
NSCA COACH 2.4 | NSCA.COM34

RICK HOWARD, MED, CSCS,*D, USAW

START EARLY—THE KEY TO PREPARING ATHLETES FOR THE RIGORS OF HIGH SCHOOL  
STRENGTH AND CONDITIONING

High school strength and conditioning coaches can play a 
pivotal role in increasing levels of fitness and athleticism 
in children (ages 6 – 11) and adolescents (ages 12 – 18). 

Evidence shows that all fitness attributes are trainable across 
childhood and adolescence (1,3,7). Aspiring young athletes can 
start resistance training as young as age eight, which has been 
shown to enhance athleticism and reduce the risk of injury (3,4). 
This article suggests how high school strength and conditioning 
coaches can not only prepare high school athletes for sports and 
fitness, but also help with the process of improving fitness and 
athleticism of all youth. 

HIGH SCHOOL IS TOO LATE
Introducing high school freshmen to strength and conditioning 
is often a primary responsibility of a high school strength and 
conditioning coach. The position statement regarding youth 
resistance training from the National Strength and Conditioning 
Association (NSCA) recommends that youth begin a strength and 
conditioning program at around the same time they begin playing 
youth sports (approximately at eight years old) (1). Students who 
have not participated in strength and conditioning before high 
school are at a disadvantage compared to those who already have 
strength and conditioning experience prior to high school. 

Recent advances in research on long-term athletic development 
(LTAD) highlight the importance of engaging youth in 
developmentally appropriate strength and conditioning activities 
across the developmental continuum (3,4). Lloyd et al. outlines 
the Youth Physical Development Model for Females and the 
Composite Youth Development Model for Males in the Journal of 
Strength and Conditioning Research (3,4). Additionally, strength 
and conditioning should include integrative neuromuscular training 
(INT) to ensure that fundamental movement skills, sport-specific 
movement skills, and muscle strength are developed (5). INT is 
an approach to strength and conditioning programing designed 
to maximize general and sport-specific skills through motor 
skill mastery and muscle strength activities while addressing 
movement deficiencies to promote successful participation in 
sports and physical activity across the lifespan, in concert with the 
principles of physical literacy (8).

WHAT CAN HIGH SCHOOL STRENGTH AND 
CONDITIONING COACHES DO?
High school strength and conditioning is an integral component 
of youth strength and conditioning, and is the link between youth 
sports and collegiate sports and lifelong fitness. Many high school 
strength and conditioning coaches are responsible for the middle 
school program and act as physical educators within the entire 
school district. The job of a high school strength and conditioning 
coach can be optimized by attending or participating in strength 
and conditioning clinics or conferences and creating LTAD 
programs that span from youth through adulthood (2).

ATTENDING OR PARTICIPATING IN CLINICS AND CONFERENCES 
A plethora of professional development opportunities exist for 
high school strength coaches. Nationally accredited organizations, 
such as the NSCA, provide clinics at the state and regional level, 
as well as a High School Coaches track at the NSCA National 
Conference and an annual Coaches Conference. The High 
School Coaches Special Interest Group (SIG) conducts meetings 
and forums to meet the needs of high school strength and 
conditioning coaches. Getting involved with the Youth SIG and the 
College Coaches SIG may help to bridge the gap between program 
design for primary, secondary, and postsecondary students.

CREATING LTAD PROGRAMS FROM YOUTH  
THROUGH ADULTHOOD 
High school strength and conditioning coaches are in unique 
positions to provide outreach on both ends of the sports and 
fitness continuum. By providing consultation to youth sports 
programs, and coaches and students at feeder schools (as long as 
it is within the guidelines of the appropriate state interscholastic 
athletic association), high school strength and conditioning 
coaches can further increase the level of athleticism and help 
reduce injury rates in youth athletes (1). Likewise, high school 
strength and conditioning coaches should identify common 
exercises required of college strength and conditioning programs 
and include the developmental progressions for these exercises 
so the athletes will be better prepared when they reach that 
level. High school strength and conditioning coaches should 
create a program template based upon expectations for incoming 
freshmen and work backwards to create goals for each athlete 
while adhering to youth training guidelines to ensure that all 
fundamental motor skills and fitness attributes are included 
(1,2,3,4,5,7,8).

It is important for high school strength and conditioning coaches 
to remember that each level of high school strength and 
conditioning should be assigned a different training age and not 
every athlete will be at the same training age. Programs should 
be personalized for each athlete’s level of skill and motor mastery, 
rather than generalized for the best athletes or based on more 
advanced program design. Additionally, not every high school 
student pursues college, plays college sports, or is mandated to 
take a wellness course, so high school may be the last opportunity 
to teach them lifelong health and wellness habits. The program 
design should also include instruction for all students to be able 
to participate in strength and conditioning to meet physical 
literacy-based national standards for their essential health and 
fitness needs (6). This also is in keeping with the tenets of physical 
literacy to develop all students to their potential given their 
natural endowment.
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HIGH SCHOOL STRENGTH COACHES HAVE AN 
IMPORTANT JOB
It is clear that high school strength and conditioning coaches 
can have a significant impact on students of varying ages and 
abilities, both on and off the field. Principles of LTAD, including 
recommendations for strength and conditioning, practice and 
game ratios, and time off between sport seasons, should help 
guide high school strength and conditioning coaches as they work 
with athletes. High school strength and conditioning coaches 
can influence youth to gain motor skill competence, which may 
encourage them to participate in high school sports and continue 
to be physically active into adulthood (7).
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