‘It’s getting
better every year.
They are
working harder.’

VarDuHI NAHAPETYAN

Jr. Olympics glory not a big stretch

Local qualifiers prep
for upcoming event

By Monique Walker
GLOBE STAFF

WESTWOOD — Inside the New England
Sports Academy, a group of girls gracefully
leaped and tumbled across mats, They were
dressed in colorful, sparkly leotards, their hair
tightly wound in buns. Their practice last week
was more than routine. It was the equivalent of
a dress rehearsal before the young gymnasts
make their national debut.

Eight girls from the academy’s rhythmic
gymnastics program qualified for the Rhythmic
Gymnasties Junior Olympic Championships
June 8 to 10 in Hilliard, Ohio. Gymnasts who
rank Level 6 or higher are eligible for Junior
Olympics. Three other rhythmic gymnasts from
the academy qualified for the 2007 Classics,
Level 4 and 5 Championship in Lowell, where
they competed last weekend.

The total of 11 qualifiers is the most since
coach Varduhi Nahap Jjoined the acad
three years ago.

“It's getting better every year,” Nahapetyan

said. “They are working harder at practices and
training more”

Nahapetyan, who is from Armenia, coaches
21 competitive Y

Rhythm!c gymnastics is an Olympic sport
that combines gymnastics, dance, and ballet in-
to a routine with a ball, rope, hoop, ribbon, or clubs.

Nahapetyan was a National Master of Sport and National
Champion of Armenia in 1984, 1991, and 1993. Her coaching ca-
reer began in 1991 with the Armenian National
Team and brought her to the United States in

2003.

Since then, Nahapetyan has helped rhythmic
gymnasts from the academy earn state and re-
gional titles.

Neha Basu, 15, of Westwood, is the oldest of
the Junior Olympic qualifiers. Basu’s back-
New England Bround is in dance, but four years ago she
Sports Academy  tarned her interest to rhythmic gymnastics.

Even though Basu started the sport later
than her teammates, last vear she was two places shy of qualify-
ing for the Junior Olympics. This year, she qualified, but not be-
fore she had to sweat out the long minutes as a competitor fin-
ished up her routine and the final standings became clear. “It was
the most nerve-wracking thing I've ever had to go through,” she
said.

Basu's goal is to place among the top 20 in the championship
event because “it would mean I'm better than half of the people
there," she said.

The sport may visually look graceful and smooth, but the one-
minute and 30-second routines can be complicated.

“It's not as easy as it looks,” Basu said.

Flexibility is a major part of the performance. The gymnasts’
bodies bend as easily as drinking straws. Karen Kravets, 11, of
Sharon practiced her routine last week. During one move, she lay
on her stomach and slowly tilted her head back as the bottom of
her foot touched the tip of her ponytail.

“I don't know how T got that flexible,” Kravets said. “T just
bend.”

The girls take time to share tips with each other. Andrea Chi-
rieac, 10, of Newton has worked with Basu on various tech-
niques. When the gymnasts aren't helping each other they are lis-
tening to Nah 1and hing her d ration

Karen Kravets (above left) of Sharon, training for the Rhythmic Gy
Varduhi Nahapetyan (above right) worked with Neha Basu of Westwood on posture as Kravets pmhoeﬂ on the floor. Below,
Nahapetyan helped Kravets (left) stretch and Regina Yu (right) with her ball routine.
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ic Cl ionships June 9 in Ohio. Coach

Nahapetyan's flare from her competitive days
is visible not only in her coaching but also in her
style. Her cropped brown hair is spiced up with
red and blond highlights, and the gymnasts frequently compli-
ment her clothes or her nails.

“Without the girls, I can't live,” Nahapetyan said. *“Tt's my life."

The following gymnasts qualified for the Junior Olympic
championships: At Level 6, Julia Wang of Newton, Nadia Oleinik
of Walpole, Hana Colwell of Franklin, and Andrea Chirieac of
Newton. At Level 7, Karen Kravets of Sharon. At Level 8, Neha
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In the Classics, Level 4 and Level 5 championships, Level 4
gymnasts Regina Yu of Wayland, Flizabeth Wu of Shrewsbury,
and Bea Ed ds of Dedham qualified

w of Brookline, and Eliza-
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