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SPORTS

OPINION

ELITE ATHLETES
LEANING MORE ON
SPORTS PSYCHOLOGY
COLUMNIST DOUG SMITH
SAYS EVERY ATHLETE
MUST BE TREATED
DIFFERENTLY

Ryan Pfeiffer/Torstar
Hockey player Bill Prentice is a 2019 Oshawa Sports Hall of Fame inductee. He won two Avco World Trophy
championships with the Houston Aeros.

PRENTICE SKATES WAY INTO
OSHAWA SPORTS HALL OF FAME
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OSHAWA - Bill Prentice established early on in his hockey career that he wasn't about to take
any garbage on the ice.
Prentice, who was inducted into the Oshawa Sports Hall of
Fame on May 29, recalls just
starting out with the Houston
Aeros when veteran John 'Pie'
McKenzie - an agitator who had
spent several earlier years in the
NHL - took aim at his head with
an elbow during a World Hockey
Association (WHA) game against
the Vancouver Blazers.
Perhaps expecting the rookie
to be intimated, McKenzie instead soon discovered that it
wasn't wise to mess with someone who had grown up in south
Oshawa, and left the ice a bloody
mess.
"I got a pat on the back for
that," recalls Prentice, now 68, of
the beating he administered to
McKenzie. "Growing up in Oshawa, and where I come from, Cedar
Dale, it's a tough neighbourhood,
so you had to defend yourself."
A hard-nosed, stay-at-home
defenceman, Prentice had plenty
of success with the Aeros, winning the AVCO World Trophy

twice in his first two seasons, in
1974 and 1975, on a team that included the legendary Gordie
Howe and his sons, Mark and
Marty.
Prentice fondly recalls often
fishing with Marty Howe, and to
this day has a cherished letter
from Gordie Howe, praising what
he had brought to the team.
"I made the right decision to go
down to Houston," says Prentice,
who had also been wooed by the
Montreal Canadiens at the time.
"I was fortunate to win a couple of
cups my first two years there, and
playing with the Howe family is
one of those experiences you never forget."
Prentice's career may never
have gotten off the ground if not
for his Harman Park coach Jack
Harper, who handed over his own
skates to replace those that Prentice was wearing and had been
falling apart - a gesture he never
forgot.
From there, he went on to captain the Oshawa midget hockey
team to an Ontario championship
in 1967 and then starred with the
Oshawa Crushmen, leading them
to two Eastern Ontario Jr. B
championships in 1968 and 1969.
In 1969, he chose to accept a
scholarship to Michigan Tech

University - where he played for
four seasons and studied business administration - over playing for his hometown Oshawa
Generals.
"That's probably the best four
years of my life," said Prentice,
who was coached there by John
MacInnes, a 2007 inductee into
the U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame.
"You leave Oshawa, you grow up,
you get educated, and you play
with some great players."
He signed as free agent in the
WHA in 1973 and ended up playing 158 games with the Aeros, Indianapolis Racers, Quebec Nordiques and Edmonton Oilers,
along with 201 more games at other pro levels.
After retiring as a player,
Prentice dabbled a bit in coaching, helping a high school team in
Indianapolis reach a state championship and the Humber Hawks
reach the national championship
tournament.
Having settled back into Oshawa in 1985, he was proud to join so
many recognizable names and
faces in the hall of fame.
"When you think about the
hall of fame, there are so many
great people that are in there," he
says. "It's a great honour to be
amongst these other athletes."
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Today more males and females are playing at an elite level
and looking to gain a university
scholarship to a number of very
competitive athletic programs.
Many of these programs help
fund the athlete's tuition and this
can save parents thousands of
dollars over four years. Not only
that, but the athlete who moves
away from home learns to mature
faster and become more confident and independent, thus relying less on parents to support
them.
This process of gaining a competitive edge using the services of
an experienced sport psychologist should start early in order to
secure a university scholarship
and/or play for Canada's national team, play pro, or be carded as
an Olympic athlete.
The benefits of young athletes
playing sport at an elite level are
without question one of the best
things they can do to improve
self-esteem, body image and develop more confidence in themselves.
Body image is enhanced with
regular and consistent workouts,
training and practice. Elite sport
participation is about striving to
have more fun, learning about
oneself and appreciating one's
strengths and personal power.
Young athletes are now realizing they can be stronger, tougher
and smarter playing elite sports.
Little research exists on elite
and recreational female athletes,
while almost all the athletic re-

search is on males.
That is most unfortunate because we know there are differences in how males and females
learn, think, and act. What works
mentally for a male may not necessarily work well for a female
and vice versa.
It is recognized that the bulk of
attention and monetary rewards
are centred primarily on male
athletes and teams at this time.
Despite these differences between males and females, we
know that sports psych training
works wonders for both genders.
Effective training for the mind
includes not only the basics of
goal-setting, visualization and
positive thinking; it also is necessary to have a special focus on
personal issues such as relationships, self-esteem and emotional
development for a complete job
on mental training.
Working on sports psych basics without dealing with personal and emotional issues is like
putting the cart before the horse,
so to speak.
My experience over the last
four decades has taught me to
treat every athlete differently.
The same approach does not
work for every athlete.
Some males are more sensitive than others and the same for
female athletes. Other athletes
are frozen in their ability to express
their
emotions
and
thoughts. For less confident, less
self-assured athletes, we have to
take more time to help them get
out of their shell and move forward by taking risks to improve
performance and life skills.
The reality is that elite athletic
performance and life skills go
hand-in-hand and complement
each other for both genders.
Dr. Douglas Smith is a licensed psychologist in Ontario
specializing in sport psychology
since 1985. Contact him at 905430-3538 or drdoug@promind.ca;
website www.promind.ca

