Help! I want to try out cheerleading but I've never cheered before! 

Author: Sunni Schulz Pieschala 

Being a cheerleader is a wonderful experience that I think all girls should have an opportunity to do. Unfortunately in most areas you have to try out for the cheerleading squad and make the team before you learn how to cheer. This seems kind of backwards, doesn't it? How can you make a squad if you've never cheered before AND how can you learn to cheer if you aren't on a squad? I hope this article will help those who have never cheered before but are interested in giving it a shot.

I'm sure most cheerleaders will agree with me when I say this. Cheerleading isn't as easy as it looks! It's a lot of hard work and dedication. It's about more than prancing around in a short skirt and being in the popular crowd. In fact, just because you're a cheerleader doesn't mean all of your social problems will be solved. Being a cheerleader won't get you boyfriends or make people like you more. So if you're trying out for that reason, and be honest with yourself, you won't make a very good cheerleader.

I'm going to go ahead and assume that you already know that cheerleading is hard work and you're willing to put in the time and effort if you make the squad. So, what do you need to do to make the team? Let's take it in baby steps.

Step One 

The first thing you need to do is take a look at the current team. If your school cheer team is the national champions, I'm going to be brutally honest with you and tell you straight up that your chances of making the squad are slim-to-none. But let's say your school team is only average. Take a look at their stunts and tumbling. Ask yourself if you would be able to do the things they are doing with practice. Also find out how the Junior Varsity and Varsity squads are set up. Every school has a different way of doing it. Some have freshmen and sophomores on Junior Varsity and juniors and seniors on Varsity. Some schools also have a freshmen team. Some schools have the more talented cheerleaders on Varsity and the ones that are still learning on Junior Varsity. The best thing for you to do is to try out for cheerleading as a freshmen. The coach will expect less out of a freshmen and so you will have a better chance of making the squad if you've never cheered before.

Step Two 

Talk to the coach and/or current squad members. Find out what you need to be able to do to make the squad. If the coach says you have to do a cheer and a dance and a simple stunt like a shoulder sit or shoulder stand and a cartwheel and roundoff then your chances are good. If she says you need to be able to do a back handspring and an elevator extension then your chances are slim.

Step Three 

Contact your local YWCA, YMCA, park district or gymnastics gym and see what kinds of classes they have. Taking a tumbling class will help you in many ways. It will improve your tumbling, your flexibility and agility. Some places have tumbling for cheerleaders or actual cheerleading classes and clinics. Sign up right away so you can get as much practice in as you can before the tryouts. If there aren't any classes you can look into taking private lessons. Just a few private lessons can make a big difference. Also, if you can, get a friend to help you with the motions. Cheerleading motions are sharp and precise. Most people who have never cheered before have sloppy motions because the crisp cheerleading movements take practice to master. The good news is that all cheers are made up using 12 positions. They are called: high V, low V, T, broken T (baby T), right diagonal, left diagonal, touchdown, low touchdown, daggers, buckets, right punch and left punch. If you can get someone to help you master these motions then your chances of making the team increase dramatically.

Step Four 

Find all the material you can on cheerleading. Check out books from the library, watch the competitions on TV, talk to other cheerleaders and visit sites on the internet. Every little bit of information helps. You might have to make up your own moves for a dance or cheer at the tryouts so use your research to help you out. Watch the girls on TV and try to mimic their motions. You can even steal portions of motions from those squads. I'm not saying to steal an entire cheer, I'm merely stating that they can inspire you.

Step Five 

Practice your flexibility at home. Be sure to stretch every day. Practice your splits (right, left and center) and also do a bridge, straddle stretches, hamstring stretches and hurdler stretches. Be sure to jog lightly for a few minutes before you stretch to warm up your muscles. It's not good for your body to do a cold stretch. Also try jogging and weight lifting too. A person who is physically fit has a good chance of making the squad EVEN if they've never cheered before because the coach will see your potential. Don't forget to practice your jumps too!

Step Six 

Practice in front of a mirror. This way you can see what needs improving. Also don't forget to practice how to yell loudly. When you are practicing, do it full-out including smiling. But puh-leez don't overdo the facials at tryouts. My personal opinion on facials is that you look fake and silly. An enthusiastic voice and a genuine smile can work wonders!

Step Seven 

This might sound weird, but practice spiriting. That's when the cheerleaders jump around after a cheer and yell "Go Warriors" or "all right Elgin High!" At tryouts they will expect you to spirit after your sidelines and cheers and if you don't practice what you are going to do then you'll have trouble at tryouts. When you are spiriting do kicks or a jump or random arm motions. Hey, you can even do "spirit fingers" at this time! When you spirit do not yell "wooooooo" because that's annoying. Say things like "Tigers are number one!" or "C'mon Cougars, touchdown!" Also, do not do cartwheels or roundoffs as part of your spirit. Back handspring, and back tucks are OK but anything else looks silly.

Step Eight 

Find a buddy to practice with at tryouts, preferably someone who is already on the squad or has cheered before. They can really help you to become better. Be prepared to learn a lot of new things at tryouts. If you have a good attitude and ask a lot of questions the coach can't help but notice how dedicated you are. Dedication, a willingness to work, the ability to take criticism and lots of spirit make a good cheerleader. Here are a few things you SHOULDN'T do if you are going to try out for cheerleading.

Here are a few things you SHOULDN'T do if you are going to try out for cheerleading:

1. Do not diet heavily before tryouts to become "skinny." Cheerleaders come in all shapes and sizes, you don't have to be small or thin to be a cheerleader. Plus, dieting before tryouts will decrease your energy and memory skills, both of which you will need. A better thing to do is to eat healthy and exercise. If the coach happens to tell you to lose weight check with a doctor. If the doctor says you are overweight then losing those extra pounds is good for you. If the doctor says you are fine the way you are then don't try out for the team. You don't want to be on a team where the coach is going to harp on you about your weight. That's the sign of a bad coach.

2. Do not go overboard on the stretching and weight lifting. You are likely to injure yourself in the process and then you won't be able to try out at all. Just because the coach tells you that you have to be able to do the splits doesn't mean that you have to force yourself to go down. You will really hurt yourself if you do. Just do the best you can! The coach will see you are making an effort.

3. Do not try any gymnastics trick (back handsprings and such) or stunts at the tryout if you've never done them before. Again, you could get hurt seriously and cheerleading tryouts aren't worth that!

4. Do not wear baggy clothing to the tryout thinking it will hide your body or your motions. Not only is baggy clothing dangerous (it makes you hard to catch when stunting and it will get in your way) it actually makes you look sloppier. On the same note don't dress skimpy either. Wear sensible shorts (no slippery materials) and a reasonably fitted tee shirt (not a baby tee nor a baggy shirt) and tie your hair back. Avoid metal barrettes (again they are dangerous) and take off all of your jewelry. Trim your fingernails too because long nails can scratch people. Wear shoes without nubbies on the soles (the will hurt your bases if you fly). And lastly avoid heavy make-up. Wear light powder, blush, lipstick and PLEASE go easy on the eye make-up. You are not supposed to look like Britney Spears.

5. Do not think that just because you didn't make the squad the first time doesn't mean you will never be on the team. If at first you don't succeed, try out again next year. Besides, you have a whole year to practice!

