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' D evelopmentally Appropriate’ s one of thoss
phirasos, isn'tit? s @ phrase that is simultaneously
compelling and artfully vague. "Child-centred’ is

another;, “Indnidualsed” and “persanalised’, oo, Thes poeer

lies partly in the fact that they capture a quality that most of us
would sirmply take for granted as a good thing, After all, whe
weould knowinghy adwocate ingpprogriate activities?

An nberent profilem wath these sorts of concepts, though,

r that their very credibility can mean that they are not fully
exarnined. When this happens mportant, even crucial ideas. am
in danger of becoming empty dichés,

With this concern in mind, 1 want ta save ‘developmentally
approprigte sport’ from the curse of oredibility, so that it can
affer direction and guidance for teachers and coaches as they
plan and delner thesr work with young people. In doing =0, |
offer ny mienpretaton of research from a number of relevant
fields, such as psychology, anatomy, physiology, and sport
pedagodgy | clum no final authosty here, Gn the contrany, this
article wall have fulfillad s purposs if it stimulated others 1o
articudate the prndples of “developmentally appeapriate’ e
coharantly that | have here.

Child Development 101

The collectise wisdom from decades of research into childramn
and Spo can be sunmanied i qust three poents:

1} Chaldren are not mini-adults;
2} Children are not minFadults;
3} Children are not mini-adults.

Boiet “ 17 relates to the unanguahle fact that childeen's minds and
bodies work differenthy from adulis. They process information,
ity attenticon, mowe and exercme i distinctive ways Many gparts
sciantific principles that underpin conceptions of good practoe
simply do not apply 10 children, For example, we hawe heen
taught that benefits of exercise come from sustained activity
absowie A certain threshold, But the most cursony obaenation of
young children's physical activity reveals that it is stopestart, and
af wildly varying levels of mtersty

Poine 27 refers o movernent development. With a few
excentions, adults engage in a small number of physical
actrates that regquire quite specalised mator skills, These <kills
predominanthy relate to games with names (golf, juda, natball,
and sa on). Chikdren are still laying dowen the Toundatans of
their movernent competence. Much of the pre-adolescent phase

is taken up with the developrment of fundamental movemsent
skills — runinireg, jusmging, beisting urmmg, siepping, staming.
Thiese <kills are necessary for subsequant physical activity. They
ane best devetaped in an atmosphene that could be charactersed
as 'play’ and are intrinsically motivating (kids do them for they
lepee thie mwements thermsehes). Ak, importantly, thess hasic
mvements are best developsd through engagemeant in a wide
range of activites that ae adagpted to reflect the detincive
needs of children. In terms of early movemant dewaloprnent,
variety really & the spice of bife,

Fimally, Point °3" reminds us that, whilst "us adubts" play sport

for lots of different regsons - weight less, ehite competiton,
sacialising, reproduction — the wast majority of children play sport
for only one reason - fun

Dewelogmentally appropriate teaching and coaching is an
attemnpt to put into practice what we hawe kearnt about horman
deselogment, It recognises that, if we want children to enjoy
sport and to continwe o @ it throughout thes ees, we'd better
acknowvledge some of the basic facts of thair davelopmeant.

You might think that this & all rather obvious. But if it is, 'm led
to weander why thera is still so much inappropriate practice gomg
on, Maybe we would expect the odd regue teacher or coach 1o
stand in cpposition to recognised good practice. But this does
et explain mare strectural things e ;

= Childsen playing full for nearly full) sided) games, or fallowing
acult-desigred rudes;

= Children being selected for teams based on thewr relatie aoe
ar physigue;

s Later sporting performance being predicted from early
childhood;

s The concept of "aarly specialisation sport’.

The list coald o an and oan, but | hope these few make my
pomit, 1t seerms to me that asoe of these practices can be
described a5 developmentally appropriate. They either assume
that childdren's and adults’ needs and mberests are mane of less
the sarni, Or that adults’ sporting ambitions cwght to dictate
children's recreational actions. Thie Dirst assumption s factually
werang. The secand is heading towards being moerally wrong.
This & a sericus matter, especially for those who try fo persuade
paliticians, policymakers, practitioners and parents that sport is
a really good thing for children, and that every child needs to
eoapeerenoe regulary.
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some Principles

| hasee himted at same of the principles that might inform
devalopmentally appropriate sporl. Now, ket me b2 more caplicit
about some of the building blocks.

1. Biology does not celebrate birthdays

There is @ strung tendency in both physical aducation and

wauth spert ta raly e chranclogical age as the rmiain critena for
grouping children, but this 5 an extremely pOOr measure. Aty
fiven age, there will be children of the same chronological age
whi are up to 2 years ohder or youngar i 1erms at development
The pasiesl way 1o see what this means is to loos &1 a group of
hall 2 doren ten o eleven year obd boys and girls together. What
will b obwviows straight away is a stark variation in height.

2. Childhood can usefully be thought of in terms
of stages of development

The child’s developing body and brain aliermate between
periods of rapid growth and stability. This pattern has enarmous
significance for coaches, since karning complex skills can be
tricky if the body is rapidly changing.

3 -6 years &-12 years

Developmental Markeds
and Charactenistic:

* Relatively rapid
physical graweth

« Rapid bran
developinent

+ Relatively slow
physical growth

« Steaddy brain
devedaprmant

= [ETPIOVInGG MEemany,
decissan-making, and
attention-span

« Rpasorenn ahilities ang
lirrnted

« Relatnely rapid
phwsical growith

= Initrally rapid,
fodlonasad by steady
brain develapment

= Physical and
psychological
maturation rarehy
oocur at the sams
e

+ Young people star 10
identify and commmit
te one ar & small

number of sports

« Ahstract thaught
bacames well-
developed

= Relatively slow
physical growth

= Steady bran
develaprnent

= “Endd of the
Beginning™ - physical
and emotional
el oprmani
continuis, afthowgh
at slowver rates than
befars: preparnng for
adulthood

I hape it is nat difficult to imagine some of the

imglications of this patter for effective sports practice,



3. Performance is a poor indicator of ability

Wany coaches and teachers continue ta believe that tha
identificatoon af talent in children is  relalnehy sompbe matter,
Thesy use essentially the same procedures used with adults,
namely obserang in practoe and in competibon, direct
companson with peers and oocasionally some sort of " scienoy”
testing. Those wiw perlorm Dest ane the most taented, nght?
Whang!

It is almost impossible o make vald and reliable assessments of
chaldren's sporting perfermance that can be translated in termes
of talent. The extent that this might seem a shacking state et
15 an indication of how over-zealous teachers and coaches have
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sumeply ignored a host of factors that undermine the whale
childhood takent enterprise. For cxamgle:

+ Relative Age Effact — every age-based group of children will
include those who are relatvely young and those who ane
relatively old. The clder children will have spent up to a year
langer than their yownger peers developang their bodies and
practising their sport. And since maturation is the single
greatest getermunant af physical perfermance, it & hardly
surprising that chiddren bom early in the selecton wear
dominate.

Take a ook at this chart, which shows the barth dates in a
plaver rostar of a Canadian elite jumor Ice Hockey League:
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This league selects from January; if it selected from Septembser
Eker in the UK, exactly the sarme patter would emenge, albeit
peaking on and just after September.

Perbapss youe weant 10 expslan this patters with referance o
astrodogy: in Canada, Capricomns are gocd at Hockey, in Lhe
LK, Virgos are good at Footkall, ar Netball, or pretly mawsch
arrgthirgg that gives an advantage to the miest mature.

Social and econcmic factars are massively significant —
generally speaking, children are unlikely to develop high-level
goorts kills if thiy haee reseer [oarned that sport and had the
opparbunity to experience high quality coaching. The curse
ol st sparts HpElern thanl Gportunity is Beavily mediated
by factars that have abeolutely nothing to do with the childs
iniberest ar aiihing
Here is a summary of some of the sodal and economic factars
Ik to hagh performance in sport:
- Parents achiewed high standands in domain

Redatreedy bagh soCic-economic stalus
- Ahbility and willingness to finandally support particpation
angd speoalist suppart
- Ability and willingness to invest high amounts of tme Lo
support the chalds engagerment m the actwity

= Parenis a5 {ar chners

- Relatively small famiby size

- Two-garent family

- Attendance at Independent Schocl

Countres vary i the details, but the basic pattern i the
same {at least in the developed Wesy): the miost poseesful
banefit most Trom spart. How else do we explain this startling
phenamenon: half the UK's gald medallisis at the kast
Olyrmpics were pivalely educated, aven though that group
made wp just seven per cent of the population? It takes
rarthing awway Tram the extracedinary achievements of elite
athiletes to suggest that they hawe benefitted from a systenm
that confuses coportunity with ability.

| am aware of the limits of space, s | shauld stop thene. Thare
are plenty of other principles, and perhaps | will return to discuss
therm on amather aocasion. Some are 5o blindingly obviows that
15 1L truly staggenng that peopde are still arguing agaimsl them,
such as an emphasis an long-term develapment, small-sided
garnes, adapted equipment, restriction on the frequency and
form of competition, and an ever-paesent emphasis on fun. But
by weay of canclusion, | will limit myselt to some bref ideas,
chusterad according to the phase ricdel | suggested earlier.
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Developmentally
Appropriate Practices

= “voursg children need
tirne and space 1o
e

& Phaysical activity
should primanly
heve the characier
of creative play and
cxperimentation

= Actieity shauld be
a part of the childs
daily life

* Boys and girls should
play together

B-12 years

= Children shouwld
sarmple a range of
sports, a5 well as
nan-sporting physscal
activities

= Garmes gught to
b simplified or
modified to reflect
dewelopmeental
miarkars and
characters

= The emphasis ought
o ke on fun
enjoymment and skill
learnirg

Erncsgh tirne far the
skills to ba properly

learmed

Children are capable
of learmng basic rules
and strategies of
sports

= Comgetitions should
be fun

Auduilis cught

1o reinforce the
principhes of fair play

Consmtendy in
messages from
coaching is wital

L]

Traiming boed neads
o b increased slowhy
and gradually

= Barys and garls showld
play together

Termporany Worsening
in performance can
result i drap-out

There is a need for on-

QUING commuratan
between child, parent
anvd oach.

Guidance af lifestyle
management
{schoal-sport balanoe:
importance of rest;
et ) will often be
neaded for serious
athleles

Fundamental skilk
need to ke applied in
diverse settings

High quuality practice

with ferdback helps
automatize core kills

Campettsans should
become progressivaly
FrCHE Senious and
frequent

Scope for greater
personal goal-setting
and responsibility in
traaning

Introduce moderate
anaerchc traning

Emotional support is
mmportant

-

Young peapdle need
to be led to take on
greater respansibility
for decimons and
aAspratices in spoel

Increase training
valurnie and imbersaty

Trainieg ardd
conditioning becomiz
highly specific

Athletes should
become mare aware
of basic gports wCence
that relate to thes
training

Drevelopment of
aerobic capacity is
yilal

Progressively increase
tha volums and
interaity of anaerobs:
training

High quality practce
with feadiack halp
generalioe skifls

Peychological skilks
training should
become 3 central part
of training

Guidance of lifestde
managemant
(schood-sport balance;
importance of rast;
etc ) will often be
needed for senous
athlates
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