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Discuss the impact of early specialisation in sport.
Early specialisation has become extreamly popular in recent years (Côté, Lidor & Hackfort, 2009), and is driven by the persuit to become an elite athlete, but also from inflence from professional athletes and role models and the increased level of competitiveness in youth sports. Those who support and campaign for early specialisation in sport argue that it can lead to faster skill acquisition and development and that it can also increase chances of performing at an elite level which is every young athletes dream and goal. However, it has been suggested by those against early specialisation that it has negative physical and psychological effects on young athletes, inlcuding burnout, injury and loss of interest from the sport. This essay will discuss the impact of early specialisation in sport on young athletes and will explore both positive and negative arguments and research within this matter.
Wiersma (2000) defined early specialisation in sport as the sole participation in one sport all year round, with the focus of improving in that one area and to become elite. Whilst Anderson and Mayo (2015) defines it as the early participation in one sport from a young age, with the aim of developing competivtively. Children in schools are encouraged to take up as many sports as possible when they are younger so that they have a wider skill set. This is because it is believed that a child needs to aquire more skills and a vast amount of experience in different sports to be able to decide their preferred sport and to excell in it (Anderson and Mayo, 2015). Playing a mixture of sports from a young age can help a child learn how to adapt to certain scenarios throughout life, and teaches them resiliance which can be applied in adult life situatons, both of which an young individual will not gain from playing just one sport as a child (Sport, Exercise, and Performance Psychology, 2012). Playing more than one sport not only helps develop adaptibility and resiliance, but also helps enhance their cognitive skills too. Biddle (2003) supports this by stating that participation in multiple sports improves problem solving and decision making as the child has to learn how to stretegise during different game or play scenarios. These skills would not be developed as quickly if the child only specialised in one sport because the situations and game plays would always be the same.
Accoprding to the National Institute of Health [hereafter NIH],(2024), there is no direct evidence that early specialisation and intence training at a young age improves the likelihood of achieving an elite status. Instead, it increases the risk of injury and psychological stress to the young athlete, which therefore leads to them quitting sports at a young age (NIH). Intense training and competition at a younger age can lead to emotional burnout, as well as physcial burnout (Gould and Whitley, 2009). This is because the young athlete can become so focused on their performance and winning, that they become socially isolated and shit themselves off from the real world. Physical and emotional burnout can not only lead to injuries at a young age, potentailly causing permenant damange to young athletes (Brenner, 2016), but it can also cause the young athlete to lose interest in the sport and threrefore leading them not playing any sport at all which in some cases, is the only way a young individual can release themselves and be themselves (Gould and Whitley, 2009), potentially resulting in them losing friends and their friendship circle or gaining weight. Early specialisation can also hinder the development of further skills such as co-ordination if their sport isn’t co-ordination orientated, a skill which can be beneficial in the long run (Baker and Young, 2014). If a young athlete or child does not develop a range of skills, they can find that they have huge poroblems when it comes to finding jobs and applying different skills to different scenarios in the work place (Wei & Sotiriadou, 2023). Jayanthi et al., (2013) suggests that early specialisation can lead to imbalanced development in different muscle groups which can have a huge impact on a young child or athlete and their future health. This lack of balance throughout the body can affect the young athletes overall performance, but can also increase their risk of injury. Repeatedly performing the same movement and skill will unboubtably strengthen certain muscle groups that are being used, however, this also creates weaknesses in those muscle groups not being used, which then later causes problems in the future. 
However, Côté and Fraser-Thomas (2007) discuss the effect of how focusing and specialising in one particular sport can lead to faster skill acquisition because it means the child spends more time perfecting individual skills and mastering certain techniques with coaches that are able to pin point certain flaws, as supposed to trying to perfect a variety of skills for different sports with different coaches, which in itself takes a lot longer. When a child or young athlete takes the time to learn and perfect a handfull of skills, it means that they can kndentify when they are incorrectly permorming the movement so they become a lot more self aware, which can impressed specialised coaches (Myer et al., 2015).  Early specialisation leads to having access to specialised coaching because it allows young athletes to work up the performance ladder quicker. Specialised coaching helps with faster skill acquisition which therefore will help children gain access to academies and team that have said coaches, that can provide mentorship and direction (Lyle, 2002). By having access to specialised coaches, this means that more oportunities will be available and created for youngfer athletes because they will be competing at a higher level, thus creating an environment where the child in working under pressure and is thriving (Malina and J., 2010), creating an environment where athletes want to do better and want to achieve their full potential to be able to reach the top elite of their4 sport. For some individuals, especially those who have dreams and goals of competing at the highest level, early specialisation can be crutial and detrimental to their growth as an athlete and the development of the necessary skills needed to succeed and achieve their goals (Ericsson, Krampe, and Tesch-Römer,1993) (Baker and Côté, 2021). Commiting to one sport through out childhood can also help children set specific goals which they aim to achieve, creating a sense of motivation and achievement not only during their training but when they have hit their goals (Dweck 2006). Myer et al. (2015, p. 438) states that although there is no direct evidence or link between early specialisation and sporing success, there are proven benefits in doing so. Early specialisation can help develop punctuality, knowledge and understanding of rules and commitment, all of which can help younger athletes learn the expectations of academies from early on (Myer et al., 2015). Not only can these skills be extreamly beneficial in adulthood, but it can also help coaches select them for the aademies as they would percieve the athletes as a low investment due to them already understanding what is expected from them at that elite level (Myer et al., 2015). 
In conclusion, early specialisation in sport can create a competitive edge for younger athletes which allows them to improve a specific skill set. This then leads to them developing a deeper and more thourough understanding of the disciplines required in their chosen sport. However, early specialisation can also create risks to young athletes. Risks such as physical and mental burnout, larger risk of injury, and finally the potential for the young athlete to lose interest in the sport and totally give up. Learning to balance intense and focussed training alongside participating in a variety of different sports can lead to a healthy mix of development, resulting in long term participation. Encouraging a more extensive approach to sport as a whole, one that looks after mental and physical health, enjoyment and overall skill development, will lead to lifelong engagement and encouragement towards sports, and with lead to higher success rates. 
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