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Matthew Cleveland has established himself as the next Florida State freshman standout. 
 
By year's end, he may be the next Seminole basketball player to win the ACC Sixth Man of the Year honor in what 
has quickly become an annual tradition. 
 
But when he began his high school career at Cambridge High in Milton, Ga. back in 2017, his focus was more on 
baseball than basketball. 
 
Cleveland, who would go on to be the No. 25 overall player in the 2021 recruiting class, started his freshman season 
with a minimal role on the varsity team at Cambridge. 
 
"Throughout middle school and my first year of high school, I was more of a baseball player so I put all my time into 
baseball. I played AAU (basketball) my eighth grade year, I felt like I was like behind the curve so then I quit baseball 
just to focus on basketball..." Cleveland told the Democrat. 
 
"I didn't start a game, averaged maybe like 10 minutes a game, four points a game (as a freshman)." 
It was around this time late in Cleveland's freshman season that FSU assistant coach Charlton Young first saw 
Cleveland play while on the road recruiting. 
 
As he did previously with the likes of Terance Mann, Devin Vassell and quite a few other recent FSU standouts, Young 
quickly realized Cleveland's potential and how much of a fit he would be for the Seminoles. 
 
"He was growing into his body. He was like Bambi. He was long, growing, so his coordination and everything weren't 
there. But he worked really hard to get in the gym from a skill component and that's when it took off..." Young told 
the Democrat. 
 
"As a young, young, raw player, you could see his ability (as a) non-ball-dominant (player). You also could see the 
level of intellect he had about the ball and as a person. Just a highly intelligent person. Contrary to what people 
believe, basketball is a thinking man's game. Matthew is special in that area. What he lacks in skill, he surely makes 
up for with his IQ, his mind and his intellect. You could see that at a young, young age." 
 
The Pace Presence 
After Cleveland took a step forward as a sophomore at Cambridge, he changed schools halfway through his high 
school career. 
 
Through a relationship with one of his AAU teammates, Cleveland met Pace Academy head coach Sharman White, 
who had previously been an assistant coach at Georgia State and was involved with the Team USA youth basketball 
program. 
 
He and his family decided playing for White at Pace would be best for his development, so Cleveland transferred 
there to play his final two seasons. 
 
"Coming to a program where we were striving to be a championship program, having him on board allowed him to 
be able to experience what that was about," White told the Democrat. 
 
Matthew Cleveland's 10.4 points per game this season rank second for the Seminoles behind only Caleb Mills' 13.4. 



"The process of that was big for his development and his well-being as a player. All those things kind of played in it. 
The deficiencies were not major, it was just things that just needed to be refined and developed. He took those on 
wholeheartedly and he understood that, he didn't shy away from it. He just worked his butt off to make sure he got 
those things in position where it would make him a high-level player." 
 
In each of Cleveland's two seasons at Pace, he helped lead the Knights to 2A state championships. He scored over 
22 points per game in both his junior and senior seasons, averaging a double-double as a senior with 10.6 rebounds, 
3.3 steals and 2.0 blocks per game. 
 
"Before I got (to Pace), I would say I was a winner, but I didn't have championship pedigree. Coach White was really 
big on making sure I had all the characteristics of a champion," Cleveland said. 
 
"So in my junior year, we butted heads a little bit. But then my senior year and late in my junior year, I knew it was 
in my best interest and so I gave all my attention to him. He helped me make it to USA camp, which was big, Top 100 
camp, which was big. 
 
"He was always my biggest supporter whenever anyone called to talk about me. I would say he also instilled a lot of 
confidence in me by saying I could be a leader of this team so I had to go out there and prove it." 
 
Between his junior and senior seasons, Cleveland committed to FSU. He chose the Seminoles over his list of other 
finalists, which included Kansas, Michigan, NC State and Stanford. He also got some strong interest late in the process 
from blue bloods like Kentucky and North Carolina. 
 
In the end, however, he elected to join the "New Bloods." 
 
"Out of the five, Florida State just felt like a home away from home," Cleveland said. 
 
"It just had to have a comfortable atmosphere and this was the place that I felt like gave me the best place for that 
and also on the court." 
 
Rising To The Challenge 
As things worked out for FSU after the somewhat unexpected departures of both RaiQuan Gray and Balsa Koprivica 
this past offseason, this would have to be a season where the Seminoles relied more heavily on newcomers than 
they prefer. 
 
In all, FSU has six new scholarship players on this year's team. Two of them, Caleb Mills and Cam'Ron Fletcher, were 
transfers who arrived with at least a bit of Division I experience. But Cleveland was one of four new Seminoles who 
were entering their first season of college basketball at this level. 
 
After arriving over the summer, Cleveland relied heavily on some more experienced players on the roster as well as 
the other freshmen to get acclimated to the expectations of this stage. 
 
"I would say Caleb really helped a lot, knowing that he had played college basketball (at Houston). But this was a 
new school for him. We got in the gym a lot, he just talked about what the college basketball experience was like. I 
had a lot of questions so I would go to him if no one else was available and he just told me what it was like," Cleveland 
said. 
 
Cleveland is positioning himself to potentially become the fourth straight FSU basketball player to win the ACC Sixth 
Man of the Year honor. 
 
"Jalen (Warley) and John (Butler), we're the closest friends so whenever something goes wrong or we don't like 
something, we always come to each other and we talk it out and we always make sure we're all on the page." 



Even though he hasn't established himself as a consistent three-point shooter, Cleveland quickly proved himself to 
be the type of player who could score in bunches. His freakish athleticism in his 6-foot-7 frame and his remarkable 
knack for attacking the basket instantly translated to the college game. 
 
He scored in double-figures in four of his first six games and led the way with 17 points -- including the game-winning 
basket in overtime -- to help FSU avoid what would have been a bad home loss to Boston University on Nov. 24. 
 
"It's elite. He can affect the game without having to have plays ran for him specifically because of that athleticism," 
White said. 
 
"He can make himself very active by just using his athleticism and he can affect the game on both ends of the floor, 
not just offensively, but defensively." 
 
While FSU has gone through turmoil this season, including some early-season struggles and an injury that has 
hampered veteran forward Malik Osborne, Cleveland has established himself as one of the more consistent players 
on the Seminoles' roster. 
 
His 10.4 points per game are second on the team to Mills, and he also averages 4.9 rebounds (third on the team). 
Young said he credits much of this instant impact to Cleveland's work ethic in all phases as well as the stellar job his 
parents did raising him. 
 
"I'm very, very proud of him. It's because of his attention to detail, because of his commitment. He's a guy that does 
a lot of film study, who is very into game-plans, preparation..." Young said. 
 
"Matthew Cleveland is going to be an NBA wing, but he's also already built to be a CEO and an owner of a company. 
You can just see it every day you coach him, when you talk to him. He's just built for success on the court and off the 
court. I'm really proud to be the guy that recruited him. Really proud of how he's responded to adversity, the ups 
and downs of his first year in the ACC." 
 
While fellow newcomers Butler and junior college transfer Naheem McLeod have spent time in the starting lineup 
this season, Cleveland has been one of the first players off the bench despite his production. 
 
FSU head coach Leonard Hamilton often talks about how unimportant it is regarding which players start on his team, 
which prides itself on depth. 
 
Each of the last two seasons, FSU freshmen Patrick Williams and Scottie Barnes came off the bench, were named 
ACC Sixth Man of the Year and then were taken fourth overall in that year's NBA Draft. 
 
Draft projections don't have Cleveland following those two in that final part but he's perfectly fine with his role and 
the chance to become FSU's fourth straight ACC Sixth Man of the Year. 
 
"I just see it as an opportunity. Starting here really doesn't matter. It's just about making sure guys are fresh on and 
off the court," Cleveland said. 
 
"Since we're big on transition and transition defense, it's important to make sure that everyone's fresh on the court. 
I take pride in being the first one off the bench for someone that needs a sub." 


	A Home Away From Home': Inside Matthew Cleveland's Journey To Florida State Basketball
	The Pace Presence
	Rising To The Challenge


