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Look no further than the current scandal at the University of North Carolina regarding 

courses and grades that were manufactured to raise grade point averages and keep 

marginal student-athletes eligible in revenue-generating sports principally football and 

basketball. If you think the scam is limited to UNC, you’re in denial, are not paying 

attention, or value the university strictly for its sports entertainment and are willing to pay 

whatever it takes for the team to win. 

Add in the problem of lawlessness among some of the student-athletes recruited principally 

if not entirely for their prowess on the gridiron or hardwood, the payments under the table 

from boosters to assure that the university gets the most promising teenagers coming out of 

high school, the selling of autographed memorabilia by student-athletes with strong name-

recognition, the routine jumping into the professional ranks after 1 or 2 years, and what 

you get is not a university with an academic mission and reputation but a sports program 

attached by a flow of cash to a university that pays its coaches much more to win than its 

faculty to teach and mentor.    

Do you really think that a stadium seating 100,000 is the mark of a truly great university?  

That it’s ok for a big-time program to inflate its won/loss record by seducing an over-

matched, mid-major program to sign on to its schedule for big bucks? That lucrative 

contracts to telecast games are not the reason that universities actively shop their sports 

programs to conferences that have the widest audiences and relocate them when the price 

is right? That universities don’t vigorously promote their athlete heroes for various 

national awards such as the Heisman Trophy.   

 

To paraphrase Lord Acton, money tends to corrupt and lots of it tends to corrupt even the 

finest. 

 

What should be done? What can be done? For many, those are truly foolish questions since 

the corruption has set it already and is widely if silently accepted. The big-time university 

has become a sports franchise. For others, however, they still relevant are because not 
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every university has been corrupted though the opportunities to grab on to the big bucks 

assure that corruption is like a virus lurking just beneath the surface.   

 

Corruption calls for radical action, for selling big-time football and basketball programs – 

coaches, athletes, the entire package -- to interested investors, creating a farm system 

similar to what works so well in baseball. When was the last time a university was 

corrupted by its baseball program?  

 

Teams in football and basketball farm systems would play one another just as they do in 

minor league baseball with the best athletes qualifying for the NFL and NBA just as they 

have been doing for years with MLB. Athletes would be paid and would not have to attend 

college. Thus no need for the university to find devious ways to keep them eligible. 

Universities that have not become sports franchises would continue to operate football and 

basketball programs as long as they steer clear of corrupting influences.  

 

Farm-system games could be played in university football and basketball facilities. After 

all, those facilities are among the finest sports venues in America. A university could sell its 

facilities to investors or lease them. In either case, a big corruption-free financial windfall 

for the university.  

 

Thoroughly corrupt programs would be forced to divest their programs. Others could do 

so voluntarily. Universities with big-time programs known to operate on the margin would 

find themselves under greater scrutiny facing the prospect of forced divestiture especially if 

they are attractive to investors. 

 

Students, alumni, and friends of the university with a sports program it has spun off would 

find the competition further enhanced because the athletes would not be distracted by the 

demands of class attendance, exams, and reports. They would concentrate entirely on 

developing their athletic talents. No need to give up tail-gating parties, no need to stop 

cheering for favorite teams and players, no need to give up home games.  

 

For years high-school athletes with special baseball talents have been able to choose freely 

between two pathways, one that leads directly into the world of professional sports, the 

other that leads to the world of university academics with opportunities to develop their 

athletic talents free of corrupting influence of the big bucks that govern big-time football 

and basketball. Further, the 18-year old who chooses professional sports but does not 

succeed has not tossed aside the option of enrolling in college at some later date. And if he 

chooses the academic world and does not succeed he still can move on to professional 

sports.  

 

The university that has freed itself from the seductive influences of maintaining a sports 

franchise is better positioned to help authentic student-athletes make the right choice. 

There likely will be no assistant coaches barging into faculty offices begging for a passing 
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grade for a star athlete who claims his job is on the line if that star is declared ineligible. No 

more need to fudge entrance requirements to admit high-school All-Americans. 

 

In the SEC and Big Ten alone there are at least ten big-time football programs where the 

sports-franchise virus probably has infected the university. How long will it take for the 

public to recognize that the virus undermining UNC as an academic institution has taken 

hold elsewhere?  Unlike banking institutions, America’s universities are not too big to fail.    
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