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You can’t put a limit on anything.

The more you dream, the farther you get.

Michael Phelps
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What Makes Michael Phelps

When Magic Phelps made big splashes at the Beijing Olym-
pics, everybody believed he was a genius. Surely he is. But a
genius is also human. And there are three rules in the realm of
human: 1. everyone has weaknesses; 2. everyone has strong
points; 3. growing up, though, takes time.

Even if you’ re Michael Phelps. And her mother knows this
best.

Starting with preschool, teachers complained: Michael
couldn’ t stay quiet at quiet time, Michael wouldn’ t sit at circle
time, Michael didn’ t keep his hands to himself, Michael was
giggling and laughing and nudging kids for attention.

As he entered public school, he displayed what his teachers
called “immature” behavior. His grades were B’ s and C’ s and a
few D’ s. “In kindergarten I was told by his teacher, ¢ Michael

can’ t sit still, Michael can’ t be quiet, Michael can’ t focus,’”
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recalled the Fish’ s mother, Deborah, who was herself a teacher
for 22 years.

At 9, Michael was diagnosed as having A. D. H. D. — atten-
tion deficit hyperactivity disorder. Besides, he grew like crazy,
but not evenly — his ears looked huge, and when he ran, his
arms swung below his knees. (He was on his way to being 6 feet
4 inches tall with an arm span of 6 feet 7 inches. ) Kids bullied
him, laughed at his lisp and big ears, and when he whacked one
on the school bus, he was suspended from the bus for several
days.

Who could know then that such a kid would become today’ s
PHELPS? But it had nothing to do with gift.

In the meantime when he was ignored, criticized, mocked
" and bullied, Michael the swimmer had appeared. The elementary
school tesher — who commented Oh, he’ s not gifted’ — would do
anything to eat her word. Bom in a swimming family, he did
have the gift. Ms. Phelps watched the boy who couldn’ t sit still
at school sit for four hours at a meet waiting to swim his five mi-
nutes” worth of races. He always did his swimming homework. In
high school, they’ d send tapes from his international races. And
Michael would say, “Mom I want to have dinner in front of the
TV and watch tapes. ” Then the two would sit and he’ d critique
his races.

Now that Michael had found his life’ s interest and attention
focus, the rest of the story seemed simpler. By 10, Phelps was
ranked nationally in his age group. By 15, he was at the Olym-
pics; at 16 he had his first world record; and by 19, at the 2004
Olympics, he had won 8 medals, 6 of them gold. And in Bei-
jing, 2008, he swept gold medals and in all the 8 events he took
part in and amazingly broke 7 world records.

But Phelps wouldn’ t get caught up on these past glories.
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Michael was 15 years old the day he returned home to Rod-
gers Forge from his first Olympic Games in 2000. He had fin-
ished 5th in the 200 — meter butterfly in Sydney, Australia, even
though he was mostly ears and arms at that point, and it seemed
as though life could not get any better.

His coach, Bob Bowman, was driving him home from the
airport, and when he turned down Phelps’ street, Phelps saw
something that made him smile. His mother, Debbie, had blan-
keted his house with banners and American flags to celebrate his
return. It looked more like a shrine than a family dwelling. The
stern coach was furious. “ Debbie, take those down! We don’ t
need those up. There is so much more that’ s going to happen.
We can’ t do this for everything. ”

Since that day, Michael Phelps has never been big on self -
reflection. He rarely, if ever, looks at the gold medals he’ s
won. He doesn’ t think much about past accomplishments or
dwell on the forces that shaped him into the man he is today. He
knows that he has to keep going, and keep working hard to prove
his worth, as if he were still that bullied kid who was sneered and
scolded.
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