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Athletic Academic Center Creates Convenience and Flexibility for Student Student-Athletes
Charlotte- It is hard to imagine that just last year student-athletes packed into a small basement room with only four computers and a dozen chairs when you walk into the state-of-the-art student-athlete academic learning center.   The academic learning center is housed in the Miltimore-Wallis Athletics Training and Academic Center, which is the recent addition to the James H. Barnhardt Student Activity Center. 

Before the completion of the new academic center, there was limited seating and student-athletes found themselves conducting study sessions and tutorials in the hallway, on the floor and even in bathrooms in Belk Gymnasium.

Until this past spring semester, they had to make due with outdated surplus equipment and the minimal space available to them.  For years, the Athletic Academic Center (AAC) was a small room in the basement behind the men’s locker room, with two offices for four people to share.  Due to issues in capacity, study hall was in classrooms across campus for two hours every night.  A student-athlete is required to complete six hours of study hall a week, so this was quite an inconvenience. 


“Student-athletes we have now know where we came from so they really appreciate the new center,” said Lisa Hibbs, athletic academic director. “Before it was a struggle to even get a comfortable chair in study hall.  Now we can spread out and there aren’t as many distractions.”


About eight years ago Hibbs began brainstorming ideas for an ideal learning center.  Based on her experience with the 49ers, she knew what was needed was no small feat. Due to the number of hours student student-athletes must commit to academics in addition to their various other commitments, convenience and capacity were a must. 
Each fall, almost 120 student-athletes have required study hall hours, including new incoming student-athletes, those with less than a 2.3 GPA and those who coaches have recommended.  In addition to a minimum 12 hours a semester of class and a required 20 hours of practice and training a week, student-athletes must also do community service and six life skills in a year.  Life skills include tasks such as community projects, attending workshops and formulating resumes. 
With all of these scheduling issues, Hibbs hoped to create a facility that would be open whenever students needed it as opposed to when rooms were available.  Moreover, she hoped to have more flexibility in the time offerings for the freshmen seminar class, which had previously been at 8 am when rooms were available for them to use.

“Our goal is to have everyone in class from 9 am to 12 pm because many of the student-athletes have a workout at 7 am, so it hard for them to make it to and 8 o’clock class.  If they do make it, they are coming in tired and sweaty with no time to eat or any prospect of eating afterwards because they have to go straight to another class,” said Hibbs.


Finally, after years of raising money and without funding from the state, the Miltimore-Wallis Athletics Training and Academic Center was built, including a private practice gym, weight room, athletic academic center and a new sports information office, as well as several coaches’ offices.  As a result, Hibbs has noticed more flexibility in scheduling weight lifting times and practice times, yielding more flexibility in academic scheduling.  

The AAC far exceeds Hibbs’ expectations.  The facility seats 76 and is equipped with 11 computers.  There is a study room that seats eight comfortably, as well as six tutor rooms large enough to accommodate a small group.  


Spaced around the room, are chairs equipped with a desk, an output for power and internet hook-up for school laptops.  The reading area has a large conference table and five private study carols, also set up with power and internet capability.  


“Great detail went into every aspect of this facility.  All of the furniture has breathable fabric and is made of vinyl as to not show sweat stains.  The chairs even have a mesh back to cool and dry you,” said Hibbs. 


In addition to the stunning appearance of the center, it is a huge commodity for prospective and incoming student-athletes who wish to further their educations at Charlotte.  As a 49er athlete, there is an expectation to earn a major as well as minor within four to five years.  This is due to the fact that many student-athletes lack the internships and co-op opportunities that other students have, thus they must make up for it elsewhere.  They are also strongly encouraged to take no less than 15 hours of study per week to stay on track to graduate.
Amazingly, many student-athletes find the time to accomplish a number of things, including one women’s basketball player who just graduated with three majors in four years.  One factor in this success is the academic advisor’s insistence that student-athletes pick a major as quickly as possibly and avoid changing majors at all, as to make sure that every class they take fulfills some sort of requirement.  
The advisors also work very closely with incoming freshmen to make sure that their transition into college is smooth.  This has been very beneficial for the program as the freshmen athlete GPA is significantly higher than the University’s.  
In fact, student student-athletes at Charlotte tend to do better all around than the rest of the University.  This spring marked the 14th straight semester that the student athlete GPA was higher than the general student body’s average.  Last year, 41 percent of student student-athletes had a GPA of 3.0 or better and 14 had a 4.0 GPA 

As a whole, they run a graduation rate of four and a half years, with 31 of them graduating this past May.  In fact, the graduation rate for student student-athletes is higher than the rest of the student body’s.  Moreover, since 1993, a remarkable 85 percent of student-athletes that have exhausted their athletic eligibility have graduated.  

Finally, out of thousands of student-athletes nationwide, eight 49ers have been named Academic All-Americans, achieving both academic and athletic success.  They are Craig Brown, Tiffany Howard, Steve Wagoner, Karin Levin, Christopher Mark, Ola Jonsson, Jim Kunevicius and Jobey Thomas.  Additionally, Wagoner, Mark and Kunevicius all were honored with the award two years in a row.
It seems that the despite a lack of materials and work area, Charlotte student-athletes have managed to remain consistently successful.  One can only hope that as the AAC is more readily utilized, those numbers will only increase.  

“With the AAC only opening last spring, it is too soon to tell exactly how much it affects the success of our student-athletes.  The first semester was really trial and error,” said Hibbs, “However, even in the spring when it was new, there were times when all the chairs were taken, which is very gratifying.”
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