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The tryouts for the regional “select” team are next week, and your child’s coach is singing the glories 
of playing on the super team with the best-of-the-best. There’s prestige and status, and something 
more: He says this is the fast track to turning pro! 

Wow. It’s a thrilling thought. Play with this team, the coach assures you, and your child is headed for 
the top ranks of professional hockey — or soccer, or basketball, or tennis, or tiddlywinks … or 

whatever the sport is. 

There’s only one problem with this picture: it’s a team of 9-year-olds. When next week comes, the 
coach will be selecting “talent” from a group of kids who haven’t even started their growth spurt. 

It simply can’t be done. 

Or put a little more delicately, it can’t be done reliably. As talent development programs around the 
world are showing, it isn’t possible to even start predicting future “talent” as measured in strength, 
speed, skill, and decision-making until kids are in their teens; as a general rule, between 14 and 20 
years. 

The late bloomers 

Yes, Gretzky emerged early in hockey. So did Lionel Messi in soccer. But they are the exceptions. 
There are many more superstars who emerged only later — and often after being cut from select 

teams and junior development programs as kids. 

Soccer and basketball feature regular examples of top professionals who were cut from youth teams 
because they were too small, or too slow, or appeared not skilled enough. (Owen Hargreaves, the 
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Canadian-born soccer player who ended up being a star playing for England, is a good example.) 
But they stuck with their sport, and later they were fortunate enough to get “discovered”. 

Notably, with most of these stories of famous late bloomers, we learn that they were cut in their 
teens. It should therefore beg the question: 

If we can’t reliably select long-term talent among teenagers, how can we imagine predicting talent 
among a group of 9-year-olds? 

The difficulty in identifying talent 

In identifying child talent, the biggest challenge relates to relative age and developmental age. If 
your child happens to have a younger relative age or developmental age than the rest of the kids, he 
may look less skilled and less talented than his peers simply because he is less strong, less fast, 

and less athletic at this age and stage of maturation. 

In reality, your child might have the potential to become the greatest athlete in history by age 18. But 
you might never find out. Because if he gets cut at age 9, and subsequently put in a poor program 
with weak coaching and poor training, he will miss the most important years of development. Or he 

might just drop out of the sport altogether, and be forever lost to the game. 

Emphasize talent development 

The pitfalls of early talent identification can be remedied with a “talent development” approach. 
Rather than trying to select talent at age 8, 9, and 10 years of age, the ideal sport program will 
provide excellent coaching and equal playing time for all kids and see where they land later. 

In soccer, for example, top development countries such as Germany and the Netherlands 
only start to select talent pools around age 11. And they don’t slam the door on the rest of the kids. 
They still provide opportunities for kids to play, get better, and be seen later. They know that there is 
ample time for kids to grow, develop, and change through their adolescent years. 

Yes, select teams can be part of development 

Select teams can and should be part of the development process in kids’ sports. The question is 
when. 

In most sports, talent identification starts to make sense as kids enter their teens and begin to 
mature physically, emotionally, cognitively, and socially. It’s also an appropriate way for kids with 
possible talent, and a strong desire to compete, to start to experience increased challenges in 
competition. 

But what about the other kids? Given the number of star athletes who have emerged only later in 
adolescence, or even their 20s in some instances, it makes sense to continue providing quality 
coaching, training, and playing opportunities to any kids who are keen to play and want to get better. 
(This approach is one of the keys to the Long-Term Athlete Development model.) 

You don’t want to cut a future star before they’ve had time to shine, nor do you want to drive a kid 
out of a sport because they didn’t “make the grade” at age 9. Otherwise you’re not only selling the 

kid short — you’re potentially depriving the game of a future superstar. 
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