Jour-
nal of the American Medical 
Association.

u Aerobic walking is good for 
your brain. In a study re-
ported in the Proceedings 
of the National Academy of 
Science, a group of men and 
women in their 60s gained 
an average of two percent 
in volume in the hippocam-
pus, the part of the brain 

that is key to memory—
and which typically 
shrinks with age. 

what if your job involves extended sitting time? 
Researchers have found that simply getting up and 
moving around for as little as one minute was linked 
to improvements in waist circumference and C-reac-
tive protein scores. u

—adapted from tufts University Health & nutrition letter

Plan ahead for your trip...and take enough medicine

if you run out of medicine on a trip 
abroad, you may have trouble filling 

your U.S. prescription. Policies vary 
not only from country to country but 
from pharmacist to pharmacist, says 
Myriah Lesko of the 
international 
Pharmaceutical 
Federation.

For example, be aware 
that in Japan, travelers 
may not have any 
amount of a stimulant 
(such as Ritalin), even 
for personal medical use. And 

heartburn medication is more tightly 
regulated in Europe than in the U.s.

Here's what health professionals advise:

Carry a surplus of your medicines in 
their original containers, along with a 
copy of the paper prescription. 

Because brand names vary so 
widely, it’s important to know 

the generic names 
of any drug that 
you’re taking. 
Buying a generic 

drug will probably also be 
much cheaper. 

in a worst-case scenario (say you lost 
your meds or they were confiscated 
when you crossed a border), you 
might try the nearest U.S. Consulate 
or Embassy and ask for a list of local 
doctors.

Another option is to go to the Web 
site of the international association 
for Medical Assistance to Travellers, 
iamat.org, a nonprofit organization. 
Membership is free and the group has 
lists of English-speaking doctors all 
over the world.  u
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Finding a balanced approach to children’s sports
cidents from the embarrassing to 
the horrific take place every day. 

Richard D. Ginsburg, Ph.D., 
and fellow authors Stephen Du-
rant, Ed.D., and Amy Baltzell, 
Ed.D., say we need perspective: 
“Though sports can involve seri-
ous play, especially as 
children get older, it 
is play nonetheless. It 
isn’t war. It isn’t a life 
or death matter, and it 
shouldn’t be made into 
that.” 

 They challenge as-
sumptions such as the 
relationship between 
sports and character 
building. “Sports don’t 

build character—people do,” they 
write. “Good character in a child 
is built through ongoing relation-
ships. No one activity or sport 
magically confers the reward.” 

Their three-step approach to 
navigating youth sports is help-

ful (see front page), 
and they provide 
practical advice 
on issues such as: 
what to expect of 
a child at each age 
and stage; should 
we push kids and, 
if so, how much; 
how to help kids 
practice emotional 
control; recogniz-

ing the best team experiences; 
does the coach know best; and 
body image issues. 

For those who may be dis-
couraged about the role of sports 
in kids’ lives, the authors of this 
important book have an upbeat 
message:  “Ultimately, our sports 
culture will take its direction 
from the decisions of families like 
our own. If we…clearly demand 
a balanced approach to organized 
youth sports, equally supporting 
skill development and fun, others 
will follow.”

Whose Game Is It, Anyway? 
($15, paperback, Houghton Mif-
flin) is available in bookstores and 
online. u
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Most parents see partici-
pation in sports as an 
important learning ex-
perience that enhances 

children’s social skills, physical 
health and happiness.

The authors of Whose Game Is 
It Anyway? agree with this point 
of view. Organized sports give 
kids opportunities to face chal-
lenges that will help them learn 
about themselves and the world. 

At the same time, they’re re-
alistic about the ways our culture 
puts pressure on both children and 
parents: for example, demands for 
immediate gains, instant gratifica-
tion and a focus on winning. As 
a result, at all levels of sports, in-


