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Welcome! 
Gymnastics is 95% mental, yet measured in 100% physical results. I truly believe that if we 

can educate gymnasts, parents, and coaches on this one fact, then we will make great strides 
in creating a new gymnastics culture, and ridding the sport of its traditional toxic ways.


My name is Mary Reiss Farias. I am an author, gymnastics coach, former gym owner, 
former NCAA Division I competitive gymnast, a former level 10 gymnast, and I am focused on 
using my background and expertise in the sport and my training as a Proctor Gallagher 
Consultant to help gymnasts, parents, and coaches develop an understanding of the often 
overlooked mental side of gymnastics.


Gymnastics is a great sport, and there are many reasons to love it. I grew up in a gym 
atmosphere that encouraged me to make my own goals and work hard to reach them. But now 
I know that much more goes into developing the whole gymnast. A focus on the development 
of the mind is imperative.


One of the greatest opportunities gymnastics coaches can offer their gymnasts is to 
expose them to and teach them many important life lessons. These lessons don’t happen via 
osmosis, however; they must be nurtured, developed over time, and reinforced on a consistent 
basis.


Coaches have a unique opportunity to teach not only physical skills, but also, like parents, 
to teach mental and life skills that can stick with a child throughout her entire life. Gymnastics 
coaches have an even heightened responsibility to teach these skills in the correct way, 
because our gymnasts are with us so often. It’s always sad to me when a former gymnast tells 
me that she learned to go for a skill because she was more afraid of her coach than she was of 
the skill itself…


The following pages are a preview of my forthcoming book with the working title, Mind 
First: Creating a New Gymnastics Culture One Gymnast at a Time. I know that there are really 
good people out there coaching gymnastics. I hope this preview inspires you, the best of the 
best, to stand up and return the sport to our Everyday Gymnasts, to whom it rightfully belongs.




Mind First Map 
“The only limits in life are those we impose on ourselves.” -Bob Proctor 

Gymnastics is 95% mental, but measured in 100% physical results. The Mind First 
philosophy teaches gymnasts, coaches, and parents how the mind is directly related to the 
results we and our gymnasts get — in and out of the gym. There are a number of things that if 
we focus on them, they will create the best culture for the gymnasts in our care. The Mind First 
Map takes us through all of these important components:


• we are minds first, and bodies second;

• goals; 

• imagination;

• self-image;

• actions; and

• results.

As human beings, we are minds first, bodies second. Everything that the body does, the 

mind controls. If the mind is right, the body’s actions are right. If the mind is in a negative 
place, the body’s actions tend to produce negative or mediocre results. This concept is 
important to understand and true for coaches, parents, and gymnasts.


Imagine sleeping through your alarm, getting out of bed late, and stubbing your toe on the 
bed post. Bam! Your day is off to a bad start. Then you hit your elbow on the door jam as you 
hurry to the kitchen to start the coffee. When the coffee is finally done, it scalds your tongue 



when you go to take your first quick sip. You drip on your clean white shirt. You check your 
watch — you’re late! You can’t find your keys. You finally find them in your couch cushion and 
run out the door, only to find that traffic is unending!


Now imagine waking up pleasantly to your favorite song playing, right on time. You stretch 
a little bit as you get out of bed and slip on your slippers. You walk to the kitchen and start the 
coffee. You look out the window at the birds and hear them happily chirping in the trees as you 
take your first slow sip of the steamy coffee. You take your time getting dressed and put on 
your crisp white shirt. You check your watch — right on time! Your keys are on the hook, right 
where you put them as you walked in the door yesterday, and you leave in plenty of time to 
navigate the normal morning traffic.


Our minds take our bodies on journeys that can be positive or negative. One negative 
thought or event can lead to another, or, similarly, one positive thought or event can lead to 
another. If we allow it, our minds can lead us on quite a path. So we must be aware of this 
path, understand what is happening, and change it when necessary, or bolster it when needed. 
This understanding is the first step in the Mind First philosophy. Of course, it is important for 
parents and coaches to understand it for themselves so they can help themselves, but also so 
they can teach their gymnasts about this great power within them and help them navigate the 
natural mind-body connection.


The next step in the Mind First philosophy is threefold: goals, imagination, and self-image. 
All three of these steps work together and it is necessary that each is in working order for the 
others to work correctly. I call this step the Goals, Imagination, Self-Image Cycle. Let’s look at 
each of these components, one at a time, but keep in mind, they work together.


Goals are of great importance. Everyone needs to have a goal, a purpose, a destination, a 
reason to get up out of the morning. As parents and coaches, we know that a gymnast with a 
goal is more motivated than a gymnast who simply comes to the gym and just works out. But 
the fact is, goals are important for parents and coaches to have as well. We must have our own 
goals to set and work towards in order to have purposeful and meaningful lives. Our children 
are watching us; we are better leaders when we have our own goals to strive for.


Imagination is crucial if we are to formulate our goals or picture our lives with something 
more than what we have now. We cannot create goals without imagination, and we cannot 
fulfill our goals without visualizing what we want. Developing imagination is crucial for 
gymnasts to visualize their skills, but also for anyone who is intent upon setting and reaching 
any goal. Many times visualization is undervalued in gymnastics, but I believe that is because it 
is simply misunderstood and underutilized.


Self-image is a key component to succeeding in any endeavor. As John C. Maxwell said, 
“People are never able to outperform their self-image.” It is also an important component for 



setting the right goals, and being able to visualize oneself attaining them. Imagine a gymnast 
who wants to stick her cartwheel on beam, but doesn’t believe that she can. She might outwit 
her belief in herself once or twice, but never consistently, until her self-image matches the 
belief that she can stick it without a problem. Gymnasts who have coaches and parents with a 
positive self-image to emulate are far better off than gymnasts who have parents and coaches 
who are unsure of themselves. Self-image and self-esteem go hand-in-hand, and must be 
nurtured in the right environment in order to thrive and grow.


Moving to the next step in the Mind First Map, we go to actions. Actions are the steps we 
physically take to get the results that we intend to get. It is important to note that all of our 
bodily actions are caused by our minds. (Notice how each step in the Mind First Map has taken 
place in the mind until now — hence Mind First!) Vincent Van Gogh said about his work, “I 
dream my painting, and I paint my dream.” His mind created (through his imagination) a 
picture, and his body acted (through his painting). Our minds control our actions. If our minds 
are in a positive state, our actions will be positive. If our minds are in a negative state, our 
actions will be negative. The concept really is that simple, but we tend to make it harder on 
ourselves than it really is.


The final stop on the Mind First Map is results. Our results are direct outcomes of the 
thoughts we think and actions we put into motion (positive or negative). They are either positive 
or negative, depending on our mindset and actions. If we don’t like the results we or our 
gymnasts are getting, then we need to work backwards along the map and see where we can 
change the outlook, ideas, self-image, or attitude for the better to help us get the results that 
we want.


Now we will go into each step in the Mind First Map in more detail.




Mind First 
“Everything we do is preceded by an image. We think first in order to form an image, then 

we do the work.” -Bob Proctor 

The first step in the Mind First philosophy is very simply, Mind First. As human beings, we 
are minds first and bodies second. Some may identify more with “gymnast first,” or “children 
first,” or “people first,” but the fact of the matter is, our mind encompasses who we are as 
gymnasts, children, and people. Our human minds control everything that our bodies do — 
whether it is conscious or subconscious. The mind controls our actions, habits, and behavior. 
This is especially important in the realm of gymnastics, as the sport (like life) is 95% mental. If 
the mind is not in top condition, the body won’t be in top condition either, nor should we 
expect it to be.


Parents and coaches must understand this concept in order to best help their Everyday 
Gymnast thrive. Understanding the mind-body connection is key to being the best leaders for 
our gymnasts — in the gym, and beyond.


This above image is what Bob Proctor refers to as the “Stick Person.” At first glance it 
looks like a funny-looking stick man. But at closer inspection, there are some interesting 
concepts that this simple image reveals.


When I do seminars and classes with gymnasts, I ask them what they see when they look 
at the image. They immediately point out three things:




1. The head is big; 

2. The body is small; and

3. The head is split into two parts.

Let’s start with the top. In the image, the head is clearly bigger than the body. For our 

purposes, we are going to let the head on the image represent the mind. This allows us to 
move from the idea of our being simply a physical being into an intellectual being. This concept 
is key to understanding the “Mind First” philosophy.


So we see that the mind is bigger than the body. The implication here is that the mind is in 
control of the body. In fact, the mind is in control of everything that anyone (not just a gymnast) 
does, says, thinks, how they react, the actions they take, the habits they form, and the results 
they get. This can be daunting. However, the beauty is, we can be in complete control of our 
minds. If we become aware of our thoughts, then we find that we can completely control the 
thoughts we think, the actions we take, and the results we get. This means that there is no 
outside force controlling anything that we do (i.e. no beam gods pushing us off the beam!).


But how do we take control of our mind? Here is a story that might help. I had a gymnast 
who was working very hard on her round-off back handspring back tuck half on floor. She kept 
going and going, but never fully making the skill. She was getting visibly frustrated, and nothing 
I was coaching her to do physically was helping her change the outcome. I brought her aside 
and I asked her, “What are you thinking about when you’re going?”


She answered honestly, “Not landing on my head.” (This thought is extremely common in 
gymnastics!)


“Okay. Instead of thinking about what you don’t want, I want you to think about what it is 
that you do want. What do you want to do?”


“I want to make my half and land on my feet.”

“Of course you do. Now, what are the things that you need to do in order to do that?”

She thought about it for a minute, and she said, “Well, I need to set.”

“Perfect. You need to set. What else?”

“I need to tuck my knees, and I need to twist.”

“That’s right. I want you to only repeat those things to yourself as you visualize yourself 

doing the skill and landing it perfectly. Set, tuck, twist. Set, tuck, twist. Don’t think of anything 
else, only of what you want. Then, once you have visualized it a few times correctly and with 
the right cues, I want you to try doing the pass again.”


The gymnast went off to the end of the line and began reciting her cues and her 
visualization. The next time she was up, I reminded her, “Think of what you want.”


She did the skill and stood it up. Not only that, but she did it correctly for the rest of the 
practice. And in all the practices afterward, when she began to do some wonky things and not 



make her half, I told her to think about what she wanted. That brought her back to the “set, 
tuck, twist” concept, and lo and behold, she made it every time.


This gymnast took control of her mind. She decided what it was that she wanted to think 
about, and she directed her thoughts to that one thing. It had a huge impact on her 
performance. This illustrates perfectly the fact that our minds are in control of our bodies. Our 
thoughts direct the actions we take and have a direct impact on the results that we achieve.


The fact that the Stick Person’s body is so much smaller than the mind is a testament to 
exactly how powerful the mind truly is. Our bodies can do a lot of things. But if we can take 
control of our thoughts and decide what it is that we want to think, then we can truly alter the 
path that our bodies take, and change the results we get.


Let’s keep going with the Stick Person so we can understand why the mind is so powerful.




Conscious Mind 
“No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.” -Eleanor Roosevelt


Eleanor Roosevelt was correct, and the following information explains why.

To help us understand the mind, Bob Proctor splits the mind into two parts. The upper part 

is labeled with a “C,” which stands for the conscious mind. We can also call this the thinking 
mind or the educated mind. The conscious mind is the part of the mind that interprets the 
world around us. In the conscious mind is where we gather the information that we take in 
through our senses: sight; hearing; smelling; tasting; and touching. This is the part of the mind 
where we take in the physical results we produce, where we make sense of the world around 
us.


In the conscious mind is where we also develop our higher intellectual faculties. These 
include perception, will, imagination, memory, reason, and intuition. It takes conscious effort 
within this part of the mind to develop these higher faculties. In working to develop our 
intellectual factors, we are honing our skills and building the awareness to control the thoughts 
we choose to spend our time with, and we develop the ability to truly choose the thoughts we 
think, and how we interpret the world around us.


It is important to understand that we have complete control over the conscious mind. We 
get to choose what we spend our time thinking about and the images we create in our mind. 
We can choose to dwell on the results as we see them now, or what it is we want in the future. 
The gymnast in the above story uses her conscious mind when she purposefully stops thinking 
about what she doesn't want (to land on her head), and begins thinking about what she does 
want (to land on her feet).


Now, as mentioned above, there are two parts of the mind. “The conscious mind is where 
we gather information, but that is not the part that controls the actions of the body. The 
conscious mind thinks and the subconscious mind executes what’s impressed upon it and 
expresses itself through the body,” according to Bob Proctor and Sandy Gallagher in their 
powerful course, Thinking Into Results. Let’s move on to the subconscious mind.




Subconscious Mind 
“Whatever we plant in our subconscious mind and nourish with repetition and emotion will 

one day become a reality.” -Earl Nightingale 

On the Stick Person diagram, the bottom half of the mind is labeled with an “S.” This 
represents the subconscious mind. This part of the mind is fed by the conscious mind. The 
thoughts that we choose to think and spend time thinking in the conscious mind seep into the 
subconscious mind, and these become the programs that rule our habitual behavior. As 
Proctor points out, nearly all of our behavior is habitual, which means, our behavior is driven by 
the ideas that we have internalized in our subconscious mind, and we generally act according 
to habit — whether it is good or bad.


The feeling that the gymnast in the above scenario had about landing on her head was a 
program in her subconscious mind stemming from her belief that she wasn’t good enough, 
ready enough, strong enough, etc. to do the skill. It was built up over time of thinking thoughts 
of limitation, or perhaps it was caused by a fall in the past. We call these ideas and programs in 
our subconscious mind “limiting beliefs.”


By choosing the thoughts she wanted to spend time with (thinking about what she wanted 
to do), and repeating and visualizing those things over and over, she was able to recondition 
and reprogram her subconscious mind. Notice, too, that she tended to slip back into her old 
programming and patterns once she stopped repeating and visualizing. Old habits and 
programs are hard to stop. We must be diligent, otherwise we all (not just gymnasts) slip back 
into our old ways of doing things. Reprogramming our subconscious mind takes persistence, 
and gymnasts are children. They need the adults who teach them and care for them to help 
them on their journey.


The subconscious mind is full of things that have been programmed into us over time. This 
is why we do things on a habitual basis that we don’t necessarily want to do. But the good 
thing is, by being picky about what we think about in the conscious mind, we can actually 
change the programming in the subconscious mind.


Once we understand the concept of Mind First, then we can move on to the next step of 
the Mind First Map: the Goals, Imagination, Self-Image Cycle. 



Goals, Imagination, Self-Image Cycle 
“Success is the progressive realization on a worthy ideal.” -Earl Nightingale


The next part of the the Mind First philosophy is the part where we spend the most time. It 
is the Goals, Imagination, Self-Image Cycle. This part of the Mind First Map is split into three 
parts, and all of them work together, synchronized, as an important cycle. As indicated in the 
image, success is an ongoing process, one that requires an ongoing cycle. And all three pieces 
must work together in harmony if we are to achieve the results we want to get.


Earl Nightingale’s quote is the absolute best definition of success I have come across: 
“Success is the progressive realization of a worthy ideal.” Success isn’t found in just one place; 
it is the ongoing journey in the way to where we want to go. Our goals provide us an ideal 
endpoint, but the process of getting there, the growth that we experience as a result, paints the 
picture of the success that we become.


In order to begin and continue on the success journey, we must begin and persist in the 
development of ourselves. We must use the three parts of this cycle in tandem in order to 
pursue the destination that we want to reach. When we teach this to our gymnasts, they have a 
more tangible idea of what they need to do to reach their goals. Let’s look at each of them 
individually so we know what they are.




Goals

“Reaching the goal is not success; success is moving toward the goal, and experiencing 

growth.” -Bob Proctor 
Although “goals” come first in the name of this cycle, goals aren’t necessarily the most 

important part. In fact, each of the three pieces in the cycle are just as important as the others, 
and they work together to help you get the results that you seek.


We all need a destination. The first part of the cycle that we talk about is goals. Goals are 
extremely important, as without a goal, one has no direction. In gymnastics, it is fundamental 
that every gymnast has her own goal, and not one that her coach or her parent wants for her. 
As coaches and parents, it is imperative that we ask our gymnasts what it is that they want. 


Every gymnast must have a goal. I can’t count the number of times a team gymnast came 
into my gym from another never having been asked what her goal in the sport was. A goal 
gives a person (not just a gymnast) a destination, a reason, a purpose. But in order to provide 
these things to a person, the goal must be her own. A gymnast cannot be expected to be 
inspired by a goal that someone else has set for her. Her motivation can last for awhile, and 
even seem to really take shape. But eventually, the desire will fade, and the gymnast will feel 
resentful, unmotivated, and burnt out. As Proctor said, “If you’re working without a goal, you’re 
just working.” Nobody wants that.


When I was in fifth grade, I had just finished level 7. I showed talent and natural ability, and 
my mom believed that I had potential. Things were going well for me at my gym. I liked my 
coaches, and my best friend was there. For some reason, though, my mom thought that in 
order to really take off in the sport, I needed to go to another gym where Olympians had 
trained. There was nothing wrong with my gym, and they even had an elite gymnast. But my 
mom had a friend whose daughters went to the “higher-level” gym and she thought that I 
needed to try it out.


I tried it, and I absolutely hated it. I participated for the first week or so, and there was just a 
vibe that I didn’t like. They were nice and all, but they didn’t seem to care what I thought — 
they just pushed. While I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what it was that I did not like about 
the gym, I refused to participate. Looking back, I was never asked what I wanted out of the 
sport, I was never asked what my goals were, I was just expected to conform to their mold. 
They knew what they were doing; they created champions after all.


I didn’t like it. So I stopped going in to the gym. My mom would drive me there, and I would 
refuse to enter the gym itself. I sat in the locker room, refusing to go any further, and I cried, 
and I couldn’t explain to anyone what the problem was. I know now that I was just expected to 
“do it.” I was expected to go along, just like everyone else, and I was expected to work for 
whatever goals they thought were best for me.




I ended up quitting the sport altogether for a year. It really put a strain on the relationship I 
had with my mom. I believe that she thought I was wasting my talent and being stubborn. I 
thought that she just didn’t understand me at all. I found myself deliberately avoiding the topic 
of gymnastics with her all together.


In fact, while writing this book, I finally asked her, 30 years later, what she thought about the 
whole situation. She actually told me that she didn’t like the “new” gym either. She was there 
everyday and heard how the coaches talked to the other gymnasts. She didn’t like how the 
kids were treated. Yet she didn’t tell me that. She didn’t say, “no problem, Mary. You don’t have 
to go back there.” I asked her why she didn’t say anything. She told me that she wanted it to 
be my decision. While I understand the role parents have in teaching their kids to grow up and 
make decisions on their own, I believe that role is trumped by doing what is best for the child. If 
my mom hadn’t wanted me treated that way, then I believe that she should have taken me 
back to my “old” gym.


At the very least, I truly wish my mom had offered me her opinion. Then I would have felt 
like I could talk to her about it. I wish she were there to back me up, to be on my side, and help 
me to figure out what I was feeling. Instead, I thought that she was completely disappointed in 
me, that I should have just wanted to be there, and I honestly didn’t feel comfortable talking 
about gymnastics to her at all. I felt alone, and my only way out was to quit completely. I’m not 
sharing this to cast blame on my mom. I am sharing this because it is all too common in 
gymnastics for parents to sit back and give deference to coaches “who know better” even 
when it is clear that what they are doing could be harmful to a child. I am sharing this because I 
want to give parents the go-ahead to step into the role of being a parent and let you know that 
even if you kid might not appreciate your butting in now, she will in the future. I’m sharing it 
because even if you don’t know gymnastics yourself, so you don’t believe that you don’t know 
how to advocate for your gymnast, just assume your role of parent. It doesn’t matter what 
sport your kid is in. You know how to do what’s right. Trust your gut.


Over my year off, I tried other sports like basketball and soccer, but they weren’t 
challenging enough for me. After awhile, I decided to return to my previous gym. I got right 
back into the swing of things, and competed level 8 the next season. I did really well, and I 
kept pushing myself forward. My mom and I began talking about gymnastics again.


Soon, I decided that my goal was to get a college scholarship to the University of Arizona 
and be a GymCat. I was dedicated to this goal, and I visualized myself attaining it. I had some 
rough patches: injuries, my dad’s illness, more injuries, and a little burnout, but in the end I 
remained dedicated to my goal. It was never anyone else’s goal for me to go to the U of A. It 
was suggested to me that a college scholarship was a possibility, and I did the rest. What a 
difference it made when I was going after the goal that I chose!




The beauty of life is that we get to choose for ourselves. We get to choose the type of life 
we want to live, and we get to decide our path. When that freedom is taken away from a 
gymnast, resentment inevitably follows. It is our human nature to want what we want, to 
choose what we want, and to live the life we want to live. As parents and coaches, it is our job 
to develop this trait in our gymnasts, to help them to figure out their own paths, to help them 
decide what it is that they want to do, and support them by offering our insight. It is not our job 
to take the choice away.


Goal-setting is an important part of teaching a gymnast that she is in charge of her 
gymnastics. The very first step is that she gets to choose where she wants to go with the sport, 
and she is in the driver’s seat. What better place for a child to learn this than in the gym, 
learning a beautiful sport?


As parents and coaches, we also must remember that a gymnast’s mind will change. Her 
goals will change, and that has to be okay with us. I had a gymnast who had incredible tap 
swings. She refused to do giants, even though she could have easily switched her wrists at the 
top of her tap swing and go over the bar. But she didn’t want to do the skill. It wasn’t her goal. 
Although I knew that she could do the skill, and it was what was “next,” it wasn’t what she 
wanted. Although it was hard, I had to be okay with it. My goal for her wasn’t her goal for her. 
And it was her life to live. I gave her my insight as to why it would be beneficial to learn her 
giant, but I had to leave it up to her.


As coaches and parents, sometimes we have to let go so they can grow. We have to 
provide them with our position, but allow them to make a decision. I recently asked her if she 
ever regretted never doing giants, and she said she didn’t. It just wasn’t something that she 
was willing or wanting to do. I believe that if I dug in my heels and insisted that she learn, she 
would have quit rather than being an incredible role-model for the rest of my gymnasts as a 19-
year-old competitor and coach for me. My job wasn’t to force my path on her; my job was to 
guide her on her path.


This concept comes easier to grasp and deal with when we have a philosophy that is 
gymnast-centered. If we know that we are in the gym for our gymnasts to develop into people 
and not just gymnasts, then we know that not everyone is meant to be a gymnast for the rest 
of her life. We know that what we do everyday in the gym not only develops them as athletes, 
but it develops them as human beings and ultimately the well-adjusted adults that they are to 
become. Some gymnasts’ time in the gym ends before others, and that is precisely why we 
need to ensure that we are providing the best care and life-lesson education that we can at all 
levels for our Everyday Gymnasts.


We must encourage goal-setting, and we must encourage our gymnasts to set their own 
goals. But I also believe that we must encourage our gymnasts to set goals for inside the gym, 



as well as for outside the gym. Too many times athletes only identify themselves as athletes, 
and they will not be gymnasts forever. Encouraging well-rounded goal-setting will also show 
them that we are interested in them as an all-around person, a Mind First, and not simply a 
gymnast. (It will help us remember who we are working with too!) 



Imagination

“Imagination is more important than knowledge.” -Albert Einstein 

The next part of the cycle is imagination. Without imagination, it is impossible to decide 
what one’s goal should be. Without allowing ourselves to imagine something different than 
what we have now, how can we even begin to fathom having a bigger, more exciting life? With 
our imagination, we can get a feeling about what our life will be like when our goal comes to 
fruition. And keep in mind, imagination doesn’t go away with age. Adults need to use their 
imagination just as much as children do. Think about all the inventions in this world. They all 
started with a thought in someone’s imagination. Imagination is a faculty that must be 
developed and nurtured throughout childhood and into adulthood.


We often think of childhood and daydreaming when we think of imagination. But it has 
been shown that the imagination is vital to success. Under imagination comes the practice of 
visualization, and this is used heavily in all sports. Gymnastics is no different. Visualization is a 
powerful method for gymnasts to bolster their mental training in the sport. And the beautiful 
thing about using the imagination is that when we visualize, our physical body responds.


So why is the imagination an important part of the Mind First map? Because without 
imagination, we cannot even begin to set goals. If we cannot imagine something different from 
who, what, and where we are, then something new cannot happen. Imagination is key to 
wanting more, being more, and having more. And once we establish a goal for ourselves, 
imagination, through visualization, is the key to reaching it.


I wrote a novella called Mental Block. In the story, the main character has a mental block on 
her giants — she simply won’t go. She doesn’t know why, and it is frustrating her to no end. 
What most people don’t know, is that my novella Mental Block is based on a true event from 
my life.




I was in level 8, and I had really good giants. They weren’t perfect, but they were good, and 
I never had a problem going for them. In fact, I had my giants for over a year. One day while 
doing bars, part of our assignment was to do sets of giants. This was a common assignment, 
and I didn’t think anything of it.


I climbed up on the low bar, jumped to the high bar, did my long hang kip, cast handstand. I 
looked at the low bar as I swung down toward it, I did my tap swing, and my mind went blank. 
When I realized what was happening, I had already flown around the bar circling twice on my 
hips. My stomach was in my throat, and I was shaking in fear. What just happened?! 


My coach said, “Woah, Mar! You okay? That was weird!”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I have no idea what just happened,” I answered. I went back to the chalk 

box, gathered my composure, and got back in line. I certainly didn’t think I would do that again.

But I did. I did the same thing again, and I still had no idea what was going on.

“Try it on the single rail,” my coach suggested.

I honestly didn’t want to do the extra-fast back hip circle from a full-on handstand and tap 

swing again, so I decided to just cast over on my cast handstands so I wouldn’t even have to 
think about trying another giant.


My coach caught on and told me to do everything else in my routine and we would pick it 
up tomorrow; I was just off. I was grateful for the reprieve.


I couldn’t help but feel nervous about my giant all night and all day at school the next day. I 
wasn’t looking forward to practice — especially bars — because I didn’t know what to expect. I 
certainly didn’t want to go through yesterday’s bar practice again! All I could think about was 
messing up. But I didn’t know why.


Needless to say, with all the focus on my not doing my giant, I didn’t go for it again in 
practice. I started to really get nervous that I had lost the skill. My coach suggested that I 
visualize myself doing it. So I sat silently against the wall, and I tried to watch myself doing my 
giant. I couldn’t even do it in my head. What was going on?


Over the next couple weeks, my mind was overrun with not being able to do my giants. I 
didn’t want to go to bars. My other events suffered. I didn’t even want to go to practice. My 
coaches didn’t know how to help me, and they got frustrated. My parents noticed I was 
moping and I couldn’t explain it to them in a way that they would understand. I felt trapped. I 
felt awful.


But my intuition kept bringing me back to visualization. I worked incessantly on seeing 
myself do my giants in my imagination. At first, I kept involuntarily playing the scary cast 
handstand, tap swing, out-of-control back hip circle. It took me awhile, but I finally was able to 
compel my mind to see myself doing a giant. I simply got to that point, and I replayed that over 
and over. And after awhile, I began to believe that I could do it. (Just like in the Stick Person!)




In fact, after two full weeks of not physically doing my giant, I finally had replayed it in my 
mind enough times to know that I was going to do it the next day. I decided that I would do it. I 
was nervous, yes. But I went up on the bar, did my long hang kip, cast handstand, fall towards 
the low bar, giant! I finally went for it! You have no idea the relief that came over me.


I share this story because I truly believe that if I hadn’t been adamant about my seeing 
myself and feeling myself doing my giant in my imagination, I wouldn’t have done it. Earl 
Nightingale said, “Whatever we plant in our subconscious mind and nourish with repetition and 
emotion will one day become a reality.” That is exactly what happened with me. I saw myself 
performing my giant, and I replayed it over and over again. I began to believe in myself, and it 
finally materialized in my physical world.


Our minds are incredibly powerful. Denis Waitley, a psychologist, pervious chairman of 
psychology for the U.S. Olympics sports medicine council, has noted that “We can’t 
differentiate something that we visualize with emotion and repetition from the real thing. We 
store as fact those things that happen in our minds.” He goes on to say that the same muscles 
fire, whether athletes are running the event in real life or in their minds. The brain cannot tell the 
difference. This is why visualization is so incredibly powerful.


I agree with this assessment 100 percent from my experience as a gymnast, a coach, a 
student, a business owner, a writer, a mother, and everything else that I am. What I play in my 
mind comes true in my world. It’s as simple as that. We need to teach our kids to visualize all 
the things that they want and spend time with those things. And stay away from thinking about 
the things they don’t want. The same is true for all of us.




Self-Image 

“Science and psychology has isolated the one prime cause for success or failure in life. It is 
the hidden self-image you have of yourself.” -Bob Proctor


The third part of the cycle is self-image. A positive self-image, or at least one that matches 
the goals we have for ourselves and the imagined life we want to live, is imperative. If we don’t 
have a self-image to match what we want, then we will never get to where we want to go.


Self-image is an essential part of the Mind First philosophy, and a vital part of overall 
success. As John Maxwell said, “People are never able to outperform their self-image.” This is 
so true. If your gymnast isn’t confident, doesn’t believe that she can do a certain skill, or simply 
doesn’t feel worthy, she will not perform well. As parents and coaches, we have the opportunity 
to create an atmosphere where we help our gymnasts form the self-image to match their goals. 


I had a gymnast come to our gym when she was about 12 years old. She had some issues 
with being confident in her back tumbling. From my perspective, she was actually a very good 
tumbler. She just didn’t believe herself to be. As she and I talked about it to try to get to the 
bottom of her issue, it turns out that when she was in level 3 (about 4 years earlier), her 
coaches told her that she was not a good back tumbler. That one comment stuck with her, and 
she played it over and over in her head until she internalized it in her subconscious mind. It 
didn’t matter what I said; she believed it to be true right down to her very core. It affected her 
gymnastics all the way through her career until she graduated from high school. She was never 
able to outperform her self-image.


Just like the coach in the above scenario, some coaches initiate or perpetuate a gymnast’s 
belief that she cannot do something, that she is unworthy of doing something, that she is not 



cut out to win, that she is not cut out to reach her goals, or to do a certain skill, or that she is 
not cut out to whatever.


Gymnastics coaches and parents work with impressionable kids. Most of these kids are at 
an age where they are constantly bombarded with comparisons, thoughts of not being good 
enough, not being strong enough, not matching up, even if the ideas behind these thoughts are 
completely false. The thing about our subconscious mind is that it believes any thought that we 
give it and spend time with, even if it is simply not true. This becomes our habitual way of 
thinking.


As coaches and parents, we must counteract these self-limiting beliefs in our gymnasts by 
creating an atmosphere that nurtures healthy self-esteem, self-worth, and self-image. We need 
to provide an atmosphere and teach in such a way that tells kids that they all have infinite 
potential. All can reach their dreams, and all are valuable. But in order to teach this we must 
believe it, and not just about them — but about ourselves.


I had another gymnast come to me when she was eight years old. She was told by her 
previous coaches that she didn’t have flexible enough shoulders to be a top-scoring gymnast. 
This gymnast still believes that her shoulders are holding her back, even though her flexibility 
has clearly improved over the last six years. But that suggestion by the authority figure, that 
“expert” in her life implanted that seed, and the child believed it, internalized it, and it is now 
what holds her back. Let me be clear: it isn’t her shoulder flexibility holding her back. It’s her 
belief about her shoulder flexibility — her self-image — that is holding her back.


So how do we teach children that they have infinite potential and help them to develop a 
self-image to match? As mentioned earlier, we must first believe it for ourselves. What beliefs 
are holding us back? What false beliefs, programming, and paradigms are we nurturing rather 
than replacing? We must truly believe and teach what Denis Waitley says: “There are no 
mistakes or failures, only lessons.”


Each part of the Goals, Imagination, Self-Image Cycle are equally important. Goals provide 
kids with control over their gymnastics. They give them a sense of ownership over the sport 
they do everyday. Imagination helps the gymnast picture what it will be like to reach her goals, 
and Self-Image must be present, nurtured, and ever-improving in order to reach bigger and 
greater goals. Coaches and parents must be aware of this symbiosis to help their Everyday 
Gymnasts thrive.




Action 
“Act now. There is never any time but now, and there never will be any time but now.” 

-Wallace D. Wattles


After the all-important Goals, Imagination, Self-Image Cycle comes Action. We can have all 
the goals and imagination in the world, and we can be oozing with confidence, but if we don’t 
take action, it is all for naught. Taking the right action is what will propel us toward the goals we 
seek.


Wallace Wattles calls it “Acting in a Certain Way.” Our job as coaches and parents is to 
direct our gymnasts to act in a certain way in order to help them reach their goals. It is not our 
job to force, bribe, or scare our gymnasts into doing certain things. It is our job to motivate 
them to act because they are working towards their goals, not the goals we have for them.


As parents and coaches, we need to teach our gymnasts how to set goals and make plans 
to work towards them. Yes, kids can do these skills on their own when they are self-motivated, 
but imagine just how much more powerful the lesson will be when we are intentional about 
teaching it? It makes a world of difference.


We also need to teach the children in our care the idea of responding versus reacting. Bob 
Proctor says, “When you react you are giving away your power. When you respond you are 
staying in control of yourself.” We want to teach our gymnasts to stay in control of themselves. 
There are many things in gymnastics that can go well and not so well. We must teach our 
gymnasts the appropriate way to act in all of these situations. This begins with how we react or 
respond to situations. And this begins with our belief systems, the underlying philosophy by 
which we view the sport.




As Ayn Rand says, in the wrong environment, “When [a child] makes a mistake, he does not 
ask himself: ‘What do I need to learn?’ — he asks: ‘What’s wrong with me?’” Good parents and 
coaches don’t want your gymnasts to experience this. We want them to experience what it is 
like to make a goal, a timeline, and work to reach it. We want them to believe that they are in 
charge of their own destiny! We want them to internalize the concept that Marva Collins so 
aptly stated, “If you can’t make a mistake, you can’t make anything.”


The absolute best way to show our gymnasts the way is for us to pave the way first. We 
must lead by example. What are our goals? Do we have a plan? What are we pursuing for 
ourselves? Are we working each day to get there? Do we believe that we can accomplish it? 
Do we put ourselves out there and are we willing to make a mistake along the way?


Our kids observe us. They hear us speak about our goals and our dreams. They see us 
when we are optimistic, working hard, expecting more of ourselves, trying hard, and reaping 
the benefits. They also see us when we are disorganized, negative, late to work, disappointed, 
and falling short. They see it all.


As parents and coaches, it is our job to be there to help guide, support, and protect our 
gymnasts. One of the best ways to do this is to be strong leaders, stand up for our convictions, 
stand up for treating kids the way they should be treated (i.e. with respect), even if all of this is 
not within the confines of the traditional gymnastics culture.


Taking a stand for our gymnast (as a parent) and our gymnasts (as a coach) teaches our 
gymnasts how to act in the certain way, to do what is right, no matter what the consequence 
is. We are to a point in gymnastics where more good people must take a stand. What 
gymnasts need to see is the leaders in their lives being leaders, acting in a certain way, and 
doing something because it is right. This is sending the correct message to our kids.




Results 
“Your results are an expression of your level of awareness.” -Bob Proctor 

As mentioned above, gymnastics is 95% mental, but measured in 100% physical results. 
Results are what we are after because that is what we see. The types of results that our 
gymnasts get depend on all the components of the Mind First map leading up to this point. 
This is because, as stated earlier, the body is an instrument of the mind. Now, it is important to 
maintain positivity every step of the way in order to reach the greatest and ideal results. But 
there is a natural law of polarity or opposites. With up comes down. With in comes out. With 
every positive comes a negative. The mind is powerful. And if the attitude at each of the stops 
on the Mind First map are negative, then the results will be negative. On the other hand, if they 
are positive, then the results will be positive. What if they’re mixed? Then we will get mixed 
results. Nothing will be consistent, and frustration will ensue.


It is our job as leaders to help the gymnasts in our care to be as positive on their path as 
possible. We all know that negativity can creep in at times. That is our human side, the 
comparisons, the doubts, the fears taking over. But as leaders we want to be the beacon of 
hope and set a good example for our gymnasts. We want to show them that we believe in them 
so much that they cannot help but to believe in themselves.


I was thrown into coaching with very little training. I took it upon myself to learn as much as 
possible, as quickly as I could. I tried to watch the other coaches and emulate what they were 
doing. The owner coached the boys program and his style was loud, with a lot of corrections. I 
thought this must be the best way to coach, as he had decades of experience with high-level 



gymnasts. I had a good eye for corrections and I found myself moving up to being a pre-team 
coach and having a bigger role in the program. I loved it. I learned as much as I could about 
gymnastics technique and skill progression through books and videos. 

As time passed, I became more frustrated and, honestly, angry as I tried to make the girls 
understand what they were doing wrong. I found myself growing frustrated at, what I perceived 
as their inability to change. What I didn’t understand was that they weren’t the problem; I was. I 
wasn’t really seeing them for who they were as individuals. Not understanding what kind of 
coaching they needed. I needed to care about them as people before I could be able to teach 
them anything. This became painfully clear the day a parent asked for a meeting with me and 
her child. Turns out yelling corrections at children makes them cry all the way home and want to 
quit gymnastics. Her exact words were, “You are telling her good things… but your delivery 
needs work. I want her to feel safe with you and she doesn’t.” Wow! It felt like a gut punch 
because I knew it was all true! I was frustrated and they felt it and I was making them feel like 
they couldn’t do things, which was the opposite of my intention! I was doing it ALL WRONG 
and had no idea. I was damaging these children! It was a big turning point for me. I finally did 
some research on actual teaching techniques and learned some very valuable lessons. Positive 
reinforcements being the most important. I learned the “Sandwich Approach.”  Praise, 
correction, praise. Also the framing of the corrections using positive imagery instead of 
negative. It was so simple. Instead of, “Stop bending your back leg in your slit leap!” I’d say, 
“Great height on your leap, just try to squeeze that back leg a little tighter. Nice toe point.” It 
takes a few more seconds, but makes a huge difference! 

This changed my entire relationship with coaching and with my gymnasts. The team 
became my family and one of the most rewarding experiences of my life. I continued coaching 
for 24 years and I still have close relationships with many of my past gymnasts. I have had the 
privilege of attending their weddings and watching them become moms. 

Coaching became my life and has been a beautiful experience. But I realize it may never 
have been, if that one parent hadn’t stood up for their child or if I hadn’t listened to her. 

All coaches become frustrated at times, just like the coach above. What we do with it is 
what makes the difference. As coaches and parents, we must focus on the way that we are 
speaking to the children in our care, not just to get our message across, but also to be heard in 
the first place. No one likes to be yelled at all the time. This is one reason why gymnasts 
continue to be intimidated by coaches: coaches are unapproachable, concentrating on the 
whole group, and thinking that they are communicating effectively even when they clearly  
aren’t getting the results they want. The results we get are a direct representation of our 



thinking and actions leading up to that point in time. The beauty is, by using the Mind First map 
as a guide, as we change our approach, our thoughts, actions, and attitude, like the cognizant 
and aware coach above did, we can change our results — and the direction of our life as well 
as the lives of those around us.




Next Steps 
• Have Coach Mary speak to your gymnasts, 

parents, and/or coaching staff!

As an author and personal mindset coach (through the Proctor Gallagher Institute), I am 

thrilled to do a seminar or interactive webinar for your gymnasts, parents, and/or coaches. I 
teach the different pieces of the Mind First Philosophy in order to help create a new gymnastics 
culture one gymnast at a time. I believe that if parents and coaches know and understand the 
way that the mind works, then they can more effectively communicate to and with their 
gymnasts so we can make the sport more gymnast-centric and beneficial.


Contact Coach Mary by sending an email to mcreiss@irisblupublishing.com 


• Join the Gym Rats Club Facebook group


• Join the Magnet Mindset Facebook group


•  Check out the Gym Rats Club


• Contact Coach Mary


 

Check out the Gym Rats 
Book Series on Amazon!

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08KRXCPJ4?binding=kindle_edition&ref=dbs_dp_rwt_sb_tukn
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08KRXCPJ4?binding=kindle_edition&ref=dbs_dp_rwt_sb_tukn
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08KRXCPJ4?binding=kindle_edition&ref=dbs_dp_rwt_sb_tukn
mailto:mcreiss@irisblupublishing.com
https://www.facebook.com/groups/gymratsclub
https://www.facebook.com/groups/magmind
https://gymratsbooks.com/gym-rats-club
mailto:mcreiss@irisblupublishing.com?subject=Contact%20Coach%20Mary


Programs & Products 
“DON’T EXPECT A GREAT DAY; CREATE ONE.” -BOB PROCTOR

Gym Rats Club
• Success Saturday group gymnast coaching 

every week with Coach Mary

• Office hours twice per week for gymnasts and/

or parents

• Challenges, workshops, guides, and more!

• Learn more!

For Gymnasts

Fundraising Opportunities
• Sell Gym Rats books, get a piece of the 

profit!

• Sell Magnet Mind Programs, get 10% of 

programs sold!

• For individuals or teams!

• Learn More!

Magnet Mind Development

For Parents and Coaches

• Get started on personal development with 
Six Minutes to Success


• Join the Magnet Mindset Facebook group!

• Contact me to learn about how mindset is 

directly related to the results you and your 
gymnasts get everyday!

http://www.apple.com
http://www.apple.com
https://www.facebook.com/groups/magmind
mailto:mcreiss@irisblupublishing.com?subject=Magnet%20Mind
mailto:mcreiss@irisblupublishing.com?subject=Magnet%20Mind
mailto:mcreiss@irisblupublishing.com?subject=Magnet%20Mind
https://irisblupublishing.com
https://gymratsbooks.com/https-gymrats-clickfunnels-com-squeeze-page1610035147688

