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MONTVERDE, Fla. — Scottie Barnes wasn’t seeing a lot of playing time. To be fair, he’d only been playing organized 
basketball for about two years. He was talented, but he was also playing one year up in age and found himself 
fighting to see the court. 
 
Barnes’ team had a game one afternoon at North Broward Prep in Coconut Creek, Fla., in the Fort Lauderdale 
suburbs, and John Simpson stopped by on a scouting trip for the Wellington Wolves Gold grassroots team. Simpson 
sought players who were young and still finding their way, and specifically was looking for a big man. 
Simpson struck up a conversation with Barnes’ coach at the time. After Simpson expressed his desire to add players, 
the coach immediately pointed at Barnes, who was getting ready to enter the sixth grade. 
 
“He said, ‘He doesn’t play much,’ ” Simpson said via phone earlier this month. “ ‘He’s a phenomenal ballplayer, but 
he’ll need your help.’ I never knew what that meant.” 
 
Simpson kept his eyes on Barnes throughout the contest. He didn’t play much, but it didn’t matter. He had the height, 
he showed good effort and he seemed committed to competing and improving. Shortly thereafter, Simpson paid a 
visit to Barnes’ home in West Palm Beach, Fla. to meet with him and his mother. 
 
“He just said, ‘I want to play basketball,’ ” Simpson said. “There was no resistance. There was no, ‘What position am 
I going to play?’ He just wanted to play basketball, and I just wanted a kid that wanted to play basketball. It was very 
simple. Then I took him that day to my practice and he just fit right in. It was like he’s been on the team for years.” 
 
Only 30 minutes into the practice, though, Barnes was laboring. He complained that he was hungry and felt fatigued, 
so Simpson fed him. The coach also noticed that Barnes’ shoes weren’t the greatest, so he bought him a new pair 
after practice was over. 
 
The next weekend, Simpson invited the team to his house for an afternoon of backyard football and food. They 
didn’t play basketball — the focus was on bonding. Toward the end of the evening, they all sat down for dinner. 
That’s when Barnes asked Simpson if he could spend the night. After getting his mother’s permission, Simpson let 
him. One night turned into a few. A few turned into several. Eventually, Barnes moved in with Simpson and his 
family. 
 
“He lived in a house in Wellington, Florida,” Barnes said as he sat in a room adjacent to the basketball court at 
Montverde Academy last month. “When my mom was struggling, to take the load off of her, I just moved in with 
him.” 
 
Simpson rapidly learned what the coach who introduced him to Barnes meant when he said “he’ll need your help.” 
It was more than he anticipated, but he answered the call. So did Barnes, who developed into a five-star recruit.  
He’s a consensus Top-10 prospect in the 2020 recruiting class and he signed with Florida State during basketball’s 
early signing period. 
 
Barnes never really had a stable home growing up in West Palm Beach. His family moved often, the neighborhoods 
often were bad and they didn’t stay in one place long. His parents argued constantly, and Barnes describes his 
upbringing as “pretty hard.” 
 
He was one of four siblings, and he took to his older brother. They played basketball at the Salvation Army, which is 
where he got his start in the sport as a third-grader. 
 



Barnes eventually played in the Triple-A AAU circuits, which allowed him to travel around Florida and visit other 
states. He found himself inspired by seeing good players and pushed himself to make it to that level. 
 
“I was pretty good because I always wanted to play with older people,” Barnes said. “Where I was from, you played 
street ball and you go to the Salvation Army. … That helped me see the game better and encouraged me to want to 
play more.” 
 
Barnes always has been tall, but he was challenged physically and athletically. He started to become more polished 
as a basketball player after he joined the Wolves. He also bonded with his teammates, rounded out his personality 
and became more personable. 
 
“What was great about the whole process is when you think about diversity, it’s not just about black, white and 
Asian,” Simpson said. “It’s really about what’s inside you. It’s not the outer shell. The kids — I brought them to the 
house all the time for them to get to know each other, but most importantly I got to know them. I was learning about 
them, they were getting more comfortable with me and they were learning about each other. 
 
“Even though we were a bunch of black males — there were a couple of Caucasians on the team, but predominantly 
it was black — we were very diverse because we all had different upbringings.” 
 
Simpson has coached four different teams since he got into coaching. He walked away from one when the players 
were in the 10th grade, but that was only because he got a promotion. He develops a deep connection with his 
players, so it hurt him when a few of those players fell by the wayside. From then on, he made a commitment to 
never walk away from a child again. Barnes is one of those kids, and the two quickly connected on a level much 
deeper than basketball. 
 
“After one year of us being together, he asked me, ‘Can I call you dad?’ ” Simpson said. “I said to him, ‘Absolutely. 
You can call me ‘dad.’ You can call me ‘coach.’ You can call me whatever you want to call me.’ 
 
“And then I said to him — and I said to his mother — that I will always be here for him, no matter what happens.” 
 
Barnes knew he was different shortly after he turned 10. When he started playing with the Wolves in his normal age 
group, they weren’t just beating teams — they were blowing them out. His basketball IQ, rebounding ability, 
defensive prowess and scoring ability belied his age. 
 
Going into the seventh grade, Barnes finally had consistency. He was eating three meals per day, occasionally trained 
with a family friend in the mornings before school, did his homework when he came home and played video games. 
 
One night at about 2 in the morning, Simpson heard the sound of pots and pans banging around in the kitchen. He 
and his wife at the time went downstairs and found Barnes making pancakes. But what both truly noticed for the 
first time was Barnes’ height: He was taller than the refrigerator. 
 
When he dunked in games, Barnes’ elbow was near the rim. He started to pull off 360 dunks. He also had the handle, 
passing skills and prerequisite decision-making ability to break a full-court press. He was a great rebounder, knew 
how to score in the low post and locked people down on defense. 
 
“Once he became athletic, he was such a dangerous player,” Simpson said. “He went from just being a good player 
to being, ‘That’s Scottie Barnes.’ ” 
 
It didn’t take long for colleges to find out about Scottie Barnes when he was a freshman at West Palm Beach’s 
Cardinal Newman High in 2016. UCF, Wake Forest and Miami were the main schools checking in on him, and UCF 
was his first offer. 
 



Barnes joined Nike Team Florida in the summer leading into his sophomore year. In his first game on the Nike EYBL 
circuit, he scored 30. Later, he moved to powerhouse University School in Fort Lauderdale, and he received an offer 
from Kansas that October. 
 
“I was like, ‘Damn,’ ” Barnes said. “… Everybody just started coming after I got that offer. Once I got that, more 
schools started to come at me because they saw I was something serious.” 
 
Led by Barnes and five-star prospect Vernon Carey, who’s now at Duke, University School went 36-2, won the Class 
5A state title and made it to the final of the Geico High School Nationals during Barnes’ sophomore year in the 2017-
18 season. While he averaged 21.3 points and 9.7 rebounds in the three-game tournament, University School lost 
76-58 to a Montverde Academy team featuring R.J. Barrett, Andrew Nembhard and Filip Petrusev in the 
championship game. 
 
“We beat them pretty good,” Montverde Academy coach Kevin Boyle recalled. “And I remember, after the game, he 
shook my hand and he said, ‘We’ll see you next year.’ ” 
 
As a junior last season, Barnes averaged 14.5 points, 7.4 rebounds and 5.8 assists, and he and Carey led University 
School to a 27-5 record, a second consecutive state championship and another appearance in the Geico Nationals 
championship game. This time it was closer, but Montverde still beat University School 65-57 in April. 
 
University School coach Jim Carr was fired the next month. Carr had replaced Adrian Sosa following the 2017-18 
season, and following Carr’s dismissal, Barnes made it clear he intended to transfer elsewhere. 
 
Barnes played with the 2019 USA Basketball Men’s U19 World Cup Team, which won a gold medal in Greece. One 
of his friends — Montverde guard Cade Cunningham —also was on the team. 
 
“I got a call from Cade saying, ‘Scottie Barnes wants to come to Montverde,’ ” Boyle said. “His stepfather called me, 
Mr. Simpson, and he asked questions about the school.” 
 
Simpson did plenty of research and concluded that Montverde was the best fit for Barnes. The academic focus 
appealed just as much as the basketball success. Montverde’s program is operated like a college program, and the 
idea is that the school would make Barnes’ transition to the next level smoother. 
 
Barnes announced in August that he was headed to Montverde, about 35 miles west of Orlando and 180 miles 
northwest of West Palm Beach, and joined the team for workouts and practices. 
 
“I’ve been so impressed with him in his work ethic and how he handles himself,” Boyle said. “Because he’s emotional 
on the court and he plays hard and kind of has a little swag to him, I think some people have a totally wrong read of 
him of being tough and thuggish. He’s been as hard of a worker as I’ve had in practice in 30 years. 
“He’s right up there with anybody, his approach to the game. He’s a pleasure to work with. He comes hard every day 
with a great attitude. He’s got a really good personal IQ and basketball IQ. He’s really a bright kid and he’s got good 
basketball instincts. I’ve been totally impressed by him.” 
 
Montverde doesn’t run many set plays. Mostly, they run a four-out, one-in offense that focuses on spacing and 
movement. Rather than follow a set plan, the players read and react to what the defense does. Because of its deep 
well of talent, Montverde is able to run two- and three-man actions that utilize basic ball reversals and ball screens 
to create openings. Most of the time in practice is spent on skill work, group work and learning to play with one 
another. 
 
“Then you have to realize, ‘How do we play?’ ” Boyle said. “When you drive baseline, where do I go? Maybe I’m in 
the deep corner and I roll behind you and I get to the front of the rim. There’s some feel of where to be to give the 
ballhandler outlets to pass. When you practice those a lot, guys start getting instinctive.” 



Montverde is hard to prepare for because of the unpredictability of their offense. Well, there’s that, and that their 
players are just really good. Cunningham is the No. 2 player in the country, but Barnes isn’t far behind. 
 
Barnes has been working on his shot for years and his form is improving, but finding consistent results as a shooter 
remains a work in progress. He also wants to continue to improve his ballhandling. He undertook a weight-training 
program this summer in an effort to bulk up and fill out his frame; he’s now listed at 6 feet 8 and 210 pounds. 
 
He is honest about his deficiencies, which is something else that always has appealed to his coaches. He knows he 
won’t be babied forever, so he’s working to fix the holes in his game as early as possible. 
 
Sometimes, Barnes puts up bad shots when he’s in transition. He needs to learn to take a step back if a defender 
rushes forward, turn his back and use his size to finish over them. He also could improve at pivoting and using more 
advanced moves such as up-and-unders to create openings. His left hand needs work. 
 
Montverde coaches work with him on improving those skills in practice and also through film review. Cunningham 
(6-6, 215) is smaller, but he’s better at footwork, pivots, spins and step-throughs. Regardless, despite still needing 
to grow in a few areas, Barnes is a stud. 
 
“I would describe myself as a very high-energy guy,” Barnes said. “I’m hard-working. I have great IQ on the floor. I 
can pass the ball really well. I feel like I can do multiple things. I can put the ball on the floor and I can dribble the 
basketball. I can post up when I want to. I feel like I’m a mismatch on the floor because of how big I am. It’s not really 
a lot of people who can do what I can do at my size. 
 
“I’m a mismatch on the floor because I can do multiple things.” 
 
Florida State assistant Charlton Young first made contact with Barnes an Adidas circuit tournament in the summer 
before his junior season. Barnes took an unofficial visit to campus that November, and the recruitment ramped up 
throughout 2019. He included the Seminoles in his top eight schools in February and took his official visit to campus 
in September. His only other official visit was to Ohio State in October. 
 
Barnes said he enjoyed the family environment when he took his official visit to FSU. The practice he watched was 
energized. He went to dinner with the players and noticed how connected they seemed to be regardless of race, 
position or age. 
 
“I just loved it,” Barnes said. “Once I got on that campus and I felt the vibes that they brought, it just felt like it was 
in my heart to be at that school.” 
 
FSU coaches told Barnes they envision him playing point guard despite his height. They also expressed a plan to use 
him at multiple positions to take advantage of and display his versatility. 
 
The detailed nature of the plan put together by the coaching staff is what stood out to Simpson. The staff was able 
to communicate what it wanted for Barnes, gave examples of players in the past and illustrated how they were going 
to make it happen. Simpson was impressed, but he purposefully downplayed his personal feelings to Barnes.  
 
He’d vet the academics and coaching staff, but that was it. 
 
“Me and my dad talk about this all the time: I feel like I’m really different from other kids,” Barnes said. “Basically, I 
just focus on basketball and school. I’m the type of person that doesn’t really worry about a lot of things. I just brush 
things off.” 
 
Barnes approached Simpson a couple of weeks after the visit to Tallahassee. FSU stood out to him because of the 
playmaking role he’d play and the roster FSU was recruiting for the 2020 season. The decision became clear. 
 



“He and I had a long conversation one night for hours,” Simpson said. “We did a pros and cons type of analysis, and 
it led us to FSU. In my mind, I had my thoughts, but during this whole process, I never shared with him that I liked 
FSU until he made the decision. 
 
“He asked me, ‘What do you think?’ And I said, ‘It’s not a bad choice.’ I wanted to be so neutral because I know that 
I can influence him, and I did not want to influence him at all.” 
 
Barnes called the coaches of the other schools in the running and let them know he wouldn’t be coming. Then, he 
called FSU coach Leonard Hamilton. He announced his commitment Oct. 14 and signed his letter of intent Nov. 13. 
“I’m just really sold on the kid,” Boyle said. “Every time we go someplace, I talk about the guy. I can’t believe how 
hard he plays every day. The passion he has, it’s just contagious. I don’t know who else Florida State has coming in, 
but if they have another guy, it might be their turn (to win it all).” 
 
Barnes signing with Florida State marks the fifth time in the past six recruiting classes that the program has landed 
a player ranked among the top 10 players in the country. He was joined by three-star junior college shooting guard 
Sardaar Calhoun when he signed in November. 
 
“Both players are high-quality individuals who epitomize the type of players who make up the culture that has made 
us a successful basketball program,” Hamilton said in a statement. “They are both going to be strong representatives 
of our program on and off of the court. Both Scottie and Sardaar will excel in our system, and our current players 
are really going to enjoy playing with them.” 
 
Simpson has moved to Oregon, but he has no shortage of access to Barnes thanks to modern technology. Barnes is 
roommates with Simpson’s son, Jason, who also provides updates. He didn’t have an issue trusting the coaches at 
Montverde because of the trust developed by Boyle. 
 
“The strongest word that I can use is integrity,” Simpson said. “They did exactly what they said they were going to 
do. That’s why, today, I sleep easy.” 
 
Simpson believes Barnes can be whatever he wants to be. He thinks he has the potential to graduate from Florida 
State with honors. He wants him to be a successful businessman. He knows the NBA is a distinct possibility, but he 
doesn’t like to talk about it. 
 
“That’s a blessing,” Simpson said. “If it happens, it happens.” 
 
Boyle has a much more direct approach. He says that in a conversation with Knicks president Steve Mills in 
November, he suggested the Knicks take Barnes in the 2021 NBA Draft. He scoffed at a mock draft that has Barnes 
going 26th; he views Barnes as a lottery-caliber player. 
 
In Boyle’s mind, Barnes is the best defensive player in high school basketball, and he doesn’t see that changing at 
either of the next two levels. He’s seen him defend both guard and forward positions with ease. Barnes’ passion, 
energy and intelligence aren’t going anywhere, and while he’s a little raw offensively, he has time to grow. 
 
“He’s not a bad offensive player, but I’m talking about for the NBA level,” Boyle said. “It’s kind of like Kawhi Leonard. 
When he went in, he was not a great offensive player in the NBA. The ceiling would be Kawhi Leonard. If he doesn’t 
hit the ceiling, coming to a high floor in the building, at least. I’d be stunned if he’s not a really good pro. 
 
“To me, he’s a no-brainer, high-lottery pick. He plays right away and contributes right away because he can do other 
things besides some guy who you want to score. So many of these guys don’t work out, and they can’t play if they 
can’t score. If he doesn’t score great, he still has a career.” 
 



Barnes is focused on winning a national championship at Montverde and is excited to experience college, but he also 
wants to play for a long time in the NBA, 15-plus years. Money and fame would come through that sort of sustained 
NBA career. He’d enjoy both, but he plans to make connections and to return the favor he received as a child. 
 
“I want to give back to the community,” Barnes said. “I want to start my own business. I just want to be a better 
person every single day in life.” 
 
Barnes clearly believes in his potential. That same potential might not have been actualized if it weren’t for the 
Simpson family. They helped Barnes overcome some challenging obstacles, have been endlessly supportive and 
genuinely care about him. 
 
“What that did for him shows the impact you can make in somebody’s life by doing the right thing for somebody 
else,” Boyle said. “That’s a perfect story that could’ve — in the wrong circumstances — maybe there’s different 
things we’re talking about today. And some of them may not have been good. 
 
“Now you have a guy that’s going to end up being good. And because he came from those difficulties, he’s probably 
a guy that ends up giving back a lot more to kids in similar circumstances. It’s close to his heart. He lived it.” 
 
Barnes could’ve become a victim of his environment. Instead, he’s on course to improve it. It may be in a different 
way, but he wants to impact the lives of others in the same way that Simpson has. 
 
“He helped me a lot throughout my situation,” Barnes said of Simpson. “He was always there for me … ” 
Barnes paused before he continued. For a brief moment, he seemed to reflect on his journey and everything he’d 
experienced along the way. 
 
“I don’t really like getting that deep into it,” Barnes finished. 
 
Barnes has plenty to be excited about. What he’s gone through won’t define him, but the memories won’t ever leave 
him. 


