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[ 1] If you want to become very good at something, when should you decide what it is? One
answer is: as early as possible. Skill is built out of hours, and hours are easier to collect when

you start young and keep going.

[2] Hard skills are made of small parts that have to become automatic. A pianist does not
think about which finger to move next. A swimmer does not think about the shape of the hand.
Making a movement automatic takes thousands of repetitions, and thousands of repetitions
take years. A student who decides at fwelve has six more years of them than a student who

decides at eighteen.

[3] An early choice also gives you people. Once you belong to a team, an orchestra, or a
laboratory, you are surrounded by others who are slightly better than you, and you copy them

without noticing. This is a quiet advantage, and it is hard to buy later.

[4] Some say that children who choose early may choose wrongly, and that is true. But a
wrong choice made early is cheap. At twelve, changing direction costs a year; at twenty-five,
it can cost far more. The danger is smaller than it looks, because the cost of leaving is still

low.

[5] Others point out that early specialists often stop. They train too much, get hurt, or lose
interest. This is a real problem, but it is a problem of how the training is run, not of when it

began. Long hours without rest damage anyone, whatever age they started.

[6] So the advice is not "choose forever." It is "choose now, and stay long enough to become

good at something." A choice can be corrected. Lost hours cannot be recovered.
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[l1] The advice to choose early sounds sensible, but it describes only the people we happen to

hear about.

[2] We hear from the ones who chose at twelve and are still playing at thirty. We do not hear
from the far larger number who chose at twelve, trained for six years, and quit. When only the

ones who stayed are asked, an early start looks like the cause of their success.

[3] The argument also leaves out one question: how does anyone know what to choose? A
twelve-year-old cannot compare fields they have never tried. The years spent sampling are
not wasted years before the real training. They are the years in which the choice becomes

possible.

[4] Hours matter, of course. But hours spent on the wrong thing are hours too, and they are

much harder to notice.
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