
Long-Term Athlete Development 
Considerations in Club Design

Jon Nolting
USSA Director of Sport Education



What is Long-Term Athlete 
Development?

An individual, age-appropriate An individual, age-appropriate 
approach to training that will lead the 

athlete to their full potential in the 
long run that is based on science



OROR



The age issue



Analysis of Birth Month Relationship to 
Results At Different Ages in Alpine Skiing
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BORN 1ST HALF OF 
YEAR: 68%

BORN 1ST HALF OF 
YEAR: 48%

2010 ALPINE OLYMPIC GOLD MEDALISTS BORN 1 ST HALF OF YEAR: 0%
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BORN 1ST HALF OF 
YEAR: 73%



Age-based system







What is going on here?



What is going on here?



Puberty
• Correlates closely with PHV

– Girls achieve PHV on average 1.7 
years earlier than boys, girls average
age 12, boys average age 14

• Fast growth initially in extremities,
through legs and arms, to trunk

• Growth disrupts coordination, ability to execute 
technical movements with previous precision, 
flexibility

• Social and psychological factors
• Athletes need help from coach to understand that 

these physical disruptions are normal and short-term



How to tell where an athlete is



What to do with this information
• Gives the coaches an extra 

piece to the puzzle to design the 
proper training program

• Determine developmental phase • Determine developmental phase 
for athlete in USSA Training 
System model and design 
training program accordingly



Age appropriate training“Two more sets and you
can have your bottle!”

“As long as you keep your butt down 
and touch your chin to the floor…”



Be mindful of critical development periods

• Motor skills – 2nd half phase 2 thru phase 3
• Aerobic capacity – Phases 3 thru 5
• Flexibility – Phase 2
• Speed – Ages 7-11, 13-15 (movement speed)
• Strength – Immediately following PHV girls, 

12-18 months after PHV boys
• Anaerobic power (lactate system) – Not until 

phase 5



Early maturers
• Athletes that are biologically ahead 

of their age group
• Generally have advantages in 

competition – size, strength, stamina
• Easier path to early success in age-• Easier path to early success in age-

based competition
• Need to have additional focus on 

technical fundamentals (though 
acquisition will take longer), work 
ethic, and learning how to deal with 
defeat

• Need appropriate challenge



Late maturers
• Usually will surpass their early maturing 

counterparts when they reach senior ranks if 
they are not discouraged by their lack of early 
success

• Have advantage by being in motor skills 
acquisition window longer

• Have advantage by being in motor skills 
acquisition window longer

• Learn strategies to remain competitive despite 
disadvantages – often have a lot of heart

• Time it takes for late maturers to realize their 
potential in many cases is too long and they 
drop out



Early vs late maturers
• Both early and late maturers can be 

developed into future champions



Importance of pace

• Future belonging – accessibility of upper level 
skiers/riders to lower level

• “Athletes who possess exceptional athletic skills 
NEED high challenges to match their level of skill.” 
– Jon Hammermeister, Cornerstones of Coaching
NEED high challenges to match their level of skill.” 
– Jon Hammermeister, Cornerstones of Coaching

• Early maturers provide pace for their age peers
• Early maturers also need to be exposed to pace 

from their developmental phase peers
• Pace should not be so far ahead as to seem 

unbridgeable, it should create barely reachable 
challenge



Homework

• What do you do in your club to facilitate 
different developmental rates?different developmental rates?

• What should you do in your club to 
facilitate different developmental rates?

• What barriers exist?
• What will you do about them?



Solutions

• Once children begin to show signs of early 
development and success, give them situations 
that will make them a more resilient athlete

• Provide them with stimulation and motivation to • Provide them with stimulation and motivation to 
continue to advance

• Give as many experiences as possible without 
injuring them (physically or mentally)

• But don’t keep them there, shouldn’t train at a 
level for which they are not physiologically and 
psychologically prepared



Solutions

• A group full of athletes of similar talent 
and ability work together and push each and ability work together and push each 
other to progress faster

• No athlete is so far out in front as to 
seem untouchable

• Ability based systems



Solutions

• Do not allow coaches be isolated in age 
group boxes – they must work together up 
and down to allow for athletes to move up and down to allow for athletes to move up 
and down that are ready

• Success of athletes from small 
towns/small program – advantage is 
younger athletes train with and learn 
competitive skills from older kids

• “Progression” vs “possession” attitude of 
coaches



Solutions
• Coaches who are educated on child 

development work with J5-J3 athletes
• Best coaches in club are working with age 

class athletes – in the skill development 
windowswindows

• More team focus vs individual focus at younger 
ages

• Competition for pre-pubertal athletes should be 
used to (a) nurture physical skills, (b) develop 
technical skills, and (c) be used as an integral 
means of accomplishing the task of preparation



Solutions

• Multi-sport programming for phase 4 
and younger athletesand younger athletes
– Cross-training into other sports within 

program
– Cross competition within program
– Promote these activities as important



Importance of communication

• Coach must be transparent and open in 
all communicationsall communications

• Always have a timeframe for return to 
original group

• Consider social ramifications
• Communication among coaching staff



Running a Program Based on the  
USSA Training Systems

• Fundamental skills emphasis through 
phase 4, rewards and advancement phase 4, rewards and advancement 
emphasize skill over race results (in a 
fun, competitive setting)



NBC Olympic interview
“We stress technique at this level more than 

anything else because technique is what you 
have to know when you are young.  If you 
have good technique, I can make you fast, 
but I can’t make you very fast if you don’t 
have good technique…I do a lot of games, 
play and play and play, and try to motivate 
them.”  - Freidl Klingenschmidt, Neustift
Academy, AUT



Running a Program Based on the  
USSA Training Systems

• Fundamental skills emphasis through phase 4, 
rewards and advancement emphasize skill over 
race results (in a fun, competitive setting)race results (in a fun, competitive setting)

• Motor skills programming in off-season
• Strength and conditioning program is offered
• Performance psychology program is offered
• Strong education on equipment selection and 

maintenance
• Adhere to train/race ratios, competition starts, 

athlete management
• Education!!!  Coaches, parents, and athletes



USSA Comments

• “It seems everybody designs their 
programs two levels up from where they programs two levels up from where they 
are.” – Lester Keller

• “We need to find a way to drive 
technical fundamentals through 
selections.” – Sasha Rearick



Practical examples

• Quebec swimming “No Longer Swimming in 
Circles” document

• Canadian freestyle team selection based on 
LTAD model

• USA Soccer development academies–• USA Soccer development academies–
increased training time, decreased competition 
time

• USA Hockey – more puck time
• Styggmark region Austria – 3 day competition 

with skills comp, GS/SL, duals, skills trophy is 
bigger than GS/SL trophies



Challenges for clubs

• Development plan produces athletes 
who will eventually have success, rather 
than who will have success nowthan who will have success now
– How is success defined?
– Need for education
– Need for communication – state your 

philosophy
– Give it time



Challenges for clubs

• Misconception that a junior coach (or 
club) that produces a winning team is a club) that produces a winning team is a 
good coach (or club)
– This coach may simply be pushing their 

young athletes too hard too early in order 
to produce results

– Again, does the rewards system match the 
desired outcome?



Specialization

• Children that are trained specifically for 
one sport at an early age will more than one sport at an early age will more than 
likely face a serious stagnation phase in 
their training as they reach the higher 
ranks because there critical “foundation” 
is missing



Dealing with pushy parent

• Knowledge is power – research child 
development

• LISTEN - understand the parent is your 
customer, and parent only wants the best for customer, and parent only wants the best for 
their child, as do you

• Have a clear program philosophy that backs up 
your plan

• Stick to your guns – the societal pull for instant 
gratification (results) is so pervasive you cannot 
waver or you compromise the plan



Summary

• As club leaders, you have the power to implement 
long-term development training principles now

• Change may take longer at the divisional and 
regional levels – take leadership in these regional levels – take leadership in these 
committees, participate on task forces and working 
groups

• Age based competition systems have limitations 
that need to be understood by coach, parent, and 
athlete

• Communication and education are critical steps to 
make the long-term approach successful




