EXCELSIOR ATHLETIC DEVELOPMENT CLUB

excelsior
() -0

Athletic Development Club

Athletic Development:

What it s and
Why It Matters

A guide for sports coaches and physiotherapists working with
young athletes

James Marshall
Head Coach, Excelsior ADC

Author: Training Young Athletes - Coaches Corner - Get Stronger - Run Faster - Jump Higher

Affiliated with British Weightlifting - Community Interest Company excelsiorgroup.co.uk

Carlton House, EImside, Willand, EX15 2RN - excelsiorathletic@gmail.com - 07976 306494



EXCELSIOR ATHLETIC DEVELOPMENT CLUB

excelsiorgroup.co.uk

The Problem: A Generation of Under-Prepared Athletes

Something has gone wrong with how young athletes are
developed in Britain — and the evidence is visible to anyone
who works with them. Children who have only played a single
sport for years cannot perform a basic hop and hold. County-
level cricketers cannot throw overhead. Swimmers on
academy programmes do not know how to play piggy in the
middle. This is not a talent problem. It is a movement
problem — and it has been decades in the making.

Physical education in British schools has contracted sharply.
Where a generation ago children experienced two lessons of
PE and a games session each week — alongside unstructured
play at lunch and evenings outside — today's young people
face a narrower curriculum, fewer active breaks, and
significantly less free play. Sport England's Active Lives data
consistently show that children's physical activity levels fall
well short of the Chief Medical Officers' guidelines of 60
active minutes per day. UKActive has documented a
sustained decline in children's strength and fitness levels

over the past two decades.

At the same time, competitive sport has intensified. National
Governing Bodies have pushed competition structures
earlier into childhood. Academies and talent pathways select
at younger ages. Young people arrive at sport-specific
training environments physically underprepared — they have
been drilled in the skills of one sport but lack the
fundamental movement foundations that underpin all sport.
The result is a predictable pattern: early specialisation, early

overuse injury, early dropout.

What the data shows.
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are less active, less strong, and less physically literate than they were a generation ago.

A 2023 editorial in the British Medical Journal concluded that today's youth are weaker than previous
generations and many are ill-prepared for the demands of competitive sport. The WHO recommends
strength-building activity at least three days per week for children and adolescents. Participation rates in
Britain fall well below that recommendation. Sport England and UKActive data confirm the trend: children
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Strength & Conditioning vs. Athletic Development: Why the
Distinction Matters

Strength is easy to measure, and easy to develop in the gym, so
many coaches concentrate on that. However, strength is only one
part of what makes a person healthy and athletic. Speed, agility,
co-ordination and mobility are all essential. In our experience,
they are all equally underdeveloped as strength in the young
people who come to train with us. We need to work on all these
components in unison to develop complete athletes.

It is worth understanding where the dominant model in youth
sport support — Strength and Conditioning (S&C) — came from,

because its origins shape its limitations when applied to young
athletes. James Marshall is a certified strength and conditioning
coach with both the NSCA (National Strength and Conditioning
Association)and UKSCA (UK Strength and Conditioning
Association) — this is not a critique from the outside, but an
observation from someone who trained within that system and
found its methodology increasingly inadequate when working with
young athletes in the real world. GAIN showed a different way.

S&C originated in American football in the mid-1970s and became standard across US university sport by the late 1980s — a
template built for large, mature, collision-sport athletes, applied with minimal modification elsewhere. As Vern Gambetta,
founder of GAIN (Gambetta Athletic Improvement Network)and one of the pioneers of Athletic Development, has noted, S&C
became a one-size-fits-all approach with minimal emphasis on the other components of athleticism. Athletic Development
starts from a different premise: where S&C asks "How much can this athlete [ift?", it asks "How well can this athlete move —and
how can we develop their capacity across all the demands their sport will place on them?"

Strength & Conditioning Athletic Development

Originated in American football (1970s) Rooted in athletics, gymnastics, movement science
Gym-centred; load is the primary variable Movement-centred; quality is the primary variable
Exercises trained as separate (measurable) units Body trained as an integrated kinetic chain
One-size-fits-all across sports Programme reflects each sport's unique demands
Typically applied to mature athletes Developmentally appropriate at every age

S&C and sport kept in separate silos Integrated with sport coaching and rehabilitation
Measures: weight lifted, body composition Measures: movement quality, injury rate, performance

Table I: Key distinctions between S&C and Athletic Development

This is not a criticism of all S&C practitioners — many excellent coaches work within that framework. The problem is that when the
framework is transplanted uncritically to young athletes in community sport, predictable problems follow: young people loaded
before they can move well; specific muscles strengthened while fundamental movement patterns remain undeveloped; gym sessions
entirely disconnected from the sport they are supposed to support.

"Train movements, not muscles. Train fundamental movement skills before sport-specific skills. Train body
weight before external resistance.”

— Vern Gambetta, GAIN
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The Excelsior Approach: Eleven Years of Evidence in Practice

Excelsior Athletic Development Club was established in Willand,
Devon in 2014 — not as a theoretical exercise, but as a direct response
to what we were seeing in practice. Working with National Governing
Bodies and the Sport England South West Talent programme, we
encountered young people who had been given specialised sport-
specific training but lacked the underpinning movement skills to
benefit fromit. They were being built from the roof down.

Over eleven years, working alongside coaches, physiotherapists, and
parents, a coherent methodology has been developed and tested
against the actual young people who walk through the door. That
methodology has three foundations.

1. Movement literacy first

Before any athlete at Excelsior ADC is asked to run faster, lift heavier, or jump higher, they are asked to move well — the ability to
control posture, balance, and body position through a full range of motion. This draws on educational gymnastics: a child-led,
open-ended approach using discovery rather than drill. Athletes are given problems to solve — finding as many ways as possible
to travel, balance, or land. Rudolf Laban's movement framework — developed for dance and adopted by PE specialists in Britain
— structures how these tasks are varied across body, effort, space, and relationship, building spatial awareness and genuine co-
ordination that transfers to every sport.

Educational gymnastics in practice.

A session might ask athletes to find as many ways as possible to travel across a mat — varying levels, directions and body
shapes. There is no single correct answer. The result is athletes who can adapt and solve movement problems rather than
simply execute a rehearsed pattern.

2. Sequential, progressive loading

Training is built on clear sequential principles: body weight before external resistance; joint integrity before joint mobility;
fundamental movement skills before sport-specific skills. Speed and athleticism are developed on the track and field through a
systematic approach to sprint, jump and throwing mechanics, reactive foot contact, and postural control. Olympic weightlifting
—the snatch and clean and jerk — is central to the Excelsior programme, not because it produces weightlifters (though it has
produced British Champions) but because it demands precise co-ordination, timing, and whole-body integration under load —
teaching athletes to be long and strong simultaneously, producing force through a complete range of motion rather than
grinding through a partial one. Excelsior ADC's affiliation with British Weightlifting reflects a genuine commitment to technical
excellence rather than a gym-based approximation of it.

3. Integration, not isolation

Every session at Excelsior ADC is planned and coached. There is no open gym — athletic development is a coaching discipline,
not a fitness product. The methodology was refined through years of attendance at GAIN conferences, where Vern Gambetta,
Gary Winckler, Jim Radcliffe, Bill Knowles, Grace Golden, Frans Bosch, Kelvin Giles and other world-class practitioners share
and test ideas across disciplines. James Marshall moved from GAIN attendee to faculty member — from student to contributor,
while continuing to learn.
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What This Means for the Young Athletes You Work With

Movement quality precedes movement quantity. Before increasing training load, volume, or sport-specific complexity, check
that the athlete can control their body through fundamental movement patterns. If they cannot single-leg squat, skip sideways,
or land safely from a jump, adding more sport is adding more risk.

Strength training is appropriate — and essential — for young athletes. The question is not whether to strengthen, but how.
Body-weight-first, technique-first approaches build the foundations that loaded training later depends on.

The separate-silo model costs more than it saves. Young athletes whose S&C, sport coaching, and physiotherapy are
disconnected are not being supported — they are being processed.

Early specialisation carries a cost that shows up later. Sport-specific skill can be added quickly to an athlete who moves well;
movement deficits accumulated over years are slow and expensive to correct.

About Excelsior ADC

Excelsior Athletic Development Club is a Community Interest Company
based in Willand, Devon. We offer Olympic weightlifting and athletic
development coaching for young people aged 13+, with track and field
available April to August. Every session is planned and coached — there
isno open gym. We are affiliated with British Weightlifting and have
produced two British Champions.

James Marshall has 30 years of coaching experience, has coached
athletes at four Olympic and Paralympic Games, and holds coaching
qualifications in gymnastics, athletics, and weightlifting. He is a faculty
member at GAIN (Gambetta Athletic Improvement Network) and author
of four coaching books: Training Young Athletes, Coaches Corner, Get
Stronger, Run Faster, and Jump Higher.

Website excelsiorgroup.co.uk

Email excelsiorathletic@gmail.com

Phone 07976 306494

Address Carlton House, Elmside, Willand, EX15 2RN

Sessions must be booked in advance. To discuss athletic development support for your athletes, or to find out more about the club, please
getin touch.
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