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The Call

(Playing Pro ball)
Introduction

"Come on down - it's almost on!" The voice floated up from downstairs. 

"I’ll be there in a second!" Jack Willis yelled back. Almost time, Jack thought to himself. He had to take a deep breath to keep from getting sick. His whole body seemed to vibrate with a nervous energy the like of which he had not felt since opening day of spring football practice when he was a freshman. It seemed that never in his life had he been this tense. Then again he never had this much riding on one day either. Everything was on the line. Everything. He had spent the last twenty-two years in preparation for this moment. He had fantasized about it, worked at it, and fought for it. Today was the day he would find out if it all his sacrifices had been worth it. Today was the NFL Draft. The NFL! Just saying those three little letters to himself almost made him sick again. 

"Lets go man! It’s starting!"

"I am on my way!" Jack yelled back with what he hoped would pass for confidence but was sure sounded more like fear. "Let's hope this is a good day," he mumbled as he plodded down the steps, "because I don’t know what I’ll do if its not!"

Learning Vignette -- The Call

Jack Willis was a football player. He had been one for as long as he could remember. In his early years such phrases as "a natural" and "built for this game" were always being used to describe him. In high school he really took off. There was no one who could stop such a running back. Making people miss was his specialty. Rarely had anyone seen just one man bring him down. With his success on the field, the college scouts came running, all promising him fame and fortune if he came to their school.

"You would love our school," they always said. "You can play big-time college football and get your education for free." Then they would go into a somewhat lengthy and obviously "canned" speech about the quality of education at their college. 

Jack did not want to hear this stuff. Yes, school seemed to be important. Getting a degree mattered to him, but he wanted to know something else. "How many guys from your team are in the pros?"

They all seemed to have a few, but Jack wanted to go where the most had gone pro. He figured the more guys a team sent per year, the better were his odds. However, this posed a few problems. One, it seemed like most of the schools that seemed to manufacture pro athletes were not overly interested in him. Two, the ones who were drooling for him to come play were always talking less about sending their guys to the pros and more about the quality education available at their school and what a degree from their institution would mean to him. 

Now, Jack was a smart kid. He was going to graduate with a decent GPA of 3.3 out of 4.0. However, a good student he was not. He was bright and got through school pretty easily, but he was lazy in the classroom and just did what was needed of him to get by. He was also a good kid, never in much trouble. Oh, he was sometimes considered to be a little ornery, but not bad by any means. He tried to stay out of trouble because he knew the importance of grades and behavior when it came time to be considered by a college for a scholarship. He was also in some extra-curricular activities - Key Club, FCA, and Business Club. They were all good résumé boosters. Colleges liked those things. He needed a scholarship, but not just to any school. He needed a school that would help him realize his dream of playing in the NFL. 

As far back as Jack could remember he had wanted to play football in the NFL. He wanted to be one of the select few drafted to play pro football. It was the pinnacle. Only the best of the best got there, about 1 percent of all people who play football in high school. But he thought he could be one of them. His entire life was lived around this dream. Whatever Jack lacked in work ethic in the classroom he made up for in the weight room. While his friends hung out, he worked out. While his friends partied he ran. He was extremely disciplined.

Jack got his scholarship to play big time college football. He didn’t get his first choice, but he was satisfied. College was a new experience. That first year he had trouble with the newfound freedoms of college life and got himself in academic trouble, but he pulled through. He studied when he needed to and got average grades, always good enough to stay eligible. A couple of classes really motivated him and he worked hard at those. But for the most part he slept through class and never took his studies too seriously. Whenever he would get ambitious about school he found that it took too much time away from football. He quickly got over any silly notions of winning a Founders Medal and went back to the weight room. Sometimes he thought he would be a great coach if football did not work out or maybe he would start his own business. He had always been a little on the creative and daring side, and maybe he could make some money that way. He also was in a few other groups, like FCA, Student Government, even a Fraternity. He held some offices in a couple of those. He knew the importance of being involved in activities and how they looked on paper. But none of his scholarly interests ever lasted long, because not making it to the NFL and not getting drafted just wasn’t an option. He was a football player and football players played football, period. He was on track to graduate and that was enough.

Jack was an instant success on the field. He started as a true freshman and made the All-Freshman Team for his conference. This, coupled with being on a traditionally unsuccessful team, made him an overnight celebrity. Everyone on campus knew him. The papers printed article after article about him and when his team played on national television the announcers were always more than generous with their comments. His second year was a letdown. In the off-season his preparation was not what it had been the year before. The success had gone to his head a bit and he had slacked off. It was obvious the next fall. He started the year on the wrong foot and the entire season snowballed in the same direction. By the end of the fall he had been put on the second team and saw only limited action. All the positive attention he had received from both the Media and the fans had quickly evaporated. He was no longer heralded as the savior of the team but as the biggest "bust" in school history.

Jack, however, was made of strong stuff. The next off-season he went back to his workouts with a vengeance. It showed, and he was picked Second Team All Conference the next year and set a school record for most touchdowns in a season. His fourth year was average. He was hurt early in the season but decided to play through it and was hampered the entire season. However, knowing the importance of his last year before the NFL, he kept going. His year-end results were decent but no awards were given to him.

At the end of the season Jack got an agent and the process began. For a person who desires a career in professional football the four months after the last game of the season are as intense and grueling as one can imagine. There are All-Star games, and Jack played in one (a smaller one) and was named MVP. There are interviews with scouts and coaches. Intelligence tests are taken, and height, weight, reach, hand-size, wingspan, and flexibility are measured at least fifty times. Workouts are torturous, with forty-yard, twenty-yard, ten-yard dashes, agility drills and a wide assortment of other drills. All are timed and videotaped by the scouts. A prospect is poked, prodded, x-rayed and examined by what seems to be a corps of doctors. Records of all kinds are examined. Past acquaintances, former coaches and teachers are questioned. All this because the teams want to know the quality of character each player has before they invest in him. They want to know if the athlete is good enough, reliable enough and smart enough to play at the highest level of competition. At the All-Star games and NFL Combine the players are all made to strip to their jockeys and stand on a stage in front of about 500 men with notepads so their bodies can be viewed and evaluated like a herd of cattle at the sale barn. The process is personally violating, frustrating, and most of all time-consuming.

Jack went into this with great enthusiasm. It was his time to shine, he thought. He worked out hard, tested well and did everything possible to make himself ready for this gamut of evaluations. His agent was always positive and said he was doing well. There are many unknowns when working with such a large, high-stakes business like the NFL. However, the critical element in all of this is one's production on the field. Jack’s was checkered. He had flashes of brilliance; injuries and his ability to take the beating were a concern to most of the teams. His character was good. And since he had gone to a good school they thought he was smart. But could he play? His agent said the probability of his being drafted was good. But the next day a scout remarked "If anyone tells you they are sure you’ll get drafted they are full of it. No one knows; the teams don’t even know. Every team's picks will change the other's picks. You just have to wait and see."

And Jack was waiting. A few of his friends and his family had joined him in front of the television. Mel Kipper, Jr. was giving his "two-cents worth" about what he thought was going to happen. Once all the "big names" had been drafted and the later rounds had begun, Jack really had begun to feel ill. What if? No, surely he would get drafted. But what if? His agent had just called and said he was positive about it all, however, he should be thinking about what teams to look at as a free agent on the off chance things did not go his way. Jack Willis a free agent? Never! He proclaimed to himself. He was going to get drafted. Being a free agent was not what he had dreamed of; they didn’t even get their names on their lockers in the pre-season because they are so expendable. 

The day wore on. And finally the draft was over. His agent called.

"I don’t understand it. I thought you were a definite in those later rounds. That's OK, though. Being a free agent is OK. We just have to make you as marketable as possible so those teams will want to sign you."

"Sure, whatever."

His family tired to console him, but he wanted to be alone. Was he really good enough? If football did not work out what would he do? What would he do?

The Challenge

The challenge begins with the following questions:

1) What should Jack do?

2) Should he go after his NFL dream?
3) Should he look at other alternatives?
After raising these questions, the students are free to begin deliberations on possible solutions to the case.

Guiding Questions

1. What are the core issues that Jack faces?

2. What are the positives and negatives of the situation?

3. What are some unforeseen obstacles that may arise to challenge Jack?

4. Looking at the descriptors of Jack as a person what are his strengths and weaknesses that may influence his future?

Resources

The following resources are listed to help student groups as they develop possible solutions to the The Call. These resources are designed to help the students understand the Call case and to provide information about the issues. No solutions will be given in these references. Students should use these references and references from their own research to formulate solutions to the issues. These references are listed by categories in order to provide the students with resources that will provide a quick overview of some of the issues. Other resources maybe added during the case development. On-line experts are available to the student groups and can be used to help identify issues as well as other resources. 

Online Experts 

Online Experts will be added when this case becomes active.

Links

http://www.businesstown.com/planning/creating.asp
http://www.cio.com/sponsors/050199_1.html
http://www.clickz.com/mkt/precis_mkt/article.php/834941
http://www.nationalservice.org/joining/
http://www.backfieldinmotion.org
http://www.job-hunt.org/choosing.shtml
http://www.jobweb.com/Resources/Library/Career_Pursuit/Choosing_Among_Job_39_01.htm
http://entrepreneurship.vanderbilt.edu/Business%20Plan%Elements.ppt


Products

Phase One – Where do I stand?
Choose (option 1 or 2) a plan of action for Jack to take: 

1. Plan for the Free Agent Market

2. Develop an Alternative

Phase Two – Create a Business Feasibility Plan
If you choose to go the NFL route, create a marketing strategy to the NFL teams for Jack.

If you go with the alternative plan, create a viable business or other venture that Jack could create.

Phase Three – Taking it Public

Present your plan to a panel of experts in the field. They will provide you with real-world feedback related to the feasibility of your plan.

This case maybe used to begin the process of developing the Entrepreneurship spirit at the College Level. The case can be used over several weeks in a group setting to help students start the “E spirit development. This case can be used as the framework for other similar situations.
Some ideas for this case came from Vanderbilt University Graduate student and football player Nathaniel Morrow.
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