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The Great Leap


Traditionally, the pathway to the NBA consisted of varsity basketball in high school and four years of college basketball at a major program.  Rarely would a player leave school early, because the professional scouts believed most players required four years of physical and mental growth in order to be ready for the level of competition at the professional level.  Only the elite players who totally dominated the college game would leave early, players such as Michael Jordan who left after his junior season and North Carolina.   However, as the NBA became a more and more successful and lucrative business towards the late 80’s and early 90’s, it started to become much more common to see players leave college early to jump to the NBA.  Finally in 1995, a young man from Chicago named Kevin Garnett decided to take the theme of leaving college early to the next level, by completely forgoing college and heading straight to the NBA.  Although it was a very controversial decision at the time, Garnett’s amazing success created a trend of high school prep stars skipping college for a chance to be drafted by an NBA team, with a total of 37 high school players declaring for the draft since Garnett’s NBA debut in 1995 (Young).  Although the causes of this trend, which include the role of increased salaries along with Garnett’s success, are very important to discussing this issue, the effects that the influx of young players have had on the game must also be examined.


The amount of money made in the NBA has had a direct effect on how early kids are willing to turn pro. Salaries at the NBA level have always been high, but now they are reaching extraordinary figures.

	Money progression 


	Year 
	Salary cap 
	Average player salary 

	1984-85 
	$3.6 million 
	$330,000 

	1985-86 
	$4.2 million 
	$382,000 

	1986-87 
	$4.9 million 
	$431,000 

	1987-88 
	$6.2 million 
	$502,000 

	1988-89 
	$7.2 million 
	$575,000 

	1989-90 
	$9.8 million 
	$717,000 

	1990-91 
	$11.9 million 
	$927,000 

	1991-92 
	$12.5 million 
	$1.1 million 

	1992-93 
	$14.0 million 
	$1.3 million 

	1993-94 
	$15.1 million 
	$1.5 million 

	1994-95 
	$15.9 million 
	$1.8 million 

	1995-96 
	$23.0 million 
	$2.0 million 

	1996-97 
	$24.4 million 
	$2.0 million 

	1997-98 
	$26.9 million 
	$2.6 million 

	1998-99 
	$30.0 million 
	$3.0 million 

	1999-00 
	$34.0 million 
	$3.6 million 

	2000-01 
	$35.5 million 
	$4.2 million 

	2001-02 
	$42.5 million 
	$4.5 million 

	2002-03 
	$40.27 million 
	To be announced


(“NBA Salary Cap Progression”)

 Today the average salary in the NBA is just a shade under $5 million per year, with the league minimum around $400,000.  Back in 1990, when Shawn Kemp was the first player to forgo college for the NBA in over 10 years, the average NBA salary was $575000, when Kevin Garnett declared himself eligible in 1995, the average salary increased to $2.0 million, and in 2001, when a when five high school players were drafted, including the first 3 overall picks, the average salary was $4.5 (“Salary Cap”).  This tremendous increase in salary leads to the conclusion that money has a great impact on the high school players turning pro.  The players that used to spend three to fours years at the college level now are declaring themselves for the draft right out of high school due the financial reward waiting at the NBA.  The rookie salaries have correspondingly increased along side with the overall average salary.  Today all first round draft picks receive a guaranteed three year contract with an optional fourth year with a set base salary, with teams often signing the player for much more than the minimum base salary required.


So with all this money on the table, how can an eighteen year old possibly turn it down, especially when an early exit from the college game is inevitable?  Most of time the answer is no.  Being a teenage millionaire is a dream unachievable for so many, but for the select few humans with the natural gift to play basketball, it is just a signature away.  This signature provides the player with the opportunity to own any material item on the planet, as well as provide financial assistance to his family and other loved ones.  The NBA is a black man’s game, and many of the talented players come from urban areas of the United States struck with poverty.  It provides the players and their families with an escape from the horrible poverty that many young black athletes grow up in.  So despite the player’s possible benefit from a few years in college, which would likely include his draft stock rising along with his potential NBA salary, he is forced to give up his development in order to support himself and his family in a time of need.


In addition to the lure of money, the success of the ambassadors’ jump from the high school to the pros have caused more intrigue from the scouts at the high school level, as well as an eagerness from the high school player to attain instant fame.  Kevin Garnett earned the consensus player of the year award as a senior and was unlikely to attend college due to his grades.  NBA scouts were intrigued by Garnett’s natural ability and great size, as well as his excellent pre-draft workouts (“High School Players”).  After his grades were finally college eligible, he shocked everyone and turned pro.  With his potential too great to pass up, Garnett was drafted 5th by the Minnesota Timberwolves.  Garnett quickly flourished, gaining all-star honors in just his second season in the league as a twenty year old.  During the same season, Kobe Bryant and Jermaine O’Neal were drafted out of high school, with another high school player going undrafted.  While O’Neal started off slow by riding the bench with the Trailblazers, Bryant was immediately thrust into the spot light with the Los Angles Lakers, the league’s marquee team.  After winning the Slam Dunk contest as a rookie, Bryant started on the Western Conference all-star team the following year despite coming off the bench for the Lakers.  Three years later the Lakers, as a result of Bryant’s amazing development, had added three more championship banners to the rafters of the stadium. The instant success of these two players bought plenty of marketing opportunity to the NBA, and suddenly they were both the face of the NBA.  They had proven all the skeptics wrong, showing that they were ready for the mental and physical aspects of the NBA, and did not need to go to college due to the their superior talent.


All of a sudden high school players were the talk of every draft.  Who was skipping college this year? Is it a mistake? Are they ready?  Scouts, although hesitant because each high school player is a big risk and very unproven, could not let their team pass up the next “Kobe” or “Garnett”.  In turn, every all-american was thinking they could achieve the same success as one the previously mentioned stars.  In 1998, four high school prep stars declared for the draft, and the highest pick of the four was selected with the 25th pick in the first round, hardly generating the type of hype surround the previously drafted high schoolers (Young).  Many would question why a player would leave early just to be picked in the second round.  Players seem to contain this overconfidence that they can make it in the NBA and succeed straight out of high school, despite obviously lacking the physical and mental tools of those before them.  The story of Leon Smith is a classic example of how a premature transistion to the NBA can send both their career and life into a downward spiral.  Leon was blessed with many natural gifts, but growing up he never had a home, bouncing from foster home to foster home throughout his schooling.  Teams loved his talent, but figured his emotional baggage would weigh down his potential upside.  The Dallas Mavericks decided to take a risk on him, selecting him with the 29th pick in the 1999 NBA draft.  Quickly, this decision turned out to be a mistake, with Smith getting kicked out of his first practice.  As the sides continued to clash, and with no parents or other support, Leon grew increasingly upset and started to behave erratically with this behavior culminating during a suicide attempt during the fall of 1999.  This forced the Mavericks to send Smith to a psyciatric ward and buy out the rest of his contract, for he was not ready for the emotional rigors of the NBA.  After an attempt to return to the NBA in 2002, Smith has bounced around from camp to camp, looking for a team where he can find his comfort zone and fit in (Stein).  Smith would have benefited tremendously from the tutelage of a college coach, learning many important lessons about life without the pressure of being a professional athlete.  Smith’s career and the careers of others that have failed due to a premature entrance into the NBA should serve as lesson to those looking to skip college.  Although it is definitely possible to be successful coming into the league straight from high school, a mistake could lead to a life without a job or a college degree.


    Many experts argue that the trend of many young, underdeveloped players entering the league has greatly affected the quality of the NBA game.  With teams investing both a high lottery pick and millions of dollars it becomes substantially important to provide as much in game experience as possible to develop the kid’s game without limiting the overall success of the team.  However, until they learn all the intricacies of the NBA they are a huge liability, lacking many of the essential basketball skills of a NBA veteran.  The biggest impact of this liability can be seen the decline of scoring over the last five to ten years.

	League scoring 

	Season 
	FG% 
	PPG 

	Recently 

	2003-04 
	.427 
	91.6 

	2002-03 
	.441 
	95.1 

	2001-02 
	.445 
	95.5 

	2000-01 
	.443 
	94.8 

	1999-00 
	.449 
	97.5 

	1998-99 
	.437 
	91.6(1) 

	Past 

	1993-94 
	.466 
	101.5(2)


(Kahn)

In the 1983-84 season, which many would argue to be the prime of the NBA, the combined scoring average of all the teams was 110 points per game.  As the league started getting younger and younger the average started to drop, with the scoring at 101.5 in 1993, two years before Kevin Garnett entered the league from high school (Kahn).  Today, scoring is reaching all-time lows, corresponding directly to the amount of high school players getting playing time.  This decline leads to a boring game, therefore lowering ratings and generating less revenue.  Although some players and fans would argue that today’s players are simply better athletes and play much stronger defense than those of ten to twenty years ago, good defense does not entertain the public like good offense, and the league cannot ignore the loss of money.  While the league has had limited success modifying the rules in an attempt to push the tempo of the game and increase scoring, they continue to turn the other cheek to those that advocate a possible change in policy regarding the age limit of the NBA.  Perhaps, if the quality of the game does not improve over the next few years the league might have to start listening.


Making it as an NBA player as a teenager in a league filled with men has proved to be quite a daunting task.  Although success can lead to a huge paycheck and instant fame, only a few one-in-a-million athletes process the true ability to make this amazing leap.  Today’s NBA hopefuls must realize that they are not the next Kobe Bryant, Kevin Garnett, or LeBron James, and carefully consider all the benefits of attending a four year university, where they can develop both as a player and as a person.  Hopefully by hearing the failures of some of the past athletes to make the jump to the NBA level too soon, some athletes will reconsider whether or not they are ready for such a great challenge.  Although the trend seems to show no signs of stopping, with a record eight high school players entering being selected in this past years’ draft, perhaps the league can determine an effective way to limit the failed attempts by high school players, allowing only the most developed high school athletes to turn pro.
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