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I’ve been involved in sports since pre-school, trying dif-
ferent types, such as gymnastics, dance, cheerleading, 
swimming, basketball, track, field hockey, and finally 
lacrosse. When I was younger, sports were mainly just 

for fun and for social connections. I discovered lacrosse in 
fifth grade when I followed my best friend onto a team 
because it was an opportunity to hang out with her. I soon 
got into a sport and found a love for it by seeing myself 
improve, and it has opened a whole world of new experi-
ences throughout my life. I moved from Florida to Virginia 
in sixth grade, leaving my friend but not lacrosse behind. 

I started with a new recreational team in Virginia and 
quickly noticed the difference between the areas. In Florida, 
lacrosse was not taken as seriously  – it was a sport to play 
for fun. In Virginia, based on my experience, lacrosse is all 
about being the best player on the team. There is a lot of 
stress at such a young age of having to improve in order to 
fit into a new team. Not only did you have to meet the 
requirements physically, but you also had to have the same 
thought process that you’re there not to enjoy it but to 
improve your skills enough to get into the college you 
want. When I made it to high school, I found that it’s even 
more competitive. The stress of high school sports should 
not be so high. There is gossip about what team you made, 
or if you were benched all season, or if you are the slowest 
one on the team. It’s astonishing to see how much the 
expectation of being perfect on the field has on one’s men-
tal health.  

It’s even worse when you get cut from a sport. Years of 
hard work and determination come down to not playing 
the sport you so desperately wanted to – or needed to – 
play. What needs to be addressed is how the toll all these 
high expectations and pressures we have on ourselves 
affects our mental health. Often, the misconception is if an 
athlete is in perfect shape and thriving on the field, they 
must be in a good space mentally. However, sometimes the 
best athletes are the ones struggling the most.  

The amount of stress we put on ourselves is insurmount-
able. Thankfully, my parents have always been there to 
check in with me about lacrosse and make sure it’s still 
something I want to continue. However, some kids do not 
have that choice. A sport can be something they feel obli-
gated to play or have already invested so much in they 
can’t stop now. I have even heard fellow students talk about 
the pressures their parents and coaches put on them – forc-

ing them to go to practices and disapproving when they 
make mistakes.  

I have noticed that the older you get while playing a 
sport, the less fun it is. This is because you have a larger 
commitment toward it, and it therefore influences your 
mental health. The COVID-19 pandemic was a turning 
point for some athletes in my grade. It forced us not to play 
a sport for months. For some, of course, sports can be a 
great mental health outlet. All that time away from their 
sport made them realize how much they need it in their 
life. 

In a recent article from the Los Angeles Times, Audrey 
Young (2021) writes about how youth sports are affecting 
kids’ mental health. She mentions, “In recent years chil-
dren as young as 6 and 7 are increasingly enrolling in high-
level sports programs with professional coaches and year-
round competition schedules.” Now kids are seeing sports 
as highly competitive, and it shows based on how many 
have dropped sports since then. Young says, “By age 13, up 
to 70% of children dropped out of organized sports.” How 
can sports be fun for kids anymore when there is so much 
pressure on them to improve and strive to be the best one? 

Although high school sports are stressful, college stu-
dents are in the same and possibly in an even more com-
petitive sport environment. Before the pandemic, “20% of 
college athletes experienced major depression” (Young, 
2021). College athletes deal with the intensity of playing at 
a national and international level, which can be very intim-
idating. Injuries are another topic for athletes to stress 
about. If injured, am I still allowed on the team? Will some-
one replace me? Will I still be able to perform the same? 
What if I get injured again? These are all questions athletes 
think about when injured. 

I want to mention the recent events involving Simone 
Biles and the 2021 Olympics. Simone dropped out to prior-
itize her mental health. This was the start of a new subject 
matter for some people as it was rarely seen before – to drop 
out due to mental health. This started new conversations 
for some about what we, as athletes, go through and how 
we are slowly starting to raise awareness about our mental 
health struggles. My friends and I talked about how brave 
we thought Simone was to do this in front of the whole 
world. It’s difficult to express your struggle; try having to do 
it in front of a whole nation. She is a huge role model for 
us and encourages others to speak out if they are struggling. 

I was introduced to talking about the stigma around 
mental health by my previous club coach and great friend 
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Kat Zempolich. Kat formerly played lacrosse at Duke 
University. She introduced me to a non-profit organization 
called Morgan’s Message (https://morgansmessage.org), 
which she helped co-found. Their message strives to elimi-
nate the stigma surrounding mental health within the stu-
dent-athlete community and equalize the treatment of 
physical and mental health in athletics. We aim to expand 
the dialogue on mental health by normalizing conversa-
tions, empowering those who suffer in silence, and sup-
porting those who feel alone. Their website includes amaz-
ing resources and even a podcast called “The Mental 
Matchup.” On the podcast, co-hosts, Kat Zempolich and  
Schuyler Debree (an all-American academic who played 
soccer at Duke) share stories about the mental health jour-
neys of fellow athletes.  

Kat taught me about the importance of our mental 
health and how it should always be prioritized. She used to 
talk with us after practice and have us say one thing that we 
were doing that made us happy or gave us a break, whether 
it was watching our favorite TV show, painting, or sewing. 
Whatever it was, she encouraged us to take time out of our 
day to do it. Without her, I would have never been able to 
raise awareness to student athletes at my own school.  

In the attempt to start a club at my school based around 
Morgan’s Message, my friends and I ran into many prob-
lems. There was already a mental health club at my school. 
The person in charge of clubs denied ours based on the 
school board’s policy that there was “already a club like it.” 
We didn’t want to give up, so we organized a meeting with 
the director to explain our reasoning. Our argument was 
that yes, although there is already a mental health club, 
mental health is an extremely broad topic, and we would 
focus on the athlete portion of it instead of the school part. 
The director suggested that we try to combine clubs, but we 
recognized that if combined, our message would get over-
looked and not talked about enough. To truly send a mes-
sage to students, we needed our own club to focus on the 
stigma with student athletes’ mental health.  

About a year later we are finally having our first meeting, 
and I couldn’t be more excited!  
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