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Year After Year T he Cheer Team Is T he Best In RI  
With A Simple, But Not Easy, Formula For Success 

'Everybody knows what they?re signing up for'

H ow  D o T h ey D o I t?

By Er i c W h i te

T he M agic Word Adv i sor

T here?s one constan t in  l i fe -  change. 
Cond i t ions change. D ates change. Class and 
team  roster s change. And let?s not for get 
about the weather . H owever, when  i t  com es 
to the W est W ar w ick H igh  School  
Cheer lead ing Team  there?s one th ing that 
stays the sam e -  the resu l t . 

Sim p ly put: the squad w ins ?  year  af ter  
year .

And of ten  com es the quest ion  f rom  
opposing coaches: ?H ow do you do i t??

T he answer  is sim p le but not easy. 
Cul ture, ded icat ion , a feeder  p rogr am , 
suppor t  f r om  the school , and p r act ice, 
p r act ice, p r act ice. 

?I t  star ts w i th  hav ing a great p rogr am  at 
D eer ing,? says h igh  school  head coach  Tay lor  
Gar gano, who gr aduated f rom  W W H S in  
20 12. ?W e bu i ld  the talen t. W e bu i ld  the 
cu l ture. W e get them  in  the rout ine of  being 
on  a team , being str uctured, being 
d iscip l ined. So by the t im e they com e to 
n in th  gr ade they?ve al ready got a lot  of  sk i l ls 
that  i t  takes to be successfu l .?

And at  the helm  of  that  m idd le school  
squad is Ar iana W i ther spoon , a 20 14 gr ad 

and assistan t coach  for  the h igh  school  team . 
T he m idd le school  squad has won  four  
consecut ive state t i t les and seven  over al l  
since she has been  at  the helm  since 20 14.

T u r n  To Ch eer  Page 8

Mem bers of  t he WWHS Cheer leading Team  hold t heir  
t rophies high af t er  w inning t he st at e's Co-Ed Division 
and Overall St at e Cham pionship at  Rhode Island College 
in March.
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O ne of  the r unn ing jokes th rown  out 
by other  coaches and com pet i tor s i s th is: 
?W hat, do you m ake them  in  a lab?? Gar gano 
said  jok ingly.

T he answer  to that  would  be no, but 
wh i le there is no scien t i f i c for m ula for  
m ak ing cham pions there has to be 
chem istr y. 

Said  Gar gano: ?W e focus on  bu i ld ing a 
bond between  the team , so i t  becom es m ore 
of  a f am i ly. I t  becom es less about sk i l l  and 
m ore about doing i t  for  the love of  the spor t , 
r espect of  the spor t , love of  each  other , love 
of  the sen ior s.?

T he team  actual ly  has two seasons per  
academ ic year. T he f i r st  i s Gam e D ay season , 
wh ich  star ts in  late O ctober / ear ly  N ovem ber. 
D ur ing that season , the com pet i t ions focus 
on  rout ines per for m ed at  spor t ing even ts, 
such  as sidel ine cheer s, band dances, and 
crowd cheer s.

T hen  there is the com pet i t ion  cheer  
season  wh ich  r uns f rom  Febr uar y th rough  
M arch . T hose rout ines are what m ost 
laypeop le th ink of  when  they th ink about  
com pet i t ion  cheer lead ing. T hey are indoor s, 
w i th  m usic and rout ines featur ing what 
W i ther spoon  cal ls ?el i te sk i l ls? wh ich  include 
jum ps, tum bl ing, and stun ts al l  
choreogr aphed in  a two-and-a-hal f -m inute 
rout ine. Team s are scored on  a r ubr ic that  
m easures d i f f i cu l ty, techn ique, and 
execut ion .

?I t  i s two m inutes and th i r ty  seconds 
and that?s i t ,? said  Gar gano. ?You have one 
chance to do i t . T he m en tal  strength  that  i t  
takes to per for m  one t im e is just  cr azy. A lot  
of  our  t r ain ing is on  being m en tal ly  strong.?

And w i th  the t r ain ing com es fat igue 
and in jur ies. Bloody noses, sh in  sp l in ts, 
str ains, sp r ains, and the occasional  d islocated 
shoulder  are not uncom m on . But the 
p ressure, especial ly  dur ing com pet i t ion  
season , i s h igh .

?In  com pet i t ion  season  ?  i f  you?re hur t , 
un less i t?s m ajor , m ajor , m ajor  ?  al l  of  us 
know we?ve just  got  to push  th rough . You?ve 
got to push  for  the per son  next to you. You?ve 
got to push  for  your  coaches, push  for  
your sel f ,? said  Sen ior  Captain  M aya M essina, 
who has been  cheer ing for  six year s and 
doing gym nast ics for  about 12 year s. 
?Push ing th rough  that pain  is just , in  the end, 
i s wor th  ever y th ing.?

Jun ior  Captain  M acKenzie Car rei r a, 
who has been  cheer ing for  11 year s, added: ?I f  
you get taken  out of  the rout ine because 
you?re hur t  ever y th ing has to be changed or  
som eone has to get th rown  in to your  spot. 
Just  [the absence of ]  one per son  m akes the 
equat ion  of  the rout ine not wor k .?

In  the end, however, i t?s al l  wor th  i t .

?Ever y single p r act ice leads up  to our  
nam e being cal led  for  states and for  
regionals,? said  M essina. 

And the rewards are for  ind iv iduals as 
wel l . M essina won  the ind iv idual  t i t le th is 
past com pet i t ion  season  fol lowed by Cor ina 
Blanco, who p laced second. M ya Si lvestre 
(f i f th ), H annah  Brennan  (seven th), H ay l ie 
O 'Connor  (n in th), Aver y L eFor t  (eleven th), 
and M ackenzie O wens (six teen th) also p laced 
for  the W izards.

D oes th e sp or t  get  r esp ect?

Cheer lead ing as a spor t  at  the h igh  
school  level  i s new. I t  has been  recogn ized by 
the Rhode I sland I n ter scholast ic L eague 
since 20 0 7, wh ich  is f ar  younger  than  just  
about ever y other  spor t . T h is begs the 
quest ion : how m uch  do peop le real ly  care 
about and fol low cheer lead ing?

?I  th ink in  the last  f ive year s or  so i t?s 
gotten  better  than  i t  used to be as f ar  as the 
recogn i t ion  but i t?s not exact ly  equ ivalen t to 

Stor y  Con t i n u es N ex t  Page
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other  spor ts l i ke basketbal l  and footbal l ,? 
W i ther spoon  said .

Said  Gar gano: ?I  th ink i t?s star t ing to 
get m ore respect. I  don?t th ink the ath letes 
get the respect that  they deser ve. I  th ink i f  
anyone cam e to our  p r act ice and saw how 
hard  they wor k they would  be shocked.?

T hat wor k includes p r act ices th ree to 
four  t im es per  week in  the f al l  and w in ter  
seasons and cheer ing in  gam es on  top  of  that .

?W e love cheer ing at  the gam es. T hat?s 
the basics of  cheer ing is br inging school  
sp i r i t , br inging the ener gy to even ts. I t?s a lot . 
W e?l l  com e str aigh t f r om  pr act ice ?  we love 
what we do we love being together  as m uch  
as we can  and i t?s just  another  chance for  us 
to show the com m un i ty  what we?re doing,? 
Gar gano said .

T he W izard  Cheer leader s need look no 
f ur ther  than  thei r  own  team  for  val idat ion . 
D evin  Beaul ieu is a sen ior  cap tain  on  the 
cheer  team  and footbal l  team , for  wh ich  he 
was a l inem an . H e has been  doing cheer  since 
eigh th  gr ade and had f ive year s of  dance 
instr uct ion  when  he was younger.

?I  grew up  in  a cheer  f am i ly  anyways so 
I  just  becam e a natur al  in  the spor t  when  I  
cam e in to eigh th  gr ade,? he said .  ?I ?m  a 
l inem an  on  the footbal l  f ield  so you?ve got to 
wor k w i th  those peop le al l  the t im e and 
cheer  i s constan t ly  wor k ing w i th  the sam e 
group  of  peop le and gett ing better  as a team . 
So I  br ing those two together  and use them  
for  both  spor ts.?

I ron ical ly, what the cheer leader s lack 
are f ans to cheer  for  them.

?M y f reshm an , sophom ore, jun ior  year  
we were not the best we st i l l  had peop le at  
our  [footbal l ]  gam es and stu f f . T hat just  
shows that peop le w i l l  com e to watch  a 
footbal l  gam e even  i f  i t?s not the best team  
p lay ing, but cheer-w ise, you don 't  r eal ly  see a 
lot  of  studen ts go to a cheer  com pet i t ion ,? 
Beaul ieu said .

But the num ber  of  team s com pet ing at  
the h igh  school  level  seem s to be on  the r i se.

Accord ing to Gar gano and 
W i ther spoon  par t i cipat ion  in  the spor t  has 
been  increasing. I n  f act , they say, som e 30  
team s com peted at  the h igh  school  level  th is 
past com pet i t ion  cheer  season . 

?T he num ber s are going back up , 
wh ich  is great,? W i ther spoon  said . ?Team s are 
gett ing better . A lot  of  team s are star t ing to 
catch  up  to us, wh ich  hasn?t been  done in  a 
wh i le ?  hopefu l ly, m ore schools w i l l  com e 
out of  the woodwor k and star t  creat ing 
team s.?

For  that  to happen , schools need 
suppor t . Gar gano and W i ther spoon  said  that  
the suppor t  they have received f rom  Ath let ic 
D i rector  Greg Kor t i ck has been  v i tal .

?M r. Kor t i ck does ever y th ing he can  to 
m ake us suppor ted  and feel  the sam e as any 
other  spor t  at  th is school  and we would  not 
be able to do th is w i thout h im ,? said  Gar gano, 
who added that techn ical ly  the spor t  i s not 
regu lated  by the RI I L  so i t  i s up  to the 
var ious schools' ath let i c d i rector s to 
deter m ine the level  of  f und ing for  cheer  
team s. 

So far  the suppor t  has paid  of f , as the 
h igh  school  team  has won  17 d iv ision  and 
state t i t les in  the Gam e D ay and Com pet i t ion  
seasons -  the m ost of  any Rhode I sland team . 
And as th is school  year  ends 10  sen ior s w i l l  
gr aduate, includ ing M essina, who w i l l  at tend 
(and cheer  at) T he Un iver si ty  of  
M assachusetts-Am her st  in  the Fal l . 

N ext year  the team  looks to rebu i ld  -  
som e m igh t say reload -  the roster . N o m atter  
who is on  the team  the goal  rem ains the 
sam e, accord ing to Gar gano.

?Ever ybody knows what they?re sign ing 
up  for  when  they jo in  our  p rogr am . T hey 
know that the standards are h igh . T hey know 
that the p ressure is h igh . T hey know that the 
sk i l l  and the talen t are h igh  ?  the team  
doesn?t m ess around. T hey have expectat ions 
that they wan t to ach ieve and they?re going to 
do what they need to do to ach ieve those 
th ings.? 
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