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	Tournament helps colleges tap into Native American talent
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	By Greg Boeck, USA TODAY
PHOENIX — At 6-7, 220 pounds, Lewis RidesHorse, a member of the Crow Tribe, is an imposing figure on the basketball court. But a college coach never saw him play in high school in Park City, Mont. Then last summer he played in the Native American Basketball Invitational (NABI) tournament at US Airways Center in Phoenix. That's where coach Jamie Morrison spotted RidesHorse and recruited him to play for his Haskell Indian Nations University team in Lawrence, Kan., where RidesHorse is a freshman backup center this season. "It was pretty big," RidesHorse says. 

Co-founded in 2003 by Mark West, a former NBA player and the Phoenix Suns vice president of player programs, and GinaMarie Scarpa-Mabry, director of the tournament, the NABI is the only all-Native American basketball tournament organized for the purpose of creating scholarship opportunities.

Basketball is the most popular sport among Native Americans, but only 28 men and 23 women played on NCAA Division I teams during the 2004-05 season, according to the NCAA's most current race and ethnicity report. In contrast, 3,709 whites and 4,968 African-Americans played in Division I that season.

In 2007, the fifth NABI tournament for high school-age boys and girls will have an event-record 80 teams July 8-14 and break new ground with NCAA certification for the first time. That will allow Division I and II coaches to attend. "It's going to open up more coaches to Native Americans," Morrison says. "Native Americans have to take advantage of this," Scarpa-Mabry says. "It'll mean more scholarships. … It's so hard for college scouts and coaches to go to the reservation because it's so desolate. Our mission is to increase the number of Native Americans in college, and the word is out that talent is there and it's untouched talent. We have the interest of recruiters now."

The NABI's organizers say close to 30 former participants are playing college basketball. Getting them there is only part of the struggle.

In 2005, the NABI donated $25,000 to a foundation targeted to supporting athletes once they get in college."One thing we found out is they feel isolated once they get away," West says. "They get the scholarship, then come back to the rez because their surroundings are so different."

That's the case even at Haskell, a member of the NAIA's Midland Collegiate Athletic Conference, where, Morrison says, only four players have stayed all four years since 1999.
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