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Mind, Body, and the Cheer Spirit 

By Emily Anderson 


Snap! Crackle! Pop! That’s the energetic feeling I get from speaking with Nancy McDowell and Kelly Miniclier, the dynamic duo who own Freedom Athletics in Rockledge, Florida. They’ve known each other for years, McDowell once coached Miniclier, and opened the gym together in 2003. These two cheer-ladies bring their own unique energy and style to the world of competitive cheerleading. For both gym-owners, making sure their athletes are successful on the mat isn’t the only they care about. Teaching them how to be healthy in mind, body and spirit is an integral part the entire program.



Speaking with McDowell and Miniclier over the phone, I could hear people bustling around in the background, their chattering voices coming and going—“It’s our anniversary,” explained McDowell, “There’s a cake, and we’re all going to sing Happy Birthday to celebrate.” If this sounds like the kind of thing one might experience at home, it makes sense; After all, this is exactly how McDowell and Miniclier describe their gym—as a home. In fact, it seems that Freedom Athletics is the kind of place a lot of the kids probably call their “home away from home.” Creating this warm atmosphere while making strides on the competitive cheer circuit was the goal when they opened three years ago; “We named it freedom for a reason—we wanted to create something different that what was already out there,” says MacDowell.

Giving Props



So, how does a super-competitive gym (they’ve taken first or second in practically every competition) keep their athletes motivated, healthy and happy? Experience, says Miniclier and MacDowell, because both spent years as cheerleaders themselves. Miniclier began cheering at a very young age, and later competed at Florida State, and went to Nationals. She really sees things from the competitive cheerleader’s point of view. McDowell, who started cheering when she was in High School, which helps her relate to the older athletes. Perhaps because of their experience cheering, both women know the importance of teamwork, and they are quick to acknowledge the value of their talented staff. Miniclier says their coaches, “Are so important to our success, they all have cheered, which is why our motto is ‘Cheerleaders Who Train Cheerleaders.’” 

Empowerment



Both ladies credit cheerleading with helping them persevere, and succeed in life. “I would not have the confidence I have now without my experience competing,” Miniclier explains, “The ability to interact with people and being able to be outspoken and a leader has all come from my many years of cheerleading.” McDowell credits cheerleading with helping her overcome obstacles, such as when she had difficulty having a child (she is now a proud mom to one year old Alanna). They stress the fact that the Freedom program aims to empower athletes to be positive a no matter what adversity may come their way. As McDowell says, “We may not always win, but we know that when you come out of this program, if you were shy, you won’t be shy anymore; if you aren’t fit, you will be fit; If you are insecure, you will have self-confidence.”  

A Healthy Approach 



Perhaps McDowell’s own background in dealing with health issues—she had congenital glaucoma at a young age, which left her blind in one eye—has made her keenly aware of the importance of good nutrition. “We have a nutritional program because we want to teach parents and kids both how to have a healthy lifestyle.” As Miniclier says, “We want our kids to get life lessons here, so they will have success throughout their lives, and not just on the mat.”



In my estimation, some of the same qualities that make a great cheerleader are what make McDowell and Miniclier successful gym owners. Even at the end of a long workday, they are excited, passionate, and energetic about their business, and about cheerleading itself. Apparently, that energy is contagious—they just heard that another former Freedom athlete is coming back to coach. Obviously, McDowell and Miniclier are an inspiration to their students and staff. When asked who they themselves consider to be an inspiration, they both say, “Our Dads, because without their support, financial and emotional, we wouldn’t be in business. Thanks Dad!” So it really is just one big happy family after all.

[box]

The Freedom Athletics Family

Donna Schaefer

Has over 20 years of coaching experience, has many national titles under her belt, and she’s a great motivational speaker, problem-solver for the athletes.

Jay Mitchell

Has a contagious energy, and as the all-star director, oversees tumbling and choreography. He’s a former college cheerleader himself, and brings a lot of fresh ideas to the program.

Destinie Lake

She takes working with kids to the next level—she’s majoring in education and is a role-model and leader for the athletes.

Jennifer Watts

Her all-star background and competitive college career instills confidence, and she coached the all-girl stunt team that was undefeated this past season.

Steve Vallante

Is the on-site personal trainer, makes sure the athletes have effective strength and training workouts to improve skill, and an overall healthy lifestyle.

Krissy Jeffords and Alexia Carew

Both have years of experience coaching the youth league, and brought Freedom a national championship win this past season.
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