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Physical. Tactical. Technical. Three key components that make up a soccer player

and three areas that are comfortable for players to be evaluated on, taught and

discussed with coaches, parents, athletic trainers and teammates. The fourth

component – the psychosocial aspect - is the area most people in and out of

athletics shy away from addressing as much as possible. The reason behind this is

nothing more than the negative social stigma attached to mental health. We aren’t

supposed to talk about mental health issues, right? WRONG! Though it can make for

some very awkward and uncomfortable conversation, creating an environment

where those suffering from mental health issues feel like they are supported, cared

for and not alone, can make a world of difference in their lives. But wait, our soccer

players are young, they don’t have these problems, right? 



Mental health disorders include the following: mood disorders, depression,

suicide intervention, panic attacks, stress, anxiety, obsessive compulsive

disorder, eating disorders and disordered eating, gender and identity issues

and substance-abuse related disorders.  

Mental health issues can be completely unrelated to sports, can be directly

related to the pressures of performing in one’s sport, can be exacerbated by

career or season ending injuries or can be relieved some by using sport as an

outlet. The NCAA brings awareness to the fact that “a student-athlete’s mental

health might be viewed as secondary to physical health; however, it is every bit

as important for healthy performance.”  

Approximately 1 in every 4-5 youths in America meets the criteria

for a mental health disorder (NATA) 

Unlike most physical diseases, mental illness begins very early in

life (BRKTHRU) 

50% of all lifetime cases of mental illness begin by the age of 14;

75% begin by the age of 24 (BRKTHRU) 

WRONG again. Here are a few 
statistics that might surprise you:

“a student-athlete’s mental health might be 
viewed as secondary to physical health; 
however, it is every bit as important for 

healthy performance.”



I can’t imagine being a teenager in 2018 to begin

with now that social media is so prevalent in our

everyday life. Now add to that the stress of

performing in school and sports and then add on

top of all of that, the feelings of being alone,

scared, not good enough or just down right

different.  

What about the kids who are grieving because they

just suffered a significant loss in their life (think

death or divorce) or who just got the results back

from an MRI scan and found out they are facing a

season or career ending injury?  

Many parents are naïve enough to think that this

won’t happen to their kid but the reality is, it can

and it does. Sadly, even in cases when the child has

a supportive family, access to resources and the

means to get help, the child has become a pro at

hiding their feelings. They find ways to muster

through the motions of everyday life so that even

those closest to them wouldn’t have a clue that

something is off.  

Now think about the kids who don’t have the

structure of a stable home life, the means or

resources to seek help or who are masked by

social stigmas attached to their race and/or

gender?  

As people, let alone parents, coaches,

teammates and athletic trainers, we should

feel a responsibility to look out for and care for

those around us, especially our youth.  

We have all been guilty at one time or another

of thinking it’s just easier to mind our business

then meddle in someone else’s but what

could happen if one of our players was in need

and everyone in that child’s life just ignored

them? I don’t know about you but I would

rather not find out.

Will someone finally notice 
and reach out to help 

them?



So how can we help? I’m guessing most us are not mental

health professionals but that doesn’t mean we can’t use

our own individual strengths in the roles that we do play to

help identify red flags and be the advocate that some

young student-athlete may need in their life. If we all just

dug a little deeper and stepped out of our comfort zone,

we too can help shed light on the importance of mental

fitness. 

I reached out to friends and colleagues to gather some

insight to share with our players, coaches, athletic trainers

and parents on how we can begin to educate ourselves on

how we can step out of our comfort zone (but not overstep

our boundaries) to help players around us struggling with

their mental health whether it be related to their sport or

non-sport life. 



I was eager to get advice on how coaches can

recognize behavior in their players that may be

a call for help; what they can do if they are

approached by one of these players or one of

their teammates seeking help on someone’s

behalf and lastly on some tips/tools that

coaches can use to help their players feel

comfortable to “talk about it.”  

I reached out to my friend Rwenshaun Miller,

mental health therapist and

Founder/Executive Director of Eustress, Inc., a

nonprofit organization that focuses on raising

mental health awareness by creating an

atmosphere where it is okay to talk about

mental health challenges.  

Rwenshaun played football and ran track in

college at UNC Chapel Hill as well as coached

at the youth level. Here are some key things I

took away from our conversation: 

Coaches
 Acknowledge that you are looked up to as a

role model so it is very important to be

mindful of your actions and words –  both

speak volumes that may help or hinder these

athletes during such an impressionable time

in their lives 

Recognize and respect that you cannot treat

all players the same -  when your team is

made up of 18+ different individuals, you

should expect that they will not all learn,

react or respond to the same style of

teaching and/or discipline 

Make yourself approachable. As a youth

coach, whether you think so or not, your job

is to do more than just win. You are helping

to shape these youth into the person they

will grow to become. If a player approaches

you about themselves or a teammate, be

sincere, listen and care for that athlete

holistically, not just as a player. Having a

“we’re not here to do XYZ, we’re just here to

play ball” type of attitude can be deemed

dismissive and can discourage players from

feeling comfortable approaching you. 

Remember that “the best can ask for help”

and that includes you! We don’t want you to

overstep your boundaries and we don’t

expect you to have all the answers but we do

hope that if a player approaches you and you

don’t have the answer, you will help them

connect with someone who does. 

#1

#2

#3

#4



Being a Certified Athletic Trainer by

schooling and trade, I realized very

early on in my career how important

mental health was to the overall well-

being of an athlete.  

Along the way, I met some awesome

colleagues turned friends who

followed a similar path.  When I

decided to write this article, I

reconnected with them about sharing

their expertise and insight 

Athletic Trainers
 Lovie Tabron, Certified Athletic Trainer

and Behavioral Medicine Coordinator for

the University of Georgia Athletic

Association recognizes that “Being an

athletic trainer comes with certain

characteristic qualities that allow

student athletes to feel safe and

comfortable to speak freely, to seek help

in any medical circumstance. I believe

having an AT background peels a layer of

the onion when tackling conversations

about mental health. We have the eye

and ability to see the athlete for who

they are as a person and often they

appreciate that and it allows them to

“talk about things”.” 

Dr. Leah Washington, Certified Athletic

Trainer, freelance sport psychology

consultant and columnist for

TheFootballGirl.com, very easily

explained how ATCs can assist in getting

a player the right help for mental issues

they may be struggling with. “Athletes,

like most people, don't always make the

connection between what is going on in

their lives with how it is impacting their

performance, so often I help them

understand this relationship. Because I

am not a licensed psychologist, if there

seems like any possibility of a clinical

issue or something bigger going on, I will

refer to a mental health professional (i.e.,

counselor/psychologist/therapist). This is

very similar to how an athletic trainer

might refer to an orthopedic physician

for a higher level of care.” 

I completed my Master’s Degree in Exercise 
Sport Science with a concentration in Sport 

& Exercise Psychology for this reason. 



We also give them conversation tools so 
that the coaches/admins feel comfortable 
talking to the athletes. Mental health is 
difficult to talk about for all parties if 

not educated properly.” 

As Certified Athletic Trainers, I recognize that we are not trained mental health

professionals and that most of our education programs lack in addressing such issues,

however, that is not an excuse in my opinion to not try to educate ourselves. We need

to research and ask questions so we can gain an awareness about the signs &

symptoms of declined mental health so that we can recognize red flags in our

athletes when stressors related or non-related to sport negatively affect their

performance and emotional state; we then need to be brave enough to share this

knowledge through conversation with other members of the athletic staff (coaches,

admins & even players). Ms. Tabron explains how she puts this in to action at the

University of Georgia, “my behavioral medicine team works avidly with coaches and

administrators to understand signs and symptoms involving student athlete behavior

that they should report. We also give them conversation tools so that the

coaches/admins feel comfortable talking to the athletes. Mental health is difficult to

talk about for all parties if not educated properly.” 

At many levels, we are not only the first line of defense when it comes to our athletes

but we are a safe middle ground whether it be between at home and on the field or

between the coaching staff and the athlete. The overwhelming number of social

stigmas that are attached to mental health alone can be suffocating on youth

athletes, when you compound that by their concern on how their coaches or

teammates might react or treat them, many youth athletes resort to suffering in

silence. We need to be an advocate for ALL our athletes and help to create

comfortable, welcoming and judgement-free environments where everyone feels like

they can be themselves.  



We do A LOT for our kids! I recognize how

much time, money and effort parents put

into getting their kids from one place to

another so that they can participate in the

crazy travel schedule that has become so

common in the landscape of youth soccer.

Sometimes in the hustle and bustle of

everyday life, we forget to take a second to

step back and really look at our children

and their needs.  

My only child is two years old and I still try

to remember to be mindful of this so that

it becomes habit for me as she grows.  

Through his career as an athlete, his

lifework as a therapist and the tireless

efforts he gives through Eustress, Inc.,

Rwenshaun has seen and heard a lot from

youth in what they need at home to help

maintaining positive mental health in

sports. Here are some of what we came up

with: 

Parents
#1

#2

#3

#4

Evaluate why your kids are playing the

sport. What is their motive? Are they

playing it to fit in? Are they playing it

because you played it? Is there pressure

for them to play a certain sport? 

Watch your kids play and talk to them

about their experience, not just their

performance. Ask them about their

relationship with their coach or their

teammates. Notice if they seem to have

a different demeanor after games or

training sessions than is usual for them.

Ask open-ended questions that

encourage them to open up and

explore their feelings further. 

Help them to manage their

expectations while keeping yours in

check as well. It is important for players

and parents to recognize that not

everyone can be the LeBron James of

their sport but everyone can be the best

that they can be and that’s good

enough!  

Remind them to find a healthy balance

within their relationship with their sport.

So much time and effort is required of

youth sport today that we have to help

our players to remember that there is

life outside of sport. They are not just an

athlete – they are a student, a child, a

friend. 



Dr. Washington has done extensive research on the psychological recovery of injured athletes

throughout her 17-year career and I felt fortunate enough to be able to tap into her expertise on

how injuries can affect a player’s mental health status and what advice we could give our

athletes on coping with season or career ending injuries. Here are a few of Dr. Washington’s key

points that stood out to me from our discussion: 

Dealing with Injuries
“Injuries impact almost every athlete to some degree. It is not uncommon for athletes

to experience negative emotions such as anger, frustration, depression, hopelessness,

and fear. It is also important to recognize that these emotions, while much more

common immediately after the injury, can occur at any point in the recovery process.

Athletes often have increased frustration as they move through different stages in

rehab and experience difficulty with tasks that were once simple. It is also very

common to experience anxiety and fear of re-injury when they are cleared to return to

competition. It can be helpful to the athlete to know that these reactions are common.” 

“For the most part, injuries (like a lot of things) are a combination of what you can and

cannot control. We can't speed up the tissue healing process, but we can make sure it

isn't slower than necessary. We can't control the fact that our knee is swollen, but we

can do things to help the swelling go down. We can't change the fact that we got

injured, but we can do lots of things to get back on the field safely and stronger than

before.” 



Dealing with 
Injuries

“There are actually positive things to be gained from injury- it's not all pain

and suffering. Athletes can refine their techniques, unlearn poor mechanics,

spend time they don't usually have during the season to learn more about

game strategy, and gain a deeper appreciation for their sport. Athletes may

also come to realize how determined, capable, and resilient they are in the

face of a challenge.” 

“It is so important to manage life stress, because there is a very strong link

between life stress and injury. Because of this, I often think about mental

skills or coping skills as injury prevention.” She went on to explain how if an

athlete is experiencing mental health challenges simultaneously to

rehabilitating an injury, it is important that the athlete prioritize what they

think is the most important thing to address first and go from there.

Sometimes that means tackling life and sport stuff at the same time but

sometimes if a referral is involved due to a more serious concern, it can

mean that the sports stuff must take a back seat to the life stuff. 



Lastly, and most importantly, this all

comes down to you. Hopefully what

we have discussed previously in this

piece will help others create an

environment where you feel

comfortable seeking help should you

be the one who needs it but one

other avenue that we haven’t

explored yet is how as teammates

you can help one another.  

This isn’t rocket science and it’s surely

not related to the amount of talent or

skill you possess in your sport; it

simply comes down to being a kind,

mindful and good-natured person.

Here’s what Rwenshaun and I

discussed about how teammates can

be supportive of each other.  

Players
Being teammates, you spend a lot of time together both on and off the fields. Pay attention to your

teammates behaviors and try to be conscious of any changes that are occurring in their demeanor. 

Don’t be afraid to talk to each other about stuff unrelated to practice or the game. You know how you

hear adults politely ask each other “how are you?” Ask your teammates something like that or how their

family is and mean it. Wait for them to reply and really listen to what they say when they respond. 

Be vulnerable yourself. Don’t think you need to live up to a standard or be held captive by a stigma. Open

up to your teammates; engage in real conversations; don’t allow others to form cliques and leave others

out and try to suppress judging players who might look or act differently than you or those who come

from a different culture or upbringing. We don’t want people to feel embarrassed, ashamed or alone. 

Be supportive of those teammates who may be struggling with injury. Be sure to include them in team

activities so they don’t feel left out; inquire about their rehab and encourage them to keep at it! 

• Don’t be afraid to approach an adult whether it be your parent, a coach, athletic trainer or another

trusted adult if you think someone needs help. You aren’t being a snitch; you’re worried about them. If it

makes you feel more comfortable, ask the adult to keep your identity anonymous but don’t stay quiet. 



Mental health is not a topic that should be taken lightly or laughed at, let alone ignored

in any realm including the world of sports. These issues do affect athletes. This is not, by

far, the end all be all when it comes to all that can be offered to educate our coaches,

players, staff and families on mental health issues in athletics but it’s a start. I am not a

mental health professional and get that this can be a very uncomfortable subject to

discuss, but I encourage you all to try.  

There is so much (and a lot of it is negative!) out there in this world influencing our youth

today in and out of sports, let’s not add to that. We all wear a great deal of hats, juggle

any number of responsibilities and face our own adversities but we should never be too

busy to reach out to those around us and take notice of when they might be in need of a

little pick me up. The gesture doesn’t have to be grandiose in nature; remember that “no

act of kindness, no matter how small, is ever wasted” (Aesop). Even just a smile could be

the catalyst for making the difference in someone’s life that they were desperately

searching for. 

“no act of kindness, no matter how 
small, is ever wasted” 

-Aesop



Mental health awareness is something that I’ve grown a passion

for. I am a Certified Athletic Trainer who holds a M.S. degree in

Exercise Sport Science with a concentration in sport & exercise

psychology but I am not a mental health professional however

with my background, my years of experience and personal

stories of how mental health has affected those I love, I

recognize that mental health and the stigmas surrounding it

have become a serious problem in today’s world. We all think

we are immune to it until we’re not anymore and even then,

sometimes it’s hard to admit. Don’t be ashamed of what might

be inflicting (or has already inflicted) you or someone you care

about. Reach out. Get help. Tell your story. Someone else NEEDS

to hear it.  

Many thanks to my friends and colleagues who shared their

time, knowledge and expertise with me to help me graze the tip

of the iceberg on such an overlooked yet imperative topic in

athletics. With their permission, I have shared their biographies

below. Below you will also find information on two non-profit

organizations whose causes I support whole-heartedly for

reasons near and dear to my heart that I hope may help to

benefit someone in need.  

Author’s disclaimer:



Biographies: 

Leah Washington, PhD, ATC: 

Leah is a Certified Athletic Trainer and sport psychology consultant. She has experience working with athletes

at all levels of competition, from youth to professional. She has an undergraduate degree in Athletic Training

from James Madison University, a M.S. degree in Exercise Physiology from The George Washington University,

and a PhD in Sport Psychology from the University of North Carolina-Greensboro. She has over 17 years of

teaching experience in athletic training education programs. Her research interests include the psychological

recovery of injured athletes, use of sport psychology skills by athletic trainers, and readiness of athletic training

students to incorporate psychosocial skills in clinical practice. She is currently working as a freelance sport

psychology consultant and columnist for TheFootballGirl.com on sport psychology issues and mental skills in

the NFL. You can follow her on twitter at @Leah_SportPsych. 

Rwenshaun Miller, MA, LPCA: 

Rwenshaun is the Founder and Executive Director of Eustress Inc., a nonprofit organization that focuses on

raising mental health awareness by creating an atmosphere where it is okay to talk about mental health

challenges. Rwenshaun completed his Master's degree in Clinical Mental Health Counseling from Montreat

College. He has a Bachelor of Arts degree in Sociology from the University of North Carolina at chapel Hill.

Rwenshaun has worked in the mental health field for over a decade, understands the challenges faced by

individuals with limited resources and looks to provide ways to address these needs. Rwenshaun published a

book in 2017 -  Injured Reserve: A Black Man's Playbook To Manage Being Sidelined By Mental Illness - in which

he analyzes stereotypes, poverty rates, and high incarceration and their effects on black men's mental health. 

You can read more about Eustress, Inc. on their website: http://www.eustressinc.org/ or follow them on social

media: Twitter (@EustressInc) or Instagram (eustressinc) 

Lovie Tabron, MS, ATC: 

Lovie is the Behavioral Medicine Coordinator at the University of Georgia (UGA) in Athens, GA. One of few NCAA

Athletic Trainers fully dedicated to behavioral health, she represents District 9 on the National AT Cares

Committee. She is a proud advocate for Athletic Trainers and teaches at the North Carolina Sports Medicine

Symposium for Students each year in Greensboro, NC. Prior to UGA, she was Assistant Athletic Director for

Sports Medicine at Southern University in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.  She began her career as an Athletic Trainer

at North Carolina A&T State University. She received a BS in Athletic Training from East Carolina University and

a MS in Exercise Science & Health Promotion with a concentration in Sports Psychology from California

University in Pennsylvania. 

BRKTHRU: 

BRKTHRU is a registered nonprofit organization whose mission is to empower the mental health community;

to promote mental fitness; to break the stigma of mental illness; to address the unmet needs of those dealing

with mental health disorders and assist those individuals in living their fullest life. The organization addresses,

supports, educates, counsels and inspires individuals and their families who are affected by mental, physical,

and psycho-spiritual health disorders. They accomplish this through the spirit of running; it’s a community and

family I’m humbled to be a part of.  

You can read more about BRKTHRU on their website: www.brkthru.net or follow them on Instagram

(teambrkthru) 

Additional resources: 

• NATA – Mental Health (www.nata.org/practice-patient-care/health-issues/mental-health) 

• NCAA – Managing Student-Athlete’s Mental Health Issues (http://www.ncaa.org/health-safety)  


