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Background and Purpose: Language, the most important means for sharing information between
sport psychologist and athletes, has a fundamental role in conceptualizing the issues and formulating
interventions. Due to perceptual limitations, initial changes naturally occur in the meaning of the
sensory information that enters the nervous system. The second stage of transforming meanings
occurs when the clients interpret the received information and verbalize it. This paper aims to
evaluate the implications of spoken language in the transformational grammar approach to improve
sports performance by gaining a more comprehensive understanding of the clients and increasing the
effectiveness of the interventions.

Method: This paper is a commentary on the role of language in counseling sport psychology.
Results: This paper introduces the use of transformational grammar and clearing meanings in
language.

Conclusion: Clearing the meanings of the language that athletes use in counseling sessions would
contribute to a comprehensive understating of the actual difficulties that athletes face. Also, clearing
language may prepare the ground for achieving the goals of the particular intervention through raising
self-awareness and reframing thoughts.
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Introduction

ports  psychology  counseling  for
S performance enhancement often begins
outcomes.

with the goal of improving athletic
However, as sessions progress, the

athlete’s focus may shift to other issues, such as
communication difficulties with coaches, conflicts
between sports and personal life goals, or even a
desire to quit competitive sports (1). This shift
highlights the need for sports psychologists to
develop a deeper understanding of underlying issues
(3). Language, as the primary tool for information
exchange, plays a crucial role in this process (4). The
main objective of this article is to examine the
significance of addressing semantic ill-formedness

in language during counseling to enhance athletic
performance.

Method

This study adopts an interpretive-applicative
approach, using transformational grammar (5) to
analyze how athletes verbalize their experiences in
training and competition. The key question is
whether athletes’ verbal expressions accurately
reflect their internal cognitive processes and real-
world experiences.

Findings

Surface Structure: Language serves as the primary
tool for transferring information  during
communication. Athletes rely on language to convey
their thoughts, emotions, and excitements to the
sports psychologist. In transformational grammar,
the information expressed through language is
termed the surface structure (5). As the surface
structure represents the shallowest layer of
information transfer, understanding language’s
capacity to accurately depict an athlete’s real-world
experiences is crucial.  When the sports
psychologist’s sole source of insight into an athlete’s
issue is their sentences, the potential for incomplete
understanding arises. This is due to the
transformation of meaning that occurs when athletes
convert their perceptions of an event into verbal
expressions (5). Sentences are the product of
transforming cognitive processes—encompassing
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perception and interpretation of events—into words.
This cognitive segment, responsible for sentence
production, is called the deep structure (5). Linguists
view the deep structure as the initial mental
representation of a sentence’s syntactic construction
(3). Its primary function is to relay event-based
perceptual  information to  the  athlete’s
consciousness, where it is transformed into sentences
via the surface structure (6). Thus, verbal
information reflects the athlete’s understanding of an
event, but the content expressed through sentences
may not precisely match the perceptions held in the
deep  structure.  Consequently, for  sports
psychologists to effectively influence athletes’
mindsets and performance, they must focus beyond
the surface structure and strive for a deeper
understanding of the underlying cognitive processes.
Deep Structure: Re-establishing the connection
between an athlete’s sentences and their deep
structure enables access to their perceptions,
facilitating a clearer understanding of their
statements (6). Perception and interpretation, as
internal processes, are formed when athletes
encounter external events (7). For instance, an
athlete observing an opponent’s training videos on
social media may infer, based on the training
intensity, that they face a formidable rival. When
discussing  competition-related  anxiety, their
sentences might broadly describe the event as
challenging. Other statements could reflect self-
doubt, sensitivity to referees’ actions, or direct
mentions of a “tough opponent.” The critical aspect
of the latter example is first recognizing the deep
structure that defines “toughness” for the opponent.
The second step involves identifying the source of
the athlete’s information, such as the opponent’s
training video, which amoteAei to event structure (8).
The event structure represents the environmental
experience perceived through the five senses. At this
stage, it is essential to assess how accurately the
athlete’s sentences reflect the external event they
experienced.

Semantic I11-Formedness: Neglecting  the
relationship between surface and deep structures can
lead athletes to equate their sentences with their
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understanding of an event, leaving deeper insights
hidden (6). This disconnection between language
and perceptual processes can result in various forms
of sentence ill-formedness, a focus of linguistic
studies. However, this article emphasizes semantic
ill-formedness, which is particularly relevant for
enhancing the effectiveness of psychological
interventions.

Understanding the deep structure allows sports
psychologists to discern the semantic interpretation
of athletes’ sentences and evaluate their practical
utility. Achieving this requires establishing
connections among three components: surface
structure, deep structure, and event structure (6).
Sentences are shaped by mental processes, which are
influenced by external experiences. Since sensory
information enters the brain in a raw form, athletes
must assign meaning to it to make it comprehensible
(7). This interpretive process acts as a filter, giving
the event structure a unique meaning that
distinguishes it from other experiences. Bandler and
Grinder (6) suggest that these filters create a unique
meaning-assignment process during external events,
forming the athlete’s mindset or deep structure. The
deep structure feeds meaning-laden information into
the individual’s grammar, which is then converted
into sentences via the surface structure. This
transformation is the second stage where meaning
shifts, driven by filters that operate through deletion,
generalization, and distortion, shaping sentence
formation. Thus, an athlete’s understanding of an
experience does not precisely mirror the experience
itself, nor do their sentences accurately reflect their
internal perceptions.

Deletion of Information: Deletion ill-formedness
occurs when information critical to sentence
comprehension is omitted (9). Two common deletion
flaws in sports performance counseling are:
Unspecified Verbs: This flaw appears when details
of a process related to a sentence’s verb are omitted
(9). Countering this involves asking questions to
elicit relevant details. For example:
Athlete: “The previous session’s assignment didn’t
help me.”

Psychologist: “Did you do it?”

Athlete: “Yes.”
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Psychologist: “Please explain how you felt about the
assignment and how you performed it.”

Athlete: “I thought it would help, but I did it mentally
and didn’t use the writing method as you suggested.”
Addressing unspecified verbs helps athletes realize
their descriptions are not precise reflections of their
actions, encouraging performance-based evaluations
over vague generalizations.

Referential Index Deletion: This occurs when
specific nouns (e.g., people or objects) are omitted
(9). For example:

Athlete: “When I enter the dormitory, I feel bad.”
Psychologist: “About what?”

Athlete: “The dormitory kids have specific thoughts
about me.”

Through targeted questioning, the psychologist
identifies the source of the athlete’s feelings (e.g., a
specific person), preventing overgeneralization to
unrelated individuals or contexts.

Distortion of Information: Distortion flaws arise
from altering information meanings, resulting in
inefficient semantic combinations (10). Two types
include:

Cause and Effect: This flaw is evident when an
athlete attributes a mindset or behavior to a specific
event (11). For example:

Athlete: “The referee’s looks upset me.”

Countering involves probing the cause to clarify the
athlete’s interpretation, enhancing their awareness of
how they assign meaning to events.

Complex Equivalence: This occurs when two
concepts are equated as having the same meaning
(11). For example:

Athlete: “The coach reminds me about confidence,
so he doesn’t want me in the lineup.”
Challenging the wvalidity of this equivalence
encourages athletes to provide more detailed
explanations, increasing self-awareness.
Generalization of Information: Generalization flaws
occur when sentence elements extend one
experience’s outcome to Similar events (11). An
example is:

Modal Operators: These are verbs like “must” that
impose  restrictions  (10).  For  example:
Athlete: “A person must respect everyone.”
Psychologist: “What if they don’t in some
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situations?”
This questioning reduces restrictive thinking,
helping athletes consider alternative behavioral
possibilities

Discussion and Conclusion

This article underscores the importance of
addressing semantic ill-formedness in sports
psychology counseling to enhance performance.
Language, as a reflection of thought, serves dual
purposes: communication and cognitive processing
(11). In approaches like Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT), language is
metaphorically equated with the mind (12),
highlighting its role in meaning production (13).
Well-formed sentences enable clearer
understanding, while ill-formed ones hinder
effective  problem-solving. By reconstructing
sentence meanings, sports psychologists can help
athletes achieve a more rational framework for
cognitive and behavioral processes.
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As an interpretive-applicative study, this article lacks
the reliability of controlled research. Future studies
should employ controlled methods to validate these
interventions, enhancing their applicability in sports

psychology.
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