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Father-and-son baseball adventure leads teenager entrepreneur to help other kids Experience the Game

By Jeff Louderback

Chicago – The idea was hatched during a father-son excursion out west that involved seven games at different Major League Baseball ballparks in seven days. As Michael Sheck recalled, they were relishing the ambience at Dodger Stadium when then 13-year-old Alex Sheck grew alarmed. 
“With the price of tickets, parking, refreshments like hot dogs and drinks, and souvenirs, it was expensive and I wondered how families could afford to take their children to professional sporting events,” Alex Sheck said. “I wanted to get involved and do something to help children who were not able to have the same experience that I was enjoying with my dad.”

That memorable vacation shared between father and son happened in 2007, and it set in motion a series of efforts that led to the creation of Experience the Game (www.experiencethegame.org), a nonprofit organization that provides kids from lower-income families the opportunity to attend professional sporting events.  

Through relationships and partnerships with professional athletes, sports franchises and Fortune 500 companies, the children not only see the games, but they are also treated to an “experience” with perks like meeting players on the court or field and getting behind-the-scenes tours.

“Few people get to go on the court or on the field and meet the players before a game,” Michael Sheck said. “This is an opportunity that the children will remember for the rest of their lives, and it also gives them inspiration and motivation for their lives.”

The story of how Experience the Game was launched is just as inspirational as the organization’s mission. The elder Sheck, who performed as a professional stuntman before venturing into other endeavors, was working long hours back in 2007 when he proposed an idea to Alex.

“I was working seven days a week and missed out on Little League games and other activities, so I wanted to take a week-long trip, just Alex and me, and see as many baseball games in as many stadiums as possible,” Michael Sheck explained. “Alex planned the trip, booked the travel arrangements with my credit card and coordinated the games we would see. That first game at Dodger Stadium was on Father’s Day, which was the perfect gift.”

When the Shecks returned home, Alex embarked upon his first entrepreneurial venture. He formed a company called SW Sports with a friend, Jake Wilk. The duo attended youth baseball games, took photos, printed them from a portable device, placed them in frames and sold them to parents, grandparents, siblings and friends of the players as keepsakes. 
Alex and his business partner donated 10 percent of their sales to the host league, or the charity of the league’s choice.

SW Sports was expanded to include other sporting events as well, such as hockey, football and basketball. Though Alex was immersed in the photography business, the idea for Experience the Game remained etched in his mind, especially as he continued to share father and son ventures to professional sporting events.

As a high school student, Sheck’s entrepreneurial vision sharpened. He won first place in the Future Business Leaders of America’s state competition. During his senior year, Alex sent letters to executives at prominent Fortune 500 companies across the country. He met with powerful business figures at Costco, Nike, McAfee, eBay, PayPal, Caterpillar, Motorola and Discover. During those conversations, he pursued internships and pitched the idea for Experience the Game. Last summer, after completing his freshman year at the University of Iowa, the 19-year-old Sheck had a summer internship at McAfee.

Experience the Game original funding came from the money earned and save from his SW Sports venture and the summer internship.
The Shecks established Experience the Game as a 501(c)3 organization last September. They started by taking a group of children to a Chicago Sky WNBA game, donated by Discover CEO David Nelms, which is based in the Chicagoland area. Children from a YMCA on the south side of Chicago met players, conducted interviews with the media and brought home souvenirs.
Experience the Game followed with excursions to Chicago White Sox, Chicago Bulls and Chicago Blackhawks games.

“What we are doing extends beyond just the game-day experience,” Michael Sheck said. “Underprivileged kids are inadequately prepared for their path of success. To accomplish their goals, young people need advice from their role models to promote and reinforce various tactics to become successful. Our focus with Experience the Game is to put kids on a positive path and give them opportunities that will better their future.”
To expand the organization’s reach, the Shecks are approaching professional sports franchises for ticket donations and Fortune 500 companies for sponsorships. They envision Experience the Game spearheading trips for children in every market where a professional team plays. The organization is mostly funded by donations from the public.
Families who would like to participate in sending their kids to events held by Experience the Game can apply at www.experiencethegame.org. To qualify, children must be students under the age of 18, have a good standing with their school, demonstrate maturity and good character, and not have the opportunity to attend professional sporting events due to financial hardships.

“It’s rewarding to see the looks on the children’s faces when they walk into an arena or a ballpark, immerse themselves in the ambience and get a chance to interact with players they would otherwise only see on TV,” Alex Sheck said. “I have been blessed to attend games with my dad, and I think everyone should have that same experience as a child.”

For more information, visit www.experiencethegame.org. 
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