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Whether you're an All Star team or a school team, cheerleading competitions can be fun but also full of pressure and expectations. There are several things your squad can do to help ease the pressure to perform perfectly and give the performance of your lives!

1. Practice! Practice! Practice! Confidence comes from loads of practice, and I don't just mean at your workouts! You can go over the routine by yourself at home in front of a mirror, you can close your eyes and visualize it in your head and you can dance it up and down the halls in between class. You should do it several times full out at every practice but also do everything without stunts for timing, spacing and dance/cheer workout. When you can do the routine in your sleep, then you are ready!

2. Do everything full out. Every time you do the routine, dance, cheer, tumble and stunt your heart out. Don't save your enthusiasm for the competition. You want everything to seem natural (and please avoid those exaggerated facials!) and the only way to do that is to visualize the crowd and judges every time you do the routine.

3. Practice your entrance and exit. You want to enter in an organized and exciting fashion to catch the judge's attention and you want to leave looking like one squad since it is the judge's last impression. Practice both parts so you don't do something silly or run in to one another. Remember that all stunts should still come down at the same time when the routine is over and you need to be careful when you spirit so stunts won't land on you. I've seen it happen.

4. Do the routine for a crowd before the competition. Gather friends, family, your school...anyone and do your routine exactly as you would in competition. You need to know what it's going to feel like when your adrenaline is pumping so you don't make a mistake and over exert yourself. Your stunts and dance will feel different when you have your "competition muscles."

5. Put the pressure on in practice. A good way to do this is to penalize yourself for every mistake by doing pushups, sit-ups or laps around the gym. For instance, if a stunt falls you ALL have to do 20 pushups. If someone is off in a dance, you ALL have to do 3 laps around the gym. Make sure the whole squad feels the pressure for everyone else's mistake since if one stunt falls you ALL get deducted. If you can work under pressure at practice, you can certainly do it at a competition!

6. Videotape your routine in practice and critique it. Sometimes it helps to see yourself on the screen. Often times you can't feel the mistake but when you see it it's obvious. You also want to know what the judges will be seeing so you can make changes.

7. If a stunt or dance keeps failing and you're close to competition time, get rid of it. The judges would rather see a simple, clean routine with no mistakes than a complicated daring routine where you fall. If a stunt is unsteady or you don't complete it 90% of the time, then replace it with a sure thing. In the end, the team that doesn't fall usually wins, even if their routine is less difficult.

8. Practice for a fall or mistake. I know it sounds silly, but practice what you will do in case a stunt falls. Are you going to put it back up? Are you going to join in the cheer/dance on the floor? At what point will you put it back up? How will the other stunts react? I have seen many squads become confused if a stunt falls and it looks even worse if they try to put it up and it's late on timing. Some stunts lean or rely on other stunts to work so everyone needs to have a plan. It's a good idea if you are stunting to music for everyone on the team to know the dance, even if you aren't part of it so you don't just stand around if your stunt falls. Designate one person in each stunt to make the call in a competition. Let's say your elevator extension series falls. One person in the stunt will quickly determine whether to put the stunt back up or join in the dance. Practice every scenario so you are prepared.

9. Practice deep breathing exercises together. Instead of watching all the other teams before you compete, take time to mentally prepare. Breathe deeply. Meditate or sing songs. Give each other back rubs and do a bit of jogging to relieve nerves. Give each other encouragement and focus on what you need to do, not what the other squads are doing.

10. Remember that it pays to be a winner. I know lots of people are a fan of the "You tried your best" or "everyone's a winner" philosophy but the serious competitor knows that second place is the first loser and just doing your best won't always help you win. A winning spirit comes from the heart. You have to WANT to win, you have to want it so bad that you work hard and put forth 110% at every practice and every competition. If you're in cheerleading for fun, then stay on the sidelines because that's where the fun is. If you want to be a competitive cheerleader then you have to want to be the best. Being a winner starts with you.

