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DISCOVERING THE
ENDURING APPEAL
OF JUST ONCE BY
THOMAS J DYGARD

For  readers  who grew
up in the golden age of
young  adult  sports
fiction,  the  name
Thomas  J  Dygard
carr ies  a  sense  of
n o s t a l g i a  a n d
excitement. Among his
many  ce l eb ra ted
works,  Just  Once  By
Thomas  J  Dygard
s t a n d s  a s  a
quintessential example
of adolescent struggle,
athletic  ambition,  and
the poignant journey of
self-discovery.  This

novel, first published in
the 1990s, continues to
capture  the  hearts  of
y o u n g  r e a d e r s ,
educators, and anyone
who has ever faced the
daunting  challenge  of
s tepp ing  in to  the
unknown.  In  a  world
filled  with  high-tech
d i s t rac t i ons ,  the
s i m p l e ,  h o n e s t
storytelling of this book
offers  a  refreshing
return  to  fundamental
human  experiences:
the fear of failure, the
t h r i l l  o f  a  n e w
beginning,  and  the
quiet courage required
to try again.
This article will explore
every  facet  of  Just
Once  By  Thomas  J
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Dygard,  offering  a
detailed analysis of its
p lot ,  themes,  and
characters.  We  will
examine  why  th i s
p a r t i c u l a r  s t o r y
remains  a  staple  in
school  libraries  and
book clubs, and how its
message  of  resilience
and integrity speaks to
readers  of  all  ages.
Whether  you  are  a
longtime fan revisiting
a  favorite  tale  or  a
newcomer  cur ious
about this classic, this
comprehensive  guide
will  provide  valuable
insights  into  Dygard’s
remarkable  ability  to
blend  sports  action
with  meaningful  life
lessons.

OVERVIEW OF JUST
ONCE BY THOMAS J
DYGARD

Just Once By Thomas
J  Dygard  is  a  young
adult sports novel that
c e n t e r s  o n  t h e

transformative  journey
of  its  protagonist,  a
high  school  freshman
named  Wally  (often
referred to by his last
name, or as "the new
kid").  Unlike  many
sports  stories  that
focus  on  established
star athletes, this book
takes  a  different,  more
relatable  approach.  It
tells the story of a boy
who has never played
organized  footbal l
before  but,  through  a
twist of fate and sheer
d e t e r m i n a t i o n ,
becomes  the  starting
placekicker for his high
school team.
Published  by  Puffin
Books,  the  novel  fits
comfortably  within
Dygard’s broader body
o f  w o r k ,  w h i c h
frequently explores the
psychological  and
social  pressures  faced
by  teenage  athletes.
The  book’s  title,  Just
Once ,  i s  a  d i r e c t



Just Once By Thomas J Dygard 3

3

reference  to  a  driving
internal  mantra:  the
desire to succeed just
one  t ime,  to  prove
oneself capable, and to
earn  a  moment  o f
validation.  This  simple
yet  powerful  phrase
encapsulates the entire
emotional  core  of  the
narrative.

Publicatio
n Context
and
Legacy
Thomas J. Dygard was
a master of the sports
genre,  producing  a
string of popular titles
i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  a n d
1990s.  Books  l ike
Quarterback’s  Aim,
Rebound ,  and  The
R o o k i e  A r r i v e s
e s t a b l i s h e d  h i s
reputation for creating

authentic, tension-filled
game  scenes  and
believable  teenage
characters.  Just Once
By Thomas J Dygard
fits seamlessly into this
legacy .  Whi le  not
a l w a y s  t h e  m o s t
academically  analyzed
o f  h i s  n o v e l s ,  i t
remains a fan favorite
precisely because of its
underdog  narrative.
The novel’s focus on a
non-traditional  athletic
r o l e — t h e
kicker—makes it stand
out  in  a  genre  often
d o m i n a t e d  b y
quarterbacks  and
running  backs.

PLOT SUMMARY
OF JUST ONCE BY
THOMAS J DYGARD

To fully appreciate the
depth of Just Once By
Thomas J  Dygard,  it
i s  he lp fu l  to  wa lk
through  its  key  plot
po in t s .  The  s to ry
begins  wi th  Wal ly
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moving to a new town
and enrolling at a new
high  school .  He  is
acutely aware of being
an  outsider.  With  no
p r i o r  f o o t b a l l
experience, he decides
to try out for the team
not  out  of  a  lifelong
passion  for  the  sport,
but because he sees it
a s  a  w a y  t o  m a k e
friends and find a place
i n  h i s  n e w
environment.
During  tryouts,  Wally
catches  the  attention
of  the  coaching  staff
through his surprisingly
strong  leg.  He  is  not
fast,  not  big,  and has
almost  no  knowledge
of football plays, but he
can kick a football with
accuracy  and  power.
The  coach,  desperate
for  a  reliable  kicker,
dec ides  to  take  a
chance on him. This is
where  the  centra l
conflict  of  Just  Once
By Thomas J Dygard

is  established:  a  raw,
untrained  talent  is
thrust  into  the  high-
pressure  wor ld  o f
varsity  football .

The
Journey
from
Novice to
Team
Asset
The  middle  portion  of
the  novel  chronicles
Wally’s  struggles.  He
m u s t  l e a r n  t h e
mechanics of kicking in
a  game  setting,  deal
with the skepticism of
veteran  players,  and
c o n q u e r  h i s  o w n
crushing  self-doubt.
Dygard  meticulously
depicts  the  practice
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sessions,  the  locker
room  dynamics,  and
the  lonely  feeling  of
being  the  specialist
who  only  gets  a  few
chances  each  game.
The  title  phrase,  Just
O n c e ,  b e c o m e s
Wa l l y ’ s  pe r sona l
m a n t r a .  H e  t e l l s
himself  that  if  he can
m a k e  j u s t  o n e
successful  field  goal  in
a  real  game,  he  will
feel validated.
The climax of the novel
unfolds during a crucial
championship  game.
Wally is called upon to
attempt a long, game-
winning  field  goal.  The
scene is a masterclass
in  building  tension.
Dygard’s writing forces
the  reader  to  fee l
every  second  of  the
clock,  the  roar  of  the
crowd, and the weight
of  expectat ion  on
Wally’s  shoulders.  The
outcome of that single
kick  is  not  just  about

winning the game; it is
about  Wally’s  entire
journey  of  self-worth.

Resolutio
n and
Growth
Without  spoiling  the
final  play,  the  ending
o f  J u s t  O n c e  B y
Thomas  J  Dygard  is
deep ly  sat i s fy ing
because  it  prioritizes
character  growth  over
a simple victory. Wally
learns that the real win
is not in the final score,
but  in  the courage to
try, fail, and try again.
The  novel  concludes
with a sense of earned
confidence,  showing
that  his  place  on  the
team—and in  his  new
community—is  now
secure.
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KEY THEMES IN
JUST ONCE BY

THOMAS J DYGARD

What  elevates  Just
Once  By  Thomas  J
D y g a r d  a b o v e  a
simple  sports  story  is
i t s  r i c h  t h e m a t i c
c o n t e n t .  D y g a r d
w e a v e s  s e v e r a l
i m p o r t a n t  i d e a s
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e
narrative,  making  the
book a valuable tool for
d i s c u s s i o n  i n
classrooms  and  book
clubs.

Overcomi
ng Self-
Doubt
and

Imposter
Syndrom
e
The  most  prominent
theme  is  the  battle
against  internal  fear.
Wally  constantly  feels
like  a  fraud,  believing
he does not belong on
the  football  field.  This
is  a  perfect  literary
representat ion  of
imposter  syndrome,  a
concept that resonates
strongly  with  young
readers who often feel
out  of  place  in  new
social  or  academic
settings. Just Once By
Thomas  J  Dygard
shows  that  feeling  of
inadequacy  is  normal,
and  that  i t  can  be
overcome  through
persistence  and  small
victories.
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The Value
of Effort
Over
Natural
Talent
Whi le  Wal ly  has  a
natural  kicking  ability,
the  novel  emphasizes
that  raw talent  is  not
enough. He must work
t i re less ly,  endure
criticism,  and  practice
relentlessly.  Dygard
clearly advocates for a
growth  mindset.  The
book sends a powerful
message:  success  is
not  about  being  the
best from the start; it is
about  being  willing  to
learn and improve. This
theme is  embodied in
the  character  of  the
coach,  who  values
Wally’s  work  ethic

e v e n  w h e n  h i s
p e r f o r m a n c e  i s
inconsistent.

Friendshi
p and
Belonging
At its heart, Just Once
By Thomas J Dygard
is  also  a  story  about
finding  a  community.
Wally joins the football
team initially  to  make
friends.  Through  his
struggles and triumphs
on  the  field,  he  earns
the  respect  o f  h is
teammates.  The novel
explores  the  difference
between  popularity
and genuine belonging.
Wally  discovers  that
true acceptance comes
f r o m  s h a r i n g  a
common  goa l  and
supporting one another
through adversity.
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Responsi
bility and
Teamwor
k
As  a  kicker,  Wally’s
role is both solitary and
critical.  Dygard  uses
this unique position to
explore  the  idea  of
individual responsibility
w i t h i n  a  t e a m
framework .  Wal ly
l e a r n s  t h a t  h i s
successes and failures
are  not  just  his  own;
they  affect  the  entire
team.  This  builds  a
sense of accountability
that  is  central  to  his
coming-of-age journey.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS IN JUST
ONCE BY THOMAS J
DYGARD

Dygard’s  characters

a r e  n o t  c o m p l e x
literary  figures,  but
they are authentic and
relatable. Their realism
is a major reason why
Just Once By Thomas
J  Dygard  remains
effective.

Wally (The
Protagonist):
Wally is a classic
underdog. He is
introspective,
anxious, but
fundamentally
resilient. His
internal
monologue is the
heart of the
book. Readers
root for him
because his
insecurities are
so recognizable.
He is not a
natural leader or
a physical
specimen; he is
just a regular kid
trying to find his
place.
The Coach: The
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coach is a
steady,
demanding, but
fair figure. He
represents the
adult world that
Wally must
navigate. He
pushes Wally
hard but also
provides crucial
moments of
encouragement.
The coach is not
a cliché; he has
his own
pressures from
the school
administration
and fans.
Teammates
(The
Quarterback,
The Linemen):
The supporting
characters serve
as foils to Wally.
Some are
skeptical, some
are supportive,
and others are
indifferent.

Through them,
Dygard shows
the social
hierarchy of a
high school
team. The
quarterback, for
instance, initially
doubts Wally but
eventually
becomes a
source of trust.
These
interactions add
layers to the
story.
The Rival
Kicker: Often, a
story like this
features a
veteran player
competing for
the same
position. This
antagonist is not
evil, but he
represents the
established order
that Wally must
challenge. Their
rivalry adds an
extra dimension
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of tension to the
practice scenes.

THOMAS J
DYGARD’S
WRITING STYLE IN
JUST ONCE

Understanding  the
appeal  of  Just  Once
By Thomas J Dygard
a l s o  r e q u i r e s
app rec i a t i ng  the
author’s craft.  Thomas
J.  Dygard  writes  in  a
clear, direct, and highly
visual  style.  His  prose
is  not  ornate,  which
makes the book highly
accessible  for  young
readers.  However,  his
simplicity is deceptive.
H e  i s  a  m a s t e r  o f
pacing.

Pacing
and

Tension
Dygard  knows  exactly
when to slow down for
character  reflection
and when to accelerate
for  game  action.  The
football  scenes  are
part icu lar ly  wel l -
constructed.  He  uses
s h o r t ,  p u n c h y
sentences  to  convey
the speed and violence
o f  t h e  s p o r t .  I n
contrast,  the  quiet
moments in the locker
room or at home allow
for  introspection.  This
rhythm  keeps  readers
engaged  throughout
Just Once By Thomas
J Dygard.

Authentic
Dialogue
The  dialogue  in  the
n o v e l  f e e l s  r e a l .
Teenagers  talk  like
t e e n a g e r s ,  a n d
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coaches  ta l k  l i ke
c o a c h e s .  D y g a r d
avoids overly dramatic
speeches. Instead, the
c h a r a c t e r s
communicate  through
br ie f ,  somet imes
awkward  exchanges.
This authenticity builds
trust  with  the  reader.
The  conversations
between Wally and his
teammates  are  often
where  the  emotional
t r u t h  o f  a  s c e n e
resides.

Use of
Internal
Monologu
e
Because  Wally  is  an
introverted  character,
much  of  the  story  is
t o l d  t h r o u g h  h i s
thoughts .  Dygard
seamlessly  integrates

Wal ly ’ s  fears  and
h o p e s  i n t o  t h e
n a r r a t i v e .  T h e
repeated  mantra  of
Just Once  is  a clever
narrat ive  dev ice ,
allowing the reader to
t r a c k  W a l l y ’ s
psychological  state.
When he stops saying
it to himself, we know
he has grown.

WHY JUST ONCE BY
THOMAS J DYGARD
RESONATES WITH
READERS

T h e  e n d u r i n g
popular i ty  of  Just
Once  By  Thomas  J
D y g a r d  c a n  b e
attributed  to  several
factors.  It  is  a  book
that,  despite  being
decades  old,  feels
timeless  in  its  core
messages.

The Underdog1.
Narrative is
Universal:
Everyone loves a
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story about
someone who
succeeds against
the odds. Wally’s
journey is deeply
inspirational
without being
preachy.
Relatable2.
Anxiety: In an
age of high-
stakes testing
and social media
pressure,
modern
teenagers are
more anxious

than ever.
Wally’s internal
struggles mirror
their own. The
book provides a
healthy model
for coping with
fear.
Sports as a3.
Metaphor for
Life: Dygard
uses football not
just as a
backdrop, but as
a metaphor for
all challenges.
The discipline


