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Let’s Start with Problem One

• We seem to have the “Haves” and the 
“Have-nots”



The “Have-nots”
• Over the past three decades,                       

the incidence of childhood                     
obesity has tripled, with one in three children 
now being considered obese

• This decline in physical activity attributed to 
increased car transport, more time in front of 
the screen, and limited access to recess, PE 
programs, and decreased funding for after-
school programs

• African American and Hispanic communities 
are the hardest hit



The “Haves”

• Athletes who come from medium incomes 
over $70,000 and private insurance are 
more likely to specialize early

• Moreover, these suburbanites who utilize 
private facilities are encouraged to 
participate year-round



And Hence Problem Two
• This environment often fosters the concept 

of Early Sport Specialization and the 
Single Year-round Sport



What is Meant by Early Sport 
Specialization?

• Generally we’re talking about a child who 
is junior high age or younger

• Participates in intensive training or 
competition at least 8 months out the year 
in a single sport

• Often to the exclusion of other sports and 
activities



Some Truths Based on Research

• Specialization in sport is a by-product of 
the privatization of sports, and changes in 
parenting Coakley 2010

• Children who specialize too early may fail 
to develop a base of strong motor skills 
conducive to later development and 
participation in healthy active lifestyles        

Branta 2010



• It’s the quality of instruction through good 
coaching – not the quantity – that most 
profoundly influences young athletes 

Brylinski 2010
• Sports psychologists have noted that early 

specialization can lead to burnout, loss of 
motivation, and emotional stress 

Gould 2010



Why Does it Happen?



Privatization of Sport
• We all want to be great parents
• However – more single parent and dual-

income families
• A reduction in quality time has been 

replaced by structured activities outside 
the home



The Recipe for Change
• Couple that with the increased fear of 

unsupervised play
• The amplified visibility of professional 

athletes
• Decreased funds for public sports and 

other after-school activities
• Has resulted in the            

Institutionalization of                     youth 
Sport



Playgrounds, parks, and public schools have 
been replaced by private clubs and travel 
teams



The Clubs Have No:
• No academic gates
• No recruitment or residential guidelines
• No restrictions to season length
• No restrictions on number of games or 

schedule



• Emphasis for the sports experience is now 
measured in terms of improved skills
– Especially in relation to the skills of others –

as opposed to imparting values
• Sports Satisfaction surveys reveal that 

“having fun” is the main reason children 
participate
– However, the parents’ perception of why their 

children like to play sports is win and advance



My Kid is My “Meal Ticket”
• With rising college costs many parents see 

sport as an investment in their child’s 
future

• The concept of college scholarships, and 
even professional careers, becomes a 
primary motivating factor

• The more money invested at an early age 
on travel team, expensive equipment, and 
private lessons should bring an increased 
future return on the investment



And It’s Also Happy 
Hour for Parents

• Many parents develop strong                         social 
relationships with other parents 

• Like mindsets are reinforced by their parental peers
• Following their child’s team around the country 

becomes a family event, a financial commitment, 
and often, a social obsession – often to the 
detriment of the other siblings and the family as a 
whole



It’s Turned into a Big Business
• Youth sports now account for over $7 billion 

in travel alone – CNBC 2012
• When corporate profits and private club 

survival come together, a potential conflict of 
interest in apparent – and hence the 
“Pyramid”



The Pyramid
• Starts with many beginners and low level 

of commitment around the age of 5 or 6
• Around age 8, a more competitive 

environment is born
• By age 12, competitive tournaments and 

extensive travel schedules are often the 
norm

• The older teams are fewer in number and 
more expensive



Dropout
• Approximately 50% of all kids who 

specialize early drop out of the sport by 
age 14 Woods 2011

• Players who are cut rarely return
• Other interests, injuries, and poor 

coaching behaviors eliminate others
Stewart 2013



The Club’s Solution to the 
Dilemma

• Maintain a high number of younger kiddies
• Maintain high “dues” amongst its younger 

members via longer seasons and more 
games

• Maintain the pressure that your kid will “fall 
behind” if they don’t participate for the 
whole season (fall, winter, spring, 
summer)



And That’s How the Year-
Round Sport was Born



Let’s Talk About the Reality of 
Scholarship

• Many parents spend more in a year on 
competitive youth sports than scholarship 
athletes receive in a year

• Despite this many parents pressure their 
kids to spend more time on sports than 
academics



Every Kid’s a Winner!
• About 2% of high school seniors receive 

athletic financial assistance
• On average $11,000 per year at D1 

colleges NCAA 2014
• Many sholarships are partial,         

renewable based on                 
performance, grades, or                           
linked to majors



Why Not Shoot for the Moon?
Sport Youth Varsity College Pro % Col/Pro

Basketball 6,231,000 541,130 15,874 440 2.9/0.03

Soccer 5,400,000 330,044 18,221 268 5.7/0.08

Baseball 6,836,000 453,055 25,938 1200 5.6/0.46

Football 2,867,000 1,029,435 57,593 1643 5.8/0.09

NCAA 2014



Let’s Talk About Injury Facts
• The National Center for Sports Safety 

reports that 3.5 million children age 14 
and younger receive medical care for 
sports injuries each year

• 2/3 of sports injuries seen                        
in ER’s involve children

• 67% of injuries occur                          
during practices 

• 2 billion spent per year
• Risk of injury in sport vs.                       

free play is 2:1



ACL Tears Have Been on the Rise
• We already know that females are at a 2 

to 7-fold increase in risk for ACL injuries
• I have personally seen a trend in my 

practice with more and more junior high 
athletes tearing their ACL’s



And Luckily We’ve Found a Way to 
“Fix” ACL’s of these Youngsters



Tommy John Surgery has 
Skyrocketed



And That’s Been Great for Us 
Orthopedic Surgeons

• We can repair a lot of 
these kids

• Collagen-impregnated 
Biologic tape to both  
support the ligament  
repair and advance  
healing

Dugas and Savioe



But Then Came Problem Three
And Covid Sidelined Everything



What was Supposed to be 
a 7th Inning Stretch…



Became a Really Long 
“Rain Delay”



The Haves and Have Nots Were 
All in the Same ‘Boat’ Now



What Did I See Emotionally?
• Kids seemed a bit “lost”
• Isolated from their friends, their teams, 

and life as they knew it
• It was hard for them to get used to sitting 

still compared to the normal “rig amoral” 



It Spawned a Little Research 
Project

• Observational/questionnaire 
study looking at the effects 
of being sidelined on 
adolescents

• Including those elementary 
and junior high kids who 
watched their elder sibling 
high schoolers return to 
sport – while they were 
ignored…



What Did I See Physically?

• Not a Whole Lot!



And What Did I See that Just 
Didn’t Make Sense





One Positive – This Break in the 
Action Allowed Families to Rethink 

“What’s Important”







What I Did I See Once Things  
Started Up Again?



Little Leaguer’s Elbow



Jumper’s Knee



Moving Forward
• Hopefully some 

families are taking 
a More Balanced 
Approach



And as Our Kids Do Actually 
Get Back in the Game

• Plenty of Stretching
• And Plenty of Warm-up
• Plenty of Practice



The Pitching ‘Rule of Ones’
• One Game at a time…
• One Day at a time…
• One Hundred Pitches is the 

upper limit
• One Position at a time…
• One Team at a time…
• At least One Other Organized              

Sport or One Season Off
• One complaint of Arm Pain or 

Tiredness equals One Week Off

J Guettler, May 2013



Lower Extremity Injury Prevention 
Programs are Effective



Sport Diversification is Great!



• Recommended that children participate in 
a wide variety of activities, develop a wide 
range of skills, and avoid specialization 
until at least puberty

• The benefits of youth sport are often 
negated by an overemphasis on 
competitive success leading to overuse 
injuries and burnout 



Tommy John
• Refuses to give pitching lessons during 

the winter
• “What parents don’t understand – and 

will never understand – is it makes no 
difference whether you start at 8 or 18.  
I can take a kid who has never pitched 
in his life until 17.  By the time he is 19 
he will throw as well as the kid who 
has been pitching since he was 
8…and with less wear and tear on his 
arm”



Peyton Manning
• Basketball, baseball, and football were 

always part of his household
• He attributes his early athletic development 

to the “shared family enjoyment of all of 
these sports.”



Michael Jordan
• Michael Jordan’s first love 

was baseball
• He picked up basketball 

as a second sport to follow 
in the footsteps of his 
older brother

• As a sophomore in high 
school, he didn’t make the 
varsity team due to 
“limited skills” and “size”



Abby Wambach

• Starred in basketball in high school
• Did not truly specialize in soccer until her 

freshman year at the University of Florida



Last Year’s NFL Draft
• 30 of the 32 First-round draft picks from 

this year’s NFL draft played multiple sports 
in high school



Parents Need to Get a Clue



Coaches Need to be Honest



And We Need to Let Kids Be 
Kids 

(Little Rascals)





Thank You




