'Pay to play' culture can ruin youth sports: Editorial

A Journal News editorial 1:19 p.m. ET Sept. 30, 2016 

Communities should consider whether young athletes without private coaching are squeezed from school sports pipeline
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High school and college athletes work out at SUNY Purchase in June.(Photo: John Meore/The Journal News)Buy Photo
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We all know the benefits that kids are supposed to receive from participating in sports. They get some exercise, experience the meaning of teamwork, learn something about the value of practice and discipline and, to various degrees, become acquainted with success and failure.

It doesn't always work out that way, of course. Some kids don't want to play and remember their days in jerseys and cleats less than fondly. But for a lot of others, being an athlete — from T-ball to varsity pep rallies — has long been a true part of coming of age.

Still, like anything else, sports can be overvalued. Way overvalued. As a Journal News/lohud special report, "Pay to Play: The high cost of youth sports," has depressingly showed, growing numbers of student-athletes and their families have been sucked into what may be called the professionalization of youth sports. Sports families are "investing" thousands of dollars in club teams, travel teams, private coaching and pro-level equipment. It seems that many parents want to make sure their sons and daughters reach their athletic potential, get more playing time, secure a spot on the varsity and maybe even earn an athletic scholarship for college.

PAY TO PLAY: The high cost of youth sports
PAY TO PLAY: The findings
MONEY AND TIME: How much does it cost to play youth sports?
DOUGHERTY: When kids stop playing, we all pay
The seriousness with which adults take youth sports has been intensifying for some time. Club and travel teams now bring in an estimated $9 billion a year nationally, creating a vast industry that exists parallel to school sports programs. It may be time for school officials, community leaders and parents to consider the implications of what's happening.

For one thing, it's reasonably clear that children and teens who get private coaching and play on high-cost travel teams have a big leg up when it comes to making high-school varsity teams and succeeding on them (particularly at a time when many school districts have cut back on middle-school and freshman teams). It's getting harder in the Lower Hudson Valley to find athletes in many sports who have not had high-priced coaches. Children whose parents can't afford the extras, or simply don't prioritize them, may get squeezed out of having a normal, healthy, moderately competitive school sports experience.

There's no way to know how many kids may be dropping out of organized sports because they can't keep up with the equipment or the coaching. But we do know that about 70 percent of kids stop playing sports, for whatever reasons, by 13. This is the opposite of what we should want when obesity has doubled in children and quadrupled in adolescents over the past 30 years.

One thing is for sure: Travel teams and coaching centers will only expand if parents are willing to bring out their debit cards. This growing culture is already presenting challenges to school sports programs. Private coaches have a business interest in overstating the talents of clients, and may encourage moms and dads to expect their kids to start on the varsity or play high-profile positions.
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PAY TO PLAY: THE HIGH COST OF YOUTH SPORTSVideo: The high cost of youth sports | 2:27

Athletic directors talk about the expenses involved in youth sports outside of high school and the potential for college scholarship money. John Meore/The Journal News
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PAY TO PLAY: THE HIGH COST OF YOUTH SPORTSYouth sports: Yankees Manager Joe Girardi | 4:14

New York Yankees manager Joe Girardi discusses his view on youth sports and young athletes specializing in specific sports. John Meore/The Journal News
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PAY TO PLAY: THE HIGH COST OF YOUTH SPORTSVideo: Inside elite AAU Basketball | 1:01

Elite high school basketball players compete in the Nike-sponsored Elite Youth Basketball League, where college coaches from across the country watch perspective players. John Meore/The Journal News
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PAY TO PLAY: THE HIGH COST OF YOUTH SPORTSVideo: Specialization and injury risks | 1:45

High school athletic directors discuss the trend of athletes specializing in a single sport at a young age. John Meore/The Journal News
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PAY TO PLAY: THE HIGH COST OF YOUTH SPORTSVideo: High school coach vs. league coach | 0:59

Athletic directors discuss parents' involvement in youth sports travel leagues. John Meore/The Journal News
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PAY TO PLAY: THE HIGH COST OF YOUTH SPORTSVideo: One athlete's positive results of extra training | 1:41

Josh Schultz, a lacrosse goalie from Tarrytown, wanted a competitive edge as he prepared for college. His father, Clifford, was reluctant, but after seeing the results, is on board with the extra training. John Meore/The Journal News
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PAY TO PLAY: THE HIGH COST OF YOUTH SPORTSVideo: Soccer player on prepping for college | 1:07

Tatiana Cruz, a Suffern soccer player, explains how playing club soccer gives her an edge for college. Her father, Victor, agrees. John Meore/The Journal News
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PAY TO PLAY: THE HIGH COST OF YOUTH SPORTSVideo: Junior golfer learns from her father | 1:44

Kyra Cox, a junior golfer from South Salem, and her father, Keith, talk about the coaching process and Kyra’s performance on the golf course for Pay to Play, a lohud series on youth sports. Video by John Meore/The Journal News
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PAY TO PLAY: THE HIGH COST OF YOUTH SPORTSVideo: Making the team | 2:01

Lohud artist Chris Brown takes us through the process of making the high school varsity team. Video by Chris Brown/The Journal News

9 of 9

Last VideoNext Video

· [image: image78.jpg]



2:27

Video: The high cost of youth sports 

· [image: image79.jpg]



4:14

Youth sports: Yankees Manager Joe Girardi 

· [image: image80.jpg]



1:01

Video: Inside elite AAU Basketball 

· [image: image81.jpg]el




1:45

Video: Specialization and injury risks 

· [image: image82.jpg]



0:59

Video: High school coach vs. league coach 

· [image: image83.jpg]



1:41

Video: One athlete's positive results of extra training 

· [image: image84.jpg]



1:07

Video: Soccer player on prepping for college 
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Video: Making the team 

School coaches at the modified, JV and varsity levels are often plugged in to the Little League, Pop Warner and other youth programs in their communities. They ought to consider how many local kids are getting squeezed out of the high-school sports pipeline because they're average athletes without the means to sign up for a travel team that spends weekends in Connecticut or New Jersey. Maybe middle and high schools can offer intramural-type programs for kids who want to run and compete without all the nonsense.

Schools districts may also want to keep an eye on their own coaches who have private academies on the side and may favor student-athletes whose parents have fat checkbooks.
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Of course, the whole "pay to play" culture is driven by parents with good intentions. It’s a fact of life that kids from affluent families get big advantages when it comes to education. We're not just talking about better-funded schools, but academic summer camps, tutors when necessary, SAT/ACT prep courses, even trips and other experiences that make for more colorful college essays.

So it shouldn’t be surprising that many parents should also want to see their kids succeed at sports. But cross country or field hockey should be fun for most kids. It fact, sports should be an outlet for kids in between class and homework, an opportunity to blow off steam and hang with friends.

Many parents may tell themselves that their goal is a big payoff: a college scholarship. But only a small percentage of high school athletes get scholarships. The truth is that most parents pay for coaches and club teams because youth sports, in the heat of the season, begin to seem more important than they are. Parents want to see their kids do well because it feels good. There's nothing wrong with that. But is all the money and time worth it to help an adolescent get a bit better at dribbling with her or his left hand?
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