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The most exciting part of cheerleading is the stunts and tumbling, but they are also the scariest! I have had countless cheerleaders write me because they are afraid to try a new tumbling skill or stunt. Here is my take on conquering fear.

Find out what you’re afraid of
When we are afraid of something, we often forget to ask ourselves WHAT part scares us and WHAT are we afraid of? For example, when doing a back handspring, most cheerleaders are afraid of the first part, the flinging backward onto their hands. They are afraid they will land on their head and break their neck. When doing a stunt, sometimes the cheerleader is not afraid of hurting themselves, but rather afraid of landing and hurting another cheerleader. 

If there is a stunt or skill that scares you, write down exactly what part you are scared of and what you think is going to happen. Sometimes when you see your fear on paper it doesn’t seem like such a huge barrier. 

Break down the skill into small parts
To get over your fear you need to practice the part that scares you. If the skill that frightens you is cradling out of an elevator, figure out which part makes you nervous. Are you afraid that your bases won’t catch you? Do you think you’ll panic in the air and forget to pike? Find the exact part that makes you afraid. 

Learn exactly what you need to do in the skill
Are there parts of the skill that you don’t understand? Sometimes we need to show our bodies what to do and see how it feels. You can even practice your body positions lying down on the floor. Sometimes putting your body in the position it needs to be in helps you put the skill together. 

Practice the part that scares you in a safe environment
If you’re afraid of flinging yourself back in your back handspring, you can practice just that part using a foam barrel. You can also practice it on a big squishy mat. If you’re afraid you’ll forget to pike on your cradle, practice standing straight and then falling into a pike into a big squishy mat. The more times you practice that part in a safe environment, the more comfortable with the trick you will be. 

Work your way up to doing the full skill in steps
You don’t have to jump from doing a skill on the floor to doing it 5 feet up in the air! Take it in a gradient. Maybe do it on a huge squishy mat. The move to a less-squishy mat. Then move it to the floor. If you are afraid to cradle out of an elevator extension, first practice falling into the cradle from the ground. Then fall into a cradle from a thigh stand. Then a ½ elevator. Then finally a full extension. If you move up to the next step and you find yourself paralyzed with fear, just move back one step until you are comfortable. 

Trust your spotters
If your spotters are drilled in what they need to do, then you should be able to put your full trust into them. If you don’t trust them, figure out what (or who) you don’t trust and work on that. Maybe they need to be drilled as spotters. Never be afraid to request a different spotter. It is your right, as a flyer, to request a spotter you are comfortable with. It doesn’t matter how silly your reason is. 

Don’t think, just go!
Once you are confident you can do your skill, stop thinking about it! You’ve trained your body on what to do, now stop listening to your fears and just go! One trick you can do is first perform the skill where you are comfortable. Let’s say you are practicing your back handspring. First do it on the squishy mat. Then walk over to the floor, count to three and JUST GO. If you don’t go, then go back to the squishy mat, do it again and then walk to the floor and count to three and go. Do this as many times as you need to until you finally don’t think and just do it. Sometimes you have to trick your brain. Maybe you need to imagine that there is a big squishy mat behind you. Whatever it takes! 

Stay confident
If you seem to be blocked by your fear, forget the skill for a while. Don’t focus on your fear or it will just get bigger and bigger. Move on to other skills you can do and are confident in. Come back to the skill you are afraid of once you are feeling good and confident again. The best cheerleaders have been scared of a skill at one point or another. Don’t let your fear paralyze you! It’s natural to be afraid. It’s what makes us human! 

