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Basketball club is more than a basketball club…

Would-be Panther players have to produce report cards 
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MADISON – Van Johnson of Madison is a man on a mission.

Known to many as a financial guru, author and speaker for the Newark Star-Ledger’s annual “Road to Personal Wealth” conference, the Tracy Lane resident’s hidden passion is the basketball team for young people in the area that he and two colleagues founded three years ago.

But the team - the New Jersey Panthers - is more than just the typical sports club. And when this season’s hopefuls come to tryouts on Saturday and Sunday, Jan. 26 and 27, and Feb. 2 and 3, they not only have to bring their court shoes, they need to bring their report cards as well.

‘More Than Basketball’

“We started out with the idea that we wanted to provide an opportunity to get deserving kids Division 1 scholarships,” said the 43-year-old father of three.

		
		
		

	


The “we” includes boyhood friend Donnie Forster, a longtime coach who founded the Panthers with Johnson.

“We began with three teams, and now we have 12 teams with more than 200 boys and girls ages 12 to 17 involved from three counties,” Johnson noted.

Among the Panthers are Madison players Justin Goodwin, 12, and Scott Jouan, 13.

“But there’s more to basketball than just basketball; it’s about education,” Johnson added. “We teach respect for parents, respect for themselves and each other, and that they can’t mess up in the classroom and expect to be successful on the court or in life.”

Johnson and the Panthers must be doing something right, because the 2007 alumni class includes students who were accepted to colleges ranging from Johns Hopkins to Stevens Tech and Binghamton, while other Panthers have joined the ranks at Harvard, Georgetown, Virginia Tech and Wake Forest among others.

Sponsors of the New Jersey Adidas Junior Phenom Camps, featuring the top fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth and ninth grade basketball players in the state, the Panthers also send qualifying representatives to the National Junior Phenom Camp, which has been featured in Sports Illustrated and ESPN, where the young local players have the opportunity to not only compete with the top players in the nation, but wind up on the radar of scouting services.

For Johnson, however, it all comes down to developing the potential in each player. Johnson knows something about dreams and achieving goals.

“There is so much scholarship money out there that can help a child achieve his or her dream, and our goal is to help our student-athletes to understand the larger picture and where they can fit in,” he said. “This includes understanding the college recruiting hierarchy early, and the importance of timing in positioning themselves to be considered as scholarship candidates.”

Pursuing The Dream

A co-author of “How the Affluent Manage Home Equity to Safely and Conservatively Build Wealth,” Johnson, who was born in the Bronx and spent most of his youth in Delaware, is the founder of New Jersey Homeownership, a nonprofit organization dedicated to helping people achieve the American Dream of owning a home by teaching them how to manage their finances.

A Senior Mortgage Planner with CTX Mortgage Company, his standing-room-only seminars are held throughout northern New Jersey, while he is a popular guest speaker.

It’s teaching the New Jersey Panthers how to develop their own American Dreams by reaching for the highest hoops with perseverance and commitment, through, that really gets Johnson smiling.

“We support parents in the effort of emphasizing to their children that schoolwork must come first,” he said. “Coaches don’t give scholarships to kids who can’t get it done in the classroom.”

Anyone interested in information on tryouts for the New Jersey Panthers can visit the 
Web site: www.newjerseypanthers.org.

