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SPENDING

A New Competitive Sport: Grooming the Child Athlete

Norman Y. Lono for The New York Times
Members of a  high school  football  team working out at a  Velocity Sports  Performance site  in  Cherry  Hill, N.J.  Velocity operates 65 locations
and plans to add 35 this  year.

By JENNIFER ALSEVER
Published:  June 25, 2006

THE parents of Beau Fraser have spent $30,000 to help him become a better athlete.

From the time Beau was 10, his parents, Gayle and Brian Fraser of Aptos, Calif., have

paid for professional coaches, private trainers, athletic testing, baseball camps,

tournaments and travel with elite teams — not to mention travel costs for the entire

family to watch him play.

The extra help may or may not transform Beau into a professional baseball player, but, at

16, he is a starting catcher on his high school team. "Every little bit helps," he said.

As the nation's love of sports grows, more children are focusing on one sport at an early

age — sometimes as young as 4 — and practicing it year-round. To keep up, parents spend thousands of dollars

for team memberships, personal training and even private sports schools in the hope of turning their children

into high-caliber athletes or landing college scholarships for them.

Often, though, the investments may do nothing more than help children make the team. "We're a sign of the

times," Ms. Fraser said. "If they're not on a traveling team, then chances are your son or daughter isn't going to

make the high school team in many areas."

Gary Mayes, like some parents, is not entirely comfortable with all this competitiveness, but he has still opened

his wallet to help ensure that his son, Kyle, 17, gets a chance to play the sports he loves.

"It's generally out of hand," said Mr. Mayes, a high school baseball coach in Huntsville, Ala. "Parents that have

the money are going to afford their kids every opportunity, and often there is no limit."

Some parents pay $200 to $400 for new baseball bats, he said, and pay $60 an hour for private trainers to

make their children more athletically fit. The players who do not get extra help tend to fall behind, he said.

Mr. Mayes has paid $2,000 to $4,000 a year for eight years so his son could play on a traveling ice hockey

team. The costs are for equipment, tournaments and gasoline, as well as hotel accommodations and airfare for

the family. Mr. Mayes has often turned the sports travel into family vacations.

"It's not just investing in your kids' opportunity," he said. "You're also spending time with your kids. You can't

measure that."
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Sports camps, private sports schools and other businesses are springing up to meet the demand, which has

blossomed in the last five years.

Velocity Sports Performance, based in Alpharetta, Ga., operates 65 sports training facilities nationwide

that work with accomplished athletes in many fields, like Jeremy Bloom, the skier, and Charlie Villanueva of

the Toronto Raptors basketball team. But increasingly, the centers are also catering to children.

As many as 130,000 youngsters come to Velocity centers each year, paying $15 to $45 for a one-hour to 90-

minute session, two to three times a week. They receive general coaching on strength, speed and agility.

Velocity's sales are growing by 30 percent a year, and 35 more franchised centers will open this year, said David

B. Walmsley, a co-founder and chief executive.

And Sparq Training, in Portland, Ore., has built a business selling computerized athletic testing equipment

and other products, like cones and medicine balls, to coaches, training centers and sports camps. Many

students know the company for its Sparq Rating test, which analyzes their abilities in specific sports and gives

them goals.

The company is scheduled to test 245,000 students this year at clinics, camps and schools. The tests are often

free, but the company expects to sell more than $10 million worth of the equipment needed to conduct the tests

to training centers, coaches and sports camps, said Andy Bark, a founder of Sparq.

The spending on young athletes has also trickled down to individual trainers like Andy McCloy, who calls

himself a performance enhancement specialist. He works with about 60 student athletes a week in Huntsville,

charging $30 to $150 an hour for sessions to improve their strength and speed. He also holds six-week sports

camps that cost students $250 to $450 each.

The latest training tactics, Mr. McCloy said, can help less athletic children compete better. "Demand is

increasing more and more, and it's not something I see letting up," he said. "Parents are competitive, and they

don't want their kids to be left out."

Parents of serious athletes may take another route, spending up to $40,000 a year to send them to private

sports-oriented schools with professional coaches and world-class trainers.
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