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“If you know the enemy and know yourself, 

you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. 

If you know yourself but not the enemy, 

for every victory gained you will also suffer a defeat. 

If you know neither the enemy nor yourself, 

you will succumb in every battle.”

The Art of War by Sun Tzu

I’VE PLAYED DIVISION I football at a national powerhouse. The kind of program that’s on ESPN, where the stands are packed, and the pressure is real. I’ve survived the grind of two-a-days, film sessions, and mandatory study halls. But nothing prepared me for the challenge of being a parent — watching my own kids walk the same tightrope I once did: balancing athletics, academics, pressure, and dreams.

This book is what I wish I had as both an athlete and a parent. This is my playbook for parents, coaches, and student-athletes trying to win a much bigger game: the game of life beyond sports. It’s not just about athletics. It’s about access. Understanding how schools make decisions. Knowing what support your child is entitled to. Learning how to ask the right questions — and get real answers. It’s a playbook for navigating the educational side of student-athletics — a side that gets ignored until it’s too late.

I wrote this because too many young athletes are betting everything on their talent — but no one’s telling them the truth about how eligibility works, how schools actually make decisions, or how quickly dreams can fade if the academic side isn’t solid.

Yes, your child might get that offer. Yes, NIL is changing the game. But let’s be honest: if they can’t stay eligible, there’s no platform. No brand. No deal.

Too many student-athletes are obsessed with highlights and hustle — but what they need is help. Help navigating IEPs, 504 Plans, tutoring options, and the pressure they carry when they’re expected to perform both in class and on the field.

And let’s not ignore it: the politics of sports are real. “Daddy ball” is real. The favoritism, the underplaying, the overcoaching, the hype machines — all of it. But here’s the truth: you may not be able to fix the politics, but you can control the classroom. You can advocate for your child in ways that last far beyond high school.

We don’t talk enough about the mental health side of student-athletics, either — the stress, the pressure, the silence. This book isn’t just about grades and game tape. It’s about protecting your child’s future — academically, emotionally, and socially.

So consider this your scouting report, your locker room speech, and your sideline strategy — all rolled into one.

You’re about to learn how schools really work — and how to work them in your child’s favor.

Let’s get to it.

Let me be clear: this ain’t no motivational speech. This ain’t Al Pacino in Any Given Sunday. This is real life. And for some of our kids, this is the biggest game they’ll ever play — and the clock’s already ticking.

In sports, you know when the game’s coming. You train. You prep. You’re handed a schedule. But in this game? The one that happens in schools, in gradebooks, in meetings you didn’t know were happening — there’s no warning. One missed class, one bad grade, one suspension, one undocumented learning difference — and it can all unravel.

We’re in a new era.

NIL has changed everything. Now, kids see dollar signs before diplomas. Social media has replaced scouting reports. Highlights get more attention than GPA.

But here’s the truth no one’s posting:

If they can’t stay eligible, there’s no platform. No brand. No deal.

And while the NIL dream feels closer than ever, we also have to talk about the grind that doesn’t make the reels:

• “Daddy ball” and favoritism that keeps deserving kids benched

• Coaches with egos bigger than rosters

• School counselors who don’t return your calls

•Teachers who underestimate student-athletes, or worse — give up on them

And we can’t ignore the mental load our kids carry. Performance anxiety, pressure to be perfect, fear of failure. The stress is real. So is the silence. Student-athletes are expected to be tough — but they’re human. We need to stop treating emotional exhaustion like weakness and start addressing it like it’s part of the game plan.

Add in the distractions — phones, clout-chasing, fake hype, low-effort friends — and you’ve got kids who are overwhelmed, under-supported, and falling through the cracks of a system they were never taught how to navigate.

So What Do We Do? 

We suit up smarter. We get in the room, ask the right questions, and know what to demand. We become advocates — not just fans. We stop waiting for someone to save our kids and start game-planning their success — academically, emotionally, and socially.

This book is your scouting report. Your sideline strategy. Your survival guide. It’s not about pointing fingers. It’s about giving power back to the people who care most: you, the parent.

We’ve spent too long watching from the stands. It’s time to step onto the field where the real plays are being made. 

My experience as a student-athlete could accurately be described by the lyrics of the late rapper Nipsey Hustle, “All my life, been grindin’ all my life, sacrificed, hustle paid the price.” My athletic journey started when I was seven years old. My father worked for decades as a police officer and athletic coach (football, basketball, and baseball) for many young men in the city where we were raised. During that time, at least 50 to 60 young men I grew up playing ball with were great athletes and could have easily received athletic scholarships to college. But most of them couldn’t take advantage of the opportunities because they weren’t academically prepared.

As positive as my father’s influence was, he primarily focused on athletics. The educational aspect of being a student-athlete was not an area that he knew a lot about or concentrated on. Therefore, education was not a priority for me. Instead, I focused on and excelled in athletics, which led to receiving a scholarship to play Division I football at a major football powerhouse, and eventually to a brief career in professional football. Like millions of student-athletes before me, I dreamed of becoming a big-time professional athlete earning millions of dollars, and purchasing my parents a huge house. 

My reality, however, ended up more like the sobering statistics reported by the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) that only 2% of high school student-athletes receive athletic scholarships to compete in college. Furthermore, of that number, fewer than 2% of NCAA student-athletes become professional athletes. 

Despite my success, my athletic career lasted for a short time. At the end of my sports career, because I was primarily focused on athletics and didn’t complete my college academic requirements, I didn’t receive my college degree and had nothing to fall back on. Without my degree, many doors were closed, and opportunities were lost. 

Luckily, I returned to the University of Washington twenty years later and took advantage of their Finish Line program for student-athletes to finish my college degree. As a result, many doors opened.

Now that I’m a parent with four kids of my own, I look at the importance of education from a completely different lens. I realize that our youth’s focus must be on receiving a quality education. I communicate to the children and young people I work with, including my own, that excelling in athletics is easy, especially if you’re a good athlete who works hard. I stress that they must put the same amount of work into succeeding in school as they put into athletics, if not more. Because education is what is going to open doors, and in the blink of an eye, a torn ACL, ankle, knee, foot injury, fractured vertebrae, or a severe concussion can take an athletic career away. No one can take your education from you.

I wish my parents had a book like this when I was a kid. My parents knew that education was essential and was extremely clear in expressing that to me, but they didn’t know how to support me academically or get me the support I needed. I now understand that the sacrifice and commitment to being an engaged parent are real. As much as you as a parent may say to your child that getting an education is essential, there is a lot more we can do, once we are informed and empowered, to support our children in being successful student-athletes. It will take information and motivation on your part.

As parents of student-athletes, we need to be as passionate about our kids’ performance in school as when we’re coaching or cheering for them during
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