
The Developing 
Athlete: Avoiding the 

Talent Trap


Vicki Harber 
Faculty of Physical 

Education & 
Recreation 

University of 
Alberta 









Francis	
  Galton	
  (1869)	
  

High	
  achievement	
  
and	
  exper1se:	
  

•  innate	
  capacity	
  
•  zeal	
  
•  power	
  to	
  work	
  
hard	
  



Please,	
  please	
  
tell	
  me!!!	
  
What	
  is	
  this	
  
“TALENT”?	
  

What	
  should	
  I	
  
look	
  for?	
  

Tell	
  me	
  how	
  to	
  
measure	
  it!!	
  





Do you know talent when you 
see it? 





Compe11ve	
  Paren1ng	
  





So	
  does	
  a	
  person’s	
  
gene1c	
  pla7orm	
  

dictate	
  their	
  talent?	
  
Can	
  coaching	
  

influence	
  talent?	
  
What	
  about	
  the	
  
environment’s	
  
influence	
  on	
  

talent?	
  





Take	
  Home	
  Message	
  

ü There	
  is	
  more	
  than	
  1	
  way	
  to	
  make	
  a	
  champion	
  
(regardless	
  of	
  sport,	
  team	
  or	
  individual,	
  male	
  or	
  
female)	
  	
  

ü Cultural	
  influence	
  is	
  LARGE	
  (“Hunger	
  in	
  paradise”)	
  
ü Design,	
  deliver	
  and	
  support	
  programs	
  for	
  mental	
  skill	
  
development	
  (oUen	
  disVnguishes	
  beWer	
  performers)	
  

ü Discourage	
  year-­‐round,	
  single-­‐sport	
  specializaVon	
  
during	
  childhood	
  (with	
  the	
  excepVon	
  of	
  sports	
  where	
  
peak	
  performance	
  is	
  achieved	
  before	
  puberty)	
  

ü Be	
  paVent	
  –	
  wait	
  for	
  performance	
  to	
  emerge	
  (select	
  
and	
  eliminate	
  too	
  soon)	
  



Main	
  points…	
  

1.  Consider	
  the	
  BIG PICTURE of	
  performance.	
  
2.  Consider	
  what	
  makes	
  the	
  INDIVIDUAL	
  

athlete	
  great.	
  
	
  
To achieve BOTH, you must be a “student 

of your sport”









Physical	
   Technical	
  

Tac1cal	
   Mental	
  

Components	
  of	
  Performance	
  

Lifestyle:	
  NutriVon	
  

Lifestyle:	
  Sleep/Recovery	
  

EmoVonal	
  

Social	
  

CogniVve	
  

Moral	
  



Defini1ons?	
  

Talent	


•  a	
  special	
  natural	
  (innate)	
  ability	
  or	
  apVtude	
  
•  	
  a	
  capacity	
  for	
  achievement	
  or	
  success	
  
	
  
Synonyms	


GiU	
  –	
  ApVtude	
  –	
  Ability	
  –	
  Faculty	
  –	
  Genius	
  –	
  
Capability	
  	
  
	
  



Talent…	
  
Iden1fica1on	
  
•  the	
  search	
  for	
  promising	
  performers	
  already	
  in	
  a	
  given	
  sport	
  
Development	
  
•  advancing	
  and	
  improving	
  the	
  performance	
  of	
  an	
  athlete	
  in	
  a	
  given	
  

sport	
  
Detec1on	
  
•  the	
  discovery	
  of	
  potenVal	
  performers	
  not	
  currently	
  in	
  the	
  sport	
  of	
  

interest	
  
Reten1on	
  
•  maintain	
  contribuVon	
  to	
  high	
  performance	
  in	
  a	
  given	
  sport	
  
Transfer	
  
•  later	
  introducVon	
  of	
  proven	
  performers	
  from	
  other	
  sports	
  into	
  a	
  

new	
  sport	
  



Talent…not	
  for	
  the	
  faint	
  of	
  heart!	
  

















How	
  good	
  do	
  we	
  
think	
  WE	
  are?	
  













Talent	
  Development	
  Models	
  

1.  Deliberate	
  pracVce	
  (Ericsson	
  1993	
  –	
  10	
  yrs/
10,000	
  hours)	
  

2.  Developmental	
  model	
  of	
  sport	
  parVcipaVon	
  
(Côté	
  1999	
  –	
  sampling,	
  deliberate	
  play/
pracVce,	
  specializing,	
  investment)	
  

3.  DifferenVated	
  model	
  of	
  giUedness	
  and	
  talent	
  
(Gagné	
  2004)	
  





Talent	
  Development	
  Models	
  #1	
  

1.  Deliberate	
  PracVce	
  TheoreVcal	
  Framework	
  
(DPTF	
  –	
  Ericsson	
  et	
  al	
  1993)	
  -­‐-­‐	
  “the	
  amount	
  of	
  
Vme	
  that	
  an	
  individual	
  is	
  engaged	
  in	
  
deliberate	
  pracVce	
  acVviVes	
  is	
  monotonically	
  
related	
  to	
  that	
  individual’s	
  acquired	
  
performance”	
  







Developmental	
  Model	
  of	
  Sport	
  ParVcipaVon	
  
(DMSP	
  –	
  Cote	
  1999)	
  -­‐-­‐	
  idenVfies	
  two	
  disVnct	
  
pathways	
  to	
  elite	
  performance,	
  namely	
  early	
  
specializaVon	
  and	
  early	
  sampling/diversificaVon	
  
	
  
No	
  contribu-on	
  from	
  innate	
  abili-es	
  or	
  gene-c	
  

predisposi-on	
  
Does	
  not	
  endorse	
  10,000-­‐hour	
  target	
  

	
  

Talent	
  Development	
  Models	
  #2	
  





(Baker,	
  2011)	
  



DifferenVated	
  Model	
  of	
  GiUedness	
  and	
  Talent	
  
(DMGT)	
  –	
  Gagne	
  2004,	
  2010)	
  
1.  GiUs	
  (G)	
  “untrained	
  and	
  spontaneously	
  

expressed	
  outstanding	
  natural	
  abiliVes	
  or	
  
apVtudes”	
  

2.  Talents	
  (T)	
  “outstanding	
  mastery	
  of	
  
systemaVcally	
  developed	
  competencies	
  
(knowledge	
  and	
  skills)”	
  

Talent	
  Development	
  Models	
  #3	
  





DisVnguishes	
  between	
  giUs	
  and	
  
talents	
  

GiUs	
  likely	
  to	
  show	
  themselves	
  in	
  terms	
  of	
  
how	
  quickly	
  and	
  easily	
  that	
  an	
  individual	
  
picks	
  up	
  new	
  competencies	
  
	
  
•  in	
  other	
  words,	
  “ease	
  and	
  speed	
  of	
  learning	
  is	
  
the	
  trademark	
  of	
  any	
  type	
  of	
  giUedness”	
  



Environmental	
  catalysts	
  
•  size	
  of	
  community	
  
•  cultural	
  value	
  or	
  worth	
  of	
  sport	
  in	
  the	
  
community/province/country	
  

•  relaVve	
  age	
  effect	
  (birth	
  year	
  and	
  cutoff	
  for	
  age	
  
group	
  parVcipaVon)	
  

•  integrated	
  support	
  for	
  athlete	
  development	
  (age/
stage	
  appropriate)	
  

•  family	
  support	
  ($$,	
  emoVonal,	
  logisVcal)	
  
•  coaches	
  (are	
  they	
  a	
  student	
  of	
  their	
  sport	
  and	
  do	
  
they	
  know	
  growth	
  and	
  development?)	
  



(Baker,	
  2011)	
  







Literacy	
  Model	
  
Numeracy	
  

•  123	
  

•  FracVons	
  

•  EquaVons	
  

Physical	
  Literacy	
  
	
  

•  Fundamental	
  
movements	
  

	
  

•  Sequences	
  
	
  

•  Tasks	
  	
  	
  

Music	
  

•  Do-­‐re-­‐mi	
  

•  Scale	
  

•  Score	
  

Literacy	
  
•  ABC	
  

•  Words	
  

•  Sentences	
  







Ground Water 
 

Ice/ 
Snow 

 
Air 

           Body P P P P 

           Locomotor P P P P 

           Object P P P P 

PHYSICAL LITERACY 



Canadian	
  Sport	
  for	
  Life.	
  Developing	
  Physical	
  Literacy:	
  A	
  Guide	
  For	
  Parents	
  of	
  Children	
  Ages	
  0-­‐12	
  

	
  





Take	
  Home	
  Message	
  

ü There	
  is	
  more	
  than	
  1	
  way	
  to	
  make	
  a	
  champion	
  
(regardless	
  of	
  sport,	
  team	
  or	
  individual,	
  male	
  or	
  
female)	
  	
  

ü Cultural	
  influence	
  is	
  LARGE	
  (“Hunger	
  in	
  paradise”)	
  
ü Design,	
  deliver	
  and	
  support	
  programs	
  for	
  mental	
  skill	
  
development	
  (oUen	
  disVnguishes	
  beWer	
  performers)	
  

ü Discourage	
  year-­‐round,	
  single-­‐sport	
  specializaVon	
  
during	
  childhood	
  (with	
  the	
  excepVon	
  of	
  sports	
  where	
  
peak	
  performance	
  is	
  achieved	
  before	
  puberty)	
  

ü Be	
  paVent	
  –	
  wait	
  for	
  performance	
  to	
  emerge	
  (select	
  
and	
  eliminate	
  too	
  soon)	
  




