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ABSTRACT

For the past five years, | have been a Division | Women’s Basketball player under
the National Collegiate Athletic Association. | have played at two different schools, |
have spoken to numerous investigators and lawyers, and 1 am now on my third set of
college basketball coaches. Most athletes that enter college have one set of four-five
coaches during their four-five-year period, I have had thirteen. College basketball has
presented countless challenges for me mentally and psychically. For a while | thought
that the adversity that | was facing as a young woman playing a high level of athletics
was considered normal, but now that | have grown, reflected, and sought out opinions of
professionals | know that my experience wasn’t a “normal” one. Throughout my time as
an NCAA athlete | have been home to the harsh routine that so many young student-
athletes struggle to get through. In this paper, | am reflecting upon my experience as a
college athlete and college sports as | know it. The NCAA is one of the most corrupt
corporations in our modern-day world. Despite its claims that ensure success of student-
athletes, the NCAA treats athletes not developing human beings, but as objects that
contribute to their dirty multi-million-dollar franchise. At the end of the day, they NCAA
IS a business that operates around making money around student-athlete’s identity and
runs in a way that doesn’t benefit student-athletes. Throughout my paper I will be
discussing the rules of the NCAA and how they play out in reality, as well as how they
can be improved. | am also writing this paper to have a conversation about how hard it is
to be a college athlete in general, many people have a false perception of the life we live,
and | want to clear some things up.

The NCAA doesn’t take the mental health of athletes seriously. There are plenty
of opportunities to improve the way the NCAA treats its athletes, while still profiting
from the goldmine they make off of amateurism. The NCAA doesn’t put student athletes
in a position to take full advantage of their scholarship, let alone gives them a chance at
being a healthy, functioning, young adult. | will be telling personal stories that relate to
bigger topics and issues within the NCAA, as well as how I think they can be improved
for the well-being of college athletes. This paper is my story, this paper is a personal
account of the power of resilience.
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CHAPTER 1: SCHOLARLY PERSONAL NARRATIVE WRITING
1.1 What is Scholarly Personal Narrative Writing?

I was first introduced to Scholarly Personal Narrative Writing, otherwise known as
SPN writing when | entered the Masters of Interdisciplinary studies program at the
University of Vermont in the spring of 2018, after obtaining my BA. At first | was skeptical
about how this writing differed from the strict writing format that | was used to throughout
my many years of academia. | found out that this type of writing was actually something
that | had never done before, and that it was harder. The reason that this type of writing is
so unique from other types of writing so many students are used to is because there are no
limits when it comes to scholarly personal narrative writing. This type of writing is done
from the inside out and brings out the deepest and most passionate experiences a student
can possibly get down on paper onto paper. Among its countless possibilities, SPN helps
students to make sense of and convey personal stories of meaning. The main goal of SPN
writing is to show that personal stories matter.

“Everybody has a story worth telling.” 1 have heard this sentence many times
throughout my twenty three years, and | have always found it somewhat cliché. Could it
be true that we all have a story worth telling? For the majority of my life, | disagreed.
Many people, including myself, downplay the need for them to tell their story. When |
entered Robert’s program | didn’t believe that my story was worth telling, | mean, I didn’t
even think | had a story to tell. Overtime and through my courses with Robert | have
learned that not only do | have a story, but it’s definitely one worth sharing with the world.
One of my favorite books | read during the fall semester of my senior year is titled How

Stories Heal, which Robert co-wrote with one of his dear friends, Sydnee Viray. This book
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taught me that there is nothing more appealing in the academic setting than stories with
meaning-making implications that can touch the lives of students. | have seen this play out
first hand in the courses that | have had with Robert. Through personal storytelling and
listening to others’ stories, | have connected more and learned more about life than I did in
any undergraduate class. Listening to complete strangers who were brave enough to tell
their story and talk about their biggest life lessons has enabled me been able to write better,
focus better, and become a better person.

The synopsis of How Stories Heal is as follows: “It is time for academics to
embrace the fact that nothing is more appealing to readers — especially to our students —
than personal stories with meaning-making implications that can touch all lives. No matter
the age or stage in life, the personal or collective identity, everyone deals with meaning-
making issues that challenge them — and others — throughout their lifetimes. And everyone
we know finds that when encouraged to write their stories in the academy, they find
meaning, wholeness, and healing.”*

So you may be wondering, what exactly is Scholarly Personal Narrative Writing
and how is it judged? Yvette A. Hyater-Adams describes it best in her article How to Get
Going with Personal Narrative in Scholarly Writing as “an emerging trend in the worlds
of the social sciences, communications, education, and management studies: self-narration
is accepted as scholarship. Methods such as auto ethnography, scholarly personal
narratives, and transformative narratives are approaches available to researchers and OD-

ABS practitioners to write about their fieldwork in a creative, honest, first person voice,

1 Nash, Robert J., and Viray, Sydnee. How Stories Heal. New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2004.
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and with scholarly rigor. This type of writing expands the pool of those interested in
contributing toward scholarship, especially with non-traditional and marginalized voices.
Research, emotion, and experience are recognized as key components in the written

work.”?

Robert J. Nash created this style of writing in 2004. Robert has been a professor in
the College of Education and Social Services here at University of Vermont for 48 years
and is reaching his 50 year anniversary for teaching this year. He specializes in philosophy
of education, applied ethics, higher education administration, scholarly personal narrative
writing, and religion, spirituality, and education. He holds graduate degrees in English,
Religious Studies, Applied Ethics and Liberal Studies, and Educational Philosophy. He
holds a faculty appointment in the Department of Leadership and Developmental Sciences.
He is the founder, and director, of the graduate degree in Interdisciplinary Studies in
Education; and he is the co-founder of the Higher Education and Student Affairs Program
(HESA).® | was first introduced to Robert in the spring of 2018 when | sat down for an
interview with him prior to being accepted into his Masters of Education and
Interdisciplinary Studies program at the University of Vermont. | have taken many classes
with Robert throughout graduate school. He is my advisor, my mentor, and has been a

huge influence on me in my final years of academia.

Over our time together, my relationship with Robert has grown and he has also

learned more and more about me. I met with him monthly to discuss my plans for

2 Hyater-Adams, Yvette A. “How to Get Going with Personal Narrative in Scholarly Writing, Practicing
Social Change.” The NTL Institute for Applied Behavioral Science, Issue 5.

3 "Interdisciplinary Studies-About the Program™ The University of Vermont, Accessed March 4 2019,
https://www.uvm.edu/cess/dlds/interdisciplinary_studies_about_program.
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graduating over the course of him being my advisor. To this day, | remember the moment
he proposed that | write a thesis dissertation. When he first mentioned it to me, | thought
that he was insane. There was no way that | was going to write a 20,000+ manuscript on
anything, let alone the most challenging experience of my life that have taken place over
the past five years! Robert instilled confidence in me and persuaded me that my story was
worth telling and convinced me that | could do it in a way that others could try to
conceptualize and understand. For the past year | have been putting together my thesis
dissertation on my experience as a five year Division | athlete, and the more 1 reflect on it,
there couldn’t have been any other possible way for me to express this experience on paper

other than through an SPN manuscript.

1.2 Why | Chose SPN Format for my Thesis

Tonya M. Stremlau is quoted in Robert Nash’s book Liberating Scholarly Writing
the following about SPN formatting. “If the goal of a dissertation [or thesis] is to produce
the best piece of original scholarship a student is capable of, in a manner appropriate to
one’s field, then personal narrative should not only be acceptable but desirable. Allowing
graduate students the full range of written expression should [be the goal of educators] who
understand the importance of ethos and who should not exclude a whole mode of
communication, especially a mode that enables a writer to both establish and question the
authority of her experience. | am not a disinterested observer; why should | pretend to be?

It is a matter of academic honesty. The bottom line here is that | could not convey my story



as an athlete or the topics and issues that | am passionate about discussing without using

all of the elements that SPN allows students to do.”*

As many athletes know, it’s hard for anyone to understand what we go through on
a daily basis. For example, someone who has season tickets to a women’s basketball game
shows up at the gym for about an hour to an hour and a half to watch the given competition
that they have tickets for, and when the buzzer sounds at the end of the game, they leave.
They see us suited up, focused, and ready to step onto the stage that we do everything for
when the buzzer sounds. For them, this is a source of entertainment and a time to sit back
and relax with their friends. But what these people don’t see is the entire day that’s devoted
to our 7 p.m. game, which could start as early as 7 a.m. on the day of depending on the
fourteen different class schedules and obligations of each student athlete competing.
People don’t see the hours on end that are put into scouting our competition through
numerous team film sessions, three hour long practices that take place every day, strength
training, or the traveling that student athletes do every week during their grinding
conference game schedule. Unless you have a Division | athlete in your family or have
been closely associated with Division | sports personally, it’s practically impossible for
someone on the outside to understand the lifetime of work that it has taken for Division |
student athletes to even get to college, let alone maintain the exhausting schedule for four

plus years.

This process is overwhelming to spell out to the average person, but through SPN,

I intend to take you inside the lives of student athletes. | will be telling this story through

4 Nash, Robert. Liberating Scholarly Writing. New York: Teachers College Press, 2004.
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my perspective as a college athlete combined with stories and experiences that | have been
a part of and what has affected some of my closest friends. The topics and issues that |
will be discussing are connected to greater issues within the NCAA. | understand there are
many people out there who aren’t big advocates for the NCAA. | understand that it is a
very easy association to critique, but I believe that people cannot fully understand what it’s
like to be a college athlete or be a product of the NCAA to the full extent unless you have
been one. | describe my experience using personal connections that make the bigger
picture easier to understand, as well as explaining the rules and regulations of the NCAA
and how they affect athletes, particularly women’s basketball players. | believe that writing
about this from the perspective as a college athlete provides deeper insight and honesty

than someone who has not experienced it.

1.3 What | Want People to Take-away From my Writing

First and foremost, | hope my readers understand that | am not writing this paper to
place blame on any particular entity or any particular person, but rather to have a
conversation and bring to light many of the issues and challenges that college athletes face
on a daily basis. This paper is my story and my opinion on college sports as | know it. |
am not writing this trying to prove to you that my opinions are right or wrong, | am simply
telling my story and sharing what exactly | have faced every day for the past five years. |
will use statistics and stories to back up the information I am presenting, and | hope that
these stories show people what being a college athlete is like. For the majority of my life,
| have felt this energy that many people think being a college athlete is a luxurious,

enlightening, and fun experience. What | want people to understand is that although being
6



a college athlete has extremely fulfilling moments, is not a luxurious by any means. This
piece of writing will primarily be made up of personal experience and stories that pertain
to major topics that affect student athletes as a whole while touching upon the bigger
challenges within college sports. Furthermore, I will also explore the rules, regulations,
and values the NCAA puts in place for student athletes and how those rules and regulations

affect the daily life of student athletes.

Many of the topics that | will explore within this paper are also discussed in a
publication called Mind, Body, and Sport. The publication discusses many different
challenges that athletes face and backs them up with numerous studies and statistics. This
publication reflects what | want people to take away from my writing. It is summed up

best by author and NCAA Chief Medical Officer Brian Hainline:

I have since met with hundreds of student-athletes and dozens of student-athlete
groups to ask them their primary challenges from a health and safety standpoint.
Almost to a person, the No. 1 response is student-athlete mental health and
wellness. That may surprise people whose only contact with student-athletes is
from watching them compete on television. It’s just a game, after all — what could
be so hard about that? But those of us who have gone through the college sports
experience along with those working in the trenches with student-athletes on a daily
basis know the challenges they face. While student-athletes may play games, being
a student-athlete isn’t a game at all. Student-athletes are college students, with all
the challenges and opportunities presented to emerging adults, and with an
additional role — as sports performer and in many cases campus celebrities, wearing
the colors of their school and representing hopes and expectations of their campus
and community. College students in general represent a healthy cohort among
same-aged peers, and student-athletes an even healthier subpopulation, buttressed
by a discipline, commitment and attention to exercise and nutrition required to meet
the demands of their sport. As such, and rightly so, athletics departments have
developed sports medicine services that increasingly engage a multitude of
resources and expertise to address student-athletes’ injuries and illnesses to ensure
they are in the best condition to compete. But there’s more to being a student-athlete
than just physical preparation and performance. As more media coverage,
commentary and public scrutiny are devoted to what student-athletes do off the
field, along with the accompanying pressures to perform (and win games) on the
field, student-athletes are inundated with factors that may affect their mental health

-



and wellness. And the “culture” of athletics may inhibit student-athletes from
seeking help to address issues such as anxiety, depression, the stress associated with
the expectations of their sport, and the everyday stress of dealing with relationships,
academic demands, and adjusting to life away from home.®

From my personal experience, | can attend that student athletes are under a great
amount of stress on a daily basis. Being a college athlete is mentally and physically
exhausting even when you’re a part of a positive atmosphere, and have a great support
system on and off the court, let alone if you’re in a toxic environment. Secondly, | would
like to say that not all coaches are bad or insensitive people, not all administrations handle
things the same way, and not every college athlete has had an experience like mine. With
that being said, | do not believe the NCAA puts student athletes in a position to be healthy
functioning students, even though it claims that this is something they take great pride in.
The NCAA is a business and money will always come first before the well-being of student
athletes. | think that the NCAA treats student-athletes as objects, not as young adults in
need of guidance, confidence, and healthy environments in order to grow and flourish. The
purpose of this paper is to share what the inner life is of the many college athletes. To
reiterate, | am not here to place blame or even put pity upon myself, but rather to start a
conversation. | believe that there needs to be a sense of accountability when people have
experiences like I and so many of my teammates have had. There needs to be a

conversation that goes deeper than a senior exit meeting.

The past five years of my life have greatly impacted who | am as a twenty-three-

year-old woman. No matter how messy and complicated this experience may have been,

5 Brown, T Gary, Mind, Body, And Sport; Understanding and Supporting Student-Athlete Mental Wellness
Indiana: National Collegiate Athletic Association, 2004.
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it has taught me so many life lessons and has molded me into the young woman that | am
today. At the end of this paper, | will reflect on a question that many of my experiences
bring me back to: “would you do it all over again?” | would like you as the reader to keep

this question in the back of your mind as you discover my story.

CHAPTER 2: REMINISCING
2.1 What do | do now?

I still remember it like it was yesterday. The bright red numbers flashed across my
alarm clock as they brightened up the pitch black room in which I barley slept. The beeping
and buzzing noises from the alarm clock were sounds | dreaded hearing. It was 4:45 a.m.
and every ounce of my body awoke with an anxious, sad feeling. | dragged myself out of
bed to gather my things to leave. My Dad had already arrived to pick me up. On this early
morning | was getting ready to take a flight back to school in New York City from
Burlington, as | had done so many times before. My family knew that | was struggling and
they suggested that | come home for a weekend before my sophomore season of basketball
started. | went home as many weekends as | could during my first two years of college,
and thankfully the forty-five minute flight from school to home was accessible and
available as much as I needed it to be.

I found myself silent in the passenger seat of my Dad’s car. He knew, and | knew,
that nothing needed to be said. When he dropped me off at the airport, he gave me a hug
that lasted a little longer than usual. | could sense changes in his breathing and body
language as | hugged his warm, tall frame. | could tell he was about to cry. This was

exactly what I tried to avoid, but by that point it was impossible to avoid. My Dad’s pink



watery eyes looked back at me as he said, “I love you, you are strong, and you will get
through this.” | tried not to cry, | smiled and told my Dad I loved him and | went inside
the airport to catch my flight. I went through security, arrived at my gate, and took a seat.
Eventually the announcement came on for my 5:45 a.m. flight and | walked through the
gate into my seat on the small plane. I put my headphones in, and tried to find a moment
of clarity before my plane took off.

Suddenly, out of nowhere a wave of heat came over me like nothing I had ever felt
before. | felt my blood pressure rise and my head start to pound. | was so hot and sweaty,
so hot and so sweaty that | had to strip off my sweatshirt even though it was late October
and | had felt cold the entire morning. One moment | felt normal and the next moment it
felt like my blood was boiling inside my skin. I raced to get my sweatshirt off of my body.
Just when I thought I was starting to calm down after removing my outer layer, | felt a
trembling feeling in my arms and legs. | couldn’t feel my toes and my chest became so
heavy. It felt like my heart was trying to jump out of my chest and my veins were trying
to jump out of my skin. 1 tried to make it stop, but whenever | did, my heart seemed to
pound even harder, even faster. | tried to take deep breaths, but I couldn’t. My eyes felt
like they were popping out of my head. Whenever | shut them and reopened them things
became fuzzy. | couldn’t help but wonder if the plane was crashing? | have never felt a
sense of impending doom like this before. As I looked around everything seemed to be
moving in fast forward. | had no one to turn to as | was in an empty seat and the flight only
had about ten people. | was grasping my phone so hard that at one point I thought it was
going to snap in my hands. | felt nauseous as | took in the different stale smells of the

airplane. As | tried to gather a sense of reality, | couldn’t tell when this panic had started,
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but it felt like it was happening for a lifetime. Just when | thought this overwhelming
feeling was starting to plateau, the plane began for takeoff. And then it came to me, | was
having a panic attack. | had learned about them in a psychology class that | had taken the
previous spring. | remember brushing it off in class and dismissing that part of the lecture
because | couldn’t take the idea of a panic attack seriously, like, people really get those?
Yeah ‘panic attacks’...whatever that is. The thoughts I had about going back to school to
continue my life as a student athlete had given me so much anxiety that there 1 was on a
plane having a panic attack. The fear and loneliness that I experienced for that forty-five
minute plane ride was something that | have tried to block out many times. 1 felt helpless.
I couldn’t contact either of my parents. | was too embarrassed to tell anyone on the plane,
and when it was over | felt so exhausted that the only | started to cry. My headache
continued through the rest of my day. 1 cried so much that day, more than I thought it was
possible for a human being to cry. The tears started on the plane after | had the panic
attack, and flowed through my travel home on the subway. When I got to my college dorm
room the tears amplified to a full blown melt down. I really couldn’t stop myself no matter
what I did.

I had never been someone who struggled with anxiety, or so I thought. Growing up
I had always been healthy, mentally and physically. People who knew me always
described me as a kid that had my life together. I’'m sure you may be thinking every
teenager thinks they have it all figured out; I did not by any means have it all figured out,
but I was a strong, determined, hardworking, and happy young woman with a chip on my
shoulder. Ididn’t have any issues with anxiety. | was a standout athlete and a good student

in high school. 1 had a lot of friends, and a great family. My life was amazing. Looking

11



back on it, my teenage years seemed easy compared to what my life had become once | got
to college.

This was the fall of 2015. | was nineteen years old and a sophomore attending
college in Brooklyn, New York where | was studying business. | had already been in
college for over a year before | experienced my first panic attack. Looking back on it now,
it was only a matter of time before things were bound to come to a boiling point. But there
I was, nineteen years old, dreading every day of the life I was living as a college athlete.
Things had gotten bad. | was living in a constant state of depression. | wasn’t sleeping
due to the anxiety associated with basketball. | spent every chance I had drinking. | started
experimenting with alcohol my freshman year and it quickly became my coping
mechanism for dealing with stress. | wasn’t eating enough. | was losing all sense of who
I was as a person, and now | could add panic attacks to the long list of burdens I was facing
on a daily basis. There were many late nights and early mornings during which I would sit
in bed and think to myself, how did I end up here? How did things get this bad? What am
I supposed to do? | hope to try and answer those three questions and try to rationalize what
I was going through during this time. | can only do this through speaking about my

experiences of being a Division I college athlete and a member of the NCAA.
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CHAPTER 3: HOW DID | GET HERE?
3.1 Painting the Picture

The picture the NCAA paints of a student athlete experience is a luxurious one.
The National Collegiate Athletic Association defines itself as “a member-led organization
dedicated to the well-being and lifelong success of student athletes”® on the front page of
their website. Now I’d like to break down this quote. “A member-led organization” is self-
explanatory. The second part, “dedication” is where the problem lies. Dedication may be
defined as the means that one commits to a goal or a way of life. In reality, this definition
is simple. Dedication can mean to devote the worship of a divine being, to give your all,
and to be “all-in” to a cause. The term “well-being” may be defined as the state of being
happy, healthy, or prosperous. This is pretty self-explanatory, those who have a good well-
being would be considered to be living a happy life, a life with purpose, positivity, and
meaning. Breaking down “lifelong success” is harder to define. To me, this would
insinuate that the NCAA ensures that athletes mean more to them than just their one to five
year eligibility. Ideally, this means the NCAA plans to go above and beyond to show that
athletes matter to them even after they are done competing for a university. So if an

institution claims they are “dedicated to the well-being and lifelong success” of student

6 “What is the NCAA?” National Collegiate Athletic Association. Accessed March 4, 2019,
http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/media-center/ncaa-101/what-ncaa.
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athlete, this means they are doing everything they possibly can to insure that athletes are
in fact healthy, happy, and prospering people. They are working around the clock to make
sure that athletes have a complete college experience on and off the sidelines. And to go
above and beyond, the NCAA is even insinuating in this sentence that they want athletes
to have lifelong success after their experiences in college.

If you were to ask me what | thought about this statement as a high school freshman,
I probably wouldn’t think much of it. During a prospective athlete’s freshman year of high
school is typically when the process of becoming a Division | athlete begins, even though
the rules say otherwise. The NCAA rules technically say that recruiting begins in high
school to ensure that kids aren’t getting recruited too early. But I know from experience
that the dream to play college basketball starts way before this. For me, it started when |

was in 3rd grade.

3.2 Where It All Began

My parents put a basketball in my hands from the moment | could walk. They
installed the classic fisher price plastic basketball hoop in the living room. | would play
shoot hoops on it with a small rubber ball for hours on end. There are photos of me as a
toddler walking around with an orange Wilson basketball that | could barely hold onto
because my arms weren’t large enough to hold it. Although both of my parents were
heavily influenced by basketball throughout their lives, they never put pressure on me to
play basketball. They merely introduced me to the sport that I fell in love with. My Mom
was an All-American basketball player coming out of high school and attended James

Madison University on a full scholarship. Her team was very successful, and she was part
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of two sweet sixteen teams in the NCAA tournament. My Dad had a passion for basketball
throughout his youth, playing throughout high-school and played at the junior college level.
My Dad has coached professionally, for different high school programs, and also helped
coach my AAU teams. He was even the coach when my elementary CYO team made it to
the New England Championship. To this day, my Dad still coaches and wakes up at 6 a.m.
three days a week to get some runs in with his buddies who all hold an unbreakable love
for the same sport.

My Mom’s experience as a college athlete has shaped the businesswoman that she
is today. They have made the perfect pair of role models for me. When | began to walk,
my Dad would bring me to games at UVM and 1’d run around in the back of the bleachers
during the games. As time went on and | attended more games, | can remember becoming
infatuated with the college basketball players that | watched. As I grew up, my passion for
basketball got stronger and when | saw the UVM men’s team win the conference
championship in 2003, my dreams were put into perspective. | remember hearing the
buzzer sound and rushing the floor with my Dad and the thousands of fans that had sold
out Patrick gym. Everything changed for me that day. | remember being introduced to my
idol at the time, Taylor Coppenrath, and thinking | wanted to be just like him. Taylor
Coppenrath was from a small rural town in Vermont and attended St. Johnsbury Academy.
He did not start playing basketball until he reached high school. With his talent, he was
picked up by UVM late in his high school career. He then went on to play at UVM from
2001-2005 and after his redshirt freshman year, he led UVM to three straight America East
Conference titles. At the end of his college career, he was Vermont's second all-time

leading scorer in total points (2,442) and points per game (21.4). He also ranks the
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university’s all-time leader in field goals made (851), is fifth all-time in rebounding (839)
and blocked shots (83).” Taylor was a hometown hero, and he still is. | remember looking
up at my Dad in my oversized men’s basketball jersey that went down to my knees and
telling him, “Dad, | want to go to UVM. | want to win a championship and play basketball.
I want to be just like Taylor.” | remember thinking to myself if he could do it, why couldn’t
1? 1 was eight years old at the time.

“You can do it, just work hard and follow your dreams. Work really hard, and you
can do it.” My Dad worked with me from then on to help me follow my dreams.

Before I knew it, basketball became my main focus and was the center of my life.
| started to play CYO in elementary school under my Dad’s coaching. We played in an
old dusty gym attached to our church and practiced on the weekends. We were a bunch of
energetic rug rats just trying to run an offense and have fun, but somehow we won the CYO
state tournament. After winning the state tournament, we then went on to win our first
New England playoff game and played in the New England Championship in the
Basketball Hall of Fame. This was one of my fondest childhood memories. In preparation
for the then biggest game of my career, | remained focused. When we lost in the
championship I was crushed, I didn’t talk to anyone for three days. It was a little dramatic
for a 5th grade girl, but hey, | wanted to win. Throughout my youth it wasn’t hard to see
that | stood out from other girls my age not only physically, but mentally. 1 was tall,
athletic, and never really went through an awkward stage. | was extremely competitive

from a young age, so competitive that it probably annoyed other girls my age. During

" “Taylor Coppenrath,” ESPN, Accessed March 4, 2019, http://www.espn.com/mens-college-
basketball/player/_/id/99/taylor-coppenrath.
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middle school | was always moved up with older kids and still dominated. Moving up
helped me to get better, and introduced me to a coach that would change my life forever.

I met my AAU coach, Wayne Lafley, after he saw me drop twenty in a middle
school basketball game when | was the youngest player on the floor. Despite the praise |
got from so many after playing well, he wasn’t itching to compliment me. | met with him
in the lobby after my game with my mother and father. He told me about his AAU team,
Lone Wolf Athletics. When | met him, he told me he was interested in doing skill work
with me to see if | fit in on his AAU team. AAU is known as the *‘Amateur Athletic Union’
which is commonly understood as travel teams for different states. | had known that many
standout Vermonters played for Wayne and went on to play in college, so | was very open
to the opportunity. The AAU team | played for had the best players from every school in
the state of Vermont on one team and traveled out of state to play against better talent, and
where college coaches do 90% of their recruiting. | was a young, clueless teenager, but |
itched at the chance to work out with Wayne. | figured it would be a piece of cake. It
wasn’t until my first workout with Wayne that | got a reality check of what it meant to be
pushed to my limits as a player and as a leader.

“You’re out of shape, your first step isn’t quick enough, your ball handling is
mediocre, your shot needs major improvement, and you need a better variety of post
moves” he told me. After the first time | worked out with Wayne, | couldn’t walk for three
days. 1 worked out with him for an hour and did everything that he asked of me and by the
end of the workout I thought that | was going to die. | had never been worked that hard in
my life. Everything that I had known about basketball changed that day. | remember going

home thinking that there was no way | could go through that again. My parents told me
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that this is what it took if | wanted to be great, not good. | worked out with Wayne a few
more times and we began to develop a relationship. He pushed me to my absolute limit
mentally and physically, as he did with all of his players. Until this point, | had been
praised by every coach | had ever had. Working with Wayne was a slap in the face. But I
needed it, and | believe that everyone needs someone like Wayne in their life if they want
to succeed. Although Wayne pissed me off beyond belief for the majority of my basketball
career, | wouldn’t have ever made it to college without him or the girls that | competed
with on Lone Wolf. Wayne was one of the most intense, most demanding, most “in your
face’ role models I’ve witnessed as a player and there were many times that | doubted his
leadership style. There were days that he pushed me to my absolute limit and demanded
that I give more even when | didn’t think I could, but these were the days that I got better.
He constantly challenged me mentally through his coaching style, but he saw a potential in
me from the first day he saw me play and he refused to let go to waste. To the average
person looking from the outside in, Wayne was nuts, and he probably was more often than
not! However, he was what | needed to grow as a player. He set the bar high, and I have
been desperate in searching for his coaching style in every coach that I’ve had since.
Wayne taught me that hard work beats talent when talent doesn’t work hard, and if there
was even a moment on the court when players weren’t giving it their all, he would expose
them, and demand change. He was always brutally honest with me, even when it was hard
to hear. He would yell, scream, humiliate me, and make me so mad that | had to hold back
tears half of the time. However, off the court, he was one of the people I trusted the most.
He was a great friend and mentor to me when | stepped outside of the lines, and nothing

that happened at practice was ever personal or brought outside of the gym. Through
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traveling to different tournaments and showcases through Lone Wolf, | found myself
visiting to schools and even receiving scholarship offers for college. 1still remember when
Wayne told me about the first few scholarship offers | had received at one of our AAU
games. | was so happy that | instantly broke down in tears and hugged both of my parents.
I had options. | was going to play Division | basketball. With this opportunity came a great
amount of stress, and | was not ready for the stressful process of recruitment when it came

to choosing a college.

3.3 The Chase

Engaging in the recruitment process of selecting a college to compete for was
single-handedly the hardest decision and the most stressful process | had to endure as a
young girl. From the moment | entered high school, the recruitment process started for
me. | was fourteen years old and already had to try and think through prospective colleges
recruiting me and trying and picture if I could see myself playing basketball there. Imagine
being fourteen years old and trying to picture what college you want to go to? I don’t know
how I did it looking back on it. This process is extremely flawed and the amount of change
and growth that happens between freshman and senior year for athletes is unmeasurable.
During high school, | played varsity for my high school team while also playing on a
Vermont travel team with the other best players from all over the state. AAU tournaments
are an opportunity for players to gain exposure for college. In Vermont, most college
coaches don’t bother to take trips to watch uncompetitive high school games. AAU
provided the opportunity for me to be recruited by college coaches. If I didn’t play AAU,

I wouldn’t have been recruited to play in college at all.
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The recruitment process can get very complicated and messy. The NCAA
recruiting rules around coach-recruit contact are written to protect student athletes from
getting too many calls from coaches, yet coaches still find loopholes to recruit prospective
athletes. To do this, the NCAA has a recruiting calendar that dictates when and how
coaches can contact recruits. This periods include the open contact, evaluation, quiet, and
dead periods. The golden rule in the recruiting process is this: coaches can’t directly
contact a recruit before June 1st of their junior year of high school. While this golden rule
limits when and how coaches can contact high schoolers, athletes are often being recruited
way before this. Coaches can recruit and even offer scholarships way before this time —
even though they aren’t supposed to. The NCAA has made this rule extremely bendable;
this rule was created to ensure that young kids aren’t getting too heavily recruited, but they

often are. This process isn’t illegal, and here’s how it happens:

Even though the NCAA rules dictate that a college coach can’t recruit an athlete
before certain dates, the NCAA also allows for the recruiting process to still happen.
Recruits’ coaches become heavily involved in this process before a coach can officially
reach out to a player. Coaches use other coaches of the prospective athletes as a channel
of communication for recruitment. In a sense, AAU coaches play telephone between
players and coaches up through students’ junior year. Students are also able to contact
college coaches as much as they want. As you can imagine, it’s not hard for this recruiting
process to happen regardless of the rules. Athletes are also allowed to take what is called
an “unofficial” visit to a college. Meaning if an athlete or family visits a college campus,

they are free to meet with the coach and tour the campus on their own dime.
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Now that you know the rules a little better, I’m going to breakdown this process in
reality: high school is an extremely tough time in any young person’s life. Besides the
social struggles that high school brings along with the body changes and pressure to
succeed academically and athletically was hard, but not unbearable for me. Traveling to
different states each weekend with my team was extremely draining, but before | knew it,
I was leaving tournaments and waking up to texts from my AAU coach about coaches that
were interested in me early on. | took many official visits to schools that recruited me, and
I had a pretty good grasp of my future as a college athlete. It wasn’t until my junior year
that things started to get stressful. Although I had sparked interest from numerous Division
I colleges, none of them had officially offered me a scholarship yet. My junior year of high
school was by far the most stressful. | was told by teachers and advisors to explore my
options and apply for colleges in case | didn’t get a scholarship. | had to take my SAT,
keep up with all of my school work, all in the midst of being recruited. | went into my final
summer of AAU with the assumption that | would get a scholarship. | played great, had
double digit scoring in almost every game that | played in- not to mention in front of
coaches that had been recruiting me all through high school. I was confident. So was my
family. However, as went on, | heard nothing. No coaches called and my AAU coach had
to constantly burden me with the news that he hadn’t heard anything from college coaches
either. | was playing a very stressful waiting game, as many high school athletes do. My
high school advisors even recommended that | consider the possibility of giving up on my
dream of playing college basketball. | kept working hard and ignored many role models
in my life who instructed me to do otherwise. At the end of that summer, my team played

our last tournament. | went into this tournament with zero scholarships, and left the
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weekend with offers from LaSalle University, Fairleigh Dickinson University, St. Francis
College of Brooklyn. 1 had visits lined up with Delaware University, Fairfield University,
University of Massachusetts Lowell, Bucknell University, and Davidson College. When |
got the news, | was so relieved and happy that | broke down the minute my Dad told me
the news. | had proved everyone wrong, but most importantly | proved myself right. |

would be going to school on a full scholarship and I had options for a bright future.

Then came time for the visits. The one main thing that the NCAA doesn’t highlight
during the recruiting process is how stressful it is to choose a school. | was expected to
visit all of the universities within a month and each coach wanted an answer from me on
where | would be spending my next four years as soon as possible. My parents and |
packed up our car and did the damn thing. We visited five college campuses within a few
weeks. After visiting and connecting with all of the coaches who I spoke with, it was clear
for me what my top choice was. However, | still didn’t know if my top choice would
actually offer me a scholarship. The head coach of this school drove me around in her
Lexus for six hours that day. | visited every athletic facility, toured the academic buildings,
and was even given a photo of myself in a jersey of what the future would look like. In my
final meeting with the coaching staff, I sat down with my parents and the coaches told me
that | had passed every test, answered every question in a way that impressed them, and
they thought that | was a great kid and they thought that the school would be a perfect fit
for me and that they’d be emailing me next week with the details of my next step in the
application process. | left this visit in tears because my dream was coming true. | called
my AAU coach and told him about the visit. He instructed me that I should start informing

the other college coaches that were recruiting me that they should look elsewhere for a
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player in my position. I know you’re probably thinking that this is the silver lining, but it’s
not. A day went by, then a week, and I hadn’t received an email from the coaches about
my visit. |told myself to relax, but there came a point where everything seemed fishy, and
it was. The scholarship that they intended to offer me was already offered out to another
player, and my AAU coach found out all of this through the grapevine (basketball is a small
world.) I no longer had a scholarship offer from this school, and the girl they offered it to

before me accepted it the following week.

I was never made aware that this situation could occur. In the midst of the other
college visits, | learned that each school had a timeline for when they wanted me to accept
their given scholarship. At this point | was in shambles. I finally had my mind made up and

then | was back to the drawing board.

Time was ticking and | had to make a choice within the next few days. The fear of
losing the scholarships to other athletes seeped into my head and I felt I was running out
of time. I quickly had to make some very tough phone calls. | swallowed my pride and
called the college coaches that | had politely turned down in hopes that they would still
want me. Most were willing and at the time | didn’t understand that the situation I was in

was not uncommon.

When a full scholarship is offered to a student athlete, it’s rare that those scholarship
are theirs to hold onto and as they take time to decide where they want to go. Every coach
that offers a scholarship to a prospective athlete can go about it in whatever way they want.
As in, there are no rules when it comes to offering a student a scholarship. They are allowed

to rescind the offer until the student has you have signed a national letter of intent. In my
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experience, coaches have deadlines for when they want a yes or a no. This deadline can be
anywhere from days, to a few weeks. Often, coaches want decisions to be made as quickly
as possible. 1 only had one college coach offer me a scholarship that was fully mine to
have until I made my decision without a deadline. Other college coaches want an answer
within a week, and every college coach wants to know what other schools you’re looking
at and when those deadlines are. This whole process means that high school students are
expected to go on as many unofficial college visits as humanly possible in the shortest time
span possible in order to have more time to make this decision. Student-athletes are
caddied around college campuses for a day with college coaches and a few players where
everyone is on their best behavior to win you over, and you’re expected to make a decision
that will affect the next four years of their lives based off of one impression. Now in a way
this is understandable because coaches have the pressures of ensuring winning seasons-
meaning they have spent a majority of their time recruiting and getting the best fit players
for their programs in order to get their teams up and running. However, the tremendous
stress that this process puts on teenage kids is beyond what many people understand. Even
in the early stages of recruitment, the NCAA doesn’t take the mental health of its athletes
seriously. The NCAA expects them to make decisions that will ultimately affect the rest

of their lives in a matter of weeks.

Through this process I narrowed down my college decision to two schools, one that
was in the lower ranking of the Atlantic 10, a top mid major Division I, and the other that
was in the middle of low major Division I. After speaking with my parents and exploring
the differences between both schools, | felt torn. | had absolutely no idea which one to
choose. | loved both of the coaches and felt that I would fit in well on both teams. Both
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schools had good academic reputations and I liked the girls from both teams. Ultimately,
I chose to attend a school that | thought | would be the best for me. | chose the school
where | thought that | could have a balance of a social life and an athletic one and a school
where all of the girls seemed happy and enjoying their experience. My parents felt good
about this choice. They thought the coaching staff was a supportive, diverse group of adults
who would help me mature into a young woman and mentor me during my college athletic

experience.

3.4 Defying the Odds

I called the head coach and told him that | wanted to commit to their program. Even
though he seemed surprised, he was also ecstatic to have me. After that phone call I felt a
tremendous weight off my shoulders. | had done it! Despite all of the early mornings |
sprinted in my backyard, all of the late nights | spent shooting hoops in the gym with my
Dad, and despite all of the local criticism I received from people in the community insisting
that I was an ‘overrated’ player, and even dealing with the high school coaches that said
they didn’t see potential in me, 1 was on my way to becoming a student athlete. There were
so many times during this time of my life when | didn’t think that | was going to reach my
goal. When I didn’t hear from college coaches after | played my heart out at tournaments
and performed well, | was living in a state of anxiety. | was consumed over the fear of
what would happen if | never got the phone call from college coaches. There were so many
days I remember sitting around waiting for the phone to ring. | remember the many days
when my phone didn’t ring. During my junior year, | remember meeting with my high
school advisor to discuss my “options” if college basketball didn’t work out. | sat through

that meeting and didn’t say a word to my advisor when he asked me about potential colleges
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that | would want to apply for. | had good grades and could have gotten into a decent
school and not played basketball, but in my mind that wasn’t even an option. | remember
looking at my parents and my advisor and saying “thanks for your concern, but I’m not
applying to any colleges, I’m going to get a scholarship, and it’s going to happen sooner
or later.” My advisor looked at me like | was nuts and my parents were growing impatient
with me. My Mom and | argued the whole way home after the meeting. She called me
stubborn, stupid, and thick-headed. There is no doubt in my mind that | was probably all
three of those at the time. But my hard work paid off and everything had fallen in place.
Against all of the stress, | had made it. According to the NCAA, the estimated probability
of competing in NCAA athletics beyond high school for all sports sits around 6%. There
are around 7,300,000 high school student athletes and only 492,000 of those athletes go on
to play for the NCAA. For women’s basketball, this percentage is even lower. There are
around 429,400 women’s basketball players in the country and only 16,600 go on to play
college basketball. This means 3.9% of female high school basketball players continue
their athletic career in the United States. This made me one of the 7,300,000 to have the

opportunity to chase their dream.®

3.5 “Signing Your Life Away”
The process of “committing” to a school in college means that an athlete makes
the decision on which school they want to attend for the next four years. The athlete does

this by informing a coach officially, typically this is done over a phone call. This phone

8 "Estimated Probability of Competing in College Athletics" National Collegiate Athletic Association,
Accessed March 4, 2019. http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/estimated-probability-competing-
college-athletics.
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call is what is known in the sports world as a “verbal commitment”. Although athletes
“commit” to a school, there is a period of time that they go through before they sign their
NLI, the National Letter of Intent. The NLI is a binding agreement between a prospective
student-athlete and the NLI member institution (the college) that they plan on attending.
A prospective student-athlete agrees to attend the institution full-time for one academic
year while the institution agrees to provide athletics financial aid for one academic year.
The athlete must resign his or her NLI every year of college. The NLI also states that “once
the agreement has been bound the recruiting prohibition is applied.”® This means that other
institutions must cease recruitment of a prospective student-athlete once an NLI is signed
with another institution. In other words, once a student athlete signs an NLI, other schools
must stop all recruiting immediately. The one thing that | have learned about this binding
document is that once you sign in, you are now under control of the university that signs
you. This means that the athlete now represents the university that they will compete for.
In a sense, the university owns the athlete.

The NLI is typically signed the following spring after an athlete has committed to
a University. Although this is a very exciting time for young athletes and involves a lot of
praise, this is the moment when they sign their life away for the next four years. | remember
the day that I signed my NLI, | was surrounded by my family, friends, and coaches that
helped me. I still remember the gorgeous pen and I can still feel the way the ballpoint slid
across the paper as | signed my name on the first page. Each signature brought a happier

and happier feeling through my veins and | felt so much control in those moments. This

9 “About the NLI” National Letter of Intent, Accessed March 4, 2019. http://www.nationalletter.org
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was one of the best days of my life. Everything that | worked so hard for finally paid off.
Every early morning when | would get up and watch the sun rise as I sprinted on the bike
path near my neighborhood before school, every night | spent at the gym practicing, every
weekend | would spend traveling to AAU tournaments and playing three games a day and
travelling back home for school the next day, every day I spent in the gym with my Dad
shooting until my wrist ached, the moment of signing that paper made everything worth it.
I would be going to college on a full scholarship I would leave school without debt. I truly
did this for myself, and | was proud. I ultimately chose the school that I thought would
bring me the most happiness and a coaching staff that would help me flourish into a strong,
hardworking, young woman. Unfortunately, | learned very quickly that I had made the

wrong choice.
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CHAPTER 4. MY FRESHMAN & SOPHOMORE YEAR
4.1 It’s Hard to Think About

Many of the memories | have from my first two years of college are tainted. My
first two years of college were the lowest, darkest times in my life, and reflecting upon
them during the process of writing this paper has brought me back to a place | vowed to
leave forever. | was depressed and spent most of my life during those years in a constant
state of anxiety. | have tried to block many of these memories out and when | try to
reminisce on exactly what I was feeling, it’s hard to think about. I’m sure there are feelings
and memories that | am simply forgetting because my mind did so on purpose. In this
chapter, will reflect on some of the memories | have of my first two years and | will touch
upon the larger topics later.

The minute | arrived on campus | knew that | had made a big mistake. Even my
parents knew something was off when they met with my coaches on move in weekend.
When all of the freshman arrived on campus the coaches took time to meet with the parents
separately. Every single parent came out of this meeting with an odd look on their face.
My parents later told me how upset they felt after listening to the four coaches. The coaches
spoke subliminally about each of their kids and shared all of their judgements they had
made about each one of us before we even stepped on campus. They spoke about all of

the flaws they believed each one of us athletes had. 1 tried to tell myself that my parents
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were overreacting. | was naive and the truth was | didn’t understand what | was getting
myself into. Although, looking back, I know I had a gut feeling that something was wrong
because I quickly discovered the culture of intimidation | was about to become a product
of.

Eventually 1 said my goodbyes to both of my parents and moved into my dorm
room with my new roommate. Just like that | was a college freshman. My roommate was
from Ohio and luckily, we bonded right away and became close friends. There were five
of us in the freshman class and we had a tight knit pack from day one. Four out of the five
of us transferred or quit. By the time our four years of eligibility were up, there was one
person left in our graduating class who hadn’t left.

I learned quickly that many of my new teammates played a role in convincing me
to commit to the school were completely and utterly miserable. 1 had never seen a more
unhappy group of women in my entire life, I remember thinking to myself, why are they
so miserable? This can’t be that bad. But the truth was, it was that bad. There always
seemed to be an elephant in the room when the coaches were around and | could sense a

great amount of intimidation and fear when my head coach walked in the room.

4.2 The Team Dynamic
As | described earlier, my freshman class had five girls. The team was made up of
five seniors and two juniors (and us). The upperclassman were not the role models they
were supposed to be. There were a few of them that were great people, but in the midst of
our team dynamic it was hard for them to overpower the destructive environment that we

were all a part of. The age gap on our team wasn’t great, but it wasn’t an excuse for the
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way the seniors treated the freshman. The team leaders on my team who elected by the
coach were manipulative, two-faced, bullies. | came to learn that they were taught to act
this way by my head coach and the rest of his coaching staff. The head coach didn’t set an
example for the upperclassmen to treat us any other way. After all, those girls had been a
product of their environment for four years. Looking back on it, I now understand that the
upperclassmen sought out their tight knit relationships with the head coaches so they
wouldn’t be targeted themselves. Their behavior contributed to a very destructive team
dynamic.

Before | get into the detail of a few of the actions that made my first college coach
so toxic, | will describe the coaching staff who worked under the head coach. My head
coach hired three assistant coaches who almost seemed like members of a cult. 1 know that
my head coach thought that it was in his best interest to hire assistant coaches who would
bow down to this every move in order to avoid coaching conflict. This way, he could act
however he wanted to.

In the midst of all of the inexcusable behavior demonstrated by my head coach,
what disappointed me the most was how the three female assistant coaches were bystanders
to the abusive and negligent behavior of my head coach. The girls on my team were in
desperate need of guidance and support and none of us felt like we could ever go to our
female assistant coaches. The coaches created an environment of fear and negligence and
the assistant coaches supported the head coach as he manipulated and brainwashed every
young woman that came through the program. It was never even in the realm of
possibilities to turn to any of the female coaches for support, because all they would have

done was taken our plea for support and transfer it back to my head coach and as a sign of
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weakness. It is hard for me to reminisce on the meetings that I had with my head coach
one on one because they were so humiliating and uncomfortable that | believe parts of my
brain have blocked the conversations out completely.

After the first week of workouts we had a team meeting that lasted over two hours.
During that meeting my teammates and the assistant coaches sat in front of the head coach
as if he was a military leader and we were all of his soldiers. He read us through a “team
contract,” which included rules like no drinking, no drugs, study hall hours, etc. Things of
that nature didn’t bother me so much and I figured they were general rules to ensure our
safety. Then my coach got to the things that weren’t in writing:

“1. No hanging out with the men’s basketball team.

2. No boys are allowed in your dorm room.

3. If we find out that you are friends with the men’s basketball team or have any boys in
your room from the men’s basketball team, we will take your scholarship.

4. We suggest that you do not spend any time in men’s basketball players’ rooms either, as
the rules do not change in those situations.

5. If anyone except your roommate spends the night in your room you must ask us first if
it’s okay.

6. If your parents come to visit we must know about it.

7. If you sign this document and break any of these rules, you are subject to punishment as
well as being kicked off the team as well as losing your scholarship.”

This, shows the abuse of power that head coaches can get away with. My coach
had this meeting every time a new freshman class came in and he gave the same lecture to

the following classes that were already on the team just to reiterate his “rules.” My head
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coach was not only controlling, but the possessiveness he instilled over all of us was
disgusting and horrific. There were so many times when | felt my body didn’t belong to
me and that nothing in my personal life was private. My coach insinuated to us that if we
had sex, we were morally corrupt. He made rules to prevent us from having any sexual
contact with anyone. My coach was a master at passive aggressive slut shaming. But every
year he made us re-sign that paper. In other words, he basically said ‘If you don’t sign this
paper and let us have complete control of your life and every level of your privacy, there
will be a problem.” I remember sitting in this meeting wondering how someone in a position
of power could abuse it so much. How was it even possible that a coach could do this?
How is a coach going to tell me who | can and can’t hang out with in my personal time?
Another rule that was implemented was that every day athletes must come to the coaches
office and “sign out.” The sign out sheet was posted right outside of the head coach’s
office. Signing it implied that we went to class that day, and if we didn’t come in and sign
it, then it was assumed that you skipped class and therefore be allowed to practice the
following day. We also had to report every single grade that we received back on that
given day onto this sheet. This seems a little controlling, but not that bad, right? Wrong.
The reason my head coach implemented this preposterous rule of “signing out” was so that
each one of us would come into his office every day to be interrogated. The interrogations
would start with exactly what we did that day leading up to the time we sat down and met
with him, and quickly resorted to questions about every area of our lives. He wanted to
know exactly what we did the weekend before, exactly who we were hanging out with, and
exactly where we were and what we were doing. During these meetings, he insisted he

was “strengthening” his personal relationships between all of us, which would only lead to
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success on the basketball court. Instead, he was brainwashing and manipulating us. He
often made us feel guilty and picked on. So many girls on my team conformed to this
because they were afraid of being punished on the court (like losing playing time, or being
coached differently, or not being coached at all.) My coach would always insist that if we
didn’t have these meetings with him, that we didn’t care about strengthening our
relationship with him, essentially meaning that we didn’t care about the team. He made
everything about the team, and if you went against what he wanted, that you didn’t care
about the team. If my coach didn’t have anything new to interrogate us about on any given
day, he would use our grades as a last resort.

“You got a 90 on your test, well why didn’t you get a 100?” he would ask or say
something like: “You have a B in this class right now, why don’t you have an A?”

The lifestyle and team culture that my coaches expected of us was unattainable, but
their demanding pressure and brainwashing became normal to me after a while. | was
going through the motions. During the fall semester of my sophomore year | remember
walking into the basketball office and seeing half of my team waiting to go into my head
coach’s office because they were scared of what would happen if they didn’t. Girls on my
team would spend almost an hour in in his office every day. My coach expected us waste
hours of our day waiting outside his office to take our turn to sit down and take his
emotional abuse. If we didn’t go in and say hi to my coach every day, he would have a
problem with that. If we didn’t leave a note on his door saying that we came by when he
wasn’t there, he would have a problem with that. If we didn’t waste our precious time lined

up outside of his office, he would have a problem with that. Pretty much, if we didn’t
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conform to all of these rules that my coach put in place for our “Team Rules”, you were
considered a bad kid and labeled problematic.

I remember being in meetings with him and seeing slideshows of the team on his
computer. | saw photos of us in bikinis flashing on his screen saver. There were pictures
of past players hugging him as well as random photos he’d found online of us from high
school that could only come from deep internet searches. My coach felt so comfortable in
his position of power that he often commented on old photos of us, our weight, what we
were wearing, and we were expected to sit there and laugh off the uncomfortable comments
he’d often make. Whenever we would travel for games my coaches would treat us like
children. They would tell us what we could and couldn’t order at a restaurant, give us dirty
looks if we did anything they didn’t like, they would speak down to us as if we hadn’t spent
a day on this earth. If I felt a bad vibe from my coach on the court | would often schedule
meetings with him and beg him to tell me how I could improve things so that I could be a
better player. Many of these meetings resulted in my coach making me feel stupid for even
coming to him in the first place. When asking him how I could improve, | often got a
response along the lines of “that’s not up to you to know, | can’t just give you all of the
answers if I don’t want to.” | went in there so many times to try to repair our relationship,
and | would end up apologizing for things that I didn’t even know what | was apologizing
for. Every single time | had a meeting with my coach, | would leave feeling worse than
when | went in. This became a daily routine and | started to dread the time that my classes
came to an end knowing I’d have to walk to my coach’s office and face him.

At the time I couldn’t explain exactly why my life had taken such a turn when |

was playing basketball in New York City, but now | understand that | was living every day
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of my two years there under psychological abuse. According to Healthline’s article written
by Ann Pietrangelo, when someone is in the midst of abuse it can be easy to miss:
“Psychological abuse involves a person’s attempts to frighten, control, or isolate you. It’s
in the abuser’s words and actions, as well as their persistence in these behaviors.”*° Some
of the signs of emotional abuse listed in the article are as follows: Name-calling, character
assassination, patronizing, public embarrassment, dismissiveness, “joking,” monitoring
your whereabouts, lecturing, treating you like a child, digital spying, insults of your
appearance, belittling your accomplishments, put-downs of your interests, pushing your
buttons, and threats.*!

My teammates would have meetings with my head coach and leave balling. Girls
on my team would break down during class and have to go back to their dorms because of
how our head coach spoke to them. The upperclassmen were too worried about where they
stood and often tried to bond with the head coach by talking about how terrible and pathetic
the younger players were. By now my roommate from freshman year had already quit.
The environment became too tarnished for her to even try to play basketball again. She
went home and went to a state and no one ever blamed her. The environment was toxic,
unhealthy, and hateful.

The head coach could get away with abusing his players because college coaches
are put on a pedestal and even when their behavior is reported, it often gets swept under
the rug. There is no outlet for players to report coaches without facing backlash from

coaches themselves.

10 pjetrangelo, Ann. “How to Recognize the Signs of Mental and Emotional Abuse.” Healthline. Accessed
March 4, 2019. https://www.healthline.com/health/signs-of-mental-abuse.

11 pietrangelo, Ann.
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4.3 The Boiling Point
As time went on during my freshman year the separation on my team only got
worse. There were the upperclassmen and the freshman. Girls in my class were
consistently subject to horrible comments about their bodies, their food choices, who we
were friends with, even who we slept with. The constant cycle of criticism became normal
and it was just something that our freshman class dealt with.

I’ll never forget when one of my teammates came into my dorm room one night
and broke down in tears when she told me that she found out one of the seniors peed in her
food and left it in the fridge for her to eat. My teammate was so shaken up and confused
that she didn’t even know what to do. She knew if she went to my coaches that they
wouldn’t have believed her and definitely wouldn’t have done anything about it. This came
after the endless bullying that came from a select group of upperclassmen on and off the
court. The bullying was from anything and everything. It would be about our sexuality,
reputation with the coaches, the mistakes we made in practice, which guys we were talking
to, our weight, how we looked, anything really. | mean, I get it, were freshman, were not
supposed to have it easy, but this was a whole other level. This was hazing.

Even though we knew how serious this was, my friends and I tried to figure out to
do and the best idea was to just stay quiet and keep our head down. We knew there was no
point to go to the head coach because he was the worst perpetrator of them all. There was

no point in confronting our captain because she would have lied and everyone would have
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covered it for her. Through all of this manipulative behavior, the coaches still viewed my
class as the problem. In their eyes, we were bad teammates for not “supporting” the
upperclassman and kissing the ground they walked on. We were the problem, we attributed
to toxicity to our teams; success because “we didn’t care.” | remember when our assistant
coaches called all of the freshman into one of the hotel rooms where we were staying during
an away game. The minute we got into the room, we could tell that two of our assistant
coaches were angry. They asked us if we knew why we were being called in for a meeting.
We really didn’t have any idea. My mind started to race as | thought about the realm of
possibilities. Could it have been about the hazing that took place? No, because they
wouldn’t have been this hostile towards each of us if it was about the hazing. Nonetheless,
this was at the end of my freshman year and | was fed up. | was sick of being treated like
a piece of dirt, and although throughout that year I had lost so many parts of who | was, |
was done having these people treat me like dirt.

My coaches went on to tear us apart. They made it clear how ungrateful and
undeserving they felt each one of us were, called us immature, said we had bad attitudes
and that we should be ashamed of what bad teammates we were. After they were done
going off, they demanded a response for all of the things they thought to be true and asked
us if we had anything to say for ourselves. We were all shocked and we didn’t know what
to say. No one said a word. My blood started to boil and I couldn’t stop my mouth from
opening. This is when | reported the hazing incident that took place within our team, this
is when I finally ripped each one of my assistant coaches a new one and told them what a
disgrace the both of them were. | told them that | wasn’t so sure why they were acting so

surprised because they played a role in this too. They acted completely clueless to what
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had been taking place. | went on to tell them how bad they were to us as coaches and how
each one of us deserved better than them. Despite all of the dark awful things that I had
just brought up to my coaches, my teammates couldn’t help but sit there and look at me
relieved looks.

Both of my assistant coaches’ jaws dropped. They both looked at each other and
didn’t know what to say. They looked at me with surprise and insisted that if what | was
saying about the hazing incident was true, they were going to have to “look into it” more
and meet with us again. The meeting was over and they told us we could leave. The
expression on my coach’s faces became worrisome and they dismissed us immediately. |
had never spoken to an adult like this in my life and even though I didn’t know what was
going to happen next, |1 was speaking my mind and telling the truth. 1 finally felt a sense

of relief. This was hazing, they couldn’t ignore it.

4.4 The Breaking Point

I had reached a breaking point. I didn’t care what happened to me or how my
coaches viewed me anymore. | had accepted the fact that | was never going to be good
enough for them. | was done with the abuse, the bullying, and the depression, all of it. |
know you’re probably expecting some silver lining after hearing that 1 told my coaches
what happened. But I’d be lying if | said this changed anything at all.

Even though I reported the hazing incident to my coaches at the time, nothing was
done about it. It was never addressed and no action was taken. It was just as my freshman
class and | suspected. To this day, | don’t know if my assistant coaches even told the head

coach exactly what | had said to them in that meeting or if they even reported the hazing
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incident to him. | never heard about it again. The seniors responsible for the hazing
incident were never confronted or punished. It’s very possible that the assistant coaches
didn’t tell the head coach out of fear of what would happen to them if they did. It’s also
possible that they told them and he didn’t do anything about it.

The day after | told my coaches what had happened, my head coach called a team
meeting after breakfast. The seniors sat on one side of the room and the freshman sat on
the other (as usual.) My head coach started crying. He then fought to hold back tears while
he told us a random story about when he played college baseball and how much he loved
each one of his teammates. He started to sob like the pathetic child that he was, and after
he told the story he walked out. Nothing about the hazing was addressed. Nothing else was
said, there was no conclusion to the story, nothing. Obviously he was told something
because our meeting wasn’t a coincidence. When he left, the senior that had hazed my
teammate looked at all of the freshman and said “We need you guys, we need your help to
win,” with puppy dog eyes, | started to shake my head at her and she looked at me and |
began to laugh. When we made eye contact and she looked at me with a confused look on
her face, | stood up out of my chair and told her to shut the f--k up and told her what I really
thought of her. 1 was so disgusted with the way she was treating my friends. I told her to
watch her back and if she didn’t start treating us with respect that | was going to tell
everyone what she did, including the athletic director. This conversation helped. Although
my class was nowhere close to building a friendship with the seniors, the bullying died
down and she didn’t mess with my teammates for the rest of the year.

Somehow, my team actually went on to win the conference championship that year.

But in all honesty, | would give that championship back in an instant if it meant I didn’t
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have to go through so much bullshit. 1 would have traded that win to instead be on a team
where the players were genuinely happy and healthy.

Winning the conference championship was the worst possible ending to my
freshman season. Although | got a championship ring and got to play in the NCAA
tournament that year, all of the horrible things that happened that year were suddenly
justified somehow. The hazing incident was never talked about again, the bullying didn’t
matter, the abusive environment my coaches created didn’t matter. There was no way
anyone on my team could have gone to the athletic director and told her about all of the
stuff that had happened. This is a huge flaw in the system, but is very much a thing. The
perception was that we won a conference championship, so our team must have been close,

tight-knit, and happy.

4.5 Looking Ahead

After my freshman year, | returned home to Vermont for the summer. At this point,
I knew that | wanted to transfer. It was only a matter of how and when | was going to do
it. 1 spoke with my parents and old coaches and we came to the decision that if I tried to
transfer at that point, it would result in the unknown and ultimately was a huge risk due to
the transfer rules.

I had taken the opportunity to do everything | could that summer to get better with
the goal in mind of leaving school in New York City after my sophomore season. | knew
I was going to find a way for another school to want me and | knew | was going to get out

of New York.
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I wish | could say that my sophomore year was better, but it was just as bad. | was
starting at the forward position and was one of the players my team and coaches depended
on to win games. This gave me a little bit of leeway with my coaches. | stopped going
into my coach’s office every single day as | had done during my freshman year. 1 didn’t
care what my head coach thought about it. The season was long and very stressful. There
were still numerous times when my coaches would create team drama and my head coach
would consistently demean the team and individual players. We were a team of
underclassmen now, which brought tremendous stress and pressure. | was also starting to
cope with the environment that | was in because | had gotten used to it.

Throughout the year I stayed focused on my goal of getting out. | had a 3.7 GPA
my freshman year and continued to do well in school. | was selected to live with another
athlete that year and to this day | am convinced that fate brought us together. | met Brooke
my freshman year and we ended up living together in the dorms our sophomore year. To
this day, she is my best friend on this planet. She played volleyball and was going through
a lot of the same things | was with her team and coaching staff. We did everything together

and | heavily relied on her during my sophomore year.

4.6 Is It Friday Yet?
As my sophomore year progressed, I found myself looking forward to the weekend
more and more each week. | had started to drink more. | know drinking is part of the
college culture, but looking back I don’t know how | was as functional as I was with the

amount of alcohol | drank on weekends.
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Every Friday my team would practice early on in the morning. Then we had class
and then we’d be done basketball and school for the day by mid-afternoon. There wasn’t
anything that | looked forward to as much as buying alcohol and knowing that after
drinking a fair amount of it that | would forget about basketball. 1 would forget about the
disappointment that college basketball was to me. | would forget about the little things |
replayed in my mind over and over again and | wouldn’t question every move | made. |
would forget to think about my parents and how emotional | felt knowing they were at
home in Vermont knowing | was unhappy. | would forget everything.

Sometimes my teammates and | would start drinking at 3 p.m. in the afternoon. We
often turned to drinking in times of stress. | can say with complete honesty that alcohol
was a form of self-medication for me my freshman year and now that | had experienced
drinking by my sophomore year | had this self-medication down to a science. My
teammates and | would drink away the bullshit we were dealing with and stay out all night
and spend the following day in bed. 1 wish that | could say that this was a special situation,

but athletes often turn to alcohol to cope with the constant pressure we put on ourselves.

4.7'1 Can’t Sleep
The biggest mental and physical challenge that | dealt with during my freshman
and sophomore year was sleep. My constant anxiety about practice, school, and my life in
general kept me up late and night and unable to sleep. There was one point that | would
wake up almost every hour thinking about something that happened the month before, the
week before, the day of. | was unable to fall asleep on my own so | started taking Nyquil

every night and was still not sleeping straight through. 1 started to lose sleep over how

43



little 1 was sleeping. | would stay up late thinking about the next day of practice or how I
was going to perform on a test. | would wake up paranoid that | was going to be late to
practice. 1 would have worst case scenario nightmares about interactions with my coaches.
Moments from the uncomfortable and dreadful meetings | had would randomly pop into
my brain and I’d replay them over and over and think of the things I could have said to
make my coach like me more. | would wake up sweating with my heart beating out of my
chest for no reason at all.

There was a stretch my sophomore year where | was getting around four hours of
sleep per night for over a month. | was in a constant state of paranoia. | was anxious and
jumpy for the entire day and became irritable whenever my parents tried to check in on me.
I avoided telling them how | was doing. This effected how | performed in school.
Regardless of how much | studied, | felt easily distracted and un-alert during my classes.
My teachers noticed a change in my behavior and whenever they went out of their way to
ask me how | was doing, | would just say that | was tired because explaining everything
else was too exhausting. | had no motivation to interact with anyone besides my roommate
and whenever | wasn’t in school or at practice | couldn’t wait to go home to bed.

Somehow, | kept this pace up through my sophomore year and even though | was mentally

and physically exhausted, | performed well on the basketball court.

4.8 “Misery Loves Company”
During my sophomore the team developed a more relaxed environment. We all
had each other’s back and were all in agreement that we had to stick together despite our

toxic coaching staff. We started making team rules that we were to follow. For example,
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we weren’t allowed to bring up another teammates name in a meeting with the coaches or
give the coaches any leeway into anyone else's lives.

Still, we were all still miserable. Our coaches still put a great deal of unnecessary
stress on us and seemed to pull problems out of their asses on a daily basis. Every week it
was something else. If there was a hair out of place on my head, the coach would come in
in a bad mood and we all had to take the toll emotionally and physically. | remember one
game a girl on my team was suddenly benched out of nowhere and she did not play a single
minute the entire game. All of us were confused about why she didn’t play and instead of
focusing on our loss after the game my coach made a speech about “if people don’t take
stretching seriously before the game how can | expect you to be prepared when the game
comes?” It’s true: if my coach didn’t like the way we stretched, there would be a problem.
It didn’t stop there. If the coach didn’t like how one of the athletes wore our hair he would
comment on it: “you played better when you wore your hair in a ponytail, why are you
wearing a bun?” If we didn’t walk into practice every day with a smile on our face sucking
up to our coach, there was a problem. There was always a problem. We were a problem.

One day after a game, our coach yelled at one of my teammates. This time he made
it extremely personal, he embarrassed my teammate as he confronted her about her
“attitude problem,” when in reality my teammate was struggling with a great deal of
depression not only because of basketball but because of family struggles. 1 felt awful for
her, and all I could do was go out of my way to support her when my coaches weren’t
around. He continued to rip her apart and all the rest of us could do was sit there and listen.
There were many times in those moments when | thought about standing up for my

teammate and telling my coach to back off, but I never acted on the thoughts no matter
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how much | wanted to. My teammate was drowning, and out of all the girls on my team
that were struggling | was worried about her the most.

The next day | went into my head coach’s office and told him how inappropriate
and disgusting | thought this was. 1 told him how worried | was about my teammate and
that 1 didn’t think she was okay mentally, and that the way he embarrassed her in front of
the entire team might have been the thing that sent her over the edge. | told my coach that
instead of going out of his way to make sure my teammate was okay, he took the
opportunity to kick her while she was down. My coach did NOT like this. My calling him
out on his behavior was like the ultimate sin in his eyes. Instead of his trying to listen to
me, my coach instead attacked my character

“Misery loves company, Cassidy” he said firmly.

“Excuse me?” | said.

“So the question is, are you the misery? Or you the company?” he asked, trying to
muster up my courage.

I remember the words coming out of his mouth like it was yesterday. | remember
shaking my head at my head coach and getting up and walking out of his office without
saying another word. | couldn’t even go into my coach’s office and advocate for one of
my teammates without getting personally attacked or victimized myself. Instead of trying
to understand or sympathize what one of his players could possibly be going through, he
took the opportunity to make the situation even worse by making me, an advocate for my

teammate, try to feel bad about myself for sticking up for her.

4.9 Get Out
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As the season continued, | started to take my sophomore year one day at a time. |
talked to my parents numerous times a day and spent time with my roommate a lot. |
started to take my mental health more seriously. | took the convenient forty-five-minute
plane ride home to Burlington as often as I could and found ways to cope. | tried to cut
down on the drinking as much as I could. Sadly though, every time | had to fly back to the
city, I felt anxious. Taking that forty-five minute flight was never the same after | had a
panic attack. | never told anyone about that experience and I tried to suppress the memory
had also reached a point where | was so drained and depressed at the thought of going back
to school that | didn’t even cry anymore, | was just went through the motions.

But thankfully, 1 got out. | arrived to campus in New York City in the summer of
2013, and left in the spring of 2015. I’ll never forget the feeling in my chest when my
mother pulled up to my dorm in her SUV. | remember watching her get out of the car with
a huge smile on her face and hugging me tightly, knowing | never had to come back or
look back. At the time, it was hard for me to believe that | had practically spent the past
two years of my life in a place that wore on me so negatively. I still can’t believe that was
my life.

As you can see, the NCAA rules and regulations give programs and head coaches
a lot of opportunities to have complete control over student-athletes. The NCAA doesn’t
value the mental health of student-athletes. The NCAA only cares about the money student-
athletes bring in, not the student-athletes themselves. Throughout the rest of this paper |
will explore areas within the NCAA that need major improvement.. | will also offer

suggestions on how these rules can improve.
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CHAPTER 5: THE DIFFERENT SEASONS & THEIR DEMANDS
5.1 Summer Sessions:

A major topic that needs improvement in the NCAA are the number hours that
coaches are allowed to spend with athletes throughout the year. Not only are the rules and
regulations regarding maximum hours per week excessive, but they are easily bendable.
Although the NCAA only allows a maximum number of hours for practice on a given day
during the week, those hours don’t include the numerous other responsibilities required of
athletes

Summer is a time when most college students return home, travel, or even get a job.
Student athletes don’t get the same luxury. As | approached my freshman year of college,
I was due to report on campus in June before my first fall semester. | was instructed to do
this because right before I entered college, the NCAA implemented the summer rule which
allowed coaches to spend up to eight hours per week with their teams.'? This meant that
students could stay on campus and take classes during the summer, but the primary reason

that the summer rule was implemented was to allow coaches to have their players on

12 Berkowitz, Steve. “Newly Proposed NCAA Rules Would Help Fix Time Loopholes for Student-
Athletes.” USA Today Sports. Accessed March 4, 2019.
https://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/college/2016/11/02/ncaa-rules-student-athletes-time-
academics/93164832/.
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campus for summer training. As you read this from an outside perspective, | can
understand how you might this this is a good opportunity: Freshman arrive on campus
early, take a few courses to lighten their load for the fall semester and start to understand
college life. | have participated in four different summer workout programs, and while |
agree that the academic piece of it was helpful, the athletic part of it was overbearing and
not necessary.

When student athletes arrive on campus in the summer, they are there five months
before their season even starts. The summer workouts are filled with intense strength
training and conditioning. We typically spend around and hour and a half on weight-lifting
three days a week. We spend the other two days are spent conditioning. Usually these
programs last between eight to twelve weeks. This training is not easy by any means. Some
of the hardest and most grueling workouts of my life were done during the summer. |
remember throwing up every week from the intensity of the workouts. As the weeks
progress, the workouts do not get easier and we are constantly pushed to our limit and
demanded to run more and lift heavier weights as each week of the summer program
progresses.

Another challenge of these workouts was the time of day that they were scheduled.
The only chance that coaches can give athletes at having a summer schedule that’s not
completely devoted to basketball is to have the workouts scheduled early in the morning
back to back. This allows the athletes to work out in the morning, and enjoy the rest of the
day. Unfortunately, in my experience things are rarely scheduled in a way that gives
athletes any free time. The past two summers, our workouts took place early in the morning

and in the afternoon. We would have two training sessions a day, otherwise known as two-
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a-days. The morning trainings were dedicated to weight training or conditioning and the
afternoon was dedicated to basketball skill work. That schedule offered us a huge chunk
of “free” time in the middle of the day. The problem with this is that athletes cannot afford
to do anything during that time “off”. We would wake up at the crack of dawn to run or
lift, go home to shower and rest until our next workout later that afternoon. If coaches
found out that someone went to the beach and were lying in the sun all day before your
skills workout, they were pissed. Coaches would admit this, but there’s an unspoken rule
that if athletes exert a lot of energy doing anything that doesn’t revolve around practices,
they must not take basketball seriously don’t care about the team. This schedule doesn’t
give student athletes a time to be normal kids. | spent so many summers laying around in
bed while the sun was shining waiting for my next workout to come, partially because I
was tired, but mostly because I didn’t want to be a zombie during my next workout.

So what does a day in the life of a college athlete actually look like during the
summer? Here is how my August schedule looked like: 1 would wake up around 6:20 a.m.
and get to the gym around 6:30 for our 7:00 a.m. lift. Depending on what exercise we had
ahead of us, our lifts would be last about an hour and a half. During the summer we also
had two weeks of our working at a team camp. After lifting, | would shower and be on my
feet all day working camp from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. After camp, we typically had shooting
workouts or a team workout (or both). We practiced hard for an hour and then we played
pickup twice a week. After practice ended, my team played pickup for an hour. This
schedule left us in the gym from 6:30 a.m. to 7 p.m.

When the end of the summer session ended in late August, we get about two weeks

“off” to go home and spend time with our families before the hectic school year starts.
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Unfortunately, “time off” for college athletes doesn’t really exist. | mean this when | say
that “time off” is never time “off” even when you aren’t on campus. During the summers
before my Junior and Senior year, my strength coaches signed us up to use apps that tracked
our fitness. Every day we had to go through a workout that involved vigorous weight
lifting, strength training, running, and sprinting. My summer days spent at home revolved
around when | could get these workouts done. We had to go on these apps every day and
log workouts. This was on our time off.

The issues of the schedules affect all levels of NCAA sports. An article called What
Off Season? explores these issues as well, particularly in an article written in 2015 about
the Big 12 conference. The author, Jake News, questions if student-athletes really get any
time off at all: “While many topics came up like getting rid of evening games, realigning
the conference so that athletes don’t have to spend so much time traveling, requiring
athletes to sit out their freshman year, none of the athletes felt any of these topics needed
major change. But the one issue that all of the athletes agreed needing addressing was the
amount of time they spent on sports during the ‘off-season.””*3

New’s first quote comes from a high major student-athlete: “I don’t need to be in
the gym six days a week in June to stay in shape,” Sune Agbuke, a women’s basketball
player at Baylor University said. “In-season, it’s understood that we don’t perform well
[during games] when we’re dead tired,” Agbuke said, meaning coaches know not to push
athletes too hard during workouts and practice, a concern that isn’t as pressing during the

off-season. ‘Commitments out of season could use some work.””

13 New, Jake. “What Off Season?” Inside Higher Ed. Accessed March 4, 2019
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/05/08/college-athletes-say-they-devote-too-much-time-sports-
year-round.
14 New, Jake.
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New says that this complaint is not a new one, yet athletes continue to be
overlooked by the people in charge of reforming college athletics. The difficulty of
managing athletics and academics during the season is to be expected, but athletes made it
a point to say they feel just as overworked in the off-season. For some college athletes, the
off-season can be more draining: “In a 2010 NCAA survey, more than three-quarters of
Division | baseball players reported spending ‘as much or more time on athletic activities’
during the off-season as during the competitive season. About 70 percent of men’s
basketball players reported the same, as did 70 percent of football players. It was a similar
picture for the remaining men’s sports. Just less than half of women’s basketball players
reported spending equal or more time on athletic activities during the off-season, and about
60 percent of athletes in all other women’s sports said the same. In Division Il, about 80
percent of baseball players reported spending as much or more time on their sport during
the off-season, as did 54 percent of women’s basketball players. A 2006 NCAA survey had
comparable findings. ‘Athletic time commitments for student athletes can be very high and
there is little downtime, even in the off-season,” NCAA researchers wrote in a report about
the findings. “This issue is crucial to developing the balance that should be a goal for
student athletes.”*®

While the NCAA has rules for how much time athletes can spend on athletic related
activities, it’s not a secret that coaches and players find ways around them. This supports
my point that the NCAA rules and regulations are easily bendable in ways that coaches
want them to be and that these rules support coaches and not student-athletes. These rules

give coaches more time with athletes during the summer, while allowing the maximum

15 New, Jake.
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time coaches are allowed to be training athletes the new minimum. Another challenging
factor that acerbates this situation is the fact that coaches often go over the permitted time
hours, and from my experience, if players ever complain about this, coaches get pissed.

New evaluates this concept by backing it up with real data from the NCAA in his
article: “It is said that during the season, college athletes aren’t permitted to devote more
than 20 hours a week to competition or official practices and workouts. Yet the average
number of hours spent in season on athletic activities, according to NCAA surveys, far
outnumbers that limit for every sport. On average, football, men’s basketball, women’s
basketball and baseball players in Division | spend about 40 hours a week on athletic
activities. In 2010, no sport in any division had an average lower than 28 hours. If the
majority of Division | and Il athletes are spending as much or more time on their sports
during the off-season, then they are spending vastly more time on athletic activities than
what the NCAA permits. During the off-season, athletes are only allowed to spend eight
hours a week on athletic activities. New goes onto say in his article that “a handful of
programs have been penalized by the NCAA in recent years for conducting countable
"athletically related activities’ out of season.”*®

From my experience, this system of constantly pushing one’s body to the limit five
months prior to the first game only results in fatigue by the time our first game approaches!
We spent two and a half months on campus in the summer and got ran into the ground. By
the time our season starts, none of the lifting or conditioning from the summer even
translates over because of the long window. | think student athletes should instead take

that time off and go home to recharge mentally and physically before returning to campus

16 New, Jake.
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for preseason, when the intensity starts all over again. Why not let student-athletes go
home and work out on their own?

It’s clear that the NCAA put the summer rule in place to allow coaches to get a
head-start preparing for the season ahead. If students wish to come to campus early and
take courses, they should be able to do so on their terms. Anytime that | was on campus in
the summer | was instructed to only take online classes anyways, which is something that
I could do at home. On the flip side, I think that this rule is extremely beneficial for
freshman because they can get experience and get comfortable being on campus before the
busy school year begins, but as students’ progress into an upperclassmen, this system
becomes exhausting and unnecessary. Since the summer rule was implemented, | have
observed that most schools are trying to outdo one another and get the absolute most
amount of time working out with their athletes. | have not found this summer program
beneficial physically or mentally especially after my freshman year. | have gone back and
forth about this rule and | have wondered if the NCAA should make these summer sessions
optional or voluntary? | then remember that the world “optional” in college sports is as
fake as it gets.

As Jake News’ article progresses his focus from talking about mandatory rules by
coaches shifts to “voluntary” rules. New argues that there is not a big difference between
mandatory and voluntary as a college athlete:

In 2005, the association's infractions committee placed Texas State University on

three years of probation after it required football players to attend a ‘voluntary’

strength and conditioning summer program. The athletes were required to sign
attendance logs that were reviewed by the then head coach, according to the
infractions report. In one instance, the coach even called a player's parents to warn
them that the student would no longer be allowed to play football if he missed the

voluntary workouts. Similar cases have occurred at Ball State University, Florida
International University and Northern Ohio University. Attempting to thwart

o4



NCAA time limits by describing out-of-season activities as voluntary is common
practice, said Mark Nagel, a professor of sports and entertainment management at
the University of South Carolina. Voluntary activities are described by the NCAA
has being initiated by athletes and having no coach present. “There’s technically an
off-season, but there are these voluntary workouts that most coaches say are
voluntary but then expect athletes to be at,” he said. “The system is set up to where
the coaches encourage athletes to train all year round, but there’s also pressure from
the athletes themselves. Even when an athlete is given a situation where it’s truly
voluntary, they still might be practicing. It’s the competitive nature of sports.*’

The author of the article uses direct quotes from NCAA athletes themselves with

the underlying theme that nothing is optional:

Rachel Scott, a softball player at the University of Texas at Austin who spoke at
the recent Big 12 forum, said much of the extra work she does during the off-season
is indeed voluntary, but it doesn’t always feel that way. ‘It’s not mandatory,” she
said. ‘But it’s expected.” The emphasis for how involuntary ‘voluntary’ training is
in college athletics is shown by a survey done by the Pac-12 conference in New’s
article. About 73 percent of athletes said they felt voluntary activities were actually
mandatory. More than 60 percent of Pac-12 athletes said they would like to see
voluntary activities become ‘truly voluntary,” giving them more time for studying,
internships and part-time jobs. Some of the athletes reported that coaches had
threatened to kick them off the team for missing ‘voluntary’ activities, or had
punished an entire team in retaliation for an athlete missing a non-mandatory
practice or workout. Jamie Zaninovich, deputy commissioner of the Pac-12, said
this week that the conference has now assembled a task force made up of
administrators, coaches and athletes to discuss potential legislation that would
address overall time demand issues, especially activities that are meant to be
voluntary.18

Clearly NCAA rules and regulations are not created to benefit student-athletes.
Based on the data presented above, it’s obvious that the NCAA rules are easily bendable
and more often than not, coaches don’t have a problem breaking these rules. While many
regular students spend the summers having fun and recharging before coming back to

school, athletes spend these hot summer days in the gym. There were some days

17 New, Jake,
18 New, Jake.
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throughout my college career where | would get to the gym at 6:45 a.m. and not leave until
7 p.m. How is this beneficial for an athlete’s mental health?

Attached is the July and August summer calendar from my senior year (Refer to
Wednesday, August 1st on attached calendar). | would be scheduled to be in the gym from
7 a.m. to around 3:45 p.m. However, what is not included on those calendars are the two
times per week that our team was required to play pickup for an hour. On the weekends,
which was technically our time to relax, we would constantly have team obligations and
visits that we had to tend to.

Coaches are given way too much power over student athletes and there isn’t
sufficient time for student athletes to rest their bodies mentally and physically because of

the over-demanding rules put in place for off-season training and team obligations.

5.2 Preseason:

Preseason means practice. This is the time of year where the practices are long,
intense, and difficult. The eight hour summer rule no longer exists. During preseason,
practices are scheduled within a three hour segment and the entire team usually practices
together and uses every minute of those three hours for on-court practice. Practice does
not include weight lifting. On top of those practices, add in an extra hour of conditioning
with our strength coaches for an hour plus two to three times per week. This means that
were looking at about a four hour window of just the physical demands required by student
athletes. This four-hour window doesn’t include all of the other academic, personal, or

social demands that college athletes have.
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One of the many challenges that student athletes deal with is figuring out when to
schedule practice so that everyone can attend. This means taking into account fourteen
different class schedules.

Attached was my preseason schedule for the month of October. Below is a schedule
of my day during preseason: During the fall semester of my senior year, practice started at
5:30 a.m. (Refer to Tuesday, October 2" on the calendar attached). Although 5:30 a.m. is
when practice starts, team rules declare that athletes must be dressed and ready to go on
the court at 5:20 a.m. To put this into perspective, | had to wake up around 4:30 a.m. to
get my stuff together, eat, walk over to the gym and get ready for practice. This past fall |
struggled with injuries, so | would additionally have to get those taken care of before
practice. My rehab typically started around 4:40 a.m. which meant | had to get up even
earlier. After our two-and-a-half-hour practice, we then had scheduled gun workouts.
Those workouts were designed for us to strictly work on shooting. Gun workouts took
place directly following practice. After our gun workouts we had one-hour of weight
lifting. Once | was finished with practice, gun workouts, and lifting, 1 would shower and
get home around noon where I’d start to do my schoolwork. 1’d struggle to focus after
being awake for eight hours of basketball, and finish my work before my three-hour lecture
that started at 4 p.m. | would then go to my three hour graduate classes every Monday-
Thursday during the week. Some of those classes didn’t get out until 7:30 p.m. | would
get home around 8 p.m. and struggle to finish school work before 1 did it all again the next
day. In total, I typically had fifteen hour days every day of the fall semester of my senior

year.
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This time is a very challenging time for athletes not only because of its physical
challenges, but because of the intense daily practices that happened a month before games
even started. It felt like what | was working for was still so far away. It gets extremely
exhausting after a while. | understand that the preseason is a beneficial for a team growth,
especially when players are learning new systems and working to become a unit for the
season ahead. | also understand why there is so much team devotion during this time of the
year, but the total hours spent time practicing, doing gun workouts, lifting, along with a
full course load is not sustainable or healthy. Looking back on the fall semester of my

senior year, it’s hard for me think about the tremendous amount of stress and anxiety | felt.

5.3 In-Season:

As | have reiterated already, the NCAA'’s rules are easily bendable. While the
NCAA only allows for 20 hours of required athletically related activities per week in
season, the association’s own research indicates that athletes typically spend about 40 hours
a week on their sport.!® In season, the main focus of athlete’s lives is their games. A
college basketball season typically starts in early November and includes a few scrimmages
and non-conference games. During the non-conference games, players travel a lot and
compete against schools in higher divisions. There are also a few buy games mixed in this
time. A college basketball player’s season starts in November and goes all the way through

non-stop until early March when the NCAA tournament starts. Depending on how a team

19 New, Jake. “Mental Health of College Athletes.” Inside Higher Ed. Accessed March 4, 2019.
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/01/14/ncaa-establishes-best-practices-mental-health-college-
athletes.
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competes during playoffs, players could be competing until the end of March. You may be
thinking, oh there’s thanksgiving, winter, and spring break right? Wrong!

Although athletes get time off from school during these breaks, they do not get time
off from practice. In fact, this is when we’re expected to go into overdrive while other
students go home for a break from school to spend time with their families and friends.
Student athletes practice every day over break just as we did during the semester. We also
spend this time getting ready for a yearly Thanksgiving tournament. During these school
“breaks” is actually when most coaches ramp things up. I’ve had many different coaches
say and insinuate things like: ““Oh, you don’t have class? Why aren’t you getting extra
shots up or doing more to become a better player? You can spend more time in the gym
since you have nothing else to do! If you aren’t getting in here extra now that you don’t
have school you aren’t living up to our expectations! You’re pro’s now, no school, no class,
now you can put all of your focus into basketball!” You might find this funny, but every
coach that I’ve had expressed this mentality during any school breaks that took place during
the season. School breaks is the perfect time for athletes to recharge, but instead it often
weighs on our mental health even more. Coaches have a primary focus of winning and
will push their student athletes far, even to the point of burnout.

The season is by far the most demanding time of the year for athletes. We spend
three hours a day practicing while studying and attending our regular college classes.
During my senior year, the season schedule was very similar to the pre-season schedule.
So instead of taking you through that schedule all over again, I’m instead going to illustrate
what winter break looks for student athletes. (Refer to December attached calendar

attached). As you can see, once we compete on December 21, we have “off” days until
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practice on the 27th. Logistically, this means we should have about five days at home with
your family (not including the travel to and from campus). In reality, having five days off
is extremely generous and basically unheard of. During my first two years of college |
only had three days off (not including traveling to and from campus) which took place the
day after Christmas. This time period is the only time of the winter that we had away from
school. Every time our post game talk came around before Christmas break, every coach
I’ve had has always made it a point to remind us to better not relax when we go home. It is
expected that we exercise every day to prepare for practice and conference schedule. Even
when we are physically absent from practice, we are never mentally absent. Mental health
is not a priority for NCAA coaches.

The game before winter break is our last non-conference game, meaning when we
come back from break our regula