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Is Cheerleading a Sport?

In a dictionary you may find the word “sport” defined as a “physical activity that is governed by a set of rules or customs and often engaged in competitively.”  It is the last part of the definition “engaged in competitively that makes considering cheerleading a sport difficult (“Is Cheerleading”).   All these years we have had the mind set that a cheerleader is the ditsy, blonde girl on the sidelines cheering for the football team.  But recently cheerleading has been taken to a whole new level.  Cheerleading is not just a spirit organization anymore.  In fact it has grown into an empire.  According to Erik Brady from USA Today:

An estimated half-million cheerleaders attend cheer camps each summer.  The past 10 years has seen the rise of All Star programs, in which kids as young as six begin intensive cheer programs with an emphasis on gymnastics.  There are about 3 million cheerleaders in the USA, and perhaps half as any more on dance teams.  Varsity Spirit, largest of about 50 companies catering to their needs, has revenue approaching $150 million last year.  American Cheerleader magazine made its debut in 1994 and now boasts 200,000 in circulation with readership of 1 million.”  

So what makes cheerleading different from any other team sport? Really when you think about it- “nothing”.  For an activity to be considered a sport there needs to be practicing which includes physical demands.  If physical demands are not present within the activity then it is not a sport.  Take a pianist for example, they definitely practice and work hard everyday just like a soccer player, but still piano is not a considered sport.  Another criteria that makes a sport a sport is teamwork.  There are some sports such as running that does not incorporate teamwork.  You only need one person to get the job done unlike the team sport basketball.  In basketball you need five players to participate in order to make one basket.  A sport also needs to have competition.  Along with competition come rules that each team has to oblige by.  In football there are two opposing teams competing against each other with each team having the goal to score touchdowns in order to win.  But there are many rules that apply to this team sport.  One rule is if the opposing team interferes with the catcher who is trying to catch the pass, then a penalty is given to the opposing player.  If soccer, basketball, and football have the criteria that makes them a team sport, than cheerleading should be considered a team sport as well.

The subject regarding whether cheerleading is a sport or not has become quite a controversy, not only with the public, but with the school administration as well.  Recently Title XI of the Educational Amendments of 1972 created a problem.  This law states no person in the U.S. shall, on the basis of sex be excluded from participation in, or denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any educational program or activity receiving federal aid (“About”).  The reappearance of this law and many lawsuits that followed it, made school administrations reorganize their programs.  At my school, cheerleading was made a sport in order to balance the number of girl sports to the number of guy sports.  In doing so the cheerleading organization lost a lot of their freedom when they were considered a sport.  The athletic department gets to pick out the uniforms, with the cheerleaders having no say.  They also limit the number of people that the cheerleaders can take from tryouts.  At my school, there is a parent organization that funds extracurricular activities.  With cheerleading being changed to a sport they no longer received that money, making their budget a lot smaller, and having to fundraise money all on their own.  

While my school made cheerleading a sport, not all schools did.  Some schools, with the majority of the public, still think that cheerleading is not a sport.  I would agree with the majority if all I know about cheerleading was the noncompetitive season, football season, which is your stereotypical sideline cheers.  But during the competitive season, cheerleading should definitely be considered a sport.  Most cheerleading squads practice everyday for several hours just like a football team.  They have several coaches that were usually experienced cheerleaders themselves.  Although during practice cheerleaders are not bashing into each other, like you would see at a football practice, they are running laps, doing difficult tumbling, and embracing in risky stunts.  While you might not realize it cheerleaders experience numerous injuries from their demanding routines and practices.  In fact according to a report presented by the National Center for Catastrophic Sport Injury Research, high school and college cheerleaders account for half of the catastrophic injuries to female athletes (Friedman).

A cheerleading squad is made up of fifteen to twenty athletic girls that all have to work together to achieve their goals.  If you look at football, there is no way that one person can score a touchdown.  You need the teamwork of the quarterback throwing the ball to a receiver or tossing it to a running back to make those six points.  Cheerleading is the same way.  A main part of the cheerleading routine is stunting.  This is where you have bases and flyers.  Back in the days the bases would hold up the flyers.  But now the flyers are flying into their air, while doing a toe touch at the same time, and being caught by the bases.  Not only do you need teamwork, you also need muscles and flexibility.  Teamwork also consists of motivation and support.  Without motivation and support from each other as well as the coaches, there is no way that they would make it through the enduring eleven-month season.


Those abilities come out during the competitive part of the season because, for the last 10 years, cheerleaders compete in district, region and state competition.  In one three minute routine, they combine stunts, gymnastics, dance, and precision with smiles in front of judges who score them much the same way a gymnastics routine is marked (Friedman).  These competitions are often seen on television, just like you would see a football game.  In cheerleading there are different divisions that divide the competition into smaller numbers, such as large varsity or co-ed small varsity.  And within each division, each team competes against each other one at a time.  While performing the routine there are also many rules.  Some rules consist of the routine having to be three minutes or you receive a penalty, and none of the competitors are allowed to wear jewelry or your team will also receive a penalty.  Much like a basketball player would receive a foul if they intentionally touched an opposing player while they were shooting.  


The only difference between cheerleading and any other sport would be that in cheerleading there are judges.  Meaning that your fate lies in the hands of judges.  If they like your routine then you will win.  In football or basketball this is obviously not the case.  You win by scoring the most points, not by someone’s opinion of how good or bad you performed.  But regardless of this one difference, cheerleading should still be considered a sport.  It includes practice, teamwork, and competition, the major criteria that makes a sport a sport.  Say goodbye to the rah-rah-rah and say hello to the round off flip flop back.  Cheerleading has risen to a completely new level.  So it is time to look towards the future and realize that cheerleading is indeed a sport!
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