Learning in the Digital Era Assignment 1
Discuss the impact of Early Specialization in Sport  
Sport is a major part of physical activity for children and adolescents. Many children who participate in sports are there for enjoyment and also for health benefits, however there are few children who possess distinguishable talent (Robert 2010). Early sports specialization is limiting the participation of a variety of sports to instead have an intense focus on 1 specific sport, this often leads to children having a profession in sports (Jayanthi 2013). An example of early sports specialization leading to an elite status is the Olympic Champion in trampolining Bryony Page, she has been doing trampolining continually since the age of 9 and has since won European, World and Olympic medals (British Gymnastics, no date). There is a growing trend of early specialization in sport, with more and more children starting specific sports at an early age and progressing into professional sports (Waldron 2020). 

Benefits 
A benefit of early specialization in sport is an improved cardiovascular system from an early age (Rowland 2005). Aerobic training is a good example of physical activity, and this has been shown to have very positive impacts on the function of children's cardiovascular systems (Rowland 2005) the benefit of this is children will have improved blood pressure, better maintenance of blood sugar levels (cardiometabolic health) and reduced risk of chronic diseases such as type 2 diabetes and obesity (CDC 2024). Evidence has shown that aerobic training leads to a lower submaximal heart rate which increases maximal oxygen consumption and decreases body fat, however, due to children having smaller hearts and a lower volume of blood, the benefits are not so substantial but keeping physically fit from a young age will still benefit the children (Kaleth 2010). 
Another benefit of early specialization in sport would be the ability to obtain an elite level of performance through the intense focus on a specific sport and the necessary skills for that sport as mentioned above (Robert 2010). Parents are often the instigators of early specialization in sports as they will put their child into sports, mostly ones they themselves did in their youth, parents will often put children into sports early on in their lives as they believe it gives their child an advantage against other children (Robert 2010). Malina Roberts conducted a study on living environments of talented children which showed “Home environments of the talented shared three characteristics: child-centered - parents channeled their own interests into and were very involved in the activities of the children; concentration on development in the specific endeavor; and emphasis and value on achievement (Robert 2010, P.364-371). 
[bookmark: _Int_VRg9DD7V]A third benefit of early specialization in sports is the social aspect, many adults who participated and specialized in sports as a child found that then and now, they are benefitted in comparison to others because sports reduce stress and anxiety (Greenberg 2021). Early specialization in sport can be socially beneficial because it makes room for lifelong friendships to form, it makes it easier for children to make friends as they have a common interest and can share skills, discuss rules and even disclose any issues to these friends (Puce 2019). It also creates opportunities for skills such as teamwork, creativity and empathy (Hermans 2017). Early specialization in sport allows for children to meet other children who love their sport as much as they do, this creates a common ground for them, especially in team sports such as football, rugby and netball where children can feel empowered by others and develop attributes such as perseverance, critical thinking and determination (Whitley 2018). 

Risks
While there are many advantages and benefits of early specialization in sport, there are also risks, one of the most prominent risks is burnout, this is where an athlete, or sports person has lost their sense of accomplishment, they’re exhausted both mentally and physically and their sport has become less important to them (Raedeke 1997). With reduced confidence and belief in their accomplishments, a sports person will then reflect negative emotions and associations towards their sport leading them to have reduced performance ability (Waldron 2020). Burnout can happen for children who experience early specialization due to overuse injuries, unrealistic expectations and overtraining (Brenner 2007). An overuse injury is when there is repetitive strain on bone, muscles, tendons or ligaments (Brenner 2007). These injuries can be a major issue for children who are involved in sport as there is repetitive long-term stress on the body which can lead to a child or adolescent not being able to participate in sport later in life (Brenner 2007). Unrealistic expectations from parents, coaches and even themselves can lead to anxiety and the child feeling as though they aren’t enough which will also contribute to burnout (Brenner 2007). Overtraining increases the risk of burnout because of the volume of physical activity which can lead to physical and emotional exhaustion (Brenner 2007). 
Another risk of early specialization is increased risk of injury (Merkel 2013). The risk of injury is more likely as a teenager as they will experience more significant growth spurts and other bodily changes (Merkel 2013). Teenagers will often experience pain in their legs, issues with balance, co-ordination and flexibility (Merkel 2013). These can lead to increased risk of injury because often as the bones lengthen at pace the muscles will pull tighter which can lead to injuries such as muscle strains and Osgood Schlatter's (Louw, 2023). Also, when the body must suddenly adjust to new lengths of arms and legs, it can cause balance issues and children may appear to be clumsy which increases risk of injury in many sports such as football and rugby (Louw 2023). 
A third risk is a risk that directly opposes one of the benefits of early specialization. As stated above, early specialization can be good for social development, however, early sports specialization can also be socially isolating (Robert 2010). By committing to a single sport, children may harbor feelings of isolation from their friends because they’ll spend so much time away from them, which will lead to that child then isolating themselves (Robert 2010). There will also likely be a highly competitive tension between children who specialized early in the same sport, this will mostly likely stem from the child's parents pushing their child to be the best and always striving for them to win, this creates a toxic environment for all the children which can also lead to social isolation as they will only have negative associations towards their peers and teammates (Hirsh 20190. Many children who specialize in sports may also be homeschooled so they can attend more training sessions for their sport, this can also lead to issues with social cues and independence (Robert 2010).
Summary 
[bookmark: _Int_64zP979S]To summarize, there are arguments for both the benefits and risks of early specialization. There are arguments that early specialization in sport can be good for a child’s confidence, ability to work in a team and contribute positively to the body's health (Jayanthi et al 2013). However, there are also arguments that early sports specialization is exhausting for children, can stunt social development and can on occasions be harmful to the body (Robert 2010). Sports is a fundamental aspect of children's lives despite the risks of early specialization (Merkel 2013). There are multiple resources and articles available that state the health benefits of children participating in vigorous exercise (Merkel 2013). Many research papers suggest that if sports is well organized and focus on physical activity and fundamentals of sports, early specialization will positively impact a child, giving them a good lifestyle (Merkel 2013). However, if this is not the case and coaches and parents are overly focused on winning and pushing the children in sport, then early sports specialization will produce negative impacts which can be detrimental to a child (Merkel 2013). To conclude, the impact of early specialization in sports depends highly on the sporting and home environment more than it does on the children themselves, children are very resilient but can be influenced by factors such as peers, parents and coaches, this means the impact (positive or negative) is due to key people in those children's lives more than the sport itself (Robert 2010). 
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