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A big thank you to Dan Gould for taking time to speak with PCA partner organizations from 

across the country and in Canada about premature specialization and the pressures that parents, 

coaches and athletes feel to focus on one sport at such a young age. 

 

 

Dan is the Director of the Institute for the Study of Youth Sports 

and Professor in the Department of Kinesiology at the Michigan 

State University.  He is also a member of PCA’s National Advisory 

Board.  A sport psychology specialist, Dan has served as a 

consultant with the U.S. Ski Team, NASCAR pit crews and drivers, 

professional tennis players and numerous Olympic athletes.  He has 

been heavily involved in coaching education.  Dan has also served 

on the U.S. Olympic coaching development committee for over 10 

years and co-chaired the sport science and technology committee. 

Currently, he serves as vice chair of the USTA Sport Science and 

Coaching Committee. Actively involved in research, Dan has 

studied the stress-athletic performance relationship, sources of 

athletic stress, athlete motivation, youth sports issues, and sport 

psychological skills training use and effectiveness.  Current projects focus on the role of parents 

in tennis success, the benefits of youth sports participation and psychological talent development 

in athletes.  

 

 

THOUGHTS ON SPECIALIZATION FROM DAN GOULD 

 

Clarification between “specialization” and “premature specialization” 

• There’s nothing wrong with specialization for the right person under the right 

circumstances. 

• Premature specialization with kids focusing on a single sport at younger and younger 

ages with year-round training is where the concern lies.  Sometimes referred to as the 

professionalization of youth sports. 

 

Research that is out there about premature specialization isn’t great 

• Research looks at professional athletes and shows that a lot of them played multiple 

sports. 

• Still a lot more research to be done. 

 

Big Concerns about premature specialization in terms of what we do know 

• Overuse injuries (i.e. baseball elbow, swimmers elbow). 



 

• Burnout.  Kids are withdrawing from activities that they formerly enjoyed because of 

stress. 

 

Argument against premature specialization 

• Kids need to develop skills. Just because a child might be good at a certain sport doesn’t 

mean he/she will like it.  Need to try different activities to see what they’re passionate 

about. 

• Developing a wide base of motor skills is very important, and you get that from playing a 

wide variety of sports and doing many different activities. 

• Exposure to multiple coaches and teams enables a child to learn to deal with different 

types of situations. 

 

The struggle for parents 

• Parents feel the need to “keep up with the Joneses.” 

• Early specialization can give children an advantage at a young age and help them get into 

certain clubs or play on certain teams.  While this early advantage may be true, a lot 

times the negative effects don’t show up until later in their youth. 

 

The final verdict 

• In the end, it’s not a matter of do or don’t specialize. Rather, expose kids to multiple 

activities, while not over scheduling, and then narrow them down gradually as they get 

older. Perhaps by the time a child reaches middle school, he/she is playing 3-4 sports, and 

when high school comes, they focus on 1-2. 

 

 
QUESTIONS/COMMENTS FROM CALL PARTICIPANTS 
 
QUESTION/COMMENT: 

Jim Thompson, Executive Director, PCA 

High school athletes are feeling increased pressure to train year round in their respective sport, 

but it seems like they should be able to play multiple sports if they want to without it affecting 

their standing on a team, etc.  Any thoughts on that? 

 

RESPONSE: 

The pressure definitely exists to do so.  Baby boomer era coaches are retiring, 

and a lot of the younger coaches today don’t necessarily have physical 

education backgrounds the way a lot of the older coaches did.  The worry is 

that these coaches don’t realize the importance of having really good 

fundamental motor skills in place, which is achieved through cross training 

and being involved in many sports and activities. 

 

QUESTION/COMMENT: 
Ulf Lilienthal, Pequannock Soccer Club, NJ 
One of the challenges or realities seems to be that a lot of the competitive leagues are extending 

to year-round play, so if your team doesn’t, then you fall behind or parents start to feel like they 

aren’t getting their money’s worth.  In that situation, if you do go to year-round play, is there any 

way for coaches to prevent overuse injuries?  

 
 
 



 

RESPONSE: 

Communication and education might be part of the answer.  A lot of kids play the 

sport one season at school and the other with a non-school club.  It’s important for 

school administrators to bring the non-school or club administrators in to make 

sure they are aware of what they are each doing.  Also, providing basic education 

to parents about the benefit of being involved in a variety of activities can help. 

 

QUESTION/COMMENT: 

Courtney Nolan, Sr. Account Manager, PCA 

Even if coaches are playing year-round, there are lots of things that they can do at practice to 

introduce various muscle groups and help kids develop a wide motor skill base.   

 

RESPONSE: 

The great coaches in different sports switch it up when they see their team is tired.  

It’s important to educate coaches about having more variation in what they do. 

Building on this, overuse or fatigue doesn’t always show right away.  If a child 

specializes at age six, he/she might be better than other kids early on, but the 

negative effects don’t show up until later. 

 

QUESTION: 

Tina Syer, Associate Director, PCA 
When is the right time to specialize and who should make that choice? 

 

RESPONSE: 

It varies with different sports. For example, figure skating and gymnastics are 

early specialization sports with champions around 15-16 years old. On the other 

hand, some wrestlers may not peak until they are 28. As far as who chooses, it 

should be a team decision--parents, coaches and input from the kid, as well. They 

should all be involved in the discussion.  

 

QUESTION: 

Jim Thompson, Executive Director, PCA 
Is there an age we can tell our partners in terms of when it’s too early to specialize?  Does the 

research support the idea that up until age 12, kids should not specialize? 

 

RESPONSE: 

The general consensus would support that.  But the important thing also is that 

we’re all speaking the same language with specialization versus premature 

specialization.  A child may pick a certain sport up at an early age, but does 

he/she continue to do other activities, as well? 

 

QUESTION: 

Paul Barrie, Orinda Baseball Association, CA 
Doesn’t specialization sort of seem like a generational theme?  Isn’t it hard to argue against 

some of it these days? 

 

RESPONSE: 

It’s harder to argue against and we have to argue against it more!  We see kids 

starting competitive sports at a younger and younger age and to some degree it’s a 

result of the success of sports entertainment with big time college or professional 



 

sports that filter down.  People are getting misinformation from the media and 

parents are starting to push their kids at a younger age.  You see youth sports 

championship coverage on TV way more than in the past and parents end up 

wanting to make t-ball and youth soccer the World Series or the World Cup. 

 

QUESTION: 

Paul Barrie, Orinda Baseball Association, CA 

We’ve seen arm injuries in kids as young as ten years old, which is shocking.  You are still under 

the impression, because it used to be that way, that kids are playing multiple sports.  How do you 

prevent overuse injuries? 

 

RESPONSE: 
From the medical standpoint, people are really concerned that these injuries are 

happening to kids at such a young age.  With something like pitching in baseball, 

use pitch counts to make sure they don’t overdo it.  A big education component 

for coaches is the balance of overload AND recovery time.  Just plain overdoing it 

is counterproductive for talent development.  There might be a short-term 

advantage, but there are long-term negative outcomes. 

 

QUESTION: 

Courtney Nolan, Sr. Account Manager, PCA 

What are some warning signs that parents and coaches can look for in terms of burnout or other 

negative things associated with premature specialization? 

 

RESPONSE: 

For younger athletes, parents should monitor lethargy, complaining, losing 

enthusiasm and just physically noticing that their child doesn’t have that power in 

their stride.  Coaches can also look for physical signs.  In swimming, check a 

resting heart rate in the morning.  It’s important for parents and coaches to be able 

to distinguish between bad pain and good pain.  Is it the pain of conditioning or 

overuse pain?  Coaches can also use their captains as a feedback mechanism to 

get a feel for how the team is doing.  Most kids are not going to come out and tell 

a coach, so you need to establish good communication lines. 

 

 

RELATED LINKS: 
 
Institute for the Study of Youth Sports at Michigan State University: 

http://ed-web3.educ.msu.edu/ysi/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We look forward to continued participation from you and other  

PCA Partner Leaders in future Leadership Roundtables. 


