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Just to make it to practice each day, Mfiondu Kabengele had to take a bus from his home in Burlington, Ontario, then 
walk more than two miles to get to the International Basketball and Sports Academy training facility in Hamilton. 
 
He’d just joined the program as a seventh-grader along with Nikola Djogo, now a guard at Notre Dame, and several 
other boys, so he wasn’t too familiar with the expectations of Zelmir Stevanovic, the IBSA founder and president.  
 
When Kabengele started goofing off one summer afternoon in 2010, the “military strict” Serbian made it clear no 
slack would be given for Kabengele’s sacrifice just to make it to the gym. 
 
“Get your ass out of here,” Stevanovic told Kabengele, sending him on the two-mile walk back to the bus station in 
the midday sun. 
 
“I’m thinking to myself, ‘He’s going to quit,’” Stevanovic recalls now. “The next day, he’s there, and the day after 
that and the day after that. He never quit. He never, ever quit.” 
 
Kabengele would remain with the IBSA all the way through his time at Burlington’s Corpus Christi High, but the 
notion of Kabengele’s present, a redshirt sophomore who is among Florida State’s more important pieces as it 
prepares for the NCAA Tournament, seemed out of reach. During his sophomore year of high school, he was still a 
6-foot-2 guard who lacked speed and drew little interest.  
 
“Everyone was like, ‘Oh, my God, this guy’s not gonna grow,’ ” Stevanovic says. “I’m like, ‘He’s gonna grow. I 
guarantee you. Just wait.’ ” 
 
By the end of his junior year, Kabengele was 6-foot-6, the first in a series of growth spurts that now have him listed 
at 6-foot-10. But the first spurt was so sudden that his knees and joints started to hurt. He grew another inch before 
his senior year. His game, though, was slow to keep up with his body.  
 
When he graduated in 2015, Kabengele held no Division I offers. That summer he played grassroots basketball for 
the first time with Canada Drive, but he still only drew interest from a couple of small schools. Stevanovic worked 
his connections and got in touch with Dave Maravilla, the founder of the Don Bosco Institute, a prep school in Crown 
Point, Ind.  
 
Maravilla was a sports agent for 23 years before he created the program in 2013 with the goal of helping under-the-
radar prospects get to college. While he was in Canada to see another player, he got a look at Kabengele. 
 
“His body was in shambles,” Maravilla says. “He looked like a baby giraffe when I first saw him. He just was all arms 
and legs, but he was skilled and was a reasonably good athlete. Certainly, nobody saw him evolving into what he is 
today.” 
 
As No. 10 Florida State (27-7) prepares to face Vermont (27-6) in the first round of the NCAA Tournament on 
Thursday and looks to at least repeat last year’s run to the Elite Eight, much will be asked of Kabengele. He leads the 
Seminoles with 12.9 points per game, earned ACC Sixth Man of the Year honors and was named to the all-ACC 
tournament team after FSU’s championship game loss to Duke.  
 
Kabengele’s immediate focus will be on the ‘Noles attempt to make another deep tournament push, but the 6-foot-
10, 250-pound forward’s name has begun to draw some NBA buzz. His uncle, Dikembe Mutombo, had a Hall of Fame 
career, and he intends to follow in his footsteps. 



 
“I understand what it takes to be there,” Kabengele says, “and I got a lot of room to grow. My ultimate goal is to be 
a pro in the NBA and potentially be a great player there.” 
 
While what lies ahead for Kabengele is uncertain, his story is already a gratifying one worth being proud of. 
 
In its short lifespan, the Bosco Institute has been immensely successful. It has produced 30 D-I athletes, and only 
one of those players held a D-I offer when he arrived on campus.  
 
“We’re getting kids that nobody wanted,” Maravilla says. “They have deficiencies. In (Kabengele’s) case, he was a 
late bloomer. What I thought would be a good mid-major type kid turned out to be much higher based on a lot of 
things. He was a kid that, in Canada, nobody even paid attention to. Nobody wanted him.” 
 
Kabengele, who arrived on campus at 6-foot-7 and 205 pounds, was determined to prove he belonged on a college 
basketball roster, no matter the level. So when the recruiting period began in September 2015 and Binghamton 
coach Tommy Dempsey visited to offer a scholarship, Kabengele was ready to accept and leave on the spot.  
 
“He was ready to go,” Maravilla says with a laugh. “I said, ‘Listen, I understand you’re going to play a lot there, but 
you came all the way down here for the sole purpose of developing. I think you’re going to develop and get a lot 
better in two to three months than you are right now. Just have a little patience, and let’s just see how this thing 
plays out.’ Obviously, he developed, and it was probably a good idea he didn’t commit to Binghamton.” 
 
In October, the Bosco Institute scrimmaged La Lumiere, which featured highly touted four-star forward Jeremiah 
Tilmon.  
 
“Everybody was in the gym,” Maravilla says. “I’m talking there’s a smorgasbord of high-major coaches. (Tilmon’s) 
the flavor of the day, he’s going to Illinois (Tilmon ended up at Missouri), he’s one-and-done. I’m hearing all of it, 
and Fi’s out there balling, quietly.” 
 
Kabengele went at Tilmon and competed without hesitation. While Tilmon played bully ball, Kabengele took him 
outside, drove to the rim from the perimeter, drew fouls and made a few 3s.  
 
“He was intriguing, but people were just so locked in on Jeremiah Tilmon that they couldn’t even see what was right 
in front of their eyes,” Maravilla says. “At that moment, I said, ‘This kid has got it.’ Because he didn’t even care who 
Jeremiah Tilmon was. He probably didn’t even know who he was anyway. But everybody else knew who he was, and 
Fi just was doing work. He wasn’t even close to what he was going to be three months later. He was competitive, 
and he was not afraid.  
 
“Until you see that in a kid, you really don’t know what he’s made of.” 
 
The Bosco experience was Kabengele’s first time out of his comfort zone, and although the recruiting attention didn’t 
follow immediately, he continued to work as the staff pushed him to his limits.  
 
Not every day was a good one. Kabengele had to grow out of his immaturity and learn how to compete every time 
he stepped on the court. He fought through it and developed his skill set, and while growing another two inches was 
out of his control and surely helped, he got to 230 pounds thanks to a regular workout routine. 
 
Florida State assistant coach Dennis Gates was the first one to see this new version of Kabengele, in December ’15.  
 
He offered him on the spot.  
 



“Coach Gates just saw what I was and what I could be and had so much trust in me to point where he just offered 
me without Coach (Leonard Hamilton) having ever seen me,” Kabengele says. “With that kind of trust between the 
coaching staff, I knew I was going to be in good hands.” 
 
Kabengele elevated his game from there and became the best player on the team, averaging 19 points and 10 
rebounds on 53 percent shooting. 
 
“He took his game to another level to the point where by the end of the year he was our most dominant player,” 
Maravilla says. “That wasn’t the case at first. He might have been our third- or fourth-best player at the beginning 
of the year. It took him some time, but once he was able to establish some consistency in his work habits and 
understand what it took to play at the ACC level, then I think that’s when you started to really see progress in his 
game.” 
 
Plenty of other schools flooded in over the next few months. Wisconsin, Georgetown, Kansas State, Georgia and 
Boston College would all extend offers. Instead of jumping to a decision as he almost did when he first arrived at 
Bosco, however, Kabengele weighed his options. 
 
Similar to when he decided to attend Bosco, Kabengele sought guidance from Stevanovic. Back when he played at 
Gulf Coast Community College and before he transferred to Pitt, Stevanovic was recruited by Hamilton and FSU 
assistant Stan Jones when both were at Miami.  
 
“I’ve known Leonard Hamilton and Stan Jones for like 20 years now,” Stevanovic says. “I respect Coach Hamilton a 
ton. I love Stan too. For me, as I told Mfiondu, these are the guys I’ve known since I was a teenager. That was kind 
of an easy transition for Mfiondu to go down there, and they’ve done an awesome job with him.” 
 
Kabengele committed to Florida State in March 2016, signed in April and enrolled in June. While he’d shown plenty 
of promise at the Bosco Institute, the intention was never for him to play right away. 
 
The 2016-17 Seminoles had a mix of savvy veterans, including Michael Ojo, Marquez Smith and Xavier Rathan-Mayes, 
along with talented underclassmen and future NBA players Dwyane Bacon and Jonathan Isaac. There was no 
immediate need for Kabengele to play, and he redshirted. Instead of sulking, he took it as an opportunity to learn.  
 
“My redshirt year, it was just more about the ins and outs of the game: how to have a good work ethic and what it 
takes to play at a high level,” Kabengele says. “(There were) a lot of great, talented players. I knew that my game 
wasn’t there yet. To see them and how they developed and how they honed their skills and how they played, I was 
able to get a good experience.” 
 
When his redshirt was lifted the following year, he was excited yet nervous. “It was my first time playing and I was 
super anxious,” Kabengele says. “I had a lot of energy, and the coaches told me, ‘Just rebound and you’ll stay on the 
court.’ That was my main focus: to rebound, be a good pick-and-roll player, set good screens and just get out in 
transition and be the best big I could be.” 
 
Kabengele averaged 7.2 points, 4.6 rebounds and 0.9 blocks while shooting 49.1 percent from the field and 38.5 
percent from 3. He was a key reserve as the Seminoles made it to the Elite Eight before falling to Michigan. 
Last summer, Kabengele worked to refine his game. He credits his breakout season to having better rhythm, learning 
how to avoid foul trouble and understanding more nuances of the game.  
 
He is the only player from a power-conference program to lead his team in scoring while coming off the bench. He 
scored in double figures in 22 games and had 22 points or more four times.  
 
As his profile has risen, more NBA scouts have come to see him play. To most, his rise has seemingly come out of 
nowhere. But for a select few, they saw it coming long before FSU even seemed like a realistic option.  



“I honestly always thought — after playing professional basketball for like 20 years myself and seeing what it takes 
it to be a professional in this world — if anybody has the mindset, he does,” Stevanovic says. “He has the ultimate 
confidence. A lot of these NBA guys, they’ll talk to me and they’ll call me and they want to discuss things like how 
much he produces in such a short period of time.  
 
“That doesn’t surprise me at all because he’s been one of the most confident people in his own ability since he was 
10 years old. He has that one thing I think all the NBA guys, at least the successful ones, do have: no conscience. To 
me, after 40 years of doing this, that’s key.” 
 
Notwithstanding what happens in the NCAA Tournament, Kabengele has a tough decision ahead of him. He could 
declare for the June NBA Draft or return to Florida State in order to continue developing and improve his stock.  
 
Kabengele is mobile and has pretty good bounce, but there are concerns over whether he is ready to play heavy 
minutes. (He is averaging 21.1 minutes this season.) It would serve him well to return to school, continue to tone up 
and improve his conditioning, then show he’s capable of replicating his success with starter’s minutes next season.  
 
“He’s such a talented guy and it’s all just his natural skill right now,” Vecenie says. “He had touch, but he’s stepping 
out to 3 now pretty consistently. Obviously, he’s physical and he can carve out position and do a great job on the 
glass. I think of him more as like a small-ball center at the next level as opposed to being a 4. He’s kind of in between 
positions there. 
 
“Is he going to be good enough as a rim protector to play center at the next level? I think that’s one thing he really 
needs to work on. In terms of his offensive game, I think he could probably stand to improve as a ball handler a little 
bit. If you’re going to play as a small-ball center at the next level, you need to be able to run dribble handoffs, and 
you need to be able to run some actions where you put the ball on the deck a couple of times away from the hoop. 
He has a little bit of that to the point where I think he could get to that level, but I don’t know if he’s quite there 
yet.” 
 
Kabengele’s high motor and ability to switch onto smaller forwards and guards on the perimeter are two other 
aspects that have impressed scouts and would make him a good fit as a modern center. With additional polish and 
another step forward, he could go from a fringe second-round prospect in 2019 to a first-rounder in 2020. 
 
While Kabengele will consider all of this in the coming months, he isn’t getting too ahead of himself.  
 
“Does he have NBA upside?” Maravilla says. “Of course, he does. A blind man could see that. But is he there yet? 
How many guys are ready these days? He’s probably more ready than a lot of guys, but I don’t think there’s any real 
conclusion as to what or when anything’s going to happen with him. I think that’s a decision he and his family are 
going to make at the right time. Right now is not the right time.  
 
“Right now is about Florida State and making a run in the tournament and duplicating what they did last year, and 
they have a good enough team to do so. I think he’s got everything in perspective. He’s not talked about it, his 
family’s not talked about it. It’s really more, ‘Let’s just focus on being really good.’ ”  
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