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Schools are presently faced with important 

decisions on how best to structure their sports 

programmes to include the growing number of 

tournaments into their sports calendars. 

Furthermore, school sports have become more 

professional and competitive, with the inclusion of the offer of 

cash prizes, as well as live TV coverage of these tournaments. 

Thus the pressure on coaches to win at this level has increased 

significantly over the past 10 years.  

The intention of this article is not to disparage the South African 

school sport system but rather to create an understanding of best 

practice techniques when considering the conditioning practices 

related to high school athletes. As it has been the author’s 

experience through working with numerous high school athletes 

and presenting to various schools and educators on this topic, 

that the current system or lack thereof may not be athlete-centred. 

This may be in turn detrimental to their sporting development at 

a later stage [1].      

Thus in this author’s opinion, there is a definite need for a 

paradigm shift in school sports programming in South Africa. As 

it currently stands, training is generally designed for short-term 

competitive performance rather than focusing on the optimal 

long-term development of a young athlete’s overall athletic 

capabilities [2]. With the growing volume of scientific literature in 

this area, it is important that this be made accessible to coaches 

and educators within the school system. Thus the intention of this 

commentary is to disseminate the science of developing school 

sports and presenting it simply yet meaningful with a clear 

emphasis on its overall purpose.  
 

Discussion  
Starting with the end in mind 

It is evident that since the exclusion of physical education from 

the South African school curriculum, many young athletes 

entering high school lack the basic fine and gross motor skills 

that should be the norm at this age. Therefore they often start 

high school with a low level of physical fitness and technical 

ability in sports [3]. Therefore there is a need for a structured 

programme to address these issues and a new model of 

physical development is required which builds young robust 

athletes [2,4]. 

Too often, young athletes are judged early on their 

performances during their school careers, rather than by their 

achievements after school. This approach may place undue 

pressure on the athlete to perform at a young age rather than 

putting in place the necessary characteristics required to 

sustain a high level of performance later on in their careers. 

Schools may need to consider the fact that as a result of 

different rates of maturation schoolchildren need to be 

developed based on their future potential and not their current 

sporting performance [5]. The primary aim for a school’s 

sporting system should be to produce children who, when they 

are fully mature, will have the opportunity to pursue athletic 

achievement or lifelong recreational activity. However, the 

author is not implying that winning a tournament or match 

does not create a healthy competitive environment, but when 

winning is the focal point of a programme, it may be 

detrimental to the athlete’s overall sporting development. The 

increase of performance pressures in school sports has resulted 

in a well-documented growing trend of early specialisation and 

overtraining of the youth [6]. School athletes are often under 

pressure to complete multiple sessions per day in one sport or 

they are multi-sport athletes who are expected to complete a 

full practice and match load for two sports within the same 

season. It is here that coaches need to look after the best 

interests of the athlete in terms of training load (sport specific 

as well as strength and conditioning) and recovery.  

Consequently, an emphasis should be placed on ensuring that 

the youth are exposed to various age appropriate structured 

technical activities (all sport specific and strength training 

related technical abilities). This should also include tactical (an 

understanding of the specific tactics within a sporting code) 

and physical training modalities as the exposure to a wide 

variety of stimuli at a young age allows for greater 

physiological adaptations as they progress through their 

careers. These will help to prepare them for the demands of 

their sporting activities and make them more robust and 

resilient to injuries [7].  However, in order to do this requires an 

acceptance from all stakeholders (teachers, coaches, parents, 

trainer as well as students) and careful monitoring of the 

athletes’ training loads and perception of wellness.  

 
Creating an environment conducive to building a robust 
athlete 

One of the main benefits of any high school system is that all 

the students are under their guidance for a minimum of five 

years. This allows for the development of a sound five year 

Background: School sport in South Africa has become more 

competitive, and competition schedules are often found to be 

more congested. As a consequence young athletes are in an 

environment where they are exposed to high training and match 

demands. However, the school system generally fails to prepare 

these athletes physically to withstand the training and 

competition demands placed on them. 

Discussion: It is important that schools implement a system that 

will allow their athletes to develop physically through age-

appropriate strength and conditioning. It is especially important 

for schools to develop a plan to manage the multi-sport athlete 

in order reduce the risk of injury and burnout. By adopting a 
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environment, schools will contribute to the development of 

future professional athletes. 
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model that will allow 

schools to create a 

student-centred 

approach when it comes 

to their sporting 

programmes. 

 

The multi-sport athlete 

When designing a long-

term plan, it is the multi-

sport athlete (playing 

two or more sports) that 

needs careful 

consideration. These 

athletes are generally 

found in the middle of a 

battle between coaches 

for each sport and are let 

down by an ego-driven 

system that lacks 

sufficient planning and 

collaboration between sporting codes. It is these athletes that 

are often taken advantage of by coaches and are caught in a 

dilemma on how to prioritise each sport.  It is for this reason 

that a well thought-out, collaborative athlete-centred 

periodisation plan needs to be created. The plan should be 

designed so that it does not favour one particular sport but 

rather the development of the technical skills required by each 

sport and the fundamental physical qualities required to be a 

robust athlete [10]. 

 

A five year model  

Figure 1 shows a schematic of a five year model that schools 

can implement to aid in the development of a robust high 

school athlete. Within the model there are three distinct phases 

that should be emphasised, (1) Development Phase (Grades 8 – 

9), (2) Transition Phase (Grade 10) and (3) Competitive Phase 

(Grade 11 -12), with each phase leading into the other, thereby 

allowing for progressive overload and increasing complexity of 

training at each phase. Although beyond the scope of this 

commentary, it is imperative that anyone who is drawing up  

such a plan, takes careful consideration of what exercises are 

implemented at each stage of the model [8]. They should stick to 

the basic principles of overload, progression and specific 

adaptions to imposed demands (SAIDs) (please define this 

before using the acronym) of effective athletic development.  

Fort-Vanmeerhaeghe et al. propose an integrative 

neuromuscular training (INT) model for youth athletes [4,7]. 

This model allows for the development of all fundamental 

physical qualities mentioned earlier for youth athletes and 

bodes well for training transfer into sports specific skills [4,7]. 

The following components should be included into the model 

at the three different stages mentioned earlier [4];   

(1) Dynamic stability  

(2) Coordination 

(3) Strength  

(4) Plyometrics  

(5) Speed / Agility  

(6) Fatigue resistant 

 

In order for this model to work is the education of coaches, 

teachers and parents on the benefits of strength and 

conditioning for youth athletes. Many parents and coaches 

hold the incorrect perception that strength training is 

dangerous and may stunt the athlete’s growth. The scientific 

data show there is no evidence to support strength training 

stunting growth; however, it is essential that it is implemented 

under the guidance of a suitably qualified individual. In 

support of the early implementation of strength and 

conditioning programmes, evidence shows that the 

implementation of integrative neuromuscular training in youth 

athletes can reduce sports-related injuries to less than a third 

and overuse injuries by almost half [9]. Researchers have also 

shown that by not implementing integrative neuromuscular 

training during the pre-adolescence and early puberty stages of 

development, the probability of the athlete reaching their full 

genetic potential or greater is far less than those who started at 

a young age [8]. 

 

Conclusion  
From personal experience, it has been noticeable that most 

South African schools are without a long-term focused 

approach to developing robust high school athletes. The South 

African school system needs to implement an athlete-centred 

long-term strategy. The evidence is unequivocal, and the 

benefits far outweigh the negatives for the implementation of 

such a programme within the school system. The 

implementation of progressive integrative neuromuscular 

training from a young age will ensure that there is a reduction 

in the risk of injury and the production of robust athletes that 

are able to perform to their maximum potential with more 

enjoyment. 
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