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A B S T R A C T .  In the United States, children are encouraged to enroll in 
sports activities. Studies show that these activities are positively asso-
ciated with reduced delinquent behavior and increased academic and 
social performance. Research using parents’ reports in interviews and 
surveys shows that parents view extracurricular sports activities as an 
arena for socializing their children to important values and skills that 
go beyond the benefits of  participation in athletic activities. Through 
analysis of  parent–child interaction using video data of  naturalistic 
family interaction during formal participation in organized sports 
(e.g. Little League), informal participation (e.g. backyard pick-up 
games), and passive participation in sports (e.g. watching televised 
athletic events), this article reveals that parents play an active role 
in this socialization process. This article underscores the important 
function that sports have in family daily life as a socializing tool for 
culturally cherished skills and values.

K E Y  W O R D S :  ethnography, family interaction, language socialization, 
morality, sports activities, sports values
Introduction
nited States, participation in organized sports activities is a prom
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cates that US children spend an uncommonly large amount of  time
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more, the availability of  extracurricular activities, after school p
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testifies to the structural support children’s sports participation receives (Mahoney 
et al., 2005).

Not only is there a sense that children’s participation in sports programs is 
encouraged, but there are also cultural, social and historical messages which sig-
nal that children should participate in sports. Apportioning children’s leisure time 
for use in sports activities provides a preferred alternative to leaving children’s 
time entirely open for discretionary use (Larson and Verma, 1999). Growing re-
search on rising rates of  obesity in childhood has focused attention on children’s 
physical inactivity as a public health issue (Odgen et al., 2002). Responses ad-
dressing such trends in children’s health call for greater involvement in athletic 
activities (Andersen et al., 1998; Goran et al., 1999). Furthermore, children’s 
extracurricular activities have been shown to be positively associated with other 
aspects of  children’s lives. Studies show that participation in structured extra-
curricular programs in adolescence promotes academic achievement and social 
adjustment (Eccles et al., 2003; Larson, 2001; Zaff  et al., 2003).

In surveys and interviews parents expressed the belief  that sports activities in 
particular foster qualities children need in order to be successful, well-adjusted 
people, and respectable members of  society (Alwin, 2001; Arendell, 2000; Dukes 
and Coakley, 2002; Dunn et al., 2003; Lareau, 2003). In Dunn et al. (2003) parents 
reported teamwork, fair play, sportsmanship, discipline, commitment, responsibil-
ity, self-esteem, and self-confidence as traits developed in sports. Repeatedly, 
parents’ statements evidenced concerted efforts to incorporate life lessons into 
children’s sports participation experiences. One father explained how his child 
gains social skills deemed necessary for adult life through team sports:

Well just the team working concepts, that you have to work together and you can’t be 
an individual. Um, how to work with people. Because, obviously, as you know, you have 
to be able to work with people to get along in life. (Dunn et al., 2003: 1377)

While most research described above relied on parents’ interviews and surveys, 
this article investigates children’s socialization to values through sports partici-
pation using ethnographic video-recorded data and applying the language so-
cialization framework. The language socialization perspective holds that through 
language acquisition and language use children are socialized to sociocultural 
knowledge, norms, and values, and that processes of  socialization are intrinsically 
tied to passive and active participation in talk in interaction, especially with family 
members (Ochs and Schieffelin, 1994; Schieffelin and Ochs, 1986). For example, 
Ochs and colleagues (Ochs and Taylor, 1992; Ochs et al., 1992), examining family 
talk around the dinner table, showed the importance of  everyday family inter-
action to children’s socialization to moral values and stances. In another study, 
Paugh (2005) demonstrated how through exposure to parents’ work narratives 
children were socialized to parents’ ideologies concerning work and workplace 
behavior.

Previous research highlighted parents’ reasons and motivation for committing 
their children to various organized sports activities, revealing their belief  that these 
activities help socialize their children to important values. This article, on the 
other hand, by focusing on everyday family interaction as captured in videotaped 
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daily life of  working families, shows that parents play an active role in this social-
ization process. By directing attention to language use, this study highlights 
parents’ tools and strategies for socializing their children to sports-specific and life 
values that they themselves hold dear.

Our naturalistic data reveal that in everyday life many sports-related contexts 
act as important loci for the socialization of  children to values. Hence, this article 
proposes to extend the definition of  sports activities beyond children’s partici-
pation in leagues and clubs to other settings. To this end, in this article, sports 
activities are divided into two: active participation and passive participation. 
Active participation includes formal and informal sports activities. The first 
refers to activities hosted by a sports organization and governed by the hosting 
body’s conventionalized rules and regulations (e.g. the American Youth Soccer 
Organization [AYSO]). Informal sports refers to activities not provided through an 
organization, but instead organized and regulated by the participants. These include 
holding backyard pick-up games, shooting hoops at the park, playing catch and 
striking pucks. Passive participation refers to sport-centered interactions that do 
not entail physical play. This article discusses two forms of  passive participation: 
talk about sports that arises while watching televised athletic events; and talk about 
past sports events to inform unknowing recipients or to retell and reframe a past 
event. Broadening the definition of  sports activities underscores the important 
role that sports holds as a socializing tool in family daily lives.

The data: sports and family life
The data used in this article are drawn from a study of  middle-class dual-earner 
families in the Los Angeles area conducted by the UCLA Sloan Center on Everyday 
Lives of  Families (CELF). Each of  the 32 families who participated in the study had 
two or three children, with at least one child between the ages of  8 and 10. The 
Center’s interdisciplinary approach combined a range of  ethnographic research 
methods to document these families’ day-to-day lives, including interviews and 
video recordings of  everyday family routines inside and outside the home. The 
filming documented weekdays and weekend days with an average of  50 hours of  
video per family.

Sports participation by far exceeded all other extracurricular activities in 
terms of  the investment of  time, energy and resources by families in the CELF 
study. Sports activities comprised 24 percent of  families’ total time spent on 
activities outside of  school, the largest allotment of  time second only to school-
related activities such as homework and after-school programs (Gutierrez et al., 
2005). In all the families at least one child was found to engage in regular sports 
activity. Frequently, though, family members were observed to support multiple 
children through a number of  sports activities. In one of  the most intense, though 
not altogether atypical, cases the family maintained commitments in karate, 
fencing, baseball, tennis, hockey and basketball between two children. Parents 
dedicated substantial resources to their children’s sports activities, including 
the concomitant effort of  shuttling to and from practices, managing conflicting 
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engagements, and reorganizing work and personal schedules. Not uncommonly, 
parents often took on additional responsibilities of  volunteering time to team 
events, coaching and refereeing games.

I. ACTIVE SPORTS PARTICIPATION

Children engage in a variety of  sports activities. Typically, when researchers study 
children’s participation in sports, they refer to formal activities, such as classes 
and leagues, offered through an outside sports organization. Parents in our 
study, when asked in interviews about their children’s sports activities, focused 
exclusively on formal activities in which their kids were enrolled. Furthermore, 
similarly to the findings of  Dunn et al. (2003), our parents expressed the view 
that their children’s participation in sports activities lead to the acquisition of  
important traits and values. For example, the mother in Excerpt 1 below suggests 
that her children’s karate class contributes beyond the physical activity; that it is 
‘so much more than just karate fighting’. Instead, she views the class as serving a 
more holistic purpose, ‘a complete education’ in important values such as setting 
and achieving goals.

(1)

Mother: They do karate, for instance, which is so much more than just karate fighting. 
That class alone is a complete education in self-confidence and, you know, 
setting and achieving goals. Leadership roles that, you know, the kids have to 
learn in class. Respecting the authority figure.

The parents in Excerpt 2 propose that participating in sports can help improve one’s 
personal traits. Specifically, they believe that sports have helped their daughter to 
gain more self-confidence.

(2)

Mother: Sonya’s a little bit- she’s not as assertive- and I think that sports have given her 
more- she’s more-

Father: Definitely yes.
Mother: A bit on the passive side. And she’s been playing sports for a long time. The 

first year she played soccer she cried. Every game she would stand on the field 
and cry. … Second year she got around and she really liked it. And so for her I 
think it’s been a great thing- it’s given her confidence.

When parents underscore the role of  participation in formal sports activities, as 
seen in excerpts 1 and 2, they may underplay their own contribution to the social-
ization that occurs during sports activities. Videotapes of  parents’ interactions with 
their children around formal sports activities reveal that parents’ contribution goes 
much beyond signing and paying for sports.

Formal sports activities
Parents whose children participate in formal sports activities regularly comment 
on their children’s and the team’s performance during and after the activity. These 
comments often evaluate the performance not only from an athletic perspective, 
but also often from a moralistic standpoint. In this way, parents display to their 
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children their own attitude towards the unfolding events and socialize this form 
of  moral evaluation as appropriate.

In the following incident Michael (age 7) falls during a hockey game. In sports, 
injured players are required to maintain a display of  toughness. As part of  this re-
quirement, players are expected to fight back pain. Affective expressions of  pain and 
dependence, such as crying and calling for one’s parents, are highly stigmatized 
(Saarni, 1989, Zeman and Garber, 1996). Mother is standing watching Michael’s 
game from a railing looking down into the arena. She notices that Michael slips in 
the team box below her.

(3)

Michael: ((Slips and falls.))
Mother:  ((Without moving)) °Ouch°.
 ((Unemotional voice)) You okay?
Michael: ((Lying on the ground.)) Ye[ah.
Coach:  [((Stands over Michael)) Alright, Mike?
Mother: Get ↑up. ((Signaling up movement with hand))

Though Mother immediately expresses empathy with Michael’s fall (‘ouch’), she 
uses a sotto voice and so Michael cannot hear it. Instead, what he does hear is her 
calling to him in a loud matter-of-fact voice ‘You okay?’, checking on his condition. 
By showing concern for his well-being, but without overt emotions, Mother 
frames Michael’s fall as minor and aligns herself  with the prevailing attitude that 
players need to be tough, brush off  pain, and recover swiftly. Also Michael’s coach 
responds mildly to the fall, verbally assessing if  Michael is hurt, but expecting 
him to get up on his own. Though Michael is still laying prone on the ground, his 
response, ‘Yeah’, is sufficient for Mother to instruct him to simply ‘Get ↑up’, thus 
signaling that the incident is over.

Mother’s muted response is also in line with social expectations regarding 
parents’ behavior. Displays of  excessive concern and emotions can be viewed as 
babying a player (Saarni, 1989, Zeman and Garber, 1996). These behaviors are 
socially stigmatized and are face-threatening before an audience of  parents, team 
members, coaches and spectators. By restraining their own reactions to their chil-
dren’s injuries, parents support and reinforce the values of  being physically and 
emotionally tough and of  persevering in spite of  pain and suffering.

At the end of  a game, parents often tend to assess the performance of  their 
child and the team. In the next excerpt, Mother walks off  the soccer field with 
her daughter, Sonya, aged 10, summarizing her impressions of  the game that has 
just ended.

(4)

Mother: You guys won. What was the score? Two to one?
Sonya: Yeah.
Mother: That was a good game. That’s a close game.
Sonya: But did I do a good game?
Mother: You played a great game. You were well positioned. You had some big kicks.

Mother initiates the assessment of  the team performance showing pleasure with 
the score, particularly because it was a close game, meaning that the team had to 

 at SAGE Publications on September 17, 2008 http://das.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://das.sagepub.com


40 Discourse & Society 18(1)

work hard for the win. This high evaluation is not satisfying to Sonya who, using 
the contradicting conjunction ‘but’, signals to her mom that she wants to hear 
something else, her mother’s assessment of  her own performance. It is impossible 
to know Sonya’s motivation for requesting the personal evaluation – whether it 
is because she believes she contributed to the game and wants to be recognized, 
whether she is concerned that she did not contribute enough to the game and 
needs reassurance, or if  she simply expects an evaluation – but it is relevant to 
note that this is the same daughter from Excerpt 2 whose mother talked about 
her lacking self-confidence. In response to her daughter’s request for evaluation, 
Mother takes this opportunity to complement Sonya’s performance, emphasizing 
this with an excited tone of  voice and stress on the adjectives and adverbs that 
mark the positive assessments (‘great’, ‘big’). By reinforcing her daughter’s value 
for the team as well as her personal skills, Mother is contributing to her daughter’s 
sense of  self-worth.

In another example of  a post-game talk, Mother is on the phone to her daughter 
Allison, age 8, immediately after her team lost a basketball game.

(5)

Mother: I know you lost, but that’s o:kay. ↑You can’t win them all.
 It’s a-just the first game, right? You almost scored? How excellent!
 Well, next time you’ll be much better at it.
 And the team is gonna gel as a team as they get better.

Mother’s post-game pep talk builds off  the news of  the team’s loss with a series of  
encouraging comments revealing her stances on the topics of  winning and losing, 
having an optimistic outlook, working as a team, and setting improvement as a goal. 
Underlining the importance of  patience and perseverance, Mother teaches her 
daughter that having these qualities will result in better outcomes in the future 
for both herself  and the team (‘you’ll be much better at it’, ‘they’ll get better’), a les-
son that the child could apply later in her life.

Informal sports play
Informal sports are rich contexts for children and parents’ socializing encounters. 
Unlike formal sports activities, where responsibilities for oversight are vested in 
designated officials who follow codified rules, informal sports place family members 
in direct positions to decide rules, award penalties, challenge player actions and 
extensively justify their reasoning. These decisions and actions are often adaptable 
and negotiable and must be worked out by the participants. Furthermore, in in-
formal sports numerous roles in a game (player, referee, scorekeeper, coach) are 
collapsed onto the participating players. Thus, informal sports provide ample op-
portunities in which parents explain, justify, and socialize their children to the 
rights and wrongs of  certain actions.

In the following example, Father uses a game his children, Benji (age 12) and 
Kei (age 8), are playing as an opportunity to impress on Kei the value of  not whin-
ing and keeping a competitive edge. The two children are playing basketball in the 
living room with a soft ball, but soon it becomes a game of  possession of  the ball. 
Initially, Father is watching the children as they tickle and wrestle over control of  
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the ball, but then he intervenes, warning them that this game can escalate into a 
serious conflict (‘Is somebody gonna end up crying after all this is said and done?’). The 
children, however, ignore Father’s warning and continue with their game. Father 
intervenes again and requests the ball. Kei brings it to him, but then she tries to  
get it back. Father holds the ball out of  Kei’s reach and she responds:

6(a)

Kei: ((high pitch)) No:::. ↑I want it ba:ck, he::y- ((grasps at Father’s arm))
Father: ((chuckles.)) What’s this whining?
 ((serious tone)) That’s the last thing I look for [is whining-
Kei:   [((whiny tone)) Can I ha:ve i:t?
Father: Here. We’ll do a jump-ball.
Benji: Okay. Thank you.

Father dismisses Kei’s whining as an unacceptable strategy for regaining pos-
session of  the ball. He further treats the whining as an affront beneath the level of  
conduct he expects from her, ‘that’s the last thing I look for’, indicating that he’s not 
going to simply hand over the ball. Instead, he redirects Kei to a legitimate means 
for earning the ball; he proposes a jump-ball (when the ball is thrown between 
two players above their heads for them to compete for possession), thus signaling 
to Kei that he expects her to assert herself  and competitively play one-on-one with 
her brother. But the conflict is not yet resolved. When the children and Father ar-
range their position before the ball is thrown into the air, Kei pushes herself  be-
tween Benji and Father to gain an unfair advantage.

6(b)

Father: ((gets up and walks towards the open living room))
 Face off. Ready? ((Lifting the ball))
Kei: ((Positions herself  close to her father blocking Benji’s access to the ball))
Benji [Wait Dad- I-
Father:  [Wait, wait, wait. Hold on. ((Moving Kei a little)).
 Here is the line. Here’s the line.
 ((Moving his arm signaling an imaginary line between the two children))

Father does not allow Kei to play unfairly. Invoking a formal setting of  a basketball 
court, he signals with his hands the invisible line that divides the area into two 
sides where the children should position themselves. In doing so, Father forces Kei 
to adhere to basketball rules, which he regards as universal and fair regardless of  
location of  game or age (and age gap) of  participants. But the lesson is not over; 
Kei challenges Father’s decision, suggesting that a jump-ball with the two players 
lined up on two sides is not really fair.

6(c)

Kei: But he’s gonna get it, ‘cause he’s tall ((whining))
Kei: ((jumping up and down)) He’s gonna beat [me. It’s not fair!
Father:  [Kay, I’ll throw it up more towards
 your side [to make it- ((moves arm and holds ball nearer to Kei.))
Benji:   [ok
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Father accepts Kei’s claim and offers to make some adjustments by throwing the 
ball more towards Kei’s side. However, Kei remains unconvinced of  her parity with 
Benji. Father interrupts the jump-ball to sanction Kei for making statements con-
ceding defeat.

6(d)

Father: ((readies to toss ball)) Kay, one-
Kei: He’s gonna get it. ((Holds arm out against Benji))
Benji: ((pushes away Kei’s arm)) MOVE. Stop hitting me.
Father: ((looks at Kei)) ↑Don’t say hey he’s gonna get it. You don’t kno:w.

Father halts the countdown in progress to address Kei’s defeated attitude. By 
rejecting Kei’s reasoning as inconclusive (‘You don’t kno:w’), he asserts that the 
outcome of  competition is not predetermined, as Kei argues, by factors such as 
disparity in height. That way Father signals his expectation that Kei will compete 
and do her best to try and get the ball. When the ball is finally thrown in the air, Benji 
wins it, Kei complains, and Father’s lesson about competitiveness continues.

6(e)

Benji ((Gets ball))
Kei ((Jumps)) Ah- no. ((Stamps her foot)) It was on his si::de.
Father: ((walks back to the table)) You’re not going to whine. You’re not going to whine.
Kei: ((follows Father)) Papa, it wasn’t fair ((whining)).
Father: You’re not gonna whine
Kei It went on his side.
Father: You gotta jump for it.
Kei: It was more to his side ((whining)).
Father No it wasn’t.

Father objects to Kei’s response to her loss, telling her that when you lose you can’t 
whine or make false claims. But he further suggests that Kei’s behavior is not 
acceptable because she wasn’t competitive enough; by responding ‘You gotta jump 
for it’ Father insinuates that after all the discussion and negotiations Kei did not 
make enough of  an effort to win the ball.

Benji, the older brother, plays an important role in making this competitive-
ness lesson possible by collaborating with Father. Though party to the same les-
son as Kei, Benji is expected to abide by principles contrary to Father’s message 
to Kei about competing to the best of  one’s ability. For Kei to have a chance in the 
competitive scenario Father sets up, Benji’s cooperation must be elicited. Father’s 
encouraging lesson to Kei about having an optimistic outlook and trying one’s 
best carries implicit expectations for Benji to compete enough to push Kei to try 
hard, while holding back enough to convince Kei that victory is feasible. If  Benji 
were to compete to the best of  his ability, Benji would have won easily as his size 
and strength give him a significant advantage over Kei.

Informal games also offer opportunities to discuss the value of  sportsman-
ship. In the excerpt below, Father and his children, Caroline (age 10) and Dana 
(age 8), play half  court basketball in the driveway joined by two neighboring 
children, Brian and Regan. It is important to note that while Brian and Regan are 
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not family members, they have a close and intimate relationship with Caroline, 
Dana and Father. Both Regan and Brian’s families are best friends of  the family. 
Caroline, Regan and Dana form the girls’ team while Father and Brian form the 
boys’ team. The game ends with the girls’ team winning with a final basket.

7(a)

Father: You guys, that was bea::utiful!
Dana: ((holds arm straight out.)) Come on!
Father: That’s it. That’s game.
Dana: Girls? ((girls put hands in a circle.))
Caroline: We win. Yes, Yes!=
Father: hhh hhh.
Girls: GIRLS RULE! BOYS DR [OOL! ((In unison.))
Father:   [((walks up to girls)) No: that’s- Regan, what do you do 

after you win in soccer or baseball? What do you say? Teach the kids what’s 
right. What do you do?

Regan: Well, we had a game against the parents. We said-
Father: ((faces Regan.)) No, no, no. When you play against other kids and you win, 

what do you do at the end of  the game?

Father marks the end of  the game with compliments for the winning girls’ team. 
Dana rallies the girls for a post-game recitation of  the team cheer which involves 
the girls forming an exclusionary circle of  hands, followed by insulting the boys’ 
team, ‘GIRLS RULE! BOYS DROOL!’ Though earlier in the game Father did not 
comment when the girls used this cheer, at this point he interrupts the cheer 
suggesting that it is an inappropriate way to end the game. Rather than reprimand-
ing the girls, Father invites Regan, the oldest of  the children, to collaboratively 
find an acceptable cheer. He asks her to provide an alternative cheer and teach the 
other kids ‘what’s right’. Embedded in this request is a critique of  the current cheer 
as not ‘right’, as well as the expectation that Regan would know the difference 
between an acceptable and an unacceptable cheer. Father prompts Regan to use 
her experience of  formal sports settings (‘what do you do after you win in soccer and 
baseball?’), implying that although this situation is not formal, the same rules of  
conduct should apply.

Regan attempts to collaborate with Father, but begins her turn with the pre-
face ‘well’, forecasting a response that does not neatly provide the desired answer. 
Indeed, Regan furnishes an exceptional case not drawn from formal sports sett-
ings, ‘we had a game against the parents. We said-’. Father intercepts and reformulates 
his question so as to elicit the behavior called for at the end of  a game against chil-
dren. Regan provides a cheer.

7(b)

Regan:  ((Demonstrates. turns and shakes hand in the air.)) Potato chip, potato chip, 
crunch, crunch, crunch. We think your team is a really good bunch.

Father: ((looks at Caroline.)) See? They compliment the other team for working hard. 
((leans in)) ‘We think you’re a really good bunch.’

Father uses Regan’s contribution to build an expansion of  his point about the right 
way to end a game. In calling for the children to ‘see?’ the differences between the 
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girls’ cheer and Regan’s team’s cheer, Father directs the children’s attention to 
the ‘right’ cheer, which recognizes and respects the opposing team’s effort, ‘they 
compliment the other team for working hard’. Father indirectly highlights the dis-
approving aspect of  the unacceptable cheer, putting down the boys’ team and not 
recognizing their effort in spite of  their loss. To reinforce this point, Father asks 
Regan to supply an additional example.

7(c)

Father:  What’s another one? You must know another one. What’s the other one?
Regan: ((does not respond))
Father:  Don’t you say like- ((pretend to hi-five invisible players)) welcome, welcome, 

welcome, welcome, and all that stuff? And then they say thanks for the good 
game? Or you s- you walk by and go like this ((walks with palm out)) and shake 
hands with everybody and walk by?

Regan: Okay, ↑Fine. We’ll do that. ((walks up to Father.))
Father: Don’t you go like this? ((slaps Regan’s hand.))
Regan: ((walks up to Brian. slaps hands.))
Father:  ((walks up to Caroline and Dana.)) Each teammate walks by the other team. 

((slaps hands with Caroline and Dana.))

Father indicates that other positive cheers exist and that Regan, a formal sport 
participant, must know them. When Regan is unable to come up with one, Father 
provides an example, which involves the players shaking hands and giving one 
another high-fives. Father elaborates with an illustration, which prompts Regan 
to agree that they should ‘do that’. Father guides the children in the completion 
of  the cheer. Using the negative evaluative question, ‘don’t you go like this?’, which 
signals a preferred ‘yes’ response, Father illustrates his expectation that the chil-
dren recognize this way of  ending the game as not only more pleasant, but also as 
the ‘right’ way. The members of  both teams slap each other’s hands, thus showing 
that the lesson was successful.

Father takes the lesson a step further from the practical (how one should end a 
friendly game) to the theoretical (why one should end the game that way).

7(d)

Father: ((walks away and gets ball)) DOES ANYBODY know what that’s called?
Regan: Yeah.
Father: What?
Regan: Good game.
Father: Good ↑spo:rtsmanship.
Father: It’s not [only about-=
Regan:  [Let’s play another game. ((does cartwheel))
Father: =It’s not always about wi:nni:ng. It’s about being a good ↑sport.

Father asks the kids to label the behavior that they have just exhibited. Regan 
suggests ‘good game’, echoing part of  the utterances used in the cheer. Father 
corrects Regan that the action represents ‘good ↑spo:rtsmanship’. Father takes 
pains to ensure the children understand the lesson behind Father’s effort to teach 
them the right cheers. Father identifies by name the ethic he has been trying to 
instill through the cheering exercise, indicating that the cheer signifies more than 
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a simple verbal routine, but rather an attitude towards playing sports. For Father, 
taking care to compliment the other team at the close of  a game is a reflection of  
good sportsmanship. Father further defines the meaning of  good sportsmanship, 
explaining that the objective of  sports is not only winning but also playing right, 
‘it’s about being a good ↑sport’.

Later on, Caroline voluntarily initiates a complimenting cheer with members 
of  the opposing team (Father and Brian).

7(e)

Caroline: ((Walks up to Father with hand up.)) GOOD GA::ME!
Father: ((Unresponsive.))
Caroline: HE:LLO:?
Father: ((Chuckles. Slaps Caroline’s hand.))
Caroline: ((Slaps Brian’s hand.)) Good game.
Father: Good game. That’s what you say. Good game.

This final cheer suggests that Father’s lesson was successful and that the chil-
dren have adopted the ‘right’ way, the sportsmanship way, of  ending a game. This 
example and the previous one reveal that parents find themselves in situations 
when they can actively socialize their children to attitudes towards sports through 
language and not just through the actual engagement in sports. Further, rather 
then using their authoritative status to direct the children towards an appropriate 
behavior (for example, in the last example Father could have simply rejected the 
inappropriate cheer and provide another one), parents engage in a lengthy col-
laborative interaction with their children to explain, illustrate, and instill in them 
values that they deem important.

II. PASSIVE SPORTS PARTICIPATION

Children’s socialization to values is not limited to athletic activity. Passive sports 
participation also provides parents with the opportunity to socialize through lan-
guage. Passive sports participation is sports-centered interaction not involving 
actual play. Passive sport activities include watching televised sports and talking 
about sports events. In conversations about sports activity, parents highlight posi-
tive and negative behaviors, sports rules, moral framings of  sports events, and ap-
propriate ways to talk about sports.

Televised sports
A number of  the families in the study followed professional competitive sports. 
Televised games generated keen interest among family members. Family mem-
bers devoted large stretches of  time to sitting down and watching sports games. 
When family members were not able to sit and watch the game, they often kept 
tabs by checking the screen from time to time or requesting point standings. Pre-
vious studies have largely dismissed television watching as an unproductive use of  
children’s time inciting passive mental engagement (Larson and Verma, 1999). In 
contrast with this view, our data suggest that parents and children often interact 
while watching televised sports and that these active engagements can lead to 
moral lessons.
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The next example illustrates how parents use an opportunity of  watching a 
game on TV to socialize traits applicable to sports and values bearing upon the 
larger scope of  children’s lives. In particular, the values of  loyalty and allegiance 
in the following example, may pertain to being a good sports participant and, more 
generally, to being a moral member of  society. In the following interaction, Father, 
Mother, Allison (age 8) and Michael (age 7) are eating dinner while watching TV 
when Michael begins cheering the Detroit Red Wings and jeering the local Anaheim 
Ducks during a broadcast of  the National Hockey League playoffs. Mother and 
Father and Allison disapprove of  Michael’s cheering the wrong sports team:

8(a)

Michael: GO RED WINGS! I HATE DUCKS! RED WINGS ROCK! Ducks su:ck. RED WINGS 
ROCK!

Mother: Sh [sh sh sh sh.
Michael:  [Ducks suck.
Allison: Oh my (gol[ly).
Father:   [Mike. Mike.

The family members do not object to the action of  cheering (as is evidenced later 
in the interaction below) but to the specific content of  Michael’s cheer and his 
decision to support the visiting team. However, instead of  flatly rejecting his cheer, 
Mother and Father each walk Michael through reasons to motivate cheering for 
the Ducks:

8(b)

Mother: Why do you- you had your birthday with the Du:cks!=
Father: =Yeah,
Mother: Why do you not like the  [Ducks all of  a sudden?
Father:  [You ↑gotta want the Ducks to win.
Mother:  You had your birthday party at the Ducks!
Father:  If  the Ducks win, (.) the Stanley Cup will come to Southern
 California and we can go see it.
Mother: We’ve seen it.
Father: Well we can see it again.
Michael: STANLEY CUP!
Mother: ((said while gazing at Michael and nodding head.)) ↓YEA::H, Stanley Cup.

Mother expresses surprise at Michael setting aside his past association as a Ducks’ 
fan, ‘why do you not like the Ducks all of  a sudden?’, and challenges him to come 
up with a reason for turning against the Ducks. She depicts Michael’s change in 
allegiance as unmotivated and unexpected (‘all of  a sudden’). Father’s acknow-
ledgment token, ‘yeah’, shows alignment with Mother’s response. Mother prods 
Michael to see the questionable morality of  changing team loyalties. She highlights 
a bond between Michael and the team, implicitly absent between Michael and 
the Red Wings, reminding him of  his history as a Ducks fan and that he held a 
significant life marker, his birthday, with the Ducks team, ‘Why do you- you had 
your birthday with the Ducks!’. She further strengthens her point by stressing that 
Michael celebrated his birthday ‘at the Ducks’, and thus was the recipient of  the 
team’s hospitality.
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Father approaches the issues from a different angle. He chooses to supply 
Michael with a more immediate and gratifying reason for remaining loyal to the 
Ducks. Father’s imperative, ‘you gotta want the Ducks to win’ asserts that Michael 
must share in this desire for the Ducks to win. Father further explains that as a 
resident of  Southern California it is in Michael’s interest for the Ducks to win, 
because a victory for the hometown team will bring the Stanley Cup closer to the 
family, ‘the Stanley Cup will come to Southern California and we can go see it’. The ra-
tionale Father gives is removed from any specific attachment to the Ducks or from 
any association between loyalty and moral behavior. Father socializes a standard 
of  team loyalty for Michael to understand: one that is contingent on the team’s 
success and motivated by personal advantage. Father elicits loyalty to the Ducks 
team by setting a trip to see the fruit of  the Duck’s victory, the Stanley Cup, as a 
prize for keeping his loyalties with the Ducks.

Although both are working towards changing Michael’s behavior, Mother 
and Father are not completely aligned with each other’s efforts. While Mother 
urges loyalty by holding the practice of  supporting one’s team as a moral act, 
Father suggests that one can be loyal to a team for more selfish reasons. Mother 
attempts to reject Father’s focus on the benefit to the self, noting that the family 
has already seen the Stanley Cup, undercutting Father’s incentive for desiring the 
Duck’s win. Nevertheless, Father dismisses this objection indicating that seeing it 
again is valuable and desirable.

Mother and Father achieve their goal; Michael conforms to his parent’s efforts 
to change the tune of  his cheering. By calling, ‘STANLEY CUP!’, Michael in effect 
roots for the Duck’s victory over the Red Wings. Echoing Michael’s cheer, ‘↓YEA:
H, Stanley Cup’, Mother indicates an eventual alignment with the position that the 
Stanley Cup is a sufficient motivator for siding with the Ducks. Mother’s gaze at 
Michael and nodding convey satisfaction with the change in Michael’s cheering.

Though Mother’s moral lesson for loyalty has been undermined by Father’s 
utilitarian approach, both parents succeed in imparting Michael with the message 
that loyalty is an important trait.

Reported events
Narrative analysis reveals that participants ‘moralize’ events by imbuing moral 
judgments into their recounting (Ochs, 1997; Ochs and Taylor, 1992). Talk about 
past sports events, like other narratives, convey family members’ judgments about 
the story event and narrators’ framings of  the event. In the following example 
Father, Mother, Mark (age 12), Mikey (age 11), and Stephanie (age 15) are 
gathered for dinner when Stephanie shares a story about a recent baseball game 
where her friend, Craig, almost injured an umpire during a play. This triggers 
Father’s re-counting of  a recent, similar incident at a little league game involving 
Mark. As is later evident in the interaction, everyone at the table has either seen 
or heard about the event except Stephanie.

9(a)

Stephanie: There was a play yesterday at the game that Craig was about to hit the umpire.
Mark: W [hy?
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Father:  [Mark almost hit the umpire yesterday.
Mark:  [((Turns and stares at Father.))
Mother:  [((Chuckles.))
Stephanie: Why?
Father: Matt just got in the way.
Stephanie: Oh.=
Father: (Just) dive out of  the way or whatever to keep from getting smacked.
Mark: That was funny.
Mother: That ↑was funny.
Father: He ended up on the ground and Mark even helped him out.
Mother: Mm hm.

In his version of  the story, Father holds Matt, the umpire, responsible for creating a 
hazardous situation in the midst of  a play executed by Mark. Mark further depicts 
the event as a humorous interlude in the game and Mother agrees. Father ends the 
narrative casting Mark in a commendable light, suggesting that Mark’s extension 
of  assistance to the umpire, ‘Mark even helped him out’, exceeded what was required 
of  him. Father’s use of  the intensifier, ‘even’, further indicates that Mark’s behavior 
was not expected of  him and therefore is framed as a gracious act.

While Father, Mother, Mark and Stephanie treat the incident as noteworthy, 
Mark’s younger brother, Mikey, objects to its retelling.

9(b)

Mikey:  I was afraid that you were gonna say that, Dad.
Mother:  What?
Mikey:  That Mark helped Matt up.
Mother:  That was nice of  Mark.
Mikey:  I know, but- ((long pause))
Mother:  You know but what?
Mikey:  I heard and <too: much about it>.
Father:  Oh.

Mikey disputes the very reportability of  Mark’s conduct, expressing disapproval of  
Father’s introduction of  the narrative as a topic of  conversation. Mother im-
mediately rejects Mikey’s complaint, and challenges him to see that Mark’s gesture 
was important enough to be retold. While Mikey’s recognizes the value of  Mark’s 
behavior, he immediately provides a contradicting conjunction, ‘I know, but- ’, 
which he leaves unfinished, insinuating that still in his opinion this behavior did 
not warrant as much attention as it was getting. Though Mother challenges him to 
finish his utterance, Mikey does not give up and reformulates his objection stating 
that he has been subjected to repeated retellings of  this narrative, ‘I’ve heard <too: 
much about it>’.

Both Mother and Father tackle the problematic facets of  Mikey’s response:

9(c)

Father: Some were proud of  him, Mikey.
Mother: You’ve heard so:: [much about it?
Father:  [‘Cause he did the right thing.
Mother: We’ve only talked about it once. And that was yesterday.
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Mother’s response focuses on Mikey’s core complaint that the story has been over 
told, characterizing his objection as one without merit. Mikey’s quantification 
‘too: much’ indexes an objective limit which has been exceeded, but Mother’s 
challenge ‘so:: much about it?,’ frames Mikey’s annoyance as subjective and 
therefore lacking credibility. She continues by flatly rejecting Mikey’s argument, 
asserting that the story has been told a limited number of  times, ‘We’ve only talked 
about it once’. Furthermore, Mother’s use of  the adverb ‘only’ quantifies prior 
tellings to be not more than one time. Finally, Mother adds that enough time has 
elapsed between the first telling and the current one. By asserting that the story 
has not been over told or been mentioned in excess, Mother affirms that there is 
value in retelling the story of  Mark’s admirable deed.

Father, on the other hand, does not challenge the essence of  Mikey’s protest 
that he heard the story too many times, but instead argues the merit of  retelling 
the story to impress upon Mikey that speaking well of  Mark’s conduct is a way 
of  showing pride in Mark. By using the indefinite subject ‘some’ in ‘Some were 
proud of  him’, Father implies that Mikey was not one of  those who felt proud. 
This comment indirectly sanctions Mikey for not embracing Mark’s conduct and 
simultaneously suggests that Mikey is alone in his dissent against the story and 
will find no sympathy for his position. Embedded in Father’s noting Mikey’s exclu-
sion from the group of  those who are proud is a criticism of  Mikey’s lack of  support 
for his own brother. Finally Father ties the retelling of  the event to a moral act 
of  fostering doing ‘the right thing’, hence juxtaposing it with Mikey’s complaint, 
framing his disapproval as immoral.

Conclusion
Previous research analyzing interviews with parents has emphasized parents’ 
reasons and motivation for signing up their children for various organized sports 
activities, revealing their belief  that these activities help socialize their children to 
important traits and values (Arendell, 2000; Dukes and Coakley, 2002; Dunn et 
al., 2003; Lareau, 2003). In this article, in contrast, focusing on everyday fam-
ily interaction, we showed that parents hold an active role in this socialization 
process. Moreover, we argued, as our naturalistic data illustrate, that in everyday 
life in addition to formal sports settings, other sports-related contexts act as im-
portant loci for the socialization of  children to values. Therefore, we broadened 
the definition of  sports activities to include informal activities (such as backyard 
pick-up games) and passive participation in sports (such as when watching tele-
vised games, or when talking about sports events). Previously, these passive and 
informal forms of  sports involvement went largely undocumented and have been 
rarely discussed as contexts for children’s socialization. Yet, our extensive docu-
mentation of  families’ everyday routines details the pervasiveness and the import-
ance that sports hold as a socializing tool in family daily lives.

Family interactions around sports events reveal that there are patterns of  
involvement that parents follow as they engage in talk with their children about 
ongoing sports-related activities. These engagements often occur when parents 
identify what they deem to be an undesirable behavior or attitude exhibited by a 
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child, such as whining and being non-competitive, displaying un-sportsmanship 
behavior, or lacking loyalty for one’s team. We propose that these interactions take 
the form of  moralizing lessons in that parents are not only interested in modifying 
the child’s behavior or attitude, but also in imparting moral stances and knowledge 
about how one should behave and feel. To accomplish a successful lesson, parents 
first signal to their child that the behavior or attitude is inappropriate. This sig-
naling can be done by asking a question (example 6(a) ‘What’s this whining?’ or 
example 9(b) ‘Why do you not like the Ducks all of  a sudden?’), by interrupting the 
behavior (example 6(b) ‘wait, wait, wait. Hold on’; example 7(a) ‘((Father walks up to 
the girls)) No: that’s- …’), or by challenging the child (example 9(b) ‘You know, but 
what?’). However, instead of  simply reprimanding the child or criticizing his or 
her behavior, parents often get involved in a lengthy interaction in which they 
collaboratively work with the child to clarify why the behavior is inappropriate and 
what would constitute an appropriate alternative. Parents explain, expand, and 
illustrate to teach their children the correct way of  being and doing. For example, 
in Example 7, Father provides an elaborate sequence to teach the children about 
sportsmanship. He first expands on Regan’s suggestion for a proper end of  game 
cheer by providing an additional example. He then illustrated it by involving the 
kids in hand-shaking and giving one another high-fives. Finally, he explains why 
these cheers are suitable and why one should display sportsmanship.

The goal of  parents’ extensive investments of  time and effort is not only to 
cultivate children’s moral values for application to the realm of  sports activities. 
Leadership, teamwork, loyalty, competitiveness, confidence, ingenuity and other 
values gained through sports activities also apply to life; they are seen as requisites 
for raising children into successful, healthy adults. This article underscores the im-
portant role that sports hold in family daily lives as a socializing tool for these life-
long traits and values.
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