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In a recent ASCA Newsletter article, Brylinsky (2013) presented pros and cons about sport specialization 

at an early age.  In addressing the topic, she covered a number of important points related to optimizing 

practice in sports. One purpose of this article is to highlight and expand on these points. A second 

purpose is to present information on this topic that is specific to swimming. 

Quality Practice 

Brylinsky began her commentary by explaining that early specialization can lead to burnout, overuse 

injuries, and misidentification of talent. She also made the point that “many of the negative consequences 

of early sport specialization may be avoided with appropriate coaching and sport skill instruction.” She 

cited the work of Ericsson, Krampe, and Tesch-Römer (‘93) in explaining that “training quality was equal 

to quantity in importance.” The specific instructional strategies necessary to ensure quality or “deliberate” 

(a la Ericsson) practice include: 

 

• A task that is well-defined, 

• A difficulty level that is appropriate for each individual, 

• Drills that stimulate performance, 

• Feedback that is informative, 

• Correction of errors, and 

• A sufficient number of repetitions. 

 

It should be noted that the sufficient number of repetitions must incorporate the other strategies to 

optimize the learning situation. 

The above strategies apply to instruction of all sport skills. Brylinsky made the case that with quality 

practice “optimal performance is still possible with a diversified sport introduction.” There is certainly no 

argument with the fact that young athletes (including swimmers) stand to benefit from a variety of sport 

experiences. When the goal is to achieve an expert skill level, however, the difference between swimming 

and other sports must also be taken into account. 

 

Aquatic vs. Terrestrial Sports 

 

The most obvious difference between swimming and other sports is the performance environment. Most 

sports are land-based, while swimming is performed in the water. Natural human movements (like 

running, jumping, and throwing) that are applicable to most land-based sports are ineffective in the water. 

While diversification offers practice on similar skills under different sport conditions, these skills are 

counterproductive for swimming. Humans cannot rely on innate movement patterns to achieve an expert 

skill level in swimming. Swimming skills must be learned and the age at which an athlete specializes must 

be considered. 

Most land-based ball sports require movement skills in many directions using varying amounts of range of 

motion at 

each joint. Practice for a secondary sport may even train an athlete in a select skill better than the primary 

sport. For example, practice anticipating and reacting to an opposing player in basketball may help 

develop similar skills for football. Swimming, however, requires repetition of the same effective movement 

sequence on every stroke cycle. Swimming strokes are generally not even remotely replicated in other 

sports, and certainly not in the water. 



 

Growth and Development 
 

In addition to the performance environment, there are also biological factors (like flexibility) that can 

influence the age of specialization. For example, an effective arm recovery in freestyle and butterfly 

utilizes the full range of motion at the shoulder joint. A young swimmer who learns to use this range can 

retain it as he/she grows. However, swimmers will not naturally use their full range of motion without 

considerable quality practice. 

In contrast, swimmers who wait until the teenage years to specialize may already have a reduced range 

of motion at the shoulder, making it far more difficult to master technique elements like the arm recovery 

in free and fly. In addition, young teenagers who have not yet specialized may not be very competitive. 

Less competitive swimmers often have fewer opportunities as far as training time, contact with more 

skilled coaches, and access to advanced technology. A delay in specialization can present substantial 

obstacles to ever achieving expert level skills. 

 

Conclusion 
 

This article is not intended to discourage swimmers from participating in other sports. On the contrary, 

many swimming skills can be improved with diversified sport participation. For example, practice on 

jumping skills in volleyball can help develop swimming starts and push-offs. Sports that provide visual 

feedback with mirrors (like dance, martial arts, and gymnastics) can improve overall body awareness and 

control. Other sports can offer varied strength training opportunities. However, most of the skills specific 

to swimming are very different from other sport skills. Mastery of these skills requires many repetitions 

using learning strategies designed to provide quality practice. A program that optimizes the quality of 

instruction can offer the advantages of specialization at an early age without the negative consequences. 
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