Passed Potential  
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Eyes Right

Washington, DC   -  The big news around here lately does not have to do with the usual political fights, or international issues, or the war in Iraq.  No, what everyone is talking about is a young fellow by the name of Kwame Brown.  

Kwame is a 23 year old black male who is now out of work.  What makes this newsworthy – even front page of the Washington Post newsworthy – is that Kwame was recently told not to come to work by the Washington Wizards, the local NBA professional basketball team.  That action makes Kwame one of the highest paid, out of work, folks around here.  His salary is in the millions of dollars each year, yet, he had infuriated his employers so badly that they told him to take a hike, with pay!  What makes this even more interesting is that his team, the Wizards, were at the time in the middle of their first appearance in ages in the NBA playoffs.

The Wizards, without Kwame, went on to win their playoff series with the Chicago Bulls.  Kwame’s status is still unclear, but his future in professional basketball would appear to be very bleak, and will certainly have to involve a trade to a team that is willing to take a chance on potential that has never been realized in four years in the NBA.  It is not immediately clear that another team is that desperate.

Kwame was the first high school player ever selected as the first overall pick in the NBA draft.  That draft decision was made by none less than Michael Jordan, who, at the time, was making all the decisions for the Wizards.  Brown came with very impressive basketball credentials. He was both a McDonalds and a Parade magazine first team All-American selection and, at 6-11 in height, was an imposing physical specimen.

Unfortunately, young Mr. Brown quickly proved to be extremely immature and, by all accounts, equally lazy.  Although everyone was initially giving him the benefit of doubt due to his young age, fans in attendance at Wizards games eventually recognized his lackadaisical performances during games to be Kwame’s defining trait.  Rather than blossoming as some other teenage phenomenons after a few years playing against superstars, Brown continued to pout, complain, argue with his coaches, and, in general, display no enthusiasm for work.  

All of this would have been acceptable in the NBA climate of “superstardom trumps all,” but, when Kwame’s “tude”was combined with his lousy play (7 points per game) and declining performance on the court, the owner, general manager, and coach all came to the same, virtually never-done-before, conclusion:  dump Kwame immediately – cut out the cancer, so to speak, even though his team was in the midst of the most important playoff series in recent memory.

Unfortunately, I occasionally see some Kwame Browns in my classroom.  None are 7 foot tall, and none have marketable athletic skills.  But they do have exceptional academic skills – the kind that can easily be used to gain admittance to fine universities.  Instead of working to use these skills, as most of my good students do, they choose to squander them.  They try to be “cool” and do little work.  They complete courses with minimally passing grades by relying on their innate talent rather than studying.   I have seen few of these “losers” become successful once they leave high school. They become the Kwame’s of our society.

I use the term “loser” because there is no nice term to describe these young people.  They have been given exceptional gifts, but have made daily decisions which have sabotaged their success.  Who’s to blame?  Kwame continues to point to everyone except himself. If I were to meet this fellow, I would say to him the same thing I told one of my under-achieving students this past week,  “Look in the mirror.” 

I thought you might like to know.
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