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TENNESSEE VALLEY - Bo Jackson is regarded as one of the best multi-sport athletes of

all time. Nearly 30 years ago, the Auburn legend starred in both the National Football

League and Major League Baseball, playing football for the Los

Angeles Raiders and baseball for the Kansas City Royals.

The 1985 Heisman Trophy winner continued to excel at two sports throughout both his

collegiate and professional careers.

Today, though, a growing number of athletes are forced to dedicate their talents to just

one sport much earlier in the game -- but does that give them an edge?

"I think kids are being told they won't be good enough," said parent Nicole Elliott. "I think

they're being told there won't be a spot on the team. They can't take a season off."

The experts disagree.
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"There aren't studies showing sports specialization leads to greater success," said Dr.

Greg Canty, a pediatric sports medicine specialist. "What we do know it leads to is

greater rates of burnout in adolescent athletes. We know it leads to increased risk of

overuse injuries."

Elliott's 14-year-old daughter, Katie, is currently rehabilitating her knee. She tore her

ACL playing soccer. Before that, she suffered a stress fracture twice in her other leg.

"I realized wow, I'm putting a lot of stress on my

bones and my muscles," said Katie.

She doesn't know if she will play soccer again. She

had been playing eight months of the year, running

track along with playing soccer in the spring.

Experts say if you participate more than eight

months in a sport and exclude other sports that is specialization. They say there is also a

better way.

Consider the story of Riley Pint.

"Baseball would be three months in the summer. He would take a month or two off and

then he'd go into basketball," said his father, Neil Pint.

Riley played some soccer, too. As he grew older, he played more baseball, becoming a star

pitcher at his high school, but he still took a break for basketball. It wasn't until his senior

year that Riley just played baseball. College coaches and pro scouts took notice.

"They loved the fact that Riley played multiple sports just because they knew he wasn't

throwing year-round. He was using other muscles of his body," said his father.

"You develop a different skill set that helps you overall as an athlete," Dr. Canty said.

Broncos Safety and Huntsville native Darian Stewart starred in football, basketball and

track at Lee High School before focusing on football in college. He now has a Super Bowl

ring.

"I don't think this message is out there enough," said Dr. Canty.

There is concern that sport specialization early in youth may make overuse injuries and

sport burnout more likely to happen. Except for gymnastics and diving, young athletes

have not been shown to be more successful in their sport when choosing to focus only on

one sport before the age of 12.

"Let them play sports, multiple sports," said Pint. "Don't focus on one sport early. There's

no reason."
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His son's name was the fourth

called at this year's MLB Draft. His

selection also earned him a $4.8

million signing bonus. Not bad for

an athlete who didn't focus solely

on baseball until this past year.

The American Medical Society for

Sports Medicine says girls should

wait to focus on a single sport until

age 12, and boys should wait until they're 14.

Learn more about sports specialization.
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