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Student-Athletes at Predominately White Institutions of Higher 

Education 

 

Darren David Kelly, Ph.D. 
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Supervisor:  Marlene A. Dixon 

 

Abstract: The goal of this study was to develop a detailed understanding of the 

academic, athletic, and psychosocial needs and issues of African American male student-

athletes attending a predominately White public flagship institution of higher education 

during their transitional first year and determine if, how, and who were meeting these 

needs. In addition to the well-known lower graduation rates and academic struggles of 

African American male football players, there are numerous psychosocial and cultural 

issues and barriers these young men face during their transition such as commitment, 

discrimination, and isolation (Hyatt, 2003). Mentoring has been used as a tool for 

developing organizational members in many different contexts and disciplines such as 

business (Kram, 1985), higher education (Johnson, 2007), and sport management (Jones, 

Harris, & Miles, 2009). Further, since African American male student-athletes have an 

array of academic and psychosocial needs, researchers need to look beyond the 

traditional model of having one primary mentor and explore the potential of a “critical 

mass” or network of mentors.  Twelve first-year African American male student-athletes 

participated in semi-structured interviews at the conclusion of the first and second 

semesters of their first year of college. Additional key institutional stakeholders included 
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four upperclassmen African American male student-athletes, three former African 

American male student-athletes and four faculty and staff members, also participated in 

interviews with the researcher to add further insights into the first-year experience. 

Results indicated that African American male student-athletes went through five major 

transitions: an academic transition, an athletic transition, an athlete status transition, a 

transition into a less diverse environment, and a transition away from home. Ideal 

mentors for these individuals were typically African American men who provided role 

modeling, promoted critical thinking through interactive dialogue, and gave advice on 

personal and academic issues. Mentoring networks for this population must at least 

include African American males from the faculty and staff at the university and 

professionals in the community along with older teammates. Research findings will be of 

interest to researchers, administrators (academic and athletic), and practitioners who 

desire to improve the academic, psychosocial, athletic, and overall college experience of 

African American male student-athletes.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Despite excellent performance on the field and years of academic and social 

attention, National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I African American 

male student-athletes continue to struggle to have an optimal and well-rounded college 

experience. Due to a variety of cognitive and non-cognitive factors, they often enter 

college academically and socially unprepared with little support for non-athletic 

endeavors once they arrive. The graduation rate gap continues to widen between African 

American and White student-athletes. Only 50% of African American male student-

athletes (AAMSAs) graduated from college in 2011 compared to 62% of White male 

student-athletes (NCAA, 2011b). At the Football Bowl Subdivision level in the sport of 

football, the gap widens with only 50% of African Americans graduating and 66% of 

Whites graduating (NCAA, 2011b). In addition, African American athletes struggle with 

social integration, feelings of isolation, and discrimination (Hyatt, 2003). Clearly, this 

group would benefit from efforts to assist in their academic and social development, 

particularly in the early years of their college career.  

 Mentoring, defined as an intense relationship whereby a more experienced person 

provides role modeling for career development and personal support often in the form of 

psychosocial support for a junior person, provides great promise for aiding in the 

transition and success of this group (Kram, 1985). Mentoring, like other organizational 

transition management tools (e.g., orientation, training) focuses on helping people 

navigate a transition into a new setting (Noe, Hollenbeck, Gerhart, & Wright, 2010). 

However, mentoring can be more enduring, more broadly focused in terms of needs, and 

more specifically tailored to individual needs. This study seeks to understand the specific 

athletic, academic, and psychosocial needs of African American male athletes and how 
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mentoring programs might meet those needs toward a better overall college and career 

experience for this group of young men.  

AFRICAN AMERICAN MALE STUDENT-ATHLETE ISSUES 

African American male student-athletes are arguably the most visible and 

recognizable students at predominately White NCAA Division I institutions. While their 

prominence is already high because they are one of the most visible historically 

underrepresented groups on campus, they are also frequently featured often on television, 

radio, internet, and other media outlets, making them stand out even more (Person, 

Benson-Quaziena, & Rogers, 2001). Despite accounting for only 9% of the total males 

enrolled in NCAA Division I colleges and universities, African American male student-

athletes make up 30% of the male student-athletes on athletic scholarship (NCAA, 

2011b). Often, the most common image of the African American male student is the 

African American male student-athlete. Thus, due to their prominence in the media and 

campus culture, the choices they make and the things they do both on and off of the field 

or court are highlighted and criticized openly and often.  

Much of the prior literature on African American male student-athletes have 

suggested that these individuals have been exploited academically and athletically and 

hindered their ability to reap many of the positive educational benefits as a result of their 

athletic participation (Edwards, 1984; Eitzen, 2009; Hawkins, 2001; Sailes, 1986). 

Scholars have used a number of theoretical frameworks to explain why academic 

outcomes are hindered. For example, a number of scholars have employed conflict theory 

to explain the reason for academic issues with student-athletes in the major revenue 

producing sports of football and basketball where African American males are 

overrepresented (Eitzen, 2001; Patterson, 2000). Their main argument is that the 
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commercialization and money invested in major college athletics has driven increased 

pressure on student-athletes to focus the bulk of their time, energy, and attention on 

athletics while making academic responsibilities an afterthought. Another common 

framework utilized to explain the academic performance of student-athletes is a social 

psychological framework. This framework focuses on micro-level issues such as identity, 

role conflict, and stereotype threat, and how they affect academic progress of African 

American male student-athletes (Benson, 2000; L. Harrison, Harrison, & Moore, 2002; 

Steele, 1997). More recently, scholars have used interest convergence and Critical Race 

Theory (CRT) to help explain why African American male student-athletes are 

encouraged to participate in revenue generating sports for the purpose of creating wealth 

and bragging rights for predominately White institutions while not stressing as much 

emphasis on academic pursuits and graduation for their own personal benefit (Donnor, 

2005; Hodge, Burden, Robinson, & Bennett III, 2008; Singer, 2005). 

Hawkins (2001) utilized an internal colonization model to illustrate the academic 

and non-cognitive struggles that African American student-athletes faced on 

predominately White campuses. Using data from the American Institute for Research’s 

(1989) Report #3: The experiences of Black Intercollegiate athletes at NCAA Division I 

Institutions, Hawkins compared Black student-athletes to colonized individuals to 

illustrate the potential exploitation of this group as migrant labor. According to Hawkins, 

Black student-athletes experienced racial and social isolation, sensed that they were 

different than other students, felt a lack of control over their lives, and encountered racial 

discrimination. Essentially, these factors contributed to a lack of academic success 

amongst African American male student-athletes and were grounds for total reform of the 

intercollegiate athletic system.  
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In addition to the academic struggles for African American male football players, 

there are numerous psychosocial and cultural issues these young men face in institutions 

of higher learning. Hyatt (2003) highlighted that commitment, discrimination, and 

isolation were some of the major barriers for African American student-athletes as they 

pursue a quality overall college experience. First, African American student-athletes’ 

commitment to their sport and to their institution are typically at odds with each other and 

these individuals have difficulty merging long-term career and life interests with short- 

term athletic career opportunities. Further, their extensive athletic commitments also lead 

to isolation, since African American male student-athletes are often less integrated into 

campus life and the academic setting. Last, African American athletes have expressed 

that they feel discriminated against by other faculty and students because of their race and 

perceived privilege of their status as college athletes (especially in revenue-based sports). 

ACADEMIC (UN)PREPAREDNESS OF AFRICAN AMERICAN MALE STUDENT-ATHLETES 

While a number of frameworks have been utilized to investigate and explain the 

academic performance of African American male student-athletes, academic 

preparedness prior to enrollment in college remains a major issue for many of these 

individuals. Harry Edwards, in his (1984) article “The Black ‘Dumb Jock’: An American 

Sports Tragedy”, argued that African American student-athletes were the least prepared 

for college compared to the other student-athletes and students on campus. This was 

primarily because many of the Black athletes recruited came from economically 

disadvantaged communities with poor schools and little resources to fully prepare 

students for college. Other scholars have acknowledged that this trend has continued for 

decades into the 21st century (Benson, 2000; Eitzen & Purdy, 1986). 
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Due to the social, economic, and political inequalities that negatively impact their 

access to quality education, African American male student-athletes may be 

underprepared for college. African American males are at a critical juncture. Despite the 

current presidency of Barack Obama, the first African American president of the United 

States, and the perception of African American social and economic advancement, many 

African American boys are born into highly disadvantaged situations. African Americans 

still lag behind other racial groups in many economic, social, health, and academic 

categories. Additionally, Americans continue to have serious issues with race and 

stereotypes. These experiences have come to define the childhood and adolescent 

experiences of many African American males. 

In regards to the economic and social conditions, the statistics painted a picture of 

poverty and dire living conditions. For instance, African American children under the age 

of 18 are nearly three times more likely to live in a single-parent household than White 

children and nearly two thirds of all African American children lived in single-parent 

households (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010a). During the recent economic downturn, African 

Americans median household income declined by 5.5% and remains the lowest of the 

largest racial/ethnic groups (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2011). Additionally, nearly 

one of every two African American children lived without securely employed parents. 

Less than 15% of African American children had a parent with at least a bachelor’s 

degree (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2011). Over 30% of African American children 

under 18 are living in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010b). These alarming statistics 

provide a depressing economic situation for many African American children that restrict 

access to a good education in primary and secondary schools. 

Due in part to some of the aforementioned social and economic issues, many 

African American children receive little academic preparation in their early years leading 
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to poor academic performance in primary and secondary schools. African American 

students rank at the bottom of many of the educational measures and indicators at various 

levels of primary and secondary education. In 2011, 84% of African American fourth 

graders scored below proficient reading level, compared to 58% of White fourth graders 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2011b). African American males also have the 

second lowest reading scores and the lowest math scores on average of all groups 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2011a). In 2008, African American males were 

twice as likely as White males to drop out of high school. In 2011, the average SAT 

scores of African American males were lower than average scores of all genders and 

ethnicities in reading and writing, while their math scores were second lowest of all 

groups except African American females (The College Board, 2011). African American 

males are lagging behind others in their academic preparedness and college readiness. 

Thus, many African American males begin to struggle with their transition into college. 

Combined with other social factors including, but not limited to participation in athletics, 

African American males are prime to struggle in their adjustment to the collegiate 

environment. 

The frustration at home and in the classroom may be amongst the factors that lead 

African American boys to channel their energy into athletic pursuits. Since many Black 

young men see excellence in academics as acting White and not aligned with Black 

masculinity displayed in the media, they turn to athletics as their best path towards career 

success and financial gain. Additionally, many perceive other more lucrative and less 

competitive jobs and careers as blocked to them and view athletics as an arena where 

they can win and achieve acclaim and praise.  
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THE NEED FOR EXPLORING NEW AND CREATIVE SOLUTIONS 

Since NCAA Division I athletic departments do not seem to be making any 

drastic changes to the structure of major college athletics and because of the difficulty 

that many African American male student-athletes experience during their transition from 

high school to college, it is necessary to explore programs and services that help assist in 

the development of these individuals. Many universities and athletic departments have 

developed specific programs to address the needs of student-athletes. The NCAA’s 

Student-Athlete Division provides numerous workshops that discuss key issues such as 

goal setting and action planning, leadership, service, and emotional intelligence for 

member universities (NCAA, 2011c). Universities have also created their own programs 

to address the particular academic and life skills that are critical to student-athletes. While 

these workshops have had success, they tend to be general to reach all student-athletes 

and not African American males in particular. Thus, while they can be of value, they 

often lack cultural relevance, or an ability to speak to a particular population in ways that 

are meaningful, empowering, and useful for that population (Ladson-Billings, 1995; 

Singer, 2005).  

There is a great need to explore culturally relevant programming specifically 

directed towards African American male student-athletes, especially at predominately 

White institutions (PWI) of higher learning. Ladson-Billings (1995) advocated for the 

need of such programming and perspectives within an environment where there were 

major ethnic, racial, and cultural differences between faculty and administrators and the 

African American students and other ethnic minorities. African American male student-

athletes have a unique burden of being a significant portion of the overall African 

American male population within the higher education system, while striving to succeed 
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in a system that was originally not designed with their particular needs in mind 

(Engstrom, Sedlacek, & McEwen, 1995; Singer, 2005).  

THE POTENTIAL OF MENTORING 

Mentoring may provide an effective method for addressing the specific needs and 

barriers facing African American male student-athletes. Mentoring has been utilized 

effectively in a variety of fields such as education (Fletcher, 2000), business (Ragins, 

1997), and sport management (Jones, Harris, & Miles, 2009). The practice tends to focus 

on providing career guidance and personal investment in an individual’s career and/or life 

development. Mentors develop close one-on-one relationships with mentees to help show 

him/her how to navigate within an organization or group and make the right choices and 

to help their prospects of advancement. While some mentoring programs have been 

developed at a few universities for student-athletes in general (Broughton & Neyer, 

2001), there are only a few geared towards African American student-athletes (Carter & 

Hart, 2010), and none could be found that specifically focus on African American male 

student-athletes in particular. Therefore, there is an unmet need both in the literature and 

in practice that this study will address.  

Further, since African American male student-athletes have an array of academic 

and psychosocial needs, researchers need to look beyond the traditional model of having 

one primary mentor and explore the potential of a “critical mass” or network of mentors. 

Academic mentors from within the athletic department cannot necessarily meet the 

psychosocial and developmental needs of African American male student-athletes, 

especially if the mentor and mentee come from two different ethnic and cultural 

backgrounds. Likewise, an African American male mentor from the faculty or the 

community may not be able to meet the athletic career development needs of these 
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student-athletes. Therefore, it may be necessary to develop a model that incorporates 

several mentors that meet different needs and in a sense make up a “personal board of 

directors” for the student-athlete. 

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY 

This study has three main purposes. First, the study seeks to gather insight into the 

transition of African American male student-athletes from high school to predominately 

White, NCAA Division I universities. In particular, the study will allow these individuals 

and other key stakeholders to provide in-depth knowledge about the challenges they 

faced as they adjusted to the demands of a more competitive sports team, higher 

academic standards, and a new campus culture. This involves directly asking African 

American male student-athletes and key stakeholders to reflect on their own experiences 

and discuss their personal struggles, accomplishments, and behavioral changes they 

underwent during their first semesters at their university. 

Second, this study seeks to determine if there are mentors or developers that are 

currently assisting African American male student-athletes in any aspect of their 

development. These mentors and developers could be coaches (former and current), 

faculty, staff, and/or family friends from their hometown. Through conversations with 

African American male student-athletes themselves, they can provide information 

regarding who has helped shape them academically, athletically, and/or socially in the 

past and present and begin to identify key people who can and did aid in their 

development. Interviews with the potential mentors can also provide insight into both the 

needs of the athletes, as well as ways that mentors can and have been utilized previously.  

Third, the study seeks to provide a framework that will be used to develop a 

mentoring model to empirically test and evaluate in the future. Based on the responses 
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from the individuals regarding their critical needs and the type of people meeting those 

needs, the resulting theory should be able to provide enough information to create an 

ideal, multiple mentors model to assist African American male student-athletes in their 

transition and development. Once developed, this model could be implemented and tested 

and potentially be adopted by other colleges and universities. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study seeks to investigate the following research questions: 

1. What are the specific academic, psychosocial, and athletic needs of African 

American male student-athletes at large, predominately White institutions as they 

transition from high school to college? 

2. Are there individuals that have met and currently meet these needs? If so, then 

who? 

3. How have these needs been met by those individuals? 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

ORIGINS OF TRANSITION THEORY 

Social scientists have long been interested in how individuals move through 

transitional phases during their lifetimes. Defined as “any event, or non-event, that results 

in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” (Goodman, Scholssberg, & 

Anderson, 2006, p. 33) a transition can occur at any point in time for an individual and 

can be either voluntary or involuntary and/or major or subtle, depending on the 

circumstance. The success of a transition into a new environment or situation depends on 

different factors that can either ease or hinder the transition. 

Transition Theory 

Nancy Schlossberg (1981) has been credited with developing a theory of 

transition that continues to influence a number of contexts, including higher education 

student development. In her seminal article, “A model for analyzing human adaptation to 

transition,” Schlossberg made her key argument as to what influences a transition. “Ease 

of adaptation to a transition depends on one’s perceived and/or actual balance of 

resources to deficits in terms of the transition itself, the pre-post environment, and the 

individual’s sense of competency, well-being, and health” (Schlossberg, 1981, pp. 7-8). 

In short, Schlossberg indicated that an individual’s perception of the transition, along 

with the characteristics of the old and new environment, and the characteristics of the 

individual can greatly affect a person’s transition positively or negatively depending on 

the mix of those different variables. 

Over the next two decades since her original article, Schlossberg and other 

scholars refined transition theory focusing more on a reaction to transition rather than 

complete adaptation since full adaptation to a transition is not always achieved (Evans, 
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Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson (2006) 

furthered the transition theoretical framework providing more depth and details about 

transitions themselves and the major factors influencing those transitions. They posited 

that in order to understand transitions, one must consider the type of transition, the 

context, and the impact of the transition. Types of transitions include anticipated 

transitions, unanticipated transitions, and non-events or transitions that are expected and 

do not occur (Goodman, et al., 2006). Meanwhile, context refers to the setting of the 

transition and an individual’s relationship with the transition, whereas impact is the 

degree to which the transition changes one’s life.  

Goodman et al. also identified the four major sets of factors that influence a 

person’s ability to deal with a transition: situation, self, social support, strategies. Known 

commonly as the 4 S’s (Evans, et al., 2010), an individual’s resources (or lack thereof) in 

these areas help determine how effective the individual is at coping with the transition. 

The “situation” factors center on issues such as timing, control, role change, and duration 

of the transition among other variables. The “self” factors are demographic characteristics 

(e.g. race, gender, age, socioeconomic status, etc.) and psychological characteristics. The 

“social support” factors include relationships, family units, social networks, and 

institutions. Lastly, the “strategies” factors are the types of coping factors such as those 

that change the situation, control the meaning of the problem for the individual, and those 

that help manage and alleviate stress. 

Emerging Adulthood – The Process of Becoming an Adult 

As an adolescent turns 18 and begins to embark on new ambitions such as college 

(2 or 4 year), the military, or other professional pathways, they enter a phase in their 

growth titled emerging adulthood. This theory of transition describes a period that is 
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distinct from the adolescence period associated with the teenage years and full adulthood 

where these individuals are subject to enduring responsibilities that come with being an 

independent adult (Arnett, 2000). The period of merging adulthood is “characterized by 

change and exploration for most people, as they examine the life possibilities open to 

them and gradually arrive at more enduring choices in love, work, and worldviews” 

(Arnett, 2000, p. 479). Emerging adulthood is distinct and is evidenced in three ways: 1) 

demographics (e.g. residential status), 2) the subjective nature of the transition 

(individuals categorizing themselves as adults, adolescence, or neither), and 3) the chance 

to explore one’s identity in relationships, professional life, and worldview. This 

developmental stage is critical and salient during the transition of individuals in 

industrialized nations from high school to college. 

Transition from High School to College 

One of the most common transitions for many individuals after they graduate high 

school is the transition to being a college student. The first year of college is often cited 

as the most critical year for college students in terms of retention, persistence, and 

potential to graduate (Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001). Transitions into college can 

certainly vary by type, context, and impact as well. The 4 S’s certainly play a significant 

role in mitigating the challenges of this transition for individuals entering college. 

Academic preparation, socioeconomic status (SES), race, and gender among others have 

all been looked upon as factors that can help predict whether students will enroll, persist, 

and graduate from college (Cabrera, Nora, & Castañeda, 1992; Light & Strayer, 2002; 

Paulsen & John, 2002). Not only do new college students have to deal with the academic 

and social pressures of their transition, but they often must also face a transition into 



 14 

adulthood with an increased amount of autonomy than they had before at home (Bozick 

& DeLuca, 2005). 

STUDENT-ATHLETE TRANSITION – COMPETING IDENTITIES AND CULTURE  

In addition to the challenges that all students face as they graduate high school 

and enter college, NCAA Division I student-athletes must deal with the transition from 

competitive, varsity high school sport, to high pressure, elite intercollegiate athletics. In 

particular, the athletic adjustment can provide equal, if not, greater challenges to the 

student’s adjustment than academic and social adjustments themselves. The sport 

development literature alludes to the difficulty in adjusting to new levels of elite sport. 

Green (2005) argued that “when an athlete moves to a more advanced team, club, or 

squad, the athlete must adjust to a new cohort of athletes, new coaching, and new 

expectations” (p. 247). Essentially the athlete has to deal with the conflict of having to be 

re-socialized into a sport that he/she has already been socialized into at lower levels in 

their past experience.  

The African American male student-athlete will not only have to deal with the 

dual role transition as student and athlete, but will also be confronted with other 

components such as athletic and/or jock identity culture and racial stereotypes. Scholars 

have explored the relationship between athletic involvement, athletic participation, and 

athletic identity to academic and career development at both the secondary and post 

secondary levels and have found evidence to support both arguments for and against 

athletic involvement having a positive impact on academic performance and career 

outcomes. Murphy, Petitpas, and Brewer (1996) shed light on the importance of the 

relationship between student-athletes’ athletic identity foreclosure and how it negatively 

effects their career development. Brown, Glastetter-Fender, and Shelton’s (2000) study 
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on student-athletes’ psychosocial identity and the control of their career decisions, found 

that the athletes’ extensive participation in sports and their foreclosure within their sport 

identity was inversely related to their ability to make important career decisions that 

could influence their future careers outside of sports. 

In the last decade a phenomenon entitled jock identity has developed as a theory 

regarding how high level, male athletes view themselves. While having its roots in 

athletic identity (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993), the theory not only takes into 

account how a person views him/herself, but also considers how individuals think others 

may perceive them. Jock identity develops mainly from participation in high profile 

sports that typically involve structured physical interaction and/or contact and are readily 

identified with aggressive, masculine behavior (Miller, 2009). The experiences and 

conditions of their participation in these sports accentuates individual achievement 

(versus teamwork) and using external measures (e.g., popularity, awards, money) to 

measure athletic success (Miller, 2009). As opposed to viewing success in terms of skill 

mastery, performance improvement, and effort, individuals who view themselves as jocks 

tend to look at success through an ego-focused lens that is typically centered on 

comparing oneself to another athlete. 

Jock identity also tends to be affiliated with more risk related behaviors and 

negative connotations. Popular culture has reinforced typical stereotypes concerning the 

dumb, aggressive jock. For example, in movies, television shows, and literature, the 

athletic jock is typically masculine, brutish, and embodies a bullying personality (Miller, 

2009). In past studies, jock identity has been associated with higher risks for academic 

misconduct in secondary education settings (Miller, Melnick, Barnes, Farrell, & Sabo, 

2005), problem drinking (Miller et al., 2003), interpersonal violence (Miller, Melnick, 
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Farrell, Sabo, & Barnes, 2006), and risky sexual behavior (Miller, Farrell, Barnes, 

Melnick, & Sabo, 2005).  

In addition to being susceptible to jock identity and culture, African American 

male student-athletes must also face stereotyping and racial prejudice. Harry Edwards 

(1984) brought forth the stereotypical term of the “Dumb Black Jock” who is a brute that 

is brought to the university to only play sports with no effort or expectation of his 

achieving educational success.  Numerous researchers have demonstrated the existence 

and prevalence of this view in the higher education environment (Engstrom & Sedlacek, 

1989; C. K. Harrison, 1998; G. A. Sailes, 1993; Singer, 2005, 2008). This notion has 

been shown to prevail even in the present day. Harrison, Sailes, Rotich, and Bimper’s 

(2011) study showed the increased salience of the athletic identity to African American 

athletes and how they felt others perceived them only as athletes and not necessarily as 

student-athletes. Thus, not only do the attitudes amongst faculty and the campus 

community exist, but African American student-athletes also recognize how others are 

viewing them in the university and non-university settings. 

Managing the Transition and Increasing Preparedness in School 

Many African American male student-athletes are coming to college academically 

unprepared and are forced to deal with the pressures of quickly adjusting athletically and 

socially. Researchers must continue to look for methods that will help mitigate these 

concerns and help ease the transition into college for this population. While orientation is 

often a utilized and successful tool to help students and organizational members become 

socialized (Noe, et al., 2010), student-athletes often do not have the time to go through 

the same orientation process as typical students. Student-athletes, and football players in 

particular, are required to come to campus early in the summer, often only a few days 
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after their high school graduation, and immediately begin strict mandatory and voluntary 

workout regiments all while juggling a summer course load. Additionally, orientation for 

student-athletes is often only a short-term, abbreviated event and does not provide a 

sustained, regular learning enhancement opportunity similar to other freshman 

orientations which take place over a period of multiple days. 

In addition to orientations, training programs are also often cited as a way to help 

improve individual members of an organization and help them perform better (Noe, et al., 

2010). The human resource management literature cites training programs as an effective 

way to help organizational members learn key competencies and perform their job 

functions efficiently (Martocchio & Baldwin, 1997). In the case of student-athletes, this 

is certainly what takes place in the athletic realm. Student-athletes are trained on how to 

go through workouts and improve their skills athletically in preparation for full-fledged 

practices and in-season competition. Additionally, many student-athletes may also 

receive some skills training and workshops from academic staff in the athletic department 

as they begin taking their first college courses during the summer. Nonetheless, training 

tends to be focused mainly on improving certain functions of a student-athlete’s life and 

tends not to address other issues such as socialization, overall academic readiness, and 

other non-cognitive factors. While both orientation and training programs should 

continue to be utilized, universities and athletic departments should look further into 

using mentoring as a support service to aid in African American male student-athletes’ 

academic, athletic, and social development and increase their preparedness for success in 

these areas. 
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ORIGINS AND FUNCTIONS OF MENTORING  

The origins of mentoring theory and literature began in the 1970s and 1980s 

(Kram, 1985; Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson, & McKee, 1978) and the theories have 

developed primarily in the fields of human resources and organizational behavior 

(Germain, 2011), student and youth development (Sorrentino, 2006), and education 

(Jacobi, 1991). While there are a number of different definitions of mentoring, it is often 

defined as an intense relationship between a senior, more experienced mentor and a 

junior, less experienced protégé that provides the functions of career development, 

psychosocial support, and role modeling (Kram, 1985). Mentoring relationships are 

unique and no mentorship is actually the same (Jacobi, 1991). Nearly all mentoring 

relationships involve the learning of information and while these relationships are 

mutually beneficial, they are also asymmetrical in the sense that the two individuals come 

together primarily for the development of the younger protégé (Garvey & Alred, 2003; 

Kram, 1985). Mentoring relationships tend to be dynamic and can change over time and 

typically will develop through different stages since mentoring is a process (Kram, 1985; 

Jacobi, 1991). 

The early concept of mentoring centered on a dyadic or one-on-one relationship 

between an older and/or senior individual and a younger and/or junior protégé, in which 

the two individuals shared key information with each other in the interest of helping the 

protégé achieve certain organizational and personal outcomes (Higgins & Thomas, 2001). 

A major foundational article on mentoring, often considered one of the most seminal 

pieces in the beginnings of mentoring theory (Bozeman & Feeney, 2007), is Kathy 

Kram’s (1983) article in the Academy of Management Journal on the phases of the 

mentor relationship. Along with her dissertation and subsequent book Mentoring at 

Work: Developmental relationships at work (1985), Kram’s works helped to provide the 
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first definition of mentoring which served as the basis for future work in the field. Kram 

defined mentoring as an intense relationship whereby a more experienced person 

provides role modeling for career development and personal support, often in the form of 

psychosocial support, for a junior person (Kram, 1985). It is clear that the original intent 

of mentoring is a relationship that goes beyond pure friendship and a supervisory 

relationship and seeks to directly enhance the professional development of the protégé 

while indirectly (and sometimes directly) providing beneficial outcomes for the mentor as 

well. 

Role Modeling vs. Mentoring 

 While Kram’s definition of mentoring included the provision of role modeling to 

the protégé, a role model is not necessarily a mentor and vice versa. Kemper (1968) 

defined a role model as a person who has skills or qualities which the actor lacks and 

through observation and contrasting with his or her own behavior the actor can learn. 

Additionally, a more recent definition of a role model was developed by Spearman and 

Harrison (2010). “A real role model is someone you admire who possesses and projects 

positive qualities that have helped him or her develop and grow, personally and 

professionally, and that inspire others to follow in his or her footsteps toward success” (p. 

5).  

 The definitions of role modeling provided can be exhibited in a mentoring 

relationship; however, the main difference is that a role model does not necessarily 

always have an intense relationship with the actors that observe them. Often a person 

does not have any personal relationship with a role model either due to proximity or a 

lack of communication between the two people. Thus, it is important that scholars and 

researchers do not simply equate being a role model with being a mentor, but recognize 

that mentoring can and often provides role modeling for the protégé.    
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Outcomes and Assumptions Associated with Mentoring 

Once mentoring scholars had developed a number of conceptual and empirically 

based definitions for mentoring, the field began to look into the assumptions and 

outcomes of mentoring. One major assumption is the assertion that mentors are supposed 

to serve as role models for their protégés. Johnson (2002) found that mentors often 

displayed behaviors that helped protégés learn valuable job and performance related 

lessons that they would not have gotten without a mentor and that role modeling was an 

essential function. However, he also warned that in order to be role models, mentors must 

be willing to be transparent to their protégés and share information they may not 

normally provide to other colleagues (Johnson, 2007). Gibson (2004) on the other hand, 

warns that role modeling is not exclusive to mentoring and can be performed in other 

types of relationships. Another assumption associated with role modeling is that protégés 

actually consider their mentors to be role models. This may be an issue in diverse 

relationships. For instance, Ragins and Cotton (1999), when exploring cross gender 

relationships, found that female protégés with male mentors did not always consider their 

mentor to be a role model. In another case study, Thomas (1990) found that Black 

protégés did not see their White mentors as role models. Thus, there may be additional 

factors that could have an impact on whether certain assumptions hold true. 

Another function and assumption of mentoring outcomes is that mentors will 

serve as protectors for their protégés. Johnson (2007), in a study of students engaged in 

faculty-student mentor relationships, found that mentors often spoke out and protected 

their protégés from vindictive threats from others within the organization. Since the 

mentor has developed an intense relationship between him/herself and the protégé, he/she 

is willing to heed the call of duty and defend a protégé in which he/she has devoted a lot 

of time and support (Kram, 1985). However, Johnson also warned that mentors must not 
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be overprotective and risk hurting the perception of the protégé and/or prevent him/her 

from being able to handle and learn from valid constructive criticism from colleagues. 

This balance and function is also key for mentoring relationships with student-athletes 

because a mentor may be able to protect student-athletes from unfair criticism or threats 

related to unfair stereotypes or labels placed upon student-athletes and African American 

males. 

Educational and Workplace Outcomes of Mentoring 

Researchers who have explored other outcomes of mentoring relationships that 

potentially are most applicable to sport and intercollegiate student-athletes are mainly 

based in the fields of education and organizational culture. Again, these two fields are 

relevant to research on African American student-athletes because these individuals 

inhabit two different roles that relate to essentially having a stated position within an 

organization and being a student at the same time. Academic performance is an outcome 

that has been found to be associated with mentoring. Campbell and Campbell (1997), in 

an empirical study on students involved in mentoring relationships, found that the GPA’s 

for students in mentoring relationships were higher than GPA’s for students who did not 

have mentors. One caveat of this type of finding is that there may be evidence of self-

selection bias (Jacobi, 1991) in the results. This self-selection bias means that typically a 

student who already performs well in school is more likely to select a mentor as opposed 

to a struggling or low performing student.  

Sorrentino’s (2006) study on a mentoring program at a public university revealed 

that at-risk students who participated in the mentoring intervention along with tutoring 

reported a higher GPA than what they reported prior to the program. The study also 

compared this group to a group of students who only had tutoring and a control group 
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with no tutoring or mentoring. Compared to the other two groups of students, the 

mentoring group had a significantly higher post-semester GPA. The program also 

contributed to lower dismissal rates of students who participated in the mentor group and 

also helped students reach some or all of their academic goals for that semester. Thus, 

even with academic assistance, mentoring was the difference maker that helped students 

improve their academic performance and avoid academic dismissal.  

Other outcomes found in the educational field are improved networking (Johnson 

& Huwe, 2003), institutional satisfaction (B. T. Baker, Hocevar, & Johnson, 2003; Koch 

& Johnson, 2000), and professional identity development (Erkut & Mokros, 1984). 

Johnson and Huwe (2003) found that students involved in mentoring relationships were 

able to expand their networks due to the fact that mentors introduced them to other 

colleagues and developed relationships outside of their original circle of contacts. 

Meanwhile Erkut and Morkos (1984) discovered the students were able to learn values 

related to their profession and develop a clear picture of their own professional identity. 

Lastly, undergrad and graduate students involved in mentoring relationships were more 

satisfied with their undergraduate experience than students who did not have a mentor 

(Koch & Johnson, 2000). 

In the realm of the workplace, while the functions and related outcomes of 

psychosocial support and role modeling are present, many of the specific outcomes relate 

to the career development of the protégé. Schulz (1995) found that mentors helped 

protégés obtain human capital and identity validation. This human capital allowed 

protégés to learn things about the organizational culture and job performance that he/she 

would not have learned without a mentor. Likewise, the identity validation obtained by 

protégés allowed them to be more confident in their own role within an organization. 

Another outcome related to mentoring in the workplace is sociopolitical capital (Ragins 
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& Cotton, 1999). Protégés learned about the social and political landscape of an 

organization from their mentors and the knowledge gained helped them to move forward 

and potentially upward. Meanwhile, Ramaswami and Dreher (2007) argued that protégés 

gain movement capital from their mentors who provide them with exposure and visibility 

to identify areas or positions they want to move into and are then coached into those 

roles. Lastly, Kram (1985) found that protégés can also gain path/goals clarity and values 

clarity from their mentors as well. Thus, protégés engaged in mentor relationships will 

tend to have a better understanding and idea of what their career path will be within or 

beyond an organization and will also learn core values that they will hold close to them 

during their career. 

Additionally, Thomas and Lankau’s (2009) study of hospital employees revealed 

that nonsupervisory mentoring relationships of employees were positively associated 

with organizational socialization and strongly negatively associated with role stress. In 

other words, mentors who were not also a protégé’s supervisor were likely to help 

protégés become socially acclimated to their organizational climate and reduce the stress 

levels of working in a new organization. This empirical result possibly relates to the 

desired outcomes of job satisfaction and organizational commitment that companies want 

for their employees. It could also potentially highlight a need for student-athletes to have 

mentors that are not their coaches.  

Mentoring has been shown to not only have a positive effect on mentees/protégés, 

but also on the mentors themselves. Allen, Lentz, and Day (2006) found that employees 

who served as mentors reported higher current salaries, more promotions, and were more 

likely to report that their career was successful than those employees without mentoring 

experience. The researchers for this study also performed a supplementary analysis to 
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confirm that the employee-mentor promotions usually occurred within a year after 

participating as a mentor (Allen, Lentz, et al., 2006).  

The results from these and other empirical studies of mentoring in the workplace 

and educational contexts can inform mentoring in the sport context and the intercollegiate 

sport context in particular. While it appears that the educational context seems to 

potentially provide psychosocial and educational benefits, it appears that workplace 

mentoring focuses mainly on the career development benefits first and can allow for 

psychosocial benefits afterwards. Within the context of sport, intercollegiate sport may be 

more similar to the higher education context while professional sport may lend itself to 

mirroring a workplace context. Thus, it may be useful to first apply education-related 

theories and student-athlete development theories to intercollegiate sport. Additionally, 

due to the professional-like nature of intercollegiate athletic departments, scholars could 

also apply some professional and organizational mentoring theories to this context.  

INFORMAL VS. FORMAL MENTORING AND RELATED OUTCOMES 

As mentoring started to be recognized as a useful tool for new organizational 

members, organizations looked to find ways they could duplicate the benefits. Thus, 

formal mentoring programs were created. The traditional, dyadic one-on-one relationship 

that organically begins mutually between a mentor and protégé became known as 

informal mentoring (Ragins, Cotton, & Miller, 2000). In an informal mentoring 

relationship, the protégé identifies a person as a potential role model and the mentor sees 

a younger version of himself/herself in the protégé and has a desire to help him/her 

develop. Whereas in a formal mentoring program, a third party pairs an individual up 

with a mentor based on certain characteristics or a certain protocol (Ragins, et al., 2000).  
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Informal and formal mentoring differ from each other in three ways: initiation 

(Ragins & Cotton, 1999), structure (Ragins, et al., 2000), and process. In regards to 

initiation, both a mentor and a protégé create informal mentoring relationships as a result 

of a mutual pursuit and decision, whereas in formal mentoring programs, a third party 

selects a mentor for the protégé. In terms of structure, informal mentoring relationships 

determine the structure, boundaries, and guidelines of the relationships, whereas a formal 

mentoring program provides these criteria for the two individuals. Lastly, the informal 

mentoring process does not have a set timeline and stages, while formal mentoring may 

have a strict and defined process.  

Due to the differences between informal and formal mentoring, empirical studies 

like Ragins and Cotton’s (1999) study of employees in mentoring relationships, have 

found that informal mentoring often provides more psychosocial, career development and 

role modeling functions and outcomes than formal mentoring programs. This may be due 

to the fact that the formal mentoring relationships can sometimes be forced and may 

produce mixed results because of personality, fit, and other issues. An organically 

developed mentoring relationship often is mutually agreed upon by both parties and 

because both the mentor and protégé have a respect or admiration for one another 

professionally, they can then bond and form that unique relationship.  

Despite the fact that informal mentoring relationships may often provide more 

benefits than formal mentoring relationships does not necessarily invalidate their 

incorporation and usage in organizations. There may be individuals in organizations that 

feel they have a lack of access to mentors because they may not have been taught or 

know how to establish those connections with senior organizational members and/or they 

may not initially feel comfortable with a senior member, especially if he/she differs in 

race, sex, or another pertinent category (Ragins, 1997). Also, some organizations may 
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find it useful to provide training (Allen, Eby, & Lentz, 2006) and social events (Bell & 

Treleaven, 2011) to help foster relationships between formally paired mentors and 

protégés. 

DIVERSIFIED MENTORING RELATIONSHIPS 

Mentoring relationships can sometimes look different for individuals who come 

from different backgrounds. The concept of the diversified mentoring relationship was 

developed by Belle Rose Ragins (Ragins, 1997). She defined a diversified mentoring 

relationship as a mentoring relationship where one person (mentor or protégé) differs 

from one or more groups associated with power in an organization. The social identities 

that are particularly associated with power within the workplace (and education) are 

typically White, heterosexual, Protestant males. Thus, if one of the individuals does not 

identify with any of these identities, it may affect the impact of mentoring.  

Empirical research regarding diversified mentoring relationships has shown that 

appearing and looking different (or similar) can affect related outcomes. Ragins (1997) 

posited that homogenous mentoring relationships between a dominant group member and 

another dominant group member often provide more benefits than any other homogenous 

or heterogeneous relationships. Studies have also shown that homogenous mentoring 

relationships between a minority mentor and a similar minority protégé while providing 

psychosocial and role modeling benefits, did not typically provide as many career 

development outcomes (Dreher & Cox, 1996). This often may occur because minority 

mentors may not have the access, network, and power that dominant groups have and 

cannot necessarily provide the same career development opportunities. Also, Dreher and 

Cox (1996) found that African Americans with Anglo American mentors received greater 

compensation than African Americans with African American mentors. This same 
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conclusion was also found to be true in a study of female protégés with male mentors 

conducted by Ragins and Cotton (1999). In regards to psychosocial support, James 

(2000), in a study of White and Black protégés with White mentors, found Black protégés 

reported that they received less psychosocial report than their White counterparts. Thus, 

there may be some conflicting issues in regards to the benefits vs. risks of diversified 

relationships.  

While the research on this subject has begun to identify issues, there are still some 

gaps in the theory that need to be addressed. The theory has only primarily been tested in 

the workplace settings and organizational culture. Scholars need to test this theory further 

in educational settings and within the context of sport and intercollegiate sport. Also, 

scholars are still unaware if the nature of diversified mentoring relationships changes as 

individuals move through different levels of organizations (Molloy, 2005). Are these 

relationships different or similar for entry-level, experienced, senior, and executive 

employees? Another gap in this theory concerns the lack of attention paid to the other 

social identities beyond Black and White races (Ragins, 2007). While Ragins clearly 

stated that other social identities do play a part in diversified mentoring relationships, the 

vast majority has focused on the relationships between African Americans and European 

Americans and men and women. As diversity continues to grow in organizations, it is 

imperative that other researchers begin to look at different social identities and see if 

there are any differences in the outcomes and relationships.  

Diversified mentoring relationships are extremely relevant to the sport context 

and intercollegiate sport in particular. While sport may be viewed as an equal meritocracy 

in popular opinion and culture, there still remains a lack of diversity in coaching, athletic 

administration, and leadership. Thus, there may not be enough mentors of the same race, 

sex, or social identity for all student-athletes. African American male student-athletes 



 28 

also appear to have limited access to African American male mentors at the university 

level and often the individuals who are looked upon as role models and potential mentors 

may not have the time or capacity to be able to mentor everyone seeking that relationship. 

While the situation is not ideal, it is important to explore the dynamics of interracial 

mentoring relationships with African American student-athletes and see if there are 

potential new outcomes that can result from diverse mentors and identify the risks and 

potential negative consequences and experiences associated with diverse mentoring.  

MULTIPLE MENTOR MODELS 

Since the beginnings of mentoring theory, the long line of research on mentoring 

has focused on the dyad – the intense one-one-relationship between a mentor and a 

protégé. However, as of the last decade, scholars have attempted to go beyond the single 

dyad and conceptualize mentoring as a cluster or constellation of multiple mentor 

relationships. A number of theories and concepts have emerged that involve more than 

one mentor and even involve more than one protégé as well. These models operate off a 

major assumption that having more than one mentor is best for individuals within 

organizations. 

Composite Mentoring 

One of the theories developed that incorporate multiple mentors is composite 

mentoring. Initially conceptualized by Packard (2003), composite mentoring is “the 

strategic selection of a diverse set of mentors, each mentor offering one aspect of the 

desired mentoring experience” (p. 337). Originating in the educational field, the concept 

is similar to most multiple mentor theories in that it assumes that having multiple mentors 

is better than just having one mentor. However, it emphasizes an active and conscious 
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decision by individuals to seek out different mentors to accommodate different needs 

(Packard, 2003). 

The theory of composite mentoring is based on assumptions regarding a protégé’s 

role in a mentoring relationship. The theory assumes that individuals will consciously 

select various mentors to help them in different ways and meet different needs. It also 

assumes that this arrangement of mentors does not come together by chance, but through 

careful arrangement. Another assumption of this theory is that a person has access to the 

different types of people he/she sees as potential mentors for different needs. Thus, a 

person would not only have to know or figure out who they would like as a mentor, but 

they also would need to be able to connect with them informally as well.  

One of the shortcomings of composite mentoring is that the empirical data testing 

the theory is quite limited to mainly two studies. Packard, Kim, Sicley and Piontkowski 

(2009) conducted a study on first-year university students and found that the number of 

mentors and the diversity of the mentor group that an individual had was positively 

associated to the career outcomes provided to the individual. This would support the 

assumption that multiple mentors are better than a single mentor. In another study of 

female college students, Packard, Walsh and Seidenberg (2004) found that first-year 

females typically participated in one-on-one mentoring relationships while female juniors 

and seniors were more likely to pursue and engage multiple mentors. This study is 

potentially resourceful for future studies as it highlights the potential interaction of 

maturity and growth of a protégé and their likelihood to engage mentoring. This is 

particularly important for young college students and African American male student-

athletes. It may not always be a lack of desire to seek different mentors or a mentor at all, 

but some students and possibly student-athletes may not feel comfortable seeking out 

mentor relationships in their early college careers. 
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In addition to the limited empirical research, there are other gaps present in 

composite mentoring theory. The research has focused solely on students and female 

students in particular. This may be due to the fact that the researcher is employed at 

women’s university, however, the theory needs to be applied and tested in other contexts. 

This theory can and should be applied specifically to African American males and 

African American male student-athletes in particular to test whether or not the same 

issues exist for this population or identify new issues that look at the impact of a 

composite group of mentors on an African American male.  

Another gap in the theory is that we do not know if composite mentoring can be 

strictly applied to only formal or informal mentoring situations or both. It is also not clear 

if an individual’s mentors should have relationships or work together in the interest of the 

student. For African American student-athletes, with additional time constraints and the 

issues of diversity as well, it may be useful to see if a formal selection of multiple 

mentors together with a third party may be useful or if these relationship need to be 

developed informally.  

Lastly, another major gap in this theory is that it is not clear if there is a minimum 

or maximum number of mentors a person can have in their composite or an ideal number 

of mentors to have. It is important to know if there is a point where having too many 

mentors takes up too much time or presents major overlap and inefficiencies for all 

parties involved. Again, if student-athletes are pressed for time, but need to meet with X 

number of mentors to achieve certain outcomes, does that have a negative or positive 

impact on the time devoted to other priorities? 
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Strategic Collaboration 

Parallel to the development of composite mentoring, scholars developed another 

theory called strategic collaboration that they felt was better suited for more formal 

mentoring programs within organizations (Wasburn & Crispo, 2006). Mara Wasburn and 

Alex Crispo (2006) conceptualized strategic collaboration in an effort to allow 

organizations to capitalize on the benefits of mentoring without running into some of the 

issues involved in formal mentoring programs such as individual personality differences, 

the potential for paternalistic behavior, sexist or racial overtones, and being too time 

consuming for members of the organization. Strategic collaboration involves the pairing 

of two senior organization members with a group of junior members desiring to further 

develop their careers (Wasburn & Crispo, 2006). The theory incorporates elements of 

Appreciative Inquiry, a guiding philosophy that looks at factors that contribute to a 

proper culture. Appreciative Inquiry has four phases that guide the process of the 

strategic collaboration and help move participants along in becoming prepared to fit in 

positively with the culture of an organization (Wasburn & Crispo, 2006). These four 

stages are: 1) Discover – finding the ideal processes; 2) Dream – envisioning what might 

be [for the group]; 3) Design – create the processes; 4) Deliver – execute the plan. Thus, 

the two mentors and the group together discuss what they want for their mentorship 

experience and reinforce this decision throughout the relationship.  

Similar to composite mentoring, strategic collaboration also operates on the 

assumption that multiple mentors are better than one mentor. It also operates on the 

assumptions that the organization will devote resources and support to this program and 

that there are senior members willing to serve together as mentors and junior members 

willing to be mentored together. In contrast to composite mentoring, strategic 

collaboration does not involve more than two mentors and they are not necessarily 
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brought together to address the specific needs of every participant or protégé. Another 

assumption of the strategic collaboration model is that the organization has devoted 

resources and support to the program and that there are organizational members, both 

senior and junior, willing to participate.  

There is a growing and developing body of scholarly work that demonstrates the 

effectiveness of the strategic collaboration. Ncube and Wasburn (2006) found that 

strategic collaboration was not only helpful for mentoring new individuals for career and 

psychosocial support, but also provided good mentoring on how to make ethical 

decisions. The authors used a case study based on a real engineering technology firm to 

illustrate how the model could be implemented within the structure of an organization 

and used to create change. Not only did the article highlight the effectiveness of strategic 

collaboration in driving change in the ethical culture of the company, but it also 

highlighted the importance of organizational support of a mentoring model from the top 

down. The CEO not only fully endorsed the program, but he also provided time off for 

employees to participate in the program and recorded employees’ participation in their 

annual performance review file (Ncube & Wasburn, 2006). This implementation of the 

strategic collaboration model probably would not have had the impact it had without the 

support of the organization and the leadership and is most likely a necessary component 

of strategic collaboration within organizations. 

In a case study of women faculty participating in a faculty mentoring network at 

Purdue University, Wasburn (2007a) found that the women who participated in the 

strategic collaboration had positive experiences, learned from a diverse set of mentors, 

and were able to also develop relationships with each other. The mentors within this 

strategic collaboration “can answer questions, provide information, ease the transition 

into a new university culture, and help combat the isolation that a new environment can 
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bring” (Wasburn, 2007a, p. 68). One of the important highlights from this study was that 

it demonstrated how useful this model was for junior women faculty who felt they had 

less access to senior faculty mentors, unlike their male counterparts. Potentially a model 

like this could be beneficial to other minorities and to others who may not feel 

empowered to seek out a mentor that looks different from them. Based on this study, 

Wasburn and colleagues extended the application of this model to teachers across all 

grades levels in primary, secondary, and post-secondary education (Wasburn, Wasburn-

Moses, & Blackman, 2007). 

Wasburn (2007b) also found that strategic collaboration could potentially help 

first-year students become acclimated to a university. In this study, Wasburn compared 

the effectiveness of 1-mentor and 2-mentor strategic collaboration designs on students in 

Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) programs at Purdue 

University. Close to 95% of the students surveyed were satisfied with at least one mentor 

within the two-mentor strategic collaboration, as opposed to only 36% of the students 

being satisfied with the one-mentor collaboration design. The major implication of this 

study was that a strategic collaboration with at least two mentors may be more beneficial 

and more valued by the participants than participants in traditional, one-on-one dyadic 

relationships due to its incorporation of group mentoring (Wasburn, 2007b). The multiple 

mentors are able to provide multiple perspectives on given topics and provide a 

knowledge base that has more breath and depth.  

While strategic collaboration has the potential to be useful, there are some gaps 

for the developing theory. One major gap that may exist in the literature is the lack of 

knowledge regarding what outcomes are attributed to the mentors versus the peer 

interactions with each other. Also, it is important to see if students who established great 

relationships individually with the mentors in addition to their group participation, had 
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better outcomes than those who did not. Another gap in the knowledge literature is the 

application of a strategic collaboration model to freshmen student-athletes. The studies 

that have been published thus far have focused on employees, faculty, and regular college 

students; however, the model needs to be tested with this population to see if it can 

address the multitude of needs and issues that student-athletes, African American student-

athletes in particular, have. Additionally, there was not any relevant discussion on social 

identities beyond gender. The next step may be to see if diversity is a factor in the success 

of strategic collaboration. Lastly, similar to other mentoring studies, the studies that 

investigated strategic collaboration are all cross-sectional. Scholars need to design 

longitudinal studies that look at the long-term benefits and potential detriments of 

strategic collaboration mentoring over an extended period of time. 

Constellations or Multiple Developmental Networks 

As opposed to viewing mentoring through a single dyadic relationship between a 

mentor and mentee, relationship constellations or developmental networks view 

mentoring through a cluster of different relationships an individual has with different 

developers (de Janasz & Sullivan, 2004; Higgins & Kram, 2001). This theory advocates 

for the use of multiple mentors to provide developmental needs since its unlikely that a 

single mentor can provide every mentoring function. A protégé has a network of 

concurrent mentoring relationships that develop him/her in different ways. 

Developmental networks occur across physical, hierarchical, and organizational 

boundaries. 

Despite the emphasis in the mentoring literature to explore the dynamic between a 

protégé and his/her primary mentor, scholars have conceptualized a collection of multiple 

developers within a person’s network as a developmental constellation. Higgins and 
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Thomas (2001) first defined the developmental constellation as “the set of relationships 

an individual has with people who take an active interest in and action to advance the 

individual’s career by assisting with his or her personal and professional development” 

(p. 224). Their study also found that while primary mentors are responsible for short-term 

outcomes, the quality and composition of a person’s mentoring constellation had a great 

impact on long-term career outcomes like retention and promotion. Thus, a protégé could 

potentially have individuals within their network who assist them functionally in the 

short-term while over time the strength of their collective developmental network will 

help in providing unique, long-term benefits.  

Constellations or developmental networks, however, have some differences from 

traditional mentoring. First, while constellations can include a single primary developer, 

it is not limited to that one primary developer (Higgins & Thomas, 2001). Second, 

developers within constellations may not be true mentors in the sense that they provide 

the same benefits or functions that mentors have provided like career development and 

psychosocial encouragement (Kram, 1985). Developers can be senior organizational 

members as well as peers and coaches from other areas within and outside of an 

organization. Third, developers are also not strictly limited to individuals formally 

assigned to a person as a mentor or coach (Higgins & Thomas, 2001). Protégés can attain 

developers through formal or informal relationships and networking.  

Higgins and Kram (2001) further developed the multiple developmental network 

concept and posited a typology of developmental mentoring networks that can shape a 

protégé’s experience positively or negatively. Developmental networks are categorized 

into four different types: 1) Entrepreneurial (strong ties, high diversity of mentors); 2) 

Opportunistic (weak ties, low diversity of mentors); 3) Traditional (strong ties, low 

diversity of mentors); 4) Receptive (weak ties, weak diversity of mentors). These 
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developmental network types differ on the strength (strong vs. weak tie), number of 

developers (few vs. more), and diversity of relationships (same social system vs. different 

social systems). Entrepreneurial developmental networks are the most ideal as they 

typically involve highly motivated and involved protégés with strong ties to multiple and 

diverse developers. Work environment, individual-level, and other moderating factors 

can affect creation, maintenance and improvement of developmental mentoring networks. 

The major assumptions of multiple developmental networks also center on the 

nature of the relationships. One assumption is that a protégé actually has access to 

multiple people that are also willing to serve as mentors or intense developers. This 

means that as a participant in mentoring, the protégé has a network of people to rely on 

for support. Another assumption is that all mentors are limited in their impact on a 

protégé because a mentor cannot be everything to a protégé. 

A number of studies have been conducted since the introduction of the theory in 

the early 2000s. Van Emmerik (2004) studied the relationship between mentoring 

constellations and career success and found that characteristics of the network such as 

size, range, contact frequency, and intensity were associated with career success. De 

Janasz, Sullivan, Whiting, and Biech’s (2003) study demonstrated how multiple mentors 

allow protégés to leverage knowledge for personal success in their current and future 

organizations. Meanwhile, Eby, Butts, and Lockwood (2003) found that those who had 

broad and diverse networks saw themselves as very marketable and ready for promotions 

within or outside of their organization. 

The gaps and shortcomings in the multiple developmental network theory are due 

to the recent nature of the theory and the lack of a body of studies that highlight 

important elements of the theory. Higgins and Kram’s (2001) original typology also has 

yet to be empirically tested and investigated to see if the different types of relationships 
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consistently provide different benefits and outcomes. Scholars also need to focus on 

studying not only multiple relationships within organizations, but also those that are 

outside of the protégé’s organization (Molloy, 2005). Additionally, while multiple 

developmental networks are found to be beneficial for an individual’s development, at 

what point does the effort to grow and diversify mentoring networks become tiring and 

produce mediocre returns? Scholars need to test if there are certain limits that need to be 

placed on the number of developers one should have and the proper strength each 

relationship should have (Molloy, 2005). Lastly, the developmental networks concept 

lacks integrated race and gender factors within its model. Scholars should seek to 

incorporate or conceptualize what role these factors have in the multiple developmental 

networks. 

The mentoring concept has grown tremendously over the past thirty years and 

takes form in different models to help different individuals become socialized into 

organizations and cultures. Mentoring and mentoring theory could potentially inform the 

way that university faculty and staff and athletic administrators encourage the academic, 

athletic, social, and career development of African American male student-athletes at 

predominately White, NCAA Division I universities. An empirically based mentoring 

model could potentially act as a supplemental mechanism to aid current efforts to assist 

these individuals on and off the field/court. Nonetheless, before we can test and evaluate 

a mentoring model, it is imperative to investigate and determine the most critical needs 

for the academic, athletic, and psychosocial development of African American male 

student-athletes. 
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Chapter 3: Method 

This study focused on the perceived needs of African American male student-

athletes as they transitioned from high school into college at historically predominantly 

White NCAA institutions. Thus, it largely centered on understanding the lived 

experiences of these athletes and how they perceived their lives, their needs, and their 

sources of support. Such study is the purview of constructionist epistemology and 

symbolic interactionism perspective, both of which try to understand the lived 

experiences of individuals in their social world and how they come to understand and 

interpret their world and the meaning of their experiences within it (Blumer, 1969; Burr, 

2003).  

Given its focus on developing thick description from and about the participants, 

its flexibility, and the evolving nature in which data was collected, the researcher utilized 

an inductive method for this study (C. Baker, Wuest, & Stern, 1992; Munhall, 2007). 

This method is also well suited for being able to bring fresh insight and ideas to the 

project as it will allow for new developments and twists on the emerging theory 

(Charmaz, 2006). Yet, it can also supply rigor and structure to the qualitative process 

through its explicit procedures and strategies for collecting data and formulating theory 

(Charmaz, 2006). 

Inductive methods are designed to encourage the researcher’s persistent 

interaction with data while involved with emerging analyses. The goal is to understand 

behaviors and social processes from the participants’ own experiences, seeking themes 

and patterns that build into theoretical relationships and models (C. Baker, et al., 1992). 

The researcher attempts to learn what happens in the research settings that he/she enters 

and to understand what the participants’ lives are like (Charmaz, 2006). As the study 
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continues, the researcher moves back and forth between data and analysis and makes 

future data collection more focused and potentially more theoretical as he/she continues 

the research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  

Inductive methods are also suitable for research that incorporates a diversity 

focus. Green, Creswell, Shope, & Plano Clark (2007) posited that “researchers can play a 

vital role in producing new knowledge that provides a cultural context for social science 

theories with respect to diverse populations” (p. 473). For this study in particular, 

diversity was considered a primary importance due to the fact that the focus was on 

African American male student-athletes. Because of this particular element, aspects of 

culture and racial diversity were at the center of this investigation and were relevant 

throughout each step of the research process (e.g. data collection, analysis, results, etc.) 

(Barnes, 1996).  

Through the utilization of an inductive method, the end result for this research 

was a formulated theory based upon the insights that African American male student-

athletes have regarding their transition from high school to college and their first-year 

experience. This method provided a voice to the subjects of the investigation and allowed 

the researcher to use his interactions with the individuals to gain an understanding of the 

thought processes and meanings placed on the social interactions that they had 

throughout their adjustment to college life athletically, academically, and socially. Using 

the resulting theory and thematic results from the study, the researcher can use this 

information to structure an appropriate mentoring program that can address the most 

critical needs this population during their transitional period. 
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PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT 

A total of 23 various stakeholders or information sources were recruited to 

provide relevant perspectives and input into the perceived holistic needs of African 

American male student-athletes. These included the following: 1) first-year African 

American male student-athletes (n = 12), 2) current second and third year African 

American male student-athletes (n = 4), 3) former African American male student-

athletes from the university (n = 3), and 4) faculty and staff who had experience working 

with African American male student-athletes (n = 4). All of the current and former 

student-athlete participants are or were scholarship football players for this institution. 

While the study focused on the experiences of African American male student-athletes in 

their first year of college, the additional participants from the other stakeholder groups 

were recruited to add depth and breath to the study and provide additional pertinent 

information regarding the first-year experience of this population. Following Eisenhardt’s 

(1989) method for multiple informants, at least three people in each of the four categories 

above were included in the study—thus providing a variety of responses within each 

informant type. Having at least three in each category would provide a total of at least 12 

participants, which is typically considered a sufficient sample size for this type of 

research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

The study participants were recruited from a large, public flagship university in 

the Southwestern United States that participates at the Division I, Football Bowl 

Subdivision (FBS) level in the NCAA. This institution is also considered a historically 

predominately White institution.  White students continue to maintain their majority 

status at this institution, but this population’s proportionality is trending downward, 

reflecting a growing minority student population that mirrors the demographic shifts of 

the institution’s state population. Using the researcher’s professional and social networks, 
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participants were contacted and invited to participate in the study. A combination of 

snowball and theoretical sampling was used to identify additional participants. In the case 

of snowball sampling, participants were asked to provide names of potential participants 

to contact for future interviews. Upon learning of potential participants, theoretical 

sampling was utilized to help strategically select the best potential participants. 

Theoretical sampling is a sampling method often utilized in various qualitative 

research methods and Critical Race Theory (Singer, 2005). “The purpose of theoretical 

sampling is to obtain data to help you explicate your categories,” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 

100). Thus, this type of purposeful or theoretical sampling allowed for rich description 

and comparisons across and between informants (Eisenhardt, 1989; Miles & Huberman, 

1994).  

Provision of Rights for Human Subjects 

Participants were provided with an informed consent form, which was approved 

by The University of Texas at Austin’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). The form 

indicated that the study would investigate the potential identification of a sufficient 

mentoring network to address significant factors that influence the transition of African 

American male student-athletes into higher education. The form indicated that 

participation was voluntary, and that the participants could remove themselves from the 

study at any time without penalty. Participants were allowed to ask questions about the 

study prior to participating and to clarify that they understood the consent form. 

Afterwards, participants were asked again if they would like to continue to participate in 

the study. Their verbal agreement to participate in the study satisfied the consent 

requirements required by the IRB for the study. A copy of the cover letter (verbal consent 

form) and exemption letter is in Appendix A. 
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To ensure confidentiality during and after the research process, participants did 

not provide identifying information (e.g. addresses or any other sensitive information) 

during the interviews. Participants were reminded that the conversations were 

confidential and that they could choose to stop their participation at any time and refusal 

would not impact current or future relationships with the participating sites. Data was de-

identified and pseudonyms were used throughout the process. Only non-sensitive data 

was being collected. A master list of participants was kept in a secure location, separate 

from the data so that they could not be matched. All digital data files were stored on a 

password-protected computer. 

STUDY DESIGN 

Procedure 

Potential participants were contacted in person, by telephone, or via email and 

invited to participate. Then, voluntary verbal consent was obtained, and arrangements 

were made to conduct the interview. Prior to the interview, each first-year student-athlete 

participant filled out a demographic questionnaire to capture detailed information 

describing the participant (see Appendix B for complete questionnaire). Questions 

regarding the participants’ race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, standardized test scores, 

academic performance, and other pertinent details were included. The results of the 

questionnaire would be used to add further depth to the qualitative data gained through 

the interview and provide a profile of the student-athletes this study focused on. 

Interviews were conducted in a controlled, private space selected by either the researcher 

or participant and mutually agreed upon prior to the interview. Interviews were digitally 

recorded to ensure accuracy of what was said. The interviews lasted 45 minutes to 1.5 
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hours. Once completed, the digital recording files, memos, and other notes were stored in 

a secure location. 

Instrument 

A semi-structured interview format was utilized to collect data. This less formal 

interview format sought to gain a comprehensive description and better understanding of 

the participants’ experience without imposing any researcher-bound notions or 

assumptions that would limit the inquiry (Creswell, 2002). Nonetheless, as opposed to 

loosely guided exploration interviews, these interviews were slightly focused (Charmaz, 

2006). The interviews incorporated an objective approach in the beginning to get the 

participant to speak about his life, but then shifted into a more constructivist approach to 

gather the participants’ thoughts on subject matter as they see it (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 

1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Thus, the interviews were more of a directed 

conversation that started with broad, general experience-type questions, then narrowed to 

more specific probes based on the participants’ responses. This aided in tapping into 

more latent concepts such as “needs” that may not have manifested themselves in direct 

lines of questioning (Doherty, Fink, Inglis, & Pastore, 2010; Lofland & Lofland, 1995).  

Interview questions (see Appendix C for mentee questions and Appendix D for 

mentor questions) were developed from the mentoring and the college student 

development literature. The questions were reviewed for face validity by a panel of 

experts in qualitative research, race and culture studies, sport management, and student 

development before implementation. Additional probes such as, “Tell me more about 

that,” and “Can you give me an example?” were used to gather additional insight and 

follow up any particular question with more in-depth discussion.  
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Data Analysis 

Results from the demographic questionnaire were input into SPSS Software for 

statistical analysis for the purpose of providing descriptive statistics of the first-year 

student-athlete participants. These results provided a detailed view of the background of 

these individuals and would provide insight into the qualitative data obtained from this 

group.  

Upon completion of the interviews, the digital recordings were then 

professionally transcribed and analyzed with the aid of NVIVO 9 research software for 

analysis and insight into qualitative data. This software is helpful in organizing large 

amounts of data and aiding the researcher in modeling relationships within the data. The 

researcher then read through the transcripts for accuracy and took notes on initial 

thoughts that came to mind during the readings 

Using an open or initial coding process, the data was first coded line by line. This 

process involved “inductive identification of substantive codes to name what is 

happening in the data” (Fontana & Frey, 2005). The codes initially identified were then 

clustered into larger abstract categories called themes in a process called axial coding. 

This helped to sort, synthesize, and organize large amounts of data and reassemble them 

in new ways after open coding (Creswell, 1998).  

Theoretical coding was then utilized to not only help tell a story, but move the 

story in a theoretical direction by conceptualizing how codes are related (Charmaz, 

2006). Through successive iterations and comparing within and between cases, intuitive 

ideas about the properties and relationships of the codes and themes were checked with 

the data until more concrete themes, and related sub-themes emerged (Munhall, 2007, p. 

252). The codes and themes were discussed with the researcher’s advisor, until agreement 
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was reached as to the meaning and content of the themes (Munhall, 2007). This helped 

ensure that the meaning of the data was not overly biased by one interpretation. 

To ensure accuracy of the codes and themes that emerged, and to provide for a 

check of authenticity, member checks were conducted (Munhall, 2007). More 

specifically, participants were able to read their transcripts and provide feedback 

regarding both the content of the transcripts and the interpretation of the coding and 

themes. 

The interviews with the subjects were conducted to help identify and bring out the 

aforementioned themes. Through these interviews, the demographic survey, and follow-

up interviews, the researcher was able to obtain rich data. The most representative quotes 

were selected to exemplify the emergent themes and categories that help to answer the 

proposed research questions of the study.   

LIMITATIONS AND REFLECTIONS ON THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

This study was limited in the fact that the main participants were enrolled at one 

predominately White, NCAA Division I institution in the Southwestern United States. 

The interviews of African American male student-athletes at this institution and the 

subsequent results cannot be assumed to represent experiences generalizable to all 

African American male student-athletes at all NCAA Division I institutions. African 

American males and African American male student-athletes in particular have different 

experiences with campus climate depending on the location, level of competition, and 

academic rigor. Additionally, the results and implications of this study may not be 

generalizable to similar public institutions within the NCAA Division level due to the 

unique infrastructure, financial resources, and prominence of this institution within its 

state and college athletics in general. A select number of institutions may have similar 
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characteristics, but more often than not, many other schools may not have similar 

resources and constraints as this institution. 

Another limitation of this study was that all of the African American student-

athlete participants came from one sport: football. Football is quite unique amongst all 

intercollegiate sports in terms of its size, industry practices, media attention, and 

associated revenues and expenses. Additionally, the participants in football are 

remarkably different from participants in other sports. The culture of the sport is also 

different from most of other intercollegiate sports. Consequently, the African American 

male student-athlete experience in Olympic sports such as tennis, swimming, or soccer 

could potentially be different than the experience in a high revenue generating sport like 

football. 

In addition, these student-athletes self-selected to participate in this study and 

their experiences are unique to them. This study was also limited because subjects were 

only interviewed twice during the course of one academic year and not multiple times 

over a more extended period of time. Thus, it does not offer a longitudinal perspective to 

the results.  

Prior to a discussion concerning the results and implications of this investigation, 

it is essential to reflect on the research process that guided this investigation and 

produced these main conclusions. The participants in the study spoke candidly about their 

personal stories as well as their current and past experiences as African American male 

student-athletes at predominately White, public institution of higher learning. One 

student-athlete was brought to tears when speaking about the rough time he has had 

during his first year and using illicit drugs to cope with the fact that he was not playing 

while his mother remained virtually homeless with little money. Others spoke vividly 
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about the pressure they feel to get on the field, perform and have a chance at making it to 

“the league”.  

To that end, it is important to acknowledge that the researcher’s identity as an 

African American male not far removed from the college experience at a predominately 

White institution most likely enabled him to gather in-depth responses to questions about 

sensitive topics and issues. It is quite possible that an Anglo American researcher or 

possibly a female researcher may not have been able to glean those personal stories and 

details that were revealed in these interviews. One participant even expressed that he did 

not feel comfortable talking to anyone about his issues and stated, “I feel more 

comfortable sitting here talking to you than talking to you than anyone else.”  

Additionally, the researcher had met many of the participants prior to the interview or 

had established a relationship with them as a teaching assistant or informal mentor. 

Consequently, many of the participants felt as if they could trust the researcher with the 

sensitive information they shared with him. While the researcher intended to maintain 

objectivity when it came to the interviews, it is necessary to acknowledge that the 

researcher’s position did influence the ability to carry out this investigation. As stated 

before, member checks of the data were utilized to ensure that bias did not significantly 

influence or change the interpretation of the data. 

Athletic departments are often very particular about who can gain have access to 

their student-athletes and staff members, especially from a high profile sport such as 

football. Having an established relationship with these student-athletes and members of 

the athletic department helped to mitigate this concern and allow for the interviews to go 

forward without reservation. The only issue the researcher had was with one member of 

the athletic department staff who would not allow the researcher to record the interview 

to allow for transcription afterwards for fear of the recording being placed on a social 
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media website or leaked publicly. The participant was forthright in mentioning that 

someone had secretly recorded a conversation from the department the participant 

worked in and put it on Facebook. Even though that interview was not recorded, the 

participant still seemed very restrained in the answers to questions provided during the 

interview. 

Lastly, the topic of race and racism in America is still quite a sensitive topic for 

everyone to discuss. While some of the non-Black participants spoke about racism still 

being prevalent, when it came to their own views, they made sure that they stated that 

they necessarily did not see various issues with student-athletes through the lens of race 

themselves. On the contrary, many of the African American male student-athlete 

participants spoke about a lot of their experiences in terms of race and racial differences 

as evidenced by the differential treatment they received from different groups on campus. 

Even some of the African American participants were hesitant to come out and say that 

they had experienced racism, but often it was a product of being treated differently 

because of their status of being an athlete and being African American. Thus, the research 

brought to light the difficulty of disentangling race and athlete status and often being an 

athlete compounded racial issues they had because they were African American and vice 

versa. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

This study investigated the transition issues and experiences of African American 

male student-athletes during their first year in a major college football program at a 

predominately White institution. The findings of this study will be presented as follows: 

A) demographic profiles of the current athlete participants, B) athletes’ perspectives 

regarding the transition from high school to college as a high profile, African American 

football player during the first year of college, and C) other stakeholders’ perspectives. 

OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

 Data was collected for this study via demographic questionnaires and individual, 

semi-structured interviews with the first-year African American male football players 

from a large university in the Southwestern United States that participated at the Division 

I, Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) level in the National Collegiate Athletic Association 

(NCAA). In order to add depth and breadth to the study and gather additional pertinent 

information regarding the first-year experience of African American male student-

athletes, the researcher also conducted semi-structured interviews with other key 

stakeholders with ties to the institution. These stakeholders included second and third-

year African American male football players, former African American male football 

players, and faculty or staff who have experience directly working with African 

American male football players.  

 Once the interviews were completed, they were transcribed professionally and 

analyzed in depth by the researcher. The researcher then read through the transcripts for 

accuracy and to take notes on initial thoughts that came to mind during the readings. 

After initial readings, the researcher then went through the coding process utilizing initial 

coding, axial coding, and thematic coding to analyze and organize the data into major 
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themes. The themes that emerged include under-preparedness, the effects of de-

recruitment, Whiteness, racism, stereotypes, and differential treatment, the impact and 

influence of home and family, and the attributes and characteristics of good mentors. 

Table 1 provides a depiction of the major themes and categories.  

 The interviews with the subjects were conducted to help identify and bring out the 

aforementioned themes. Through these interviews, the demographic survey, and follow-

up interviews, the researcher was able to obtain rich data. The most representative quotes 

were selected to represent the emergent themes and categories that help to answer the 

proposed research questions of the study.   

PROFILE OF THE MAIN PARTICIPANTS 

The first-year African American male student-athletes were either 18 or 19 years 

of age at the time of their interviews. Five (5) of the participants were from suburban 

cities, while four (4) participants were from urban cities, and three (3) participants were 

from rural hometowns. 11 out of the 12 of the first-year participants were from high 

schools within the same state as the university. Nine (9) out of the 11 first-year student-

athletes from the in-state cities attended high schools with 2,065 or more students as 

confirmed by their state’s interscholastic athletic competition classification (Associated 

Press, 2010). While all of the first-year student-athletes were undeclared at the time of 

their interviews, seven (7) out of the twelve participants indicated that they intended to 

major in an area within the Kinesiology, Physical Culture and Sport, and Sport 

Management fields. For a summary of background information on the first-year student-

athlete participants, see table 1.
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First-Year Student-Athlete Background Information 
     
Participant Age Intended Major Area* 
Jarrett 18 Kinesiology, Physical Culture and Sport, Sport Management 
Fred 19 Kinesiology, Physical Culture and Sport, Sport Management 
Nate 19 Kinesiology, Physical Culture and Sport, Sport Management 
Ricky 19 Kinesiology, Physical Culture and Sport, Sport Management 
Chris 19 Urban Studies 
Carter 19 Communication 
Jamil 19 Kinesiology, Physical Culture and Sport, Sport Management 
Maurice 19 Engineering 
Blake 19 Health Related Fields (e.g. Nursing) 
Dave 19 Education 
Rob 19 Kinesiology, Physical Culture and Sport, Sport Management 
Jason 19 Kinesiology, Physical Culture and Sport, Sport Management 
     
*All first-year participants were undeclared at the time of their interviews 

Table 1: First-year Student-Athlete Background Information 

 In regards to college readiness, the first-year student-athletes had a wide range of 

standardized test scores and came from high schools that typically had lower college 

readiness rankings. For the SAT Reasoning Test, the student-athletes had verbal scores 

ranging from 200-430 (Mean: 375) and math scores ranging from 200-530 (Mean: 410). 

For those student-athletes who took the ACT, the average total score for the test was 17. 

Only two out of the twelve student-athletes took an Advanced Placement (AP) course 

and/or exam during high school. The U.S. News and World Report “Best High Schools” 

Report created a college readiness index used to rate high schools on a weighted average 

of participation in rates in Advanced Placement or International Baccalaureate courses 

depending on which test was taken by most students at a particular school (Morse, 2012). 

The average college readiness index for the high schools the student-athletes attended 

was 14.2 out of a possible score of 100. 
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 The participants typically graduated from majority minority high schools with 

socioeconomically diverse student bodies. According to the U.S. News and World Report 

Best High School Rankings, the average minority enrollment at the participants’ high 

schools was 70% and typically had an average of 30% African Americans attending the 

high school. One of the participant’s schools had a minority enrollment of 100%, of 

which 98% of the students were African American. The mean percentage of students 

considered economically disadvantaged (% of students on free and reduced lunch) was 

49% (Morse, 2012).  

 Comparatively, the student population of the institution they attended was quite 

different than their high schools. First generation college students only made up 24% of 

the student body. With regards to standardized test scores, the mean SAT Reasoning Test 

verbal and math scores were 607 and 643, respectively. While the institution’s total 

undergraduate enrollment was comprised of 49% minority students, African American 

students only made up less than 5% of the undergraduate student population. Academic 

performance varied for the participants in the study. Reported GPA’s at the end of the 

second semester fell in a range from 2.33 to 3.07.  The mean GPA for the participants 

was a 2.65 – only slightly lower than the institution’s average freshman GPA of 2.73. 

The participants also had a variety of answers when it came to their household 

statistics. Six of the twelve participants were first generation college students meaning 

that neither of their biological parents graduated from college. Out of the other six 

participants who were not considered first generation college students, only two came 

from households where both parents held bachelor’s degrees. Nine of the twelve 

participants chose to answer the question regarding their household income.  Out of the 

nine respondents, seven had a household income of less than $75,000 – five of which had 

incomes of less than $50,000. 
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Athletically, the participants were some of the most talented and highly recruited 

high school football players in their state and the nation as well. All of them were ranked 

by major online recruiting services such as Rivals, ESPNU, and Scout. According to the 

Rivals rankings, the participants had an average national position ranking of 20 and an 

overall average state ranking of 32. As for the ESPNU rankings, the average position 

ranking was 22 while the overall average state ranking was 41. Based on the Scout 

rankings, the average position ranking for the participants was 18 and the average overall 

state ranking was 37. Thus, these student-athletes were typically one of the top 25 rated 

players at their position in the nation and one of the top 50 players overall in their state. 

Based on these rankings, multiple top football programs from across the nation would 

likely be happy to have these talented players attend their universities.  

THE NEEDS AND ISSUES THAT AFRICAN AMERICAN MALE STUDENT-ATHLETES HAVE 

DURING THE FIRST-YEAR TRANSITION 

Since this study focused on the transition of African American male student-

athletes into predominately White institutions of higher learning, three important research 

questions guided this study: A) what are the specific academic, psychosocial, and athletic 

needs of African American male student-athletes at large, predominately White 

institutions as they transition from high school to college? B) Are there individuals that 

have met and currently meet these needs? C) How have these needs been met by those 

individuals? An in-depth look into the first-year experiences of African American male 

football players at a large institution helped to identify the major themes that describe 

their needs and how they are/are not being met. 

In short, five major themes emerged from the data: 1) feeling underprepared and 

overwhelmed by their athletic and academic demands, 2) the effects of the de-recruitment 

process, 3) Whiteness, racism, stereotypes and the resulting differential treatment, 4) the 
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impact and influence of family and home, 5) attributes of good mentors and identifying 

those who can potentially mentor this population.  See Table 2 for an overview of the 

themes.  

Theme 1 - Underprepared and Overwhelmed: The Demands of Football and School 

The first major theme that emerged from the data collected was a feeling of being 

underprepared for the student-athlete experience during their first year of college. Over 

25 years ago, Dr. Harry Edwards argued that African American male student-athletes are 

often the most underprepared students entering higher education (Edwards, 1984). Other 

scholars and studies since Edwards’ original article have shown that this population 

continues to come into college underprepared compared to the rest of the student 

population at predominately White institutions (American Institutes for Research (AIR), 

1989; Hawkins, 2001).   

Participants expressed that while they worked hard during high school to make it 

to this level as a student and athlete, they felt overwhelmed at times by the demands of 

both football and academics. The participants’ reflections can be divided into four major 

sub-categories: their academic preparation for college during high school, their athletic 

adjustment to the demands of their sport from high school to college, time management 

and balance of sport and academics, and the visibility and pressure of being an African 

American male student-athlete while on campus. These sub-themes emerged when 

participants described their experiences and feelings prior to and during their initial 

arrival at the university. 

 Academic Preparation for College During High School 

A number of the participants in the study described their academic preparation for 

college during high school by reflecting on the experiences they had with teachers,  
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Major Themes and Associated Categories 
     
Themes  Categories 
Under-preparedness:  HS academic preparation for college 
   Athletic adjustment from HS to college 
   Time management and balance of sport and school 
   Visibility and Pressure of being an AAMSA 
     
De-recruitment Process: HS Coach as father figure 
   Lack of interaction with college coaches 
   Negative experiences with college coaches 
   Redshirting and coping with a lack of playing time 
     
Racism and Stereotypes: Culture shock of institution's Whiteness 
   Most common stereotypes 
   Differential treatment - athletic academic staff 
   Differential treatment - professors 
   Differential treatment - students (non-athletes) 
     
Importance of Home and 
Family: Influence of dad's presence (or absence) 
   Family as mentor and motivation 
   Staying close to home 
   Family issues and pressure to support family 
     
Attributes of Good Mentors: Definition of a mentor 
   Ideal characteristics and attributes 
   Importance of mentor being a Black male 
   Real life example of a mentor/anchor for AAMSAs 
   Greater potential for older teammates to be mentors 
    Suggestions of people who can be good mentors 

Table 2: Major Themes and Categories
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coaches, and administrators at their respective high schools. While many of the student-

athletes fondly remembered big games and experiences on the field, a number of them 

had mixed experiences regarding their classroom experiences. Some of the participants 

mentioned that they established good relationships with their teachers who challenged 

them to do well in school knowing they would be going to college to play football.  

Blake, a running back, mentioned “they weren’t the type of teachers that would 

hound you in class, and like [say] ‘Oh, okay, well you’re a star football player, so you 

can slack off, you can go to sleep in class, and this and that.’ They stayed on me 

especially knowing that I was going to Texas…” Ricky, an offensive lineman, reflected 

on how helpful his English teacher was at preparing him to write papers in college. “Mrs. 

Daniel…if it wasn’t for her I’m pretty sure that I would be lost as far as my writing 

papers because she made us write like crazy in high school.” These two participants 

along with a couple of others were thankful for the help of their high school teachers’ 

efforts to prepare them for college-level work. 

Conversely, a greater number of the football players discussed how they were 

rarely challenged academically. “I made good grades, but I feel like they didn’t help us 

get ready for college. I felt like they just concentrated on us passing the [state exam],” 

explained Jarrett. Rob, although he finished as the top male in his graduating class in high 

school, struggled initially in college. He stated, “I thought I was kind of prepared, but 

when I got here, I really wasn’t.”  

Some of the football players expressed that they and other teammates were simply 

passed through in high school because of their status as athlete. Jarrett further explained, 

“in high school, I didn’t really study. I mean coming from a little town, you really didn’t 

have to, because we played football. They automatically passed you.”  When comparing 
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the difference between high school and college he said, “In high school, they basically 

gave us grades, and up here, you’ve got to earn them.”     

This phenomenon of being passed through did not happen just in small towns, but 

also in the suburban and urban high schools that these players attended. For instance, 

Phillip, a junior offensive player from a large urban city, stated, “I mean, high schools 

they don’t care really. Some of them don’t care; they just want to get that paycheck.” 

While he expressed that his “whole school” loved him, he also stated he was “just 

chillin’” throughout high school – implying that he did not have to work hard in school 

academically. Rob also confirmed this when talking about his high school experience in 

an urban city. 

Most of the teachers there are lenient and some of them are there just to get a 
paycheck, even though I know there are some professors here at the university 
that are [doing the same]. But in high school, they can really care less if you – 
they just care if you want to graduate but they can care less if you don’t go to 
college. 

When asking other key stakeholders regarding this issue of African American 

athletes getting passed through, they provided a perspective regarding the current state of 

public education. Deborah, a staff member and lecturer who’s worked with many African 

American students and student-athletes for over 15 years, confirmed what many of the 

student-athletes expressed stating that “They [African American male student-athletes] 

don’t know about college…unfortunately there are teachers who pass them, you know, 

just to get them out.” Clint, a staff member with experience in academic support services 

for student-athletes provided his opinion on why many student-athletes are underprepared 

for college in high school. 

If you’re not a troublemaker, you’re considered a good student. You’re not 
challenged to develop and improve your skills academically. Their challenge is to 
get through the day. If you haven’t beaten up anybody in the bathroom, if you 
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haven’t sold any weed in the parking lot, and you haven’t talked back to a teacher, 
you’re considered a good student. Here [at this university] everybody’s a great 
student. And to be able to handle yourself that way is difficult. 

Thus, teachers and educators in secondary schools are focused on dealing with 

troublemakers and less focused on the students who may cause less trouble (e.g. student-

athletes). Former football player Shawn also discussed the influence that coaches had not 

only on the field, but also in the classroom as teachers. “Their teachers have always been 

their coaches and coaches take pride in seeing Division I players go to Division I 

schools,” he said. This implied that the coaches who taught student-athletes in their 

classes were more focused on preparing them for college football than college level 

coursework. Because of this, student-athletes often end up coming to college less 

prepared compared to many other students.  

The insights that the student-athletes provided about their academic transition to 

college are consistent with the current research on African American male student-

athletes (Benson, 2000; Edwards, 1984; Eitzen, 2001). Meanwhile, the experiences 

shared in this investigation add to the literature by providing additional explanations as to 

why they come in unprepared based upon institutional issues in secondary public 

education and the treatment of African American male student-athletes by teachers, 

counselors, and coaches. 

The Athletic Adjustment from High School to College Football 

 Participants also stated they had to make many athletic adjustments in their first 

year as well.  Athletically, many of the student-athletes that are offered NCAA Division I 

scholarships to play football are some of the most gifted and talented in their high school, 

city, and state. The athletes at this university were among some of the most elite in the 

nation. While occasionally they might have faced equally talented players in their high 

school playoffs, at summer camps, and all-star games like the Under Armor All-
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American game, these athletes were likely the most talented player on the field during 

competition. Moreover, because of their elite status, their teams, coaches, and the athletes 

themselves often relied purely on their physical talents to succeed in their sport. With a 

reliance on mostly talent and having to make a significant proportion of great plays for 

the team’s success, these student-athletes often were often not prepared for the athletic 

adjustment to an elite level of football when they arrived on campus. 

 Some of the student-athletes were unfamiliar with how to get to qualify for an 

athletic scholarship, let alone actually play college football at the Division I level. 

Lawrence, a current junior and a dual sport athlete in football and track during high 

school, in response to a question about his knowledge of playing sports at the college 

level prior to coming to the university, answered “I really honestly didn’t know too much 

about it.”  Former player Alvin, who was finishing up his bachelor’s degree and 

preparing for a career in coaching at the time of the interview, discussed the lack of 

knowledge he had about the process of earning a scholarship and qualifying to play sport 

at the college level. 

In my high school…we have a lot of talent and we had a lack of knowledge on 
how to get to college. Like we didn't know the certain type of GPA, certain SAT 
scores, or ACT scores required to get in. We didn’t know you had to register for 
[the NCAA] clearinghouse site. We didn’t get all that information thrown at us. 
We might’ve gotten a little brochure about it at the beginning of the year, but it 
wasn’t like the coaches just say ‘Hey, I want everybody here to go to college. 
This is what you need.’ 

 In addition to not having knowledge regarding playing college football at the 

Division I level, many of the student-athletes talked about the difficulty adjusting to the 

competition that exists at the college level. Fred, another highly recruited offensive 

player, talked about his expectations regarding the physical competitiveness and what he 

experienced on the field as soon as he arrived.  



 60 

Yeah, I knew it was gonna be a lot faster…there’s nobody on the field that’s 
really a bad player. So you can’t take plays off, I knew that. But once you get up 
here it’s still different because it’s that much faster, and people are that much 
bigger. 

Blake also discussed how the level of competition has risen since high school and the 

unfamiliarity with the athletes he is now competing with for playing time on his own 

team. “It was a lot faster than where I was coming from.... it was a lot different than 

playing just people that you’ve grown up with in your city.”   

 Phillip best summed up the adjustment to the talent level in the advice he would 

give an incoming African American male football player on being a successful student-

athlete at the college level. He said, “When you come here, everybody here are All-

Americans. They did everything you did. And just because you didn't work, don’t worry 

about your high school stuff any more. Leave it in the past.  It’s over.” It was apparent 

that student-athletes had to quickly humble themselves and forget about their past 

accolades so that they could focus on working hard to remain competitive with the rest of 

the team. 

While there was clearly a physical adjustment, the student-athletes often 

discussed at length the mental and intellectual challenges they faced at this level of sport. 

Blake talked about his major challenge of learning the offensive playbook as a running 

back in college.  

There’s a lot more thinking, a lot more strategy involved [than] in high school. 
Here when I talk to the [position coach], and we go over stuff in meetings, we go 
over defensive fronts, what the lineman do as far as blocking schemes, receiver 
routes, all that. I didn’t really go over that in high school. They just told us, 
‘Okay. The lineman are gonna do this and this is where you run. And we’re not 
gonna tell you how to run, just run the ball.’ 
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Randall, a former football player planning to attend graduate school in the next academic 

year, also discussed the major intellectual adjustment of college football using the 

example of watching game film.  

I guess, how to study film, and how to gain different things from film that will 
translate directly to the field. ‘Cause in high school, you would watch film, but 
you really didn’t know what to look for. Mainly you just looked to see how big 
the other guy was or if he was good or not.   

While most people from the outside looking in probably would consider the physical 

adjustments (i.e., bigger, faster, stronger) to be the primary challenge of moving to the 

college level, it was apparent from the discussions with the participants that the mental 

and intellectual adjustments were just as important, if not more important than the 

physical challenges. Hence, the student-athlete experiences numerous athletic issues 

when transitioning into college, and often spends an increased amount of time coping 

with athletic issues associated with football than he did during high school. 

Time Management and Balance: Handling the Demands of Both Academics and 
Football 

The most frequently cited key to success and greatest need of many of the African 

American male student-athlete participants was the development of time management 

skills. Time management is an issue for all students entering college – adjusting to the 

free time in between classes, and managing multiple tasks and responsibilities—but it is 

often of greater importance to student-athletes to learn this skill immediately. Student-

athletes must meet the time demands of both their coursework and their sport and often 

must exceed certain benchmarks in both aspects of college to have a chance to play and 

remain on scholarship. 
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A number of participants lamented the time and effort they must put into their 

sport to compete for playing time on the field, often comparing it to a job. Rob explained 

why he agreed with this view: 

Because you’re at it everyday. Sunday through Saturday – Saturday being your 
payday. Just saying because that’s the game. All through the week you’re 
watching film. You’re just learning about your opponents; practice. You got to eat 
right, you go to sleep and [do] your schoolwork, [and] and so you really don’t 
have time for anything else. So it’s kind of like a job.  

Chris, a first-year defensive back, stated that he spent at minimum “probably like six 

hours” per day on football related activities that included workouts, practice, meetings, 

and film sessions.  

 With such a hectic and demanding football schedule, at times it was hard for the 

student-athletes to keep up with their academic responsibilities. Shawn, a former student-

athlete now working in college athletics administration, despite having a good foundation 

from high school, struggled at times to keep up with the pace. “I was equipped for it, you 

know. I just – was lazy sometimes,” he explained. “I was tired sometimes. Didn’t go to 

class sometimes…I had 6 AM workouts. I’m tired. I’m going to miss my eight o’clock 

class. I’m going to sleep.” Additionally, Lawrence mentioned that coaches expect that 

grades are likely to suffer during the fall semester while in-season due to the demands of 

the sport.  

Because they push us so hard to know football. And they say school is first, 
football is second.1 So I mean, and this is how it is and they push us so hard at 
football in the fall; they’re not expecting wonderful grades, you know. If you get 
it, oh that’s great. 

                                                
1 During the interview, when Lawrence made this statement, he held up the opposite number of fingers to 
demonstrate what he felt was a subliminal message that football takes priority over academic despite what 
is expressed in public. 
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Lawrence’s quote not only represented the great demands associated with playing 

football, but also presented a double standard of the academic expectations of African 

American male student-athletes. While publicly coaches may have stated that academics 

are a priority, examples like this demonstrated that African American male student-

athletes have the perception that coaches cared about their athletic performance over 

anything else. 

The participants recognized that in order to be successful in managing their time 

and prioritizing the demands of both athletics and academics, they must have strong self-

discipline on a daily basis. In fact, Philip argued that being self-disciplined was the key to 

being successful in college.  He said: 

Just being on point with everything and just being sharp and just being mentally 
prepared and ready. Because you’re on your own so you have to be self-
disciplined enough to get up and be on time and you’re on your own. 

Self-discipline seemed to also apply to social life decisions. Everett, a junior defensive 

player, explained “When you can do whatever you want, it’s hard just to stay in and do 

homework when obviously there’s things you can do that are more interesting at night 

and whatnot.” 

 Despite the everyday struggles of football players to stay disciplined, others have 

recognized that generally they did a better job than many other non-athletes. Greg, an 

academic mentor in athletics stated, “[Student-athletes] have this discipline that, I think 

sets them apart. So, I’ve seen this discipline on the academics, on the athletic side, and 

just some other things in their lives. So very disciplined.” Thus, while student-athletes 

will continue to be challenged in respect to their time management skills, it is worthy to 

note that there are people on campus who do understand and appreciate the effort they 

take to meet the demands of their sport, academics, and personal lives. 
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Visibility and Pressure of Being an African American Male Student-Athlete 

While most intercollegiate student-athletes from a variety of sports were pretty 

well known in their high schools and local neighborhoods for their athletic prowess 

during their high school years, the visibility and pressure to perform in high school did 

not compare to being a member of a major college football program. Even though they 

were highly recruited and featured more prominently in various forms of media than 

other elite high school athletes, the African American males in this study were not 

prepared for the spotlight that shined on them after they arrived on campus. The 

participants in this study felt that they stood out more not only because they were football 

players, but also because they were physically imposing African American football 

players. As a result of their status and popularity as high-profile African American male 

student-athletes, they often received access to privileged activities or benefits exclusive to 

them. Many of them realized that their visibility would preclude them from ever having 

the privacy of a normal student, and learned that their visibility was different compared to 

student-athletes of other races and ethnicities.   

The visibility associated with being a student-athlete can provide certain benefits 

for African American male student-athletes and they often start before they even enroll as 

a student. Lawrence discussed how well he was treated during his recruitment process.  

When you come on your official visit, the White people – they bring you in with 
open arms because they know you’re that [good] athlete. It’s possible that you’re 
going to be great. So they welcome you in. They don’t make you feel outcast at 
all. Because every White person on campus loves a Black student-athlete. 

Additionally, Alvin talked about how the benefits continued upon arriving on campus. “I 

first got here and they were like ‘Oh, that’s Alvin!’ he said. “So I got so much love it was 

honestly a positive thing.”  
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It also became apparent that the African American male student-athletes realized 

how their visibility gave them more advantages than other African American male 

students. For instance, Ricky compared the treatment of Black male students to Black 

male student-athletes from White fraternity members. “[A] Black student he’s just like, 

‘Awe, they’re just another Black student.’ He may be cool to hang out with him. But if 

you’re an athlete then they’re going to want to get to know you.” The participants also 

talked about the attention they received form White females because of their athlete 

status. When talking about White females, Alvin said “they come after us…they be 

knowing who you are.” He later went on to say, “[Some] Black kids haven’t around 

many White people and then they start telling you how good you are and girls start 

looking at you and all of a sudden it’s just like, ‘Oh, I’m a man now.’” Thus, based on 

these experiences, African American male student-athletes may need assistance being 

able to balance the opportunities afforded by greater visibility with the focus necessary to 

compete athletically and excel academically. 

In addition to receiving certain benefits because of their visibility, participants 

also spoke of the challenges associated with being well known on and off campus and 

keeping a level head. After discussing the how it felt good to ‘get love’ from other 

students, he also warned how the attention from can sometimes interfere with your 

purpose for being in school.  

Here these White people, man, they know your stats, they know everything; they 
know you. And I liked it, I liked being that guy. But you know, that’s something 
you go through when you’re younger but the older I got the more we kicked it. 
We had fun, but I learned how to have fun and take care of business. 

Alvin termed this experience as being “pretty much a pro athlete and going to school.” 

Another former player, Shawn, talked about how all athletes can sometimes lose their 

focus because of their popularity. 
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I think the city puts athletes on a pedestal and I don’t think its just Black 
[athletes]. I think they put all athletes on a pedestal in this city because there are 
no pro-sports here… They were doing that when I was here; they’re still doing 
that now. But I think the more success you have, you know, they put you higher 
and higher up on the pedestal and this city can blow your head up and this city 
can make you – put you in a light that’s not realistic. And this city and this school 
I think sometimes can set you up for failure because the pedestal they put you on 
when you’re 18, 19, 20, 22; once you graduate you come down immediately 
because you’re not making the crowd stand up and you’re name does not have 
any importance anymore.  

The reflections of these two former athletes demonstrated how difficult it was to stay 

focused academically and athletically and not let the popularity and visibility get to your 

head and create a false sense of self. 

 Another challenge of being a highly visible African American male student-

athlete faced was the stress that resulted from the pressure of playing football at a major 

college football program. The pressure and stress seemed to affect them not only during 

the season, but in the offseason as well. Fred discussed how the pressure was on him to 

perform before he even stepped on campus. 

I was highly recruited and people expect me to come in and be the ‘savior ‘of the 
university.  I mean that’s just too much to me. But I’m the only guy looking into it 
that too much. All the media and all the websites that compare me to all these 
people. And [I] am just trying to have a role on this team. I’m just trying to do my 
role, play ball, get my education, and just chill. 

Fred’s experience characterizes the experience that many of the highly recruited African 

American football players upon committing to this university – everyone expects them to 

be great right away. Maurice, a first-year offensive lineman commented on this stating 

that “they see us come in and we’re already given that talent of being like NFL players. 

Yet, the White athletes don’t have to like work on it and they can become it. But they see 

us as already there.” Maurice’s statement highlights how the stereotype of the naturally 
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gifted Black athlete can impact popular opinion of African American male student-

athletes and create for them a feeling of increased pressure to perform quickly.  

The pressure seems to be great not only on players who do play regularly, but also 

on players trying to get more playing time and those coming back from injury. Patrick, a 

sophomore who dealt with injuries and learning a new position expressed how the 

pressure affected him. 

So many limited chances…Well with me anyway, if I don’t get it right off the bat, 
it’ll be a long time before I get another chance. So then when you get a chance, 
you’re like ‘I gotta do great.’ So I put so much pressure on myself and if you do 
mess up, then you’re down. And I’ll be down on myself for a long time too. 

 Coaches, who are under tremendous pressure to win, will also put pressure on 

football players to perform and sometimes this can send subliminal messages of how 

much time an athlete must put into their sport. Randall discussed a conversation he had 

with his coaches when he played. “The coaches put a lot of pressure on you. The coaches 

will be quick to remind you, ‘Did you get here on an academic scholarship or athletic 

scholarship?’ So a lot of your time goes toward football.”  

A unique challenge of being a highly visible, African American male student-

athlete was that many of the participants felt that they had eyes watching them all the 

time no matter where they were. First-year defensive player Dave talked about how the 

history and culture of the university’s football tradition intensifies the spotlight placed on 

African American male football players. 

[We have] different experiences, especially at this university, because 
everything’s more, everything’s just bigger, and more tradition. It's not too much 
different, it’s just that everything’s gonna be under a microscope. So, everybody 
is watching you and you have to do everything right. Even if it’s just walking 
down [the street] – don’t be walking with your pants sagging, and cussing, 
because everybody knows you’re a student-athlete. Because you’re Black and 
you’re big. So, everybody’s gonna know. 
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Dave also went on to explain how the visibility of being an African American athlete is 

different from other students and amplifies your actions on campus as well.  

A Black athlete would be under a magnifying [glass], so, everything [is being 
watched]. Just the little things like going to class. The regular student could just 
miss it. But the little things are so magnified and important when they  normally 
wouldn’t be important for other kids. So just everything – everything is important. 
You’re accountable for everything, and it’s just that everything’s under a 
microscope. And it’s like even the smallest details, like not going to a pep rally; 
it’s just magnified like, wow. 

A lot of the first-year participants also felt that their visibility was also uniquely 

different from White or non-Black student-athletes. Jarrett discussed an experience he 

had while going out one night.  

Say if we were to go downtown or something. They automatically know who we 
are, know everything about us. But on the other hand, my roommate (also a 
football player) – he’s White. And [when] he goes downtown with us, or 
something, and they won’t even know who he is. 

Academic staff member Clint explained the difference between the visibility of White 

and Black athletes. “The White kids fit into the social setting easier,” he said. “They have 

more opportunity. They can kind of come in and out of those two worlds…African 

American kids, it’s a little more different.” Alvin described the difficult struggle he had 

with both the visibility and pressure going in and out of the athletic and student worlds. 

On a Saturday we are gladiators, we are stars, we are the most watched people, 
we’re making this university a lot of money…Having that pressure on Saturday 
and then on Monday we’re back in school like a regular student. And that was the 
craziest part for me because we live on such a high – you’re on such a high on 
Saturday when you play…You’re the most important thing on [television] in the 
dang state and in the U.S.; everybody is watching it. Then you go back to school 
on Monday then you’re sitting by kids that are watching you. That is weird. I 
guess that was the weirdest part for me. 

 The benefits and challenges of balancing the demands of sports and academics 

and the visibility and pressure to perform associated with being an African American 
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male student-athlete, results in three major needs. First, African American male student-

athletes need further assistance in learning how to plan and prioritize their weekly 

academic and athletic responsibilities. Time management is especially critical for 

student-athletes and it is especially difficult for first-years in the sport of football whose 

season begins during their first long semester of college.    

Second, African American male student-athletes need continued development of 

their critical thinking skills. This would aid them in examining their situation and 

understanding of what their visibility means as well as the responsibilities that come with 

this status. Due to their high visibility, their actions reflect not only on the school and the 

athletic program, but they also reflect on the perception of African American male 

student-athletes and African American males in general because they often serve as the 

representation of African American males for the media and general public. By 

developing their critical thinking skills, they would be able to better understand why they 

are given certain benefits and treatment that they receive. 

Third, African American male student-athletes also need an outlet to express 

themselves, vent and help release the pressure they are under to perform on and off of the 

field.  This would provide a private forum where they can have frank dialogue amongst 

themselves and with mentors who are not tied to the athletic program to allow for 

confidentiality and mitigate any fears of having their conversations shared with their 

coaches. 

Theme 2 – The De-Recruitment Process of African American Male Student-Athletes 

Big-time college football programs and their coaches will often “lay out the red 

carpet” to attract these young men to play for their school. Universities fly them to their 

universities, take them out for nice dinners, meet famous alums or prominent staff, and 
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do their best to show these prospective student-athletes a great time when visiting their 

university. These athletes are also highly celebrated by their high school coaches, 

teammates, fellow students, and their communities. Their high school achievements on 

the field all culminate on national signing day when they sign a letter of intent to play 

football at the university of their choice as their close family, friends, and the national 

media look on. Nevertheless, once these young men arrive on campus in the summer 

prior to their first year of college, the de-recruitment process begins and everything 

changes. 

The de-recruitment phase of being a student-athlete represented a major shift in 

how these student-athletes approached their sport. The participants’ responses 

represented five categories or sub-themes: the father-like relationship with the high 

school coach, their subsequent lack of interaction with their college coaches, harsh 

criticism and negative experiences with college coaches, and redshirting and coping with 

a lack of playing time. 

The High School Football Coach as Father Figure and Role Model 

High school coaches and high school football coaches in particular play a major 

role in the athletic and academic development of student-athletes. For African American 

male football players, the high school coach is even more important due to the significant 

role they play in putting them in position to earn a scholarship to a major college football 

program. Often, these coaches are revered for the time and effort they put into helping 

them reach the next step on their way to being a professional athlete, but they also often 

play a major role in the personal development of these individuals.  

A number of the participants in the study had high regard for their high school 

coach and viewed him as a father figure. Jarrett, who did not grow up with a father 
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expressed “My coach, he actually, he was basically like a father figure to me. He treated 

me just like his son.” Some coaches stepped in as a male role model when there may not 

have been one in the home. Blake, who also grew up with a single mother, talked about 

how his coach was there for him in spite of his situation.  

He really just took me, and showed me a lot of things. He played that father 
figure, because knowing that I’ve grown up with just my mom, my sister, [and] 
how my mom is – her sexual preference. Just everything and he really opened my 
eyes to see that not everybody’s like what they say White people are. 

The impact of high school coaches as male role models was not only limited to 

the young men who grew up without a father in the home, but also supplemented the 

advice that many athletes with fathers received. Carter, who grew up with only his father 

after his mother passed away, talked about the impact that his coaches had in addition to 

his dad’s leadership. “My coaches, they were kind of my father away from home,” he 

said. “They were like my family away from home. They were there when I needed them.” 

Many of the participants spent countless hours with their coaches when they were 

not at home. These coaches not only taught athletic values, but also personal values such 

as family, dealing with adversity and how to be a role model and leader for other young 

people. Often they challenged these young men to improve their situations and reach their 

potential. Phillip expressed that his coaches “helped me with anything. Tell me what’s 

right. They always tell me what I need to hear before what I want to hear.” Jamil also 

mentioned how one of his high school coaches was always genuine. “He’s been real with 

me, tough with me, made me tough…he’s been there to help me out,” he said. 

While it is clear that high school coaches invested a lot of time and effort in their 

best players because of what the player could do for the team and the coach’s career, they 

made sure to impart wisdom and often meet the needs of the players. Often, these 

relationships meant a lot to these participants and they were thankful for how 
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instrumental a role they played in their development towards becoming a scholarship 

athlete in college. Consistent with current research on high school coaches and 

leadership, these coaches tended to care about these young men not only as players, but 

as people (Fredenburg, Lutz, & Miller, 2012). 

‘It’s a business’: A Lack of Interaction with College Coaches 

In contrast to the experiences they shared with their beloved high school coaches, 

the relationships with their college coaches were very limited to football related 

activities. The participants (including the graduated athletes) did not share any stories 

about a college coach where they felt they developed a close, personal bond and were 

able to have a deeper connection like they had with their high school coach. Many of the 

participants described their relationship with their coaches as a business relationship. 

Philip talked about how he does not talk to coaches unless they approach him. “I ain’t got 

nothing to say to them. I mean not really unless they want to talk to me about something. 

Other than that, I really don’t talk.” Randall also noted “I mean, really I wasn’t one to 

develop relationships with my coaches, more just like a coach.”  

In addition to not having much interaction with their coaches outside of football 

related activities, many of the first-year participants were still getting used to not 

receiving as much attention as they did in high school. Ricky expressed his feelings 

regarding the lack of interaction. “It was more of I felt left out from the coach. It was like 

he’ll say something to everyone – he’ll coach everybody, but he’ll just look at me like 

he’s disgusted or something.” Dave specified that he spends “zero” time with his position 

coach. He explained one of the major reasons why his coach did not spend time with him 

through a conversation the two had about learning his position and plays.  

And he just kind of pushed me saying, ‘I’m not gonna tell you how to do it. I want 
you to do it yourself, and I want you to learn the plays by yourself. I want you to 
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do everything, basically by yourself, cause I don’t have the time…and I have to 
take care of my starters and I can’t spend that much time on freshman.’ 

Therefore, with the pressure that coaches are under to win, they tend to focus less of their 

time on the new student-athletes and more time on the personnel that will play regularly. 

This leaves the incoming athletes floundering athletically, but also represents a major 

shift in their relationships with their coaches.  

 While some of the athletes are able to handle the lack of attention and focus on 

their physical and mental improvement, others felt like their coach did not care about 

them at all. Patrick remarked, “I don’t feel like they necessarily care about you. They care 

about what you’re doing for them. But I mean that’s pretty much the same thing 

everywhere though.” Additionally, others described how their new college coaches really 

only cared about their efforts on the field and nothing else. Maurice explained how 

coaches often neglected other aspects of the players’ lives. 

So I mean going to coaches anytime they'll ask you if you’re okay, but what 
they’re really concerned is if you’re doing good in football. They really could care 
less about anything else. I’ve heard more than one time players get hurt or they’re 
falling behind in classes they would [say] ‘I don’t care about that. Can you play 
and are you going to be able to get these plays down?’  

Many of the participants discussed how they actually spoke with their strength 

and conditioning coaches a lot more than their position coaches. This logically makes 

sense due to the fact that NCAA rules restrict coaches from having contact with players 

during the summer months and other offseason periods. The strength coaches are allowed 

to have contact with football players year-round. Fred talked about how he would most 

likely go to his strength coaches for personal advice if he needed it.  

I’m kind of real cool with the strength and conditioning coaches…that’s probably 
who I would go to if I needed advice…they’re with us a lot more than the 
coaches, like during the summer time. We won’t see the coaches at all during 
summer. So, they kind of know what type of people we are outside of football. 
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In essence, many of the participants felt more comfortable approaching their strength 

coach to discuss certain issues as opposed to their position coaches or head coach with 

whom they never really interact. 

Negative Experiences with College Coaches 

With the pressure to win bearing down on the football program and its coaches, 

practices and meetings become a lot more intense and stressful for all coaches and 

players. Since there is limited time to practice, meet, and prepare for the season coaches 

must do what they need to do in order to get the most out of their players. When things do 

not go right in practices, meetings, or even the games, coaches often lash out and “coach 

their players up” to push them to do better. A number of participants described the 

negative experiences they had when coaches berated them for not meeting a coach’s 

expectations and how they dealt with those situations. Chris felt like most of the time that 

players were powerless and could not do anything about it. “I mean you know, some 

coaches, you know, they curse you out,” he said, “Tell you to ‘go back home. You don't 

need to be here. You should transfer.’ I mean just horrible things. You just have to take 

it.” Chris added that coaches “do it to just challenge you” and that he tries to “let it go in 

one ear and out the other.” Everett, despite being a junior in the program, said he takes it 

personal when a coach yells at him. “I take it personal because I try to be perfect in 

whatever I do, but when a coach jumps on me it just makes me feel like I’m not doing 

something right and I get offended,” he said. 

 Some of the participants felt that while the coaches yelled at all players, they 

often felt that coaches were more disparaging to the African American football players. 

When asked if coaches talk down to White athletes like they talk to Black athletes, 

Lawrence bluntly stated, “Yeah, they’ll get on their ass, but not as bad as when we fuck 
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up.” Lawrence also discussed that while he understands that the coaches are trying to 

coach them, the coaches do it in the wrong way when they talk crazy to a Black athlete.  

You can’t talk to Black people crazy and expect them to listen to you, first of all. I 
don’t care who you are, what job you’re doing; some people might have to accept 
it because that’s their boss. But when you’re trying to get some athlete or any 
Black male, period. I’m sorry. I don’t know what it is about the Black male. You 
cannot come up to a Black male talking about, ‘Hey! I just sat here and went over 
the damn thing with you 40 fucking times. Why ain’t you getting this shit?’ 
Nobody’s going to listen to you saying that. Are you serious? 

As opposed to simply saying nothing and accepting what the coach said during 

another incident in practice, Lawrence actually stood up to his coach and called him out 

for what he did. After not running a play correctly in practice, 

[Coach] slipped up and got real mad. He apologized for it. He said, ‘God dammit! 
I just told your retarded ass to do it! I told you to do this! Stay outside!’ I took my 
helmet off and squared up with him and I said ‘If you ever talk to me like that 
again I’m going to beat your ass out here in front of these coaches and I promise 
you that…if you ever talk to me like that again I’ll beat your ass and I swear to 
God I’ll put it on my mother if you ever talk to me like that again I promise I’ll 
beat your ass.’ And the coach is just like ‘Hey, hey man. Just get back to the 
huddle. Let’s just run this play over.’ And I said, ‘Naw fuck that. You go in there 
and run the play and let me coach you and talk to you stupid.’ And then [another 
coach] told me to chill out. He just told me to go stand on the side and cool off. 
And then after practice he apologized to me. He got emotional. He apologized to 
me and he said, ‘I’m sorry. I just got a little bit heated. I was already upset that we 
weren’t having a good practice.’ I said, ‘Well don’t take it out on me next time; 
that’s all I’m saying. I would never disrespect you and I want you to coach my ass 
off, but don’t talk to me like that ever again in your life. I didn’t really have a 
father and when somebody talks to me like that and he’s another male it just 
brings back everything, so don’t do that.’ And he was like, ‘I understand. Thanks 
for telling me about that.’ I said, ‘You got it.’ I’ve never had a problem since. 

While Lawrence felt empowered to speak up for himself and demand that he would not 

be talked to in that manner, the reality is that many of the participants did not speak up 

and just further distanced themselves from their coaches.  
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 Beyond being spoken to in a derogatory manner by their coaches, some 

participants also felt that they could not relate to their coaches and vice versa. Philip 

explained “I tried to build a relationship with him you know, so he can know where I’m 

coming from and he can tell me where he comes from. And it just seems like he doesn’t 

know how to relate to me.” Patrick also expressed how he does not feel the same way 

about his current position coach like his high school coach. “I don’t feel the same thing 

here with these folks,” he stated. “You don’t really know them like that.” 

Overall, the increased amount of negative experiences and harsh treatment they 

received from coaches was another step in the de-recruitment process that a number of 

African American male football players struggled with, but the most difficult issues they 

faced related to playing time on the field. 

Redshirting and Coping with a Lack of Playing Time 

 For dedicated football players who have earned the right to play football at the 

most premier level of intercollegiate sport, their sport means everything to them. They 

have dedicated a significant amount of time throughout their childhood and adolescence 

to developing the skills necessary to play at a high level in high school and subsequently 

college. Playing college football means the world to them since it is the next step on their 

way to achieving the dream of playing professional football. Therefore, many football 

players, and African American male football players in particular will do everything in 

their power to get on the field and perform. Nevertheless, the reality is that many of them 

will have to wait their turn to play by redshirting their freshman year and/or sitting on the 

bench for some time before they can become regular contributors or starters.  

 A lot of the participants mentioned that their goal freshman year was to avoid 

redshirting and get some playing time during the season. Philip explained that the best 
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experience of his freshman year was “the day I found out that I wasn’t redshirted, ‘cause 

I accomplished one of my goals.” For the first-year participants who did receive playing 

time, they often first mentioned their accomplishments on the field before they mentioned 

any other accomplishments in the classroom or otherwise.  

On the other hand, the first-year participants who either redshirted or did not play 

much during their first season seemed to struggle the most. Many of them were perplexed 

and surprised by the lack of playing time. Dave mentioned that most of the adversity he 

faced during his first year related to “just not playing as much” as he did in high school. 

Sophomore Patrick discussed how a lack of playing time negatively affected his 

confidence and also brought down the morale the entire redshirt freshman group.  

Yeah, I think if you’re playing, everything’s all good. That’s what you’ve been 
doing your whole life. So when it comes to the point where you’re not playing 
that much, you’re not the guy or whatever. It can bring your morale down, you 
know. ‘So what am I doing it for? What am I keeping my grades up for? I’m not 
going to play anyway.’  

Chris also talked about how his biggest challenge he dealt with was his lack of playing 

time and how he maybe should have considered redshirting.  

And I mean, at this type of school, my biggest challenge was not playing as much. 
You kind of expect that as a freshman…I often thought to myself ‘Damn! I could 
have redshirted this year, it’s like all I’m doing is just you know, special teams. 
Like I could have redshirted, I could have sat back this year. Kind of hit it hard in 
school and have another year to play football.’ 

While some of the participants who did not play much during the freshmen year 

wish they used the season to redshirt like Chris, many of them did not realize that there 

still were many challenges for those who redshirted. Shawn talked about his experience 

redshirting during his freshman year. 

My biggest challenge was I redshirted my first year and so during the season 
when we had an away game I didn’t travel to the away games. And so there was 
probably about 10 to 15 other guys who redshirted as well so we had more time 



 78 

on the weekends to ourselves and when the team went away, you know, you 
really had to stay focused because that was some of the – I had some of the 
funnest times in college when they were away because you just be yourself and 
you were amongst 15 other guys who were in the same situation you were and 
knew you probably weren’t going to play; knew that you had so much athletically 
that you had to learn, but you were all in the same situation. There was no 
separation. You need to get better; I need to get better. But we had fun. And that 
was some of the hardest times – seeing the team get on the plane and leave and 
you’re left behind and you’re asking yourself ‘Am I good enough to do this?’ You 
know, you second-guess yourself. But then when you get amongst your friends 
and as a small group, we confirm that we’re good enough and we’ll all be playing 
one day next to each other. And it was tough. 

Shawn’s experience alluded to the fact that a student-athlete must have a certain amount 

of maturity to be able to have a productive redshirt season. Without the maturity, one can 

fall into some of the traps and pitfalls that can derail a student-athlete’s path towards 

earning playing time. Patrick began to fall into a depression during his redshirt year. 

“And I was feeling sorry for myself that whole year,” he said. “We were losing and I felt 

I could at least help [the team].” Additionally, the other guys he was redshirting with felt 

the same way and they fed on their depression together by “partying every week instead 

of working.” Lawrence also stated that he “partied way too much.” A number of the 

participants said that if athletes are not mature about their redshirt season, they could get 

caught up in unproductive activities or other pitfalls that do not have much meaning or 

potentially have devastating consequences. 

Academic staff member Clint mentioned that redshirting could often take an 

emotional toll on the athlete that he may not foresee prior to coming to the university. He 

said: 

They all can actually acknowledge, ‘Yeah, when I’m a freshman, I’m alright with 
the redshirt,’ or ‘Yeah, I won’t start right away.’ But I don’t think they 
comprehend, or understand until they experience it, the emotional toll that can 
take. Because Uncle Bob is not gonna call and ask you, ‘How are you doing on 
your English paper?’ They’re gonna ask you, ‘Are you going to play in the game, 
and can I get tickets?’ 



 79 

 From the conversations with the participants, it is apparent that everyone’s 

experience is different in terms of how much playing time they get their first year and 

how they handle either a lack of playing time or completely sitting out for an entire 

season. For African American male student-athletes, the adjustment can be difficult to 

handle and one must be able to have a mature approach to sitting on the sidelines and 

watching others play the game they love.  

 Based on the experiences that the participants described above, African American 

male student-athletes have two major needs. First, they need to have increased dialogue 

with their coaches to improve their relationship with their position coach and have a 

clearer understanding of each other on both the personal and professional levels. This will 

allow coaches to understand how to best motivate and correct their student-athletes and 

will also help first-year student-athletes, many of whom are redshirting and/or not 

playing, improve their athlete self-concept. 

 Second, first-year African American male student-athletes who redshirt and or 

receive less playing time need to be educated on how to best approach the redshirt year 

from an athletic and academic perspective. Through either a seminar or small discussion 

groups they need to be able to understand how to use the year to their advantage in the 

short and long term. Using past successful and unsuccessful athletes as examples, the 

academic staff and coaches can demonstrate best practices to emulate and mistakes or 

traps to avoid. 

Theme 3 –Whiteness, Racism and Stereotypes Affect the Campus Relationships 

Often throughout the conversation with the participants, the topic of racism came 

up and usually was discussed at length. The history and culture of the predominately 

White university focused on Whiteness and often this sense of Whiteness came as a 
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culture shock to the African American male student-athlete. The most common issue 

brought up throughout the entire study centered on the negative stereotyping of African 

American male student-athletes and African American football players in particular. 

Every participant, including the upperclassmen and faculty/staff members, agreed that 

African American football players were negatively stereotyped, often resulting in 

differential treatment from different groups of people all across campus. The participants 

also brought up issues regarding racism and its existence on campus and in the 

surrounding community. The participants’ reflections can be divided into five major sub-

categories: the culture shock of being on a predominately White campus, he most 

prevalent stereotypes of African American male student-athletes, differential treatment 

from academic staff, differential treatment from professors, and differential treatment 

from other students. 

The Culture Shock of Whiteness on Campus 

This large predominately White institution of higher learning often provided a 

sense of culture shock for a lot of the participants upon arrival due to not only the large 

amount of White students, but also the dominant White culture and the lack of other 

African American students on campus. The university they attend has a history of 

Whiteness, racial segregation, and racism on campus. Clint, who’s worked on campus for 

over 10 years, described the history. “This one [institution] in particular has a history of 

being not predominately White, but being exclusively White,” he said. “And as much as 

we’d like to think that history has changed, that history isn’t that old.” Deborah, who’s 

worked at the university since the 1980s, confirmed that the history in fact was not that 

old describing racial incidents that took place as recently as the 1990s and 2000s.  



 81 

In addition to the history of racism and Whiteness at the institution, the large 

percentage of White students at the university was a shock to many of the participants 

from African American or diverse communities. Shawn described his experience as 

overwhelming at first. “I came from my hometown and when I was there, the makeup 

was about 50-50,” he explained. “Coming to a university of this size, you know there’s 

fifty thousand and just the few number of African Americans it overwhelms you.” Alvin 

described his initial feelings as “weird”. He expounded, “It’s just a lot of White people. 

Just a lot of White people man. I don’t know. Like as a Black guy you always hear to 

‘Don’t talk to any Whites.’” Patrick also added, “I didn’t take this into account during my 

recruiting process, but I don’t see how I fit in. Like my high school was all Black and all 

I know is Black people. I get here and it’s all like [White].” 

Phillip was highly concerned about attending a predominately White school 

during his recruitment. 

I didn't like that. That’s one reason why I really didn’t want to come here. I was 
like man, I can’t be around these White folks.  Like it ain’t my type of 
environment. But my coach was talking to me and told me, ‘You’ve got to be able 
to change yourself sometime and not be all in the hood and stuff because you're 
trying to get your mom out of that environment.'  Which is true but I don't know. 
I'm just kind of worried because I didn't know what they’re saying all these kind 
of White folks. 

Phillip not only highlighted a concern about not fitting into the culture at the university, 

but also an initial mistrust of White people based on his experience – a feeling that Nate 

echoed in his interview. "Especially being at a White university, it’s tougher for us to 

trust a lot of the White folks around here.”  

 While most examples of feeling culture shock came from participants from 

predominately African American neighborhoods, some participants who came from 

predominately White communities also felt overwhelmed at times. Randall, who was 
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from a middle class, White suburban town, described an experience of how he felt 

unwanted in certain social settings. 

Yeah, because in my hometown, even though it's predominately White, I mostly 
kind of knew the kids from seventh grade. So I had a small group of friends that I 
hung out with, and they knew me. But, I guess, when I got here, like if you try to, 
like freshman year, you can't go downtown or anything. So, if you try to go to one 
of these frat houses, like they won't tell you straight out. ‘Hey, we don't like Black 
people here’, but they let it [be] known that, ‘Hey, we don't like Black people 
here.’ And so that kind of made me think that when you walk in, they will be 
cool. They will think it's cool at first, if there's one or two [Black athletes]. But the 
moment a White girl comes up and tries to start talking to you, they will try to 
walk them away and tell them, ‘No, no, no, you don't want to talk to him.’  Or, 
‘He's just a dumb athlete.’  And you can hear them say stuff like that, and you 
kind of get the feeling that, ‘Oh, they don't want you here.’ Or, they will see you 
in school, and say, ‘Hey, come to our party.’ But then when you get to the door, 
they will meet you at the door, and say, ‘Oh, you know, we don't want any 
athletes in here.’ You know, and stuff like that. It's just different. 

 While many of the participants learned how to mitigate or deal with the 

circumstances of being one of the few African Americans in many of their on-campus 

settings, occasionally some participants still struggled to adjust. Furthermore, some of the 

participants were able to be comfortable and/or find safe spaces within the White campus. 

Greg discussed these safe places in more detail and argued that in some instances and 

spaces, their experience was better than other African American students.  

When you go to the academic center, Black males are the majority. That's 
amazing to me, because when I go to work everyday, I see nothing but brothers 
(African American men), in an upscale academic area. So, you know, it's almost 
like they're the majority in their world. And in the weight room, in the academic 
room, on the field and how they celebrate it in a majority White school, and what 
they see day to day is astonishing. And if they're going to an AFR (African 
American Studies) class, they're going to see more African Americans. I think 
their experience, from a Black perspective, is probably a little bit better. And like 
I said, the main picture, you've got to paint it at that academic center, majority 
Blacks – Black males only and a few of the White students. But they dominate the 
academic center area. That's whom we see in all the rooms mostly. 
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On the other hand, some African American male student-athletes like Patrick, despite 

being on campus for close to two years, still struggled with the culture shock. 

I gotta adjust to the culture shock; this place is different from my city. It’s just 
being around people you’re not familiar with; it's hard to determine who has got 
your best interests or who to trust. I don’t know how to overcome that. I really 
don’t.  

The culture shock of being on a predominately White campus was a significant 

challenge for many of these African American male student-athletes. Whether they came 

from a predominately Black, racially mixed or predominately White communities, the 

lack of diversity on campus simply made them feel overwhelmed and often isolated as 

African American males. This finding affirmed Hyatt’s (2003) argument of the 

integration and isolation being a barrier for African American male student-athletes in the 

effort to persist at these institutions. The campus environment at this predominately 

White institution also proved to be fertile for the usage and belief in stereotypes of 

African American male student-athletes amongst members of the campus community. 

Most Prevalent Stereotypes of African American Male Student-Athletes 

While there are numerous, negative stereotypes that exist based on the literature, 

there were some stereotypes that were more commonly referred to in this study (see 

Table 3 for a detailed list). The stereotype most often cited by all the participants was the 

“dumb Black jock” stereotype. Not only was this the most cited stereotype, but also it 

arguably had most of the impact on the student-athletes’ experiences with others. When 

asked if African American male student-athletes are stereotyped, the answers ranged 

from statements as short as “he’s dumb” to longer and detailed experiences about being 

perceived as a dumb Black athlete. Lawrence talked about the dumb Black jock 

stereotype at length.  
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Oh yeah…you [are] dumb. Don’t get me wrong - you are dumb unless you can 
prove it. Otherwise they just know you’re trying to make it; hoping that the Black 
athlete plays all four years and gets to the league before failing out because he 
isn’t gonna graduate. 

In terms of how others begin to view you because of this stereotype, Randall said, “They 

really don’t expect much of you.”  

Other stereotypes of African American male student-athletes included sentiments 

regarding the value of the academic experience, negative perceptions of work ethic, and 

relationships with females among others. For instance, some of the participants lamented 

that people see them as not valuing their education and only being here for football. Some 

of the participants also knew that they were stereotyped as being lazy and not having to 

work hard as athletes and students because they’re pampered. Additionally they also 

lamented the stereotypes that they really only cared about sleeping with women and 

being typecast by their African American female peers as only interested in White 

women.  

While the stereotypes of African American male student-athletes tended to be 

mainly negative, the stereotypes of White male student-athletes tended to be more 

positive. In direct opposition to the dumb Black jock stereotype, White student-athletes 

were stereotyped as good students academically. Clint talked about how coaches were 

surprised that some of their White student-athletes were not doing well in school because 

they had bought into this stereotype. 

 I have coaches ask me, ‘How can so and so do so badly last semester?’ And I’m 
like, ‘Because he’s a dumb ass. Have you not talked to him?’ Oh I get it, he’s a 
White kid, and his parents come down to all the games, so we automatically 
assume he’s a better student than he is, because he doesn’t fit your profile. 

The participants not only knew of the stereotypes that White athletes had compared to 

theirs, but often they felt as if they received differential treatment from the athletic 
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department’s academic staff, professors, and their peers.  This is very consistent with the 

current research regarding stereotypes of African American male student-athletes done in 

the past and present and confirms how pervasive and entrenched these stereotypes are in 

American culture (Benson, 2000; Edwards, 1984; Singer, 2005). 

Differential Treatment from the Academic Staff 

 Stereotypes of African American male student-athletes often affected the 

relationships that participants had with their academic counselors, mentors, and tutors 

that they were provided from the athletic department. Although the participants felt like 

their academic counselors were the best people to help meet their academic needs, often 

the participants felt that stereotypes affected how they were treated in regards to 

academic planning. Some participants expressed that they felt their academic counselors 

put them in easy classes because they perceived them to be dumb. First-year football 

player Chris discussed how he felt about the academic staff’s perceived practices.  

When you're a Black student-athlete, you have those people who think that you're 
an athlete, and that's it. Like you came to college to play this sport, and that's it. 
So they’ll say (verbally or through their actions), 'Okay, well, you know what, 
guess what I'm gonna do for you?  I'm gonna put you in all these easy classes so 
you can pass. And so you can play sports. I mean, of course, you're not here for an 
education.’ So people make those assumptions. It's shocking that some of the 
people do make those assumptions of Blacks. You know, you're supposed to help 
me out. 

Not only was Chris upset at the practice of steering African American athletes towards 

easy classes and majors, but he also expected more from the academic counselors who 

were African American to not buy into those stereotypes and do this to someone they are 

supposed to care about. He stated: 

You’re not supposed to be here like, ‘I’m good. We understand football comes 
first. So we’re gonna put you in these classes.’ You’re supposed to be there to 
push to push me. I’m Black just like you. So I guess like that shocks me.  
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The participants also felt as if the academic staff “babied” Black football players 

and steered them into particular majors that were perceived to be less challenging, like 

kinesiology, sport management, or physical culture and sport. Randall discussed why this 

might happen often with Black male athletes.  

I guess, since our academic people have so many people they try to funnel us into 
the kind of easiest route.  Where we won't have many challenges.  And so they try 
to steer you maybe into like a kinesiology, physical culture and sport. Like if you 
go look [at our roster], a bunch of people are in physical culture and sport.  
Which, I mean, there's nothing wrong with that, if that's what you want to do.  But 
they know most of the professors, they know how the classes are, so it's easy for 
them to make sure you pass, and you're able to play. 

Based upon this sentiment, it appears that these “easy” majors often made it easy for the 

academic staff to monitor Black athletes in certain classes. While having a lot of Black 

male athletes in these majors encouraged others to major in it as well, it also discouraged 

some athletes who were genuinely interested in these subjects because of the negative 

stigma attached, like in Jamil’s case. 

I came here with the fact that I'm really good at talking about sports.  I know a lot 
about sports.  And like what sells, and what's the ups and downs.  But, I've asked 
around, and every time somebody asks me my major, I say ‘sport management,’ 
and they always say, 'Oh, typical athlete.'  I don't want to take the easy way out, 
but I'm sure there's a nice road with sport management.  So right now it's sport 
management, until something else comes along. 

This statement demonstrates again the negative stigma of certain stereotypes and how 

they may discourage a person from pursuing certain career paths that he is passionate 

about. 

Participants also remarked on how it appeared that Black athletes were praised for 

merely passing or “getting by.” Randall spoke about this phenomenon and how it either 

becomes too late for a Black athlete to pursue a major he’s interested in or he just accepts 

his situation for what it is. 
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Coming to college, I know that with us Black athletes, they will try to baby us, or 
make us feel like we're doing great, if we're just getting by. And I feel like maybe 
if somebody would step in, and say, ‘Hey, this work isn't any harder than anything 
that you're capable of doing.’ And, I guess, just get past the point of just getting 
by to play, or just passing that six [6] hours, so you can go to the bowl game.  
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Stereotypes of African American Male Student-Athletes 
Stereotype  Representative Quote 

They're automatically assumed to be 
athlete 

 

"You know, and so, I mean, I always have those people. 
'Oh, you know, what sport did you play?'  They don't 
even actually ask you what sport…it jumps from asking 
do you play sports, to what sport you do play?" (Chris) 

     
They always get into trouble  "We're always downtown doing stupid stuff" (Randall) 
     

They're babied or pampered  
"So, there are stereotypes within the Black community, 
that you know, the athletes are babied and given so 
many privileges" (Greg) 

     

They don't care about academics  
"All we are about is playing sports; we really don't care 
about academics" (Rob) 

     

They're only here to play sport  
"I mean, of course you're not here for an education" 
(Chris) 

     
They're sex crazed - here to sleep 
with multiple women 

 "We're here to get girls" (Rob) 

     

They're only interested in White 
women 

 
"You talk to White girls they [Black girls] ain't gonna 
talk to you, man. But it's funny, man. That's a huge 
stereotype." (Alvin) 

     

They always take the easy way out  
"You know, that a lot of people expect us to take the 
easy route, the easy way out" (Chris) 

     
They're natural athletes and don't 
work hard 

 
"They see us as already having talent and not having to 
work for anything" (Maurice) 

     
They're not appreciative of their 
opportunity 

 "People think that I'm not grateful." (Maurice) 

     

They don't use their brain in sports  
"Cause it's always, you know, some of the sports, it ain't 
nothing about our brains" (Phillip) 

     

They don't deserve to be here  
"Those guys are only here for football; they don't 
deserve to be here" (Nate) 

     

They're dumb 
  

"We're dumb. Like we're really just not up to par when it 
comes to the classroom and getting the grades…" (Rob) 

 

Table 3: Stereotypes of African American Male Student-Athletes 
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If someone could say, ‘Yeah, you can graduate’. Or, ‘Hey, what are you interested 
in?’ If you're not interested in physical culture and sport, switch to something that 
you actually have an interest in. For example, one player that came in with me. 
During our sophomore or junior years, he told me ‘Man, I'm in kinesiology but 
I'm really interested in maybe doing like detective work.' I replied, ‘Well, get in 
the School of Social work, you know, get in there, and do that.’ And he was like, 
‘No, [my counselor], or whoever has me on this track.’ And he's like, ‘I'm doing 
well, and it's something, I'm just gonna stay in it.’ Well, he ended up being scared 
to do the detective work anyways. But just stuff like that. Just somebody come in, 
and really ask him like, ‘Hey, what do you want to do?’ Then if you get in, and 
you realize you can't succeed, then so be it. But at least try.   

On the other hand, the participants noticed that White student-athletes were 

treated differently when it came to selecting courses and majors with their academic 

counselor. Everett detailed the different approaches that counselors used with African 

American and White student-athletes. 

I think I feel like with the White student-athletes, they’re more focused on ‘Okay 
what do you want to be doing in the future? What’s your major? Let’s get you 
classes towards your major.’ As opposed to Black student-athletes where they just 
say, ‘Okay. I’m going to put you in this class. It’s an easy class. You should have 
an easy schedule this year.’ 

Whereas the participants may have felt that they were being treated differently than 

Whites, often other factors were at play such as finding courses that fit in the practice 

schedule, placing them in classes where they have relationships with professors, and also 

the sense that some of the student-athletes did not value their education. 

 The differential treatment within the academic center also extended to study hall 

and interactions with academic tutors and mentors. Greg, an African American mentor, 

did sense that sometimes the mentors stereotyped the African American male football 

players. 

So, I've seen stereotypes of majority White counselors, or advisors. On some 
occasions, they would refer to some of the African American players as difficult 
to work with. They would say, ‘You've got to coddle this one a little bit or, don't 
expect much from this particular student.’ That kind of thing. I've encountered 
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that a little bit. Whereas, I'm a new mentor, so I look beyond maybe some past 
poor performances, based on other colleagues, and I try to push them to the next 
level. But I did pick up on that.  

Additionally, participants felt like the academic tutors worked with and taught the White 

student-athletes the course material as opposed to completely doing the African 

American male student-athletes’ work for them. Everett described what he often saw 

happen in the academic center. 

In the tutoring sessions in the study hall I noticed that some of the tutors, when 
you studying for a test or doing math problems, the tutors or the mentors will 
actually do the work for us without us even trying. And we’re just sitting there 
watching while they work out the problem. I mean, they’re not just taking a paper 
and doing it on their own but they’ll definitely just show us and work it out all in 
front of our eyes. As opposed to with a White student-athlete they’ll work out half 
of it for him and be like okay show me how to do the rest. So I guess I could say 
they actually teach the White student-athletes how to do some of the work here 
then necessarily towards the Black student-athletes, they just kind of make sure 
that we see what’s going on, but they’re actually doing it for us.  

Lastly, some participants felt that academic staff was stricter with the African American 

male student-athletes regarding study hall hours and not having anything (including 

classes) scheduled during study hall. Chris explained this other perceived double 

standard. 

Say you have a Black athlete that's a star on the team. And he wants to do a major 
other than Sport Management. He would say he wants to be an engineer. Like 
some classes only offered in the evening during practice time. You know, 
engineers are now not on the list, so what are you gonna do? As opposed to the 
White athlete, I mean, they would try to work things out with him. I do feel like 
things like that exist today. I do, because some dudes they have classes during 
study hall period, and you're supposed to be in study hall. You know, they may be 
in study hall, but if I miss study hall, my coach is being called. I'm doing extra 
running. 

 The perceived differential treatment of the African American male student-

athletes by athletic academic staff members seems to have caused some African 

American male student-athletes to question the motives and tactics of academic staff 
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members and sometimes “play the game” or avoid going to see them when they need 

help. Part of the avoidance may be due to the fact that the academic staff reports to the 

athletic department and shares regular progress reports with the coaches. Lawrence said 

that he only goes to the counselors when he has to schedule classes or has serious 

academic issues out of fear that his playing time may get reduced if he is always there 

needing help. 

Because they (coaches) ask how every player’s doing on the team that has a 
scholarship, and, of course, they’re gonna tell, ‘Oh, well, he came in yesterday 
and told me he have academic problems.’  ‘Okay, well, we need to knock his 
playing time down so he can get his academics up so he won’t flunk out for the 
season cause we need him for the bowl game.’  Everybody knows that.  So they 
don’t go to the academic advisors. 

Thus, some athletes feel they must utilize other resources on campus or consult 

with friends and/or the professor to receive help with a class rather than talk to the 

academic staff that was actually hired to help them academically. This indicates that the 

formal resources provided by the university may not necessarily meet the needs of the 

African American male student athletes.  

Differential Treatment from Professors 

Another way that stereotypes affect African American male student-athletes’ 

experience is with their interactions and relationships with professors. Professors are not 

immune to buying into or accepting stereotypes. The participants in the study actually 

reflected numerous times on experiences where they felt professors, especially White 

professors, labeled them or judged them based on their status as a scholarship athlete. 

Clint explained the differential treatment of White student-athletes versus African 

American male student-athletes. 

The initial meeting with a White football player and a faculty member may be 
where a faculty member assumes that they're a better student than they are, cause 
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they look like all the other students again, in their minds. Whereas, the African 
American football student-athlete will meet with a faculty member, and they will 
assume that they're only here, because they're not a great talented student, but 
they're much more talented athlete. 

Based upon this observation and input from the participants, it seemed that the 

participants perceived that professors made quick snap judgments about the intellectual 

capabilities of African American male student-athletes based on the common stereotypes 

of them not caring about education. This stereotype also became an issue for professors 

worried about how they were perceived by their peers or faculty members from other 

departments when they had many African American male student-athletes in their 

classes. Clint added: 

I’ve had faculty members ask me why they had so many African American 
football players in their class. Well, it’s because it’s [at] 10 o’clock in the 
morning, and they have to be out of class at 1 [PM], and it's a requirement for 
everybody on this campus…So we are going to have certain segments of our 
student-athlete population in courses that are available at particular times, that 
meet particular requirements not necessarily because of who the instructor 
is…But this particular faculty member was concerned because he had peers in his 
department ask him, ‘Why?’ And his fear was that he would be considered a jock 
sniffer by his peers, and therefore, was hooking up athletes with grades they 
hadn’t earned. 

Fred also gave an example of how professors are constantly questioning the 

integrity of his work. 

There was this time when I had done my work, and it was some good work and 
[they’ll ask] ‘Did you do this all by yourself?’ Some people don’t think it’s that 
big of a deal. But to me, I mean, I’m a normal kid just like everybody else. I can 
do my work…But it’s happened multiple times…People assuming that just 
because I’m an African American male, that I just need help with every single 
thing.  

Some of the student-athletes were also shocked to find professors did not care 

about how you performed in the class. Nate explained this concept. 
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I feel like with us, with the Black student-athletes…we need the professors that 
actually care about us, you know. We don’t need the professor that just doesn’t 
care if anyone in the class fails. We need guys that are actually going to teach us 
and also want us to learn. 

The participants wanted professors who cared and really taught well as this would 

motivate and inspire them to learn.  

The participants also felt that they could talk to Black professors as opposed to 

White professors. Lawrence explained how he felt about speaking with White professors. 

It was easier for me to talk to Black professors than White. But I learned to get 
over that, but I couldn’t talk to White professors at first. I really couldn’t talk to 
White professors. I felt like if I talked to them they were going to go back and tell 
somebody that this kid isn’t what he was; this kid’s not that student they said he 
was. So, I never really told anybody that like I couldn’t talk to White professors. I 
still somewhat feel like I can’t talk to them, but I go and do it anyway because 
sometimes you gotta stick your neck out there. But you’re uncomfortable 
sometimes.  

Like Lawrence, many of the participants were able to get over some of their initial 

fears of professors and White professors in particular. For instance, Randall decided to 

not worry about the professors’ thoughts, and just “let the work prove itself.” While other 

African American male student-athletes just quietly did their work and went about their 

business without interacting much with the professors. This finding may affirm past 

research demonstrating African American male student-athletes’ hesitation to interact 

with White professors (Comeaux & Harrison, 2007; Perlmutter, 2003).  

Differential Treatment from Other Students  

Stereotypes of African American male student-athletes really seemed to be most 

pervasive among other non-athlete students on campus. The “dumb Black jock” that does 

not care about his education was perceived to be the most commonly held stereotype 

among students and often it played a major role in classroom dynamics. When students 

were split up into group projects, the students who were assigned to groups with an 
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African American male student-athlete, often warned him to take the work seriously or 

would push him to the side while they did the rest of the work so that he could focus on 

football and not bring down their grade. Alvin expounded: 

You have a group project. Sometimes they don’t give you anything to do on the 
project. They’re just ‘Oh, we’ll take care of everything.’ One – they may not think 
you’re capable; two – they just want to do it anyways cause you’re an athlete. 

Everett also mentioned that he often gets offers to do his work or help him out 

with classes so that he can perform on game day. 

I go into a class at the beginning of the semester and two weeks later, somebody 
will write me a message on Facebook saying ‘Hey man, I see that you’re in this 
class. If you need any help, just hit me up. I gotcha my man. I just want you to do 
well on the field.’ So I mean the stereotype is that we’re just here for sports and 
that’s it. 

Randall provided an example of treatment he received from students in class who 

assumed he was just an athlete and contrasted that with the experience of one of his 

White teammates. 

I've had people just come up to me and say, ‘Don't worry. I will do this work, and 
you can just copy it.’  I'm like, ‘No, man. I can do the work. It's not like that.’ 
They don't really expect much out of you. And, I mean, that's the stereotyping, or 
racism. But then I've been in classes with my White teammates, and they're not 
looked at the same way. They're expected to be smart, and able to do the work. 
And people don't come up to them and ask them, ‘Hey, what do you do?’   

While a lot of the previous examples of differential treatment are related to White 

students, African American male student-athletes reported that they are also perceived 

and looked at differently by other African American students. Some of the participants 

discussed how some Black male students get upset with the Black athletes out of 

jealousy. Staff member Deborah elaborated on the main reason for this friction. 

The stuff that started to happen always had to deal with a woman. Most of it – 
bottom line. But you know the guys, the groups get upset when the athletes were 
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coming to the parties and the dances and stuff because of course the girls are all 
up on the athletes. 

Clint expressed that many of the African American students also buy in to the 

stereotypes of African American male student-athletes and “look upon African American 

athletes as something less than them from a student standpoint.” Randall supported this 

argument by explaining in detail the friction in the relationship between the two 

communities at times. 

Sometimes it's good, sometimes it's bad. Sometimes it's real separated, like you 
can kind of tell that the Black students on campus don't really want to deal too 
much with the Black student-athletes. I don't know how to describe it. When it 
comes to students, yeah, I guess, they will have our back, cause, you know, we're 
all Black, and it's a few of us here. But, at the same time, they kind of feel the 
same way, like they were not as smart, or things like that. 

Thus, looking at the experiences of African American male student-athletes on 

campus, it is evident that race, racism, and stereotypes play a major role in how others 

perceived them and how they are treated on a regular basis. Though people may 

explicitly view them through the lens of race, African American male student-athletes are 

reminded frequently that their race and their status as an athlete does matter on and 

around campus. 

At least three major needs of African American male student-athletes are apparent 

from this theme. First, African American male student-athletes need to learn about 

African American history and the history of the African American athlete for greater 

knowledge of self. With an improved understanding of the history of African American 

athletes, including student-athletes on college campuses, they can better understand why 

the stereotypes of African American males exist and potentially improve their self-

concept and racial identity. 
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Second, African American male student-athletes need to have a clearer 

understanding of how academic planning works and what their options are in terms of 

selecting a major. This would serve to help both academic staff and the student-athletes 

by eliminating the cloud of confusion that looms over the course and major selection and 

planning that appears to be very one-sided initially during the first year. 

Last, African American male student-athletes need increased confidence in their 

ability to be intellectuals not only in their sport, but also in the classroom as well. When 

African American male student-athletes can see themselves as intellectuals because of the 

hard work and thinking that goes into their sport, they can begin to apply that mindset to 

their approach of academics. Increased confidence in their ability to be good students can 

help them to fight against the stereotypes that have been used to describe their academic 

capabilities throughout their adolescence and emerging adulthood life. 

Theme 4 – The Importance and Influence of Close Family and Friends 

In a campus and sport culture where they are constantly trying to determine what 

is genuine, who is real, and who really is looking out for their best interest, African 

American male student-athletes frequently counted on their close family and friends 

nearby for motivation and support. Whether they grew up in a one parent, two parent, or 

multi-generational household, the participants always had something positive to say 

about family and even looked on the negative experiences as stepping stones or lessons 

learned. Many of the participants shared about the importance of having their family in 

their lives and how they continue to be some of the most influential people to them. 

The Influence of Dad’s Presence (or Absence) 

The African American male student-athletes who participated in the study, no 

matter if they were younger or older, had something to say about their fathers and the 
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roles they played (or did not play) in their lives. From the participants’ narratives, it was 

clear that having a male role model in the home or close to it was critical to their success 

in football and life.  

A number of participants described how their dads often were one of the most 

influential people during high school and/or college and throughout their life. Some of 

the participants’ fathers actually played college and/or professional football while others 

simply led their families and took care of their responsibilities as a husband and father. 

Carter spoke about how his dad supported him as he grieved his mother’s recent death. 

The night I found out my mom had passed away, and my dad drove five hours [to 
come and pick me up. He just did whatever he could. Filed a lot of papers, just 
being a father at that moment. He took me to his one bedroom house that he was 
living in at that point and gave me his room while he slept on the couch. Everyday 
he got up for work every morning at about 3 [AM] to support me. It just was him 
being strong for me, for the father he was. 

Jamil talked about his dad as the “strongest man” who “came here when he was eighteen, 

found himself in a different country, didn’t know anybody, [and] couldn’t speak the 

language [well].” Yet his father worked two jobs and has raised three sons alongside his 

wife, Jamil’s mom. 

While Jamil and Carter’s fathers were compassionate and great leaders, Fred’s 

dad praised him for his football success, while also teaching him the importance of 

getting an education and learning from the mistakes that he has made. 

He tells me all the time that he’s proud of my football accomplishments. But, 
when it comes down to it, he’s all about the education, and getting that, because 
he always tells me he doesn’t want me to end up like kind of where he is. And 
he’s finishing classes and he says he could have done that a long time ago, and 
stuff like that. So he doesn't want me to end up like that. 

Just as moving and telling were the participants’ reflections on fathers who were 

absent or frequently in and out of their lives. Some of the participants had cold answers 
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when they talked about their biological father either with empty looks on their face or 

displaying a sense of anger that hid the pain of not having a relationship with their father. 

Rob simply said, “My dad wasn’t around.” When asked if he had a relationship with his 

biological father after talking about his stepfather, Nate stated, “No, I don’t really have a 

relationship with my real dad. I don’t want him in my life. I feel like I don’t need 

him…I’ve had 18 great years of my life without him, so why do I need him now?” 

When talking about his childhood and how he grew up, Maurice bitterly talked 

about never really knowing his father and also about him trying to come back into his 

life.  

I was born in Key West, Florida during Hurricane Andrew. My mom was in the 
Navy. She met my father and had me and like I would say I think it was a week or 
two after I was born my dad left. He left my mom and my mom took me back to 
her home and she let my grandmother and my uncles watch me cause she had to 
go back to Florida to get our stuff. So, for about a week or two I was in another 
city and state for a little bit. And my mom, she got me back and took me to 
another city in the state and for about a year it was just me and her. And then she 
met the guy that raised me…as far as I’m concerned that’s my father because this 
other guy I’ve never seen him. He recently just tried to come into my life. Like he 
tried to right after I graduated; right after everybody found out I was going to this 
university to play football; I was a pretty good football player; he started to try to 
get back into my life and tried to converse with me, but I didn’t want to have any 
part of it. 

Maurice’s experience was not unique. Other participants who did not grow up with their 

biological father, have recently been approached by their dads to come back in their lives 

when they realized their son was going to play college football at a major university. 

Lawrence, who remembers the day his father turned his back on him has talked about his 

father being back in his life and how awkward things are at times. 

I sat in the courtroom with my mom – I was about three years old and I mean, I 
understood when people were talking to me.  I just remember him saying ‘That 
ain’t my child’ and all I heard was ‘ain’t my child’ and I asked my momma when 
I was older, about six years old – six or seven years old, ‘What did my daddy 
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say?’ and she said ‘You wasn’t his.’ And I talk to him every now and then. I 
forgive him, but I still remember that day; you know, you’re not supposed to 
understand too much of that, but I did. So he was there, but I don’t call him when 
I need something. I mean when he comes around, I ask ‘How are you doing?’ But 
it isn’t just ‘Hi and bye.‘ I mean, he’ll be at my games but he doesn’t sit by my 
parents (his mother, aunt and uncle). He’s probably somewhere in the stands. I 
never know if he does because he knows I don’t want to talk to him. I don’t hate 
him, but there’s nob much I got to say to him. I still love him. Ain’t nothing 
wrong with him, but he ain’t been there so why should I let him into my life when 
things are going good when he wasn’t there when things were going bad. That’s 
just how I look at it. 

 Whether good or bad, the participants all talked about the impact of their father on 

their lives. Some of the participants without a father were able to have father figures step-

in such as stepdads, uncles, coaches, and family friends. They considered these people 

family and it remained important for them to be close to them. 

Staying Close to Home 

With the exception of one African American male student-athlete who 

participated in the study, all of them considered staying close to home as one of the most 

important factors in choosing to attend this university. Many of the participants had the 

potential to go multiple top rated schools all over the country. While other factors such as 

the quality of the football program and the quality of the academic institution were 

mentioned, each participant consistently stated that they wanted to remain close to their 

family. As mentioned previously, 11 of the 12 first-year participants in the study were 

from the same state of the institution they decided to attend. Every one of them felt that 

they needed to stay close to home so that they could support or be supported by their 

families and quickly go home in case any issues came up.  

Participants wanted to be able to go home when they needed to or because they 

missed the comforts of home. Chris emphasized wanting to be close to his mother and 

hometown. “I felt like it was close to home, that plays a really big part, because I want to 
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go back to home and see my mom and everything,” he said. Nate also emphasized 

wanting to be able to see his mother when he needed to do so. “Of all the big schools, it’s 

always good to stay close to home and that was one of the big – another big choice that I 

wanted that made me choose here because I’m a momma’s boy,” he explained. “If I’m 

close to my mom, I feel like I’m happy, so coming here I didn’t want to have to travel too 

far.” 

Other participants talked about the importance of their family having the means 

and ability to come see them play on a regular basis. Carter knew that affordability would 

play a major factor in his father and family being able to attend his games. 

I knew my dad wasn’t gonna buy no plane ticket whenever I wanted to just so I 
could come home and I knew he wanted to come to my games because I just 
knew he wanted to show up then. I knew my other family members wanted to 
show up too. So that was a big, big factor. 

Not only did Phillip like the fact that his mother would be able to attend his games due to 

the school’s proximity, but he also felt that the school was the best for being able to get 

his mother out of her tough financial situation. 

To be honest, when I was growing up I never liked this school like that, for some 
reason. I don’t know why. But coming from my background I always try to put 
myself in situations to where I can get my momma out the hood and stuff. So I 
was looking at this university like, you know, it’s close to my momma. She comes 
to all my games. I was actually going to get a good education from this school. I 
can fulfill my dreams of school too. And so that’s what really pulled me to the 
school more. 

 From the viewpoints and experiences of these participants, it remained clear that 

not only does the family play an important role emotionally, but also plays a major role in 

the quality of life that an African American male student-athlete can potentially have 

during college. These views also highlight a major belief and buy-in to a collectivist 

approach to growing up as opposed to a completely individualistic or independent growth 
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philosophy. Having the family close by helped them to be able to readily communicate 

with and spend time with a group of people they know they can trust. 

Having Family Members (and Family Friends) as Mentors 

The experiences that the participants shared about the influence of their family 

revealed that many of them considered certain family members as one of their mentors, if 

they had any. When asked about who they considered to be the most influential people in 

their lives during either high school or college, many of them mentioned someone related 

to them or someone they considered as a part of their family. These family members are 

the people they are not only inspired by, but people who they can call on for advice. Nate 

talked about how he felt that his brother was the biggest mentor ever. 

I would have to say my brother is the biggest mentor of my life. He’s taught me a 
lot. He’s always taught me don’t make the same mistakes he’s made in life and I 
also say he’s my mentor; he’s my role model, so pretty much everything he does I 
watch. I try to do things as he’s done, but not in the same way, because I also 
want to be a different person. I don’t always want to be looked at as [his brother]. 
Sometimes I want people to say, ‘That’s Nate. He is his own person.’ He’s done a 
lot of great things; I want to be a more successful person in life. Ever since I was 
little I always said I was going to be better than my brother in anything I’ve done.  

Nate could relate to his brother because he also played college football and professional 

football and has been through many of the same situations that he is going through right 

now. Other participants also mentioned that they often considered one of their siblings as 

mentors to them because they helped inspire them and shape them. Jamil talked about 

how he learned from the two different paths that his older brothers took to get to college.  

My mentors would be my brothers. To me a mentor is somebody that’s not 
perfect, but somebody that’s being successful at what he’s trying to do. And 
somebody you look up to. My brothers have been through a lot from different 
journeys. One went through the glory of football; one went through plenty of 
obstacles to get to where he is now. He’s doing well. So, those are my mentors 
right there. 
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 In addition to siblings other relatives such as parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins 

were also considered to be influential mentors to them as young men. Reflecting on his 

journey through school, professional football, and school again, Alvin felt that his parents 

have been and continue to be his biggest mentors.  

I feel like both of my parents are mentors. I have my parents; both of my parents. 
The standard that they set; their expectations of me, both my mom and my dad, 
they’re heavy on education, you know, and just the standard they set for me as a 
child. You’re not gonna bring, you can bring straight Cs home and be passing but 
they’re not impressed with that. They set a standard and a goal for me and they’re 
proud when I do stuff so the major the reason that I’m graduating soon is because 
they held me to their standard. So I will say they are my mentors and the people 
that I looked up to growing up. 

Furthermore, Blake felt that his sister stepped in as a mentor to him because “she’s been 

in college before,” and Carter appreciated the fact that his uncle mentored him when his 

father had to work or could not be around. 

My uncle, he’s a pastor and he has his own church…he’s kind of my mentor. Him 
and me talk just about anything and he just listens. And he gives me his heads up 
on what he thinks I should do or how this is going. He doesn’t ask me about how 
football is going. And he just asks me how my bookwork is going. And that’s 
kind of what a mentor is to me. Someone that cares about the reality, more than 
the other stuff. Just significant stuff. 

Carter’s quote helps to explain why many of these student-athletes go to family for 

support and mentorship – they know that these people care about them and love them for 

who they are and not because they play football.  

 Close friends and family friends also stepped in to support and lend advice to 

some of the participants as well. Jason talked about how he appreciated knowing that his 

friends really cared about him. “My friends, really. Just not treating me any different just 

because, you know, where I’m going,” he said. “That really meant a lot to me just to 

know that they’re not just there because of where I’m going, but they actually care.” 
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Randall spoke highly of a family friend who he considered to be a father figure during the 

time his father was incarcerated and with whom he still currently communicates with him 

on an occasional basis. 

Growing up my dad was a professional athlete, which included all that that comes 
along with it. His attention was always needed; he was always having to go 
places. And then when he got done with professional sports, he got in legal 
trouble, and actually went to jail for two or two and a half years. And during that 
time, that's when [our male family friend] really stepped in, and was that kind of 
mentor for me. I asked him questions only a man could answer because there are 
certain things females can't tell males. Or, because they're not a male. But, he kind 
of stepped in during that time. And then my dad got out, and he was changing his 
life, and trying to fix himself, before he could try to help anybody else. That's 
when [our family friend] really stepped in, and was that kind of that, I guess, 
"Father Figure Role Model" for me. 

After all of the interviews and talking about mentors, it was clear that these young men 

felt like their close family and friends were the people they knew they could trust and 

depend on to support them and offer sage advice.  Nevertheless, they also felt pressure 

from their family to help support them. 

Family Issues and the Pressure to Support the Family 

 While family members have often played a significant role in the development 

and mentorship of African American male student-athletes, the participants in this study 

noted that some many of these same athletes have major family issues and/or are 

expected to help financially support their family. Certainly this is not the case for every 

single African American male student-athlete due to the fact that not every one of them 

comes from a low-income background. Nonetheless, participants did allude to the fact 

that either they themselves had financial and family issues or described that there was a 

potentially significant amount of student-athletes who dealt with these issues. 
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 Some of the participants expressed that African American male student-athletes 

came from difficult backgrounds and talked about his biggest challenge was the family 

issues back home.  

Family problems, I mean, that’s with everybody. Everybody doesn’t really seem 
to realize that we – most players on the team had rough lives before they got here. 
It’s not like whenever you get here stuff disappears because it’s still there, you’re 
just not there and it’s not in your face 24/7. But, I mean it’s most people – they 
have family members that have passed away during the season; they’ve had to go 
back for that. Some people they’ve got problems here because they come from 
cities nearby.  

When asked to estimate how many football players, Blake gave his estimation: “I would 

say about a good 60%,” he said. “Most of them are African American. I mean they may 

have come from good households, but they did have some sort of challenge that they had 

to go through.” Phillip fell into the group of football players that Blake talked about. He 

described his life growing up in poverty.  

It’s basically like the struggle I’ve had all my life. I come from a single parent 
mom. We’re really not financially stable. She’s been working at Taco Bell all her 
life. I grew up in a rough neighborhood, which is the hood part of the city. I was 
raised around a lot of thugs and all that but, but I was cool with them because it 
was all around. I’ve seen a lot of stuff happen in my lifetime growing up. 

 Former student-athlete Shawn, who now works at a university in athletics 

administration, talked about the struggles that many of the African American male 

student-athletes he works with go through. 

There’s another set of issues with some of them back at home.  [Guys tell me] 
‘I’m trying to send my scholarship check home to pay the bills. I get Pell Grant 
but as soon as I get Pell Grant’ – and these are some of the issues I deal with – 
‘I’m trying to change the address on my Pell Grant because if my Pell Grant don’t 
come to me my mom’s gonna take it and cash the check.’  Another issue – [guys 
say to me] ‘my mom’s a single mom; she has five [5] kids.’ There’s that issue.  
‘My phone keeps getting cut off.’  You don’t know how many people I try just to 
get over here to come see me; I can’t even get them because their phone cut off.   
There’s a lot of people on campus and ninety 99% of them don’t worry about how 
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their phone bill is gonna get paid.  99% are gonna live on campus their first 
couple of years and then they’re gonna make a smooth transition into living off 
campus because they can probably get a job after their twelve class hour schedule 
day is over.  These kids (African American football players) are the ones with 
scholarship checks and can’t get a job during the fall.  So just understand that 
they’re fighting a battle that an 18 year old probably shouldn’t be trying to fight 
because they’re young men trying to figure this thing out while you have other 
people who they’re not fighting the same war. 

Shawn’s examples demonstrated the added burden of having to deal with issues that 

many students may not have to deal with because they receive money from their family 

and/or are able to work part time while in school. Some participants like Dave also 

described how they had to support the family financially and help out when there are 

problems. 

I send money back home. I send a lot of money back home. Last year, I would say 
all the way up until the summer, this summer I’d probably say about $2,000. I 
remember one time I sent a thousand when I had got my Pell Grant. So I sent 
about two thousand back over the course of the year and I just take my mom out 
to eat whenever we go out and my family too. 

Having come from homes led by single-mothers, some of the young men 

discussed having to be the man of the house at home and while away at school.  Blake, 

who grew up with his mother and older sister, talked about wanting to help out his mom 

while in college.  

I haven’t really been away from my mom that long. Because I know that things 
are not really going too well back at home. And to have her back at home with all 
the problems and I’m not there to at least help through some of it, that’s kind of a 
challenge. 

Lawrence also mentioned that his goal is to use college to help his mother. He said: 

I’m trying to do anything to provide for my mom. That’s my main goal. That’s 
what’s pushing me through college right now is to do my best to pass and 
hopefully one day I can make some money out in one of the [professional] 
worlds. 
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 Based on the strong connections to the home, African American male student-

athletes have one major need that needs to be addressed. These young men need a 

cultural bridge to help them with the transition away from home and into an entirely 

different culture. This bridge is important to help create familiarity with their new 

environment, create a sense of home on campus, and adjust to being away from a 

community and home setting that they have grown accustomed to over so many years.  

Theme 5 – The Meaning of Mentoring and the Attributes of Good Mentors 

The participants were asked explicitly to express what mentoring means to them. 

They often explained their concepts by using real life examples of people who have 

mentored them throughout their lives like the family mentors discussed in the previous 

section. Yet they also talked about some of the ideal characteristics and attributes of 

someone they would consider to be a good mentor. To these individuals, mentors had to 

be trustworthy and truthful, often African American and male, but most importantly had 

to truly care about them as a person. 

The Definition of a Mentor – Someone Who’s Always There for You 

In this study, the researcher directly asked every participant to provide his or her 

definition of a mentor. While the definitions often varied in language and words 

depending on whom you spoke to, the participants most often included statements about a 

mentor being honest and genuine towards a protégé and helping the protégé achieve the 

goals that he has set out for himself. Maurice emphasized that a mentor often teaches.  

A mentor is somebody you look up to. They help you do things that you don’t 
know how to do and they teach you and if you’re doing wrong…they teach you 
the way you should be to help you become a better person. 

Meanwhile, Dave stressed that mentors lead by example and help keep you in check. He 

stated that a mentor is: 
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Somebody holding you accountable and not just telling you, but just like [leading] 
by example. And because everybody has a different trail. And [they’re] just not 
saying ‘Okay, you’ve got to do it this way, that way, this way,’ but just saying, 
‘Hey, by my actions, I’m showing you this is the right way to go.’ And by your 
situation, you find, and depict which routes you can go to get to that way you 
want to go – that he’s leading by example or she’s leading by example. 

Also emphasizing passing on wisdom and being experienced, academic mentor Greg also 

highlighted that a mentor “has to have some wisdom and skills and have lived a little bit 

to have experiences to share to a mentee,” he said. “So I think they’re a responsible 

person, they’re knowledgeable.” 

 Other participants not only stressed the importance of mentors being able to push 

a person in the right direction, but also defined mentors within the context of not having 

an agenda or looking out for their own benefits. Everett stated that a mentor is 

“somebody that makes sure you’re doing well,” he explained. “Someone that makes sure 

you’re doing well in life and will look over you and help you in any way they can without 

it necessarily benefiting them.” Moreover, Patrick also added that a mentor is “somebody 

that’s always got your best interests at heart,” he stated. “A mentor is somebody that’s 

selfless. They want to see you excel.”  

 Another common thread amongst some of the various definitions of a mentor was 

always being there for the protégé or having patience with him. Maurice feels mentors 

need to continue to work with protégé even if they do not understand or take the advice 

right away. “They got to be patient,” he said. “They can’t be like well if you’re not 

getting it, get frustrated with you because you’re not learning.” Staff member Deborah 

also believed that a mentor must always be there for them no matter the circumstances. 

It’s a person who, first of all, has to care and love the people that they’re 
mentoring and that means that no matter where that person comes form, no matter 
what they’re background is, that you’ve really got to love them.  



 108 

Former student-athlete Shawn provided one of the most detailed definitions 

incorporating a lot of the previously mentioned concepts. 

An individual who’s grounded and understands and they’re well versed and 
they’re complete in most of what they’re trying to accomplish. Somebody who 
just understands; someone who just gets it; someone who just gets at life. 
Someone who just gets the importance of just being a good person, being a good 
student, being a good father, being a good son, being a good athlete; someone 
who just who gets it; who just understands the importance of being a great person 
who’s gonna push you mentally, who’s gonna push you physically; sometimes 
push you spiritually, but who is going to try to get the best out of you as a person. 
Someone who has no motive; someone who is not looking for any return, but 
when you leave them each day or after their encounter you or after your 
conversations you leave with better knowledge of something. You leave with a 
deeper understanding of something. You leave knowing that you’ve sat in front of 
a person who cares about you, who wants the best for you and no matter what 
happens between that meeting and the next meeting they still want the best for 
you. And that’s my definition. 

The definitions provided by the different participants alluded to a feeling that a 

mentor has to truly care for a person and help them regardless of what may be happening 

in his or her life or the life of their protégés. The main purpose of the mentoring 

relationship is to help the protégé achieve certain goals and achievements and mentors 

cannot worry about gaining or benefitting from the relationship. The definitions not only 

described the concept, but also foreshadowed the ideal attributes and characteristics that 

African American male student-athletes seek in a mentor.  

Ideal Characteristics and Attributes of a Mentor 

For an individual who is seeking a mentor, it is important that he or she identifies 

the key qualities they are looking for in his or her ideal mentor. If they do not necessarily 

know the characteristics that they want their mentor to have, then they will not find a 

mentor who they will be inspired to listen and learn from. After providing their definition 

of a mentor, participants were also asked to describe their ideal mentor to see what 
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attributes of a mentor meant the most to them. Others also expressed ideal mentor 

characteristics and traits in their advice to someone who wanted to mentor them. 

One of the common attributes of the ideal mentor was transparency. Participants 

felt that their ideal mentor should be honest and open about his or her own life. Randall 

affirmed this when he said that a mentor should be “somebody that’s open, honest, [and] 

upfront.” Jamil also said he wants a mentor who’s “real.” He said, “They’ve got to be real 

with me.” Meanwhile, Patrick emphasized that he always wanted honesty from his 

mentor. “Just keep it real,” he stated. “I don’t want it sugar-coated. I just want the truth 

every time.” 

Another common characteristic was that a mentor needed to be able to relate to 

them, but yet still be firm and challenge him when necessary. Maurice explained why he 

valued both qualities. 

They got to be cool. They can’t be like a strict, mean person all the time. But they 
can’t be like ‘too cool’ – sort of like you [can] run over them…They gotta be 
cool, but they gotta know when to push you and make you stay focused – 
something like that. 

Academic mentor Greg also agreed with this sentiment and had personal experience with 

mentors who could relate, but also challenge mentees. 

You’ve got to be able to relate, and again, you’ve got to hold them accountable. 
And I understand [that] young people, mentees, like someone to hold them 
accountable on things that’s right and call them out if they’re on the wrong 
path…from my experience, I remember those teachers or mentors who asked 
questions. ‘Are you sure that’s the right way?’ Or said, ‘You know that’s foul. 
The right way would be this way.’ Confrontation – healthy confrontation. 

Jarrett emphasized that he wanted a mentor to “be hard” on him and “actually help.” Yet 

while participants wanted to be challenged, they still wanted the conversation to be 

respectful. Phillip made this point clear. "Just treat me like a man,” he said. “Don’t come 



 110 

at me no kind of way cause if you do, then I might snap on you…Just have respect for me 

and I’ll have respect for you.” 

 Additionally, many of the participants emphasized that the ideal mentor needed to 

be willing to listen to them, get to know them, and make a genuine effort to understand 

them. Ricky said that a good mentor will take his or her time in building a relationship 

with him. He stated, “The advice I would give them is like to get to know me first. Don’t 

start asking like a lot of questions and everything. Just take it day by day. Just learn 

something new about me everyday.“ Greg explained that as a mentor, to be good you 

have to have good listening skills. 

[Good mentors] – they listen and they watch and observe for a minute. And then 
that way they can ask questions to the mentee. So [have] great listening skills. 
And then they have to know when to listen, and what to confront, and when to 
redirect or ask questions. 

Thus, the participants in the study really needed to feel that their mentor was truly 

invested in them and willing to take the time to hear them out before the mentor offered 

his or her advice. 

Importance of Mentor Being an African American Male 

The most common and possibly the most significant attribute that participants 

brought up regarding the ideal mentor was that the mentor should be an African 

American male. Participants like Carter stated that their ideal mentor would “probably 

[be] somebody with the same race as me.” While never being truly dismissive of White 

or female mentors, participants and stakeholders often stated that the ideal mentor is a 

Black male because they would be able to relate easier to African American male 

student-athletes. For instance, Lawrence was not against having a White mentor, but he 

explained why he would prefer a n African American male mentor more. He stated: 
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He doesn’t have to be Black, but I would prefer him to be Black because I feel 
like he’s been through all the experiences that a Black male should have to go 
through – well not should have to go through, but already went through. 

His explanation alluded to the belief that there is a certain uniqueness of the African 

American male experience – a belief that Deborah agreed with.  

I think it’s very hard. It's not that it can’t be done. I think that a White person can 
help someone who’s Black or brown, but I think if it’s someone who looks like 
you, there’s something about us, our makeup, the same. There’s something about 
who we are. 

Former student-athlete Shawn went into even more detail about the unique African 

American male experience within the specific context of a predominately White 

university and why it is important to have a African American male mentor. 

I think it’s important. I think if because I’m a student-athlete and I think if I – 
because of the setting I’m in, I think here it only takes a man to understand a man. 
Now I think if I was doing an internship at Wal-Mart I don’t think it would 
necessarily be as important for a man to be my mentor but I think when you’re on 
this campus and there’s a one percent African American or less, you know, is 
African American and there’s even a smaller percent of African American Men, I 
think you really, really need to try to put somebody in front of you that looks like 
you, that is similar to you, who has the same goals, who has the same struggles, 
who you can talk about the same encounters, who has gone through what you’re 
gonna go through and can equip you with the tools, the knowledge to help you 
overcome it. It’s really tough if you have a mentor and he hasn’t gone through 
much; he hasn’t encountered much or he hasn’t encountered what you’re going to 
encounter and what you’re growing through I think conversation is hard 
sometimes. I think it’s hard for me to talk to someone who’s life doesn’t look like 
mine cause you’re trying to give me advice – if I had a mentor I want somebody 
who’s made the wrong decisions, I want somebody who’s made the right 
decisions, but I want somebody who has gone through what I’ve gone through 
and who has struggled, but can give me wisdom, enlightenment and tell me 
what’s ahead and what to expect when it happens, how to break through the wall. 
Sometimes you’re gonna need to climb over that wall but who can give me the – 
who can equip me to get through those situations. 

From a practical perspective within the realm of academic support services, Clint 

also talked about why an African American male mentor would be most ideal for African 
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American male student-athlete. “To me the ideal mentor for the Black student-athlete is 

somebody who’s probably African American, cause that’s the easiest way to break down 

that fear of ‘What does this person want?’” Clint’s statement highlights the idea that often 

race can be a barrier for many African American male student-athletes who may be 

skeptical of taking advice from someone that does not look like them.  

 Nevertheless, while the participants felt that an African American male mentor 

was the ideal mentor for these individuals, they also clarified that they needed to be 

influential, responsible, and successful. They should also have many of the 

aforementioned characteristics and attributes. Greg (academic mentor) explained the type 

of African American male mentor(s) that are needed. 

I think the ideal mentor for a Black young man is a Black male – a strong Black 
male. And it can’t just be any Black male; he has to be a responsible Black male 
who’s accomplishing in whatever their field is. They can be a successful plumber, 
self-employed person, educator, or lawyer as long as they’re leading whatever 
field they’re in, responsible, and they have something to impart. I think at this 
point all my experiences working with being lead by either White females, Asian, 
whatever, I think a strong Black male has that heritage…just the certain legitimate 
power that because the way America is set up, only they could impart. And I’m 
not saying that the Black males can’t learn from other leaders, but I think you 
need to have some strong males in this group. 

Thus, while the participants and stakeholders never dismiss the potential for 

White mentors to be helpful towards African American male student-athletes, they did 

affirmatively believe that successful and responsible African American male mentors 

were the ones who really could help them grow and learn. 

The Real-Life Example of an Anchor for African American Male Student-Athletes 

Throughout the conversations with all of the student-athlete and stakeholders, one 

person was commonly brought up in many different conversations. An African American 

male professor and administrator named Dr. Marcus Voorhees was commonly referred to 
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as a mentor or potential mentor that participants felt comfortable approaching for advice. 

A professor of history, he often taught many African American male student-athletes in 

his classes and embraced them as soon as they came to campus.  

Participants spoke highly of Dr. Voorhees because he addressed them with 

respect, was honest and real with them, and challenged them to try to reach their full 

potential. Nate was really impressed by him. He said, “I’d never met a teacher like him, 

you know, that’s just real all the time. He’s always real with you.” Nate also appreciated 

him because of his encouragement and for holding him accountable. “He keeps you in 

line,” Nate said. “He makes sure that you’re just being a better person in life so, I’d never 

met a professor like him.” Additionally, participants also were amazed at how much he 

genuinely cares about them not only as an athlete, but also as people. Rob added,  

Dr. Voorhees, he stays on me even though when he knows that I have potential to 
do better when I’m at my worst or not at my best. And it’s just amazing how 
much he cares, even though we as athletes and students don’t show it sometimes. 

 Additionally, participants were excited that Dr. Voorhees had exposed them to 

things they never knew about and made them critically think about different concepts. 

After taking a class with Dr. Voorhees, Lawrence was blown away his lively class 

discussions and by what he learned about African American history.  

So, he teaches you the right but he also teach you about the wrong in that class 
and it influenced me, honestly, and that’s why you never see me miss a day of that 
class. I didn’t miss all but one of my classes, but I didn’t miss that class one time, 
honestly. And I be looking forward to what he gonna talk about the next day 
cause it’ll be some crazy shit. Not crazy, but exciting. It’s crazy in a way. 

Ricky also discussed how Dr. Voorhees exposed him to new ways of thinking about his 

experience as a football player and exploring more career options. He explained: 

Some of the things that Dr. Voorhees talked about as far as football-wise my eyes 
have opened to them and I see everything – I see everything he’s talked about 
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from the summer until now. So, that really just made me really explore my 
options, you know, use my connections that I do have to get a new job. 

Overall, the participants felt that they could depend on Dr. Voorhees when they 

needed him and were always confident that he would provide them trustworthy advice no 

matter what the situation was. 

The Greater Potential for Older Teammates to be Peer Mentors 

Participants in the study revealed that not only did professors, family members, 

and high school coaches were mentors to them, but also older teammates often served as 

role models and peer mentors to African American male student-athletes. The 

participants often spoke of how they watched and looked up to some of their teammates 

for guidance and learning how to navigate through different phases of being a student-

athlete.  

Participants described how they watched a lot of the older teammates to learn 

about how to be a better football player and teammate. Fred discussed how a couple of 

the established players from his position group helped him learn some of the nuances of 

his position.  

All those other older running backs help us out. [At our position], we have to 
perform a lot of pass protection. As a running back, we all came here because we 
can run the ball and all of us can do that. But [pass protection] is what they 
explained to us as kind of what sets people apart as a running back – knowing 
those pass protections, and picking up blocks, and just keeping the quarter back 
safe. Honestly my teammate has been a tremendous help. 

Carter also received help with his football knowledge from older teammate and 

participant, Everett, who happens to be in his position group. “Everett, he’s a junior 

defensive player, and I’m friends with him. Watching him, and just kind of studying him 

and watching him as a role model kind of helped me get through summer [workouts and 
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camp].” Thus, many of the participants felt comfortable seeking out older teammates as 

role models and potential mentors.  

 In addition to athletic skills and techniques, older teammates also 

mentored the first-year players on academic coursework and having a social life. Fred 

remarked about how his older teammate was a good guy to seek out not only about 

football, but about other aspects of life as well.   

He’s a real big influence to me. He kind of lets us know that he’s a guy that [you 
can come to him] not with just football [questions], but with anything…He’s a 
real good dude to look up to…the main thing I learned from him is that you can 
handle your business (academically and athletically) and have fun at the same 
time.  

Blake discussed how he interacted with and modeled older players who were 

doing well and also learned from older teammates who made mistakes.  

[It was helpful] to watch some of the other players - seeing how they react to 
certain situations, [it] makes you look at it a different way.  Like, ‘okay, he's 
studying, he's not playing around. So, let me get serious, so I can do the same 
thing.’ You see the outcome of their work, and you were at times, if you were 
playing around, and they weren't, their test scores are higher than yours.  You're 
like, 'Okay, well maybe I need to stop playing around as much, and study hard 
like them.'  So, I'd say doing that was helpful, and seeing some of the other people 
the way they are, and talking to some of the upper classmen on how they would 
tell us, as younger cats, ‘do this, cause I did this (made a big mistake) my 
freshman year, and this was a result of it. If you would change, if you didn't do 
what I do, you would be a lot better off, and would get it.’  Because they have to 
work a lot harder to get to where they are now.  Rather than us having to work 
that hard to get where they are.  

Former player Alvin reflected on mentor relationship with fellow participant and 

former teammate Shawn and being the same to other players who came behind him. 

Shawn…he’s still influential to me.  When I came in here he took me under his 
wing and we rolled.  We started together my first two years and he showed me the 
ropes on and off the field - both positive and negative.  And I did the same thing 
for a lot of guys.  My junior year when he left I took a lot of guys under my wing 
and showed them the ropes.  And that’s what they did and it’s just an ongoing 
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process.  And I think having somebody that’s around your age group, a little bit 
older than you, and they can take you under their wing it’s huge because if you 
[think about it, you say to yourself] ‘well this guy is my age telling me stuff or a 
little bit older than me’ and then you get a chance to see them up close and learn 
from them. 

Alvin’s experience demonstrated how mentoring relationships, although they may take 

extra work, can pay dividends for both the older teammate and younger teammate in the 

short term and long-term future.   

In all of these experiences, older African American male student-athletes played a 

major role in serving as an informal mentor to each of these participants and helped them 

athletically, academically, and socially as well. These examples are evidence that there is 

great potential in fostering an atmosphere where student-athletes want to lead and pass on 

a tradition of mentoring as new student-athletes come on to the team.   

Faculty/Staff Identify Potential Mentors for African American Male Student-Athletes 

During interviews with the key stakeholders, they were asked to suggest people 

who potentially would serve on a mentoring network or board of directors for African 

American male student-athletes. The types of people that consistently came up were 

professors (African American professors in particular), African American males from the 

community, as well as current and former student-athletes. 

Greg (academic mentor) named a number of different people that would be part of 

the mentor network.  

I think with a combination of, it needs to be definitely democratic, I think. You 
know, you've got to have a strong leader. But you've got to have faculty – a mix 
of faculty and staff. Even put a high achieving student leader in some kind of role 
on the board. And then you've got to have community, and corporate members. 
So, we've got to have those, we are mostly brothers, but, you've got to mix it up. 
But the guys are brothers from corporate America, who are right here, in 
town…you've got to have some community leaders for that balance. So, whether 
it's NAACP, or Urban League, and some other community leaders. So, I think 
they need to see a mix of that, and the community leaders, and the guys that are 
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religious folks on there too. So, we need to deal with body, mind and soul, you 
know. But make sure it's a strong board. And I think it's important to have, if you 
can, if you're gonna work with Athletes, have either some current person, who's a 
leader in athletics, or a former athlete. You know, we have some former NFL 
people who are doing personal things in town. I think it's important to have some 
of that. 

Deborah’s list included some of the same people that Greg mentioned, but also included 

faith leaders and African American sport scholars. 

I would have ministers; I would have definitely the church involved…I would like 
to have professors – not all of them – but just a few of them. Some former athletes 
– those who have not made it in the pros and then some who have because 
everybody doesn’t make it. And then people like Harry Edwards. 

These faculty and staff members not only considered people involved with the 

university community, but those who lived in the city and communities surrounding the 

campus. It also considered mentors from many different backgrounds with different 

experiences. This is something that Clint felt could be helpful for African American male 

student-athletes because they would be able to “explore different areas”. These 

suggestions could not only be helpful for the student-athletes, but also for the mentors 

themselves in that they can learn from each other and utilize each other’s networks for 

the benefit of student-athletes. 

The participants’ conceptualization of mentoring, ideal characteristics, real-life 

examples of good mentors, and suggestions for other mentors highlights two major needs 

of African American male student-athletes.  

First, African American male student-athletes need access to established, 

successful African American male professionals in various fields from the city and 

campus communities that would participate in a support structure. Additionally, non-

African American males who understand the African American male student-athlete 

experience could potentially participate in a support structure as well to provide diverse 
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insights and different skill sets. Nonetheless, the participants from the study placed a 

great importance on having African American male mentors due to the fact that they 

could relate and connect with them on a deeper level. 

Second, African American male student-athletes need additional and continuous 

leadership and mentor training to enhance their skills as mentors for younger players. 

When first-year participants were able to interact with and learn from older African 

American male teammates, it left a lasting impact on the individuals and provided them a 

real example of how to potentially succeed on and off the field. Continued development 

of leadership skills will help to foster a strong and knowledgeable mentoring culture 

within the team. 

The needs of African American male student-athletes have been established 

through the experiences shared by the participants in this investigation. The next steps are 

to evaluate the implications of these needs for all the student-athletes themselves, the 

mentoring theoretical framework, and for institutions, researchers, and practitioners. 

Finally, with a complete understanding of the needs and what they really mean, we can 

then use this information to begin to create solutions using mentoring theory.
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 Chapter 5: Summary, Discussion, Implications 

 This study was a sincere effort to understand the psychosocial, academic, 

and athletic needs of African American male student-athletes and to share in-depth 

narratives of how these young men transitioned from high school to a large and 

historically predominately White flagship public institution. The study sought to 

highlight how African American male student-athletes navigated the overwhelming 

transition to being a first-year college student and a new member of an elite college 

football program, all while struggling to manage their time, and confronting the racism 

and stereotypes that precipitated differential treatment. It further highlighted how African 

American male student-athletes depended on family support to deal with transition 

struggles such as the struggles of the de-recruitment process. Finally, the ideal 

characteristics and attributes these individuals look for in a good mentor were examined.  

Through the collection of the detailed narratives of 12 African American male 

football players at the conclusion of the first and second semester of their first year of 

college, and the additional insights from faculty and staff, and other current and former 

African American football players, this qualitative approach expands the knowledge base 

of the African American male experience at large, public universities. 

Through a rigorous and detailed process of in-depth semi-structured interviews 

and qualitative data analysis, this study focused on three primary research questions to 

reveal five major themes/findings: 1) African American male student-athletes are 

underprepared and overwhelmed academically, socially, and athletically by the demands 

of being a college student and an elite intercollegiate athlete; 2) African American male 

student-athletes struggle to survive the de-recruitment process of their sport; 3) African 

American male student-athletes are shocked by the culture and prevalence of Whiteness 
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and experience differential treatment based on racial stereotypes; 4) African American 

male student-athletes rely heavily on the emotional support and encouragement of close 

family and friends to persist through tough situations; 5) African American male student-

athletes have identified ideal characteristic and attributes they look for in a mentor and 

place great importance on mentors being African American men. These findings create a 

rich and enlightening narrative regarding how African American male student-athletes 

navigate the difficult transition into the collegiate academic and athletic realm and can 

inform researchers and administrators regarding how to better serve AAMSA’s through a 

culturally specific mentoring program that will improve their overall college experience 

and encourage critical thinking and academic success.  

DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The discussion of the findings will be organized using the major findings and 

revelations from the data and also incorporating the three major research questions posed 

in chapter 1 used to guide the investigation. This discussion will also look to see how the 

results compared to the literature used to guide the study and how these findings expand 

or add to the literature on transitions, mentoring, and the development of African 

American male student-athletes. 

The Main Transitions of African American Male Student-Athletes 

There are five major areas of transitions that African American male student-

athletes endure as they begin their first year of college at a predominately White 

institution.  These transitions create significant social, psychological, and athletic needs 

in these individuals. While the overall transition from high school to college in terms of 

athletics and academics were expected, some of the other transitions they went through 

were unexpected and may have surprised them or impacted their transition greater than 
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the transitions they did expect. The participants were not expecting to encounter all of the 

transitions they went through or the degree to which the transitions would affect their 

first-year experience.  

Looking back at Schlossberg’s (1981) theory of transition, an individual’s ability 

to transition and potential to adapt to it, depends greatly on the individual’s perception of 

the transition, their personal characteristics, and the characteristics of their old and new 

environment. Perhaps the biggest issue for many of the participants in this study was the 

stark contrast of the characteristics of their old environment compared to their new 

environment on campus. Since their old environment was much more diverse racially 

compared to their new environment, it made transitioning to a predominately White 

institution with a history of a powerful and dominant upper middle class White culture 

that much more difficult for the participants. Additionally, their old environments 

provided much more comfort and support because of the existence of strong and loving 

families compared to a campus that not only created a physical barrier between their life 

at school and home, but also forced these young men to encounter a sometimes hostile 

environment on their own. 

Goodman et al.’s (2006) argument that transitions are understood by considering 

the type, context, and impact of transition also revealed a lot about the transitions that 

African American male student-athletes endure during their first year. The type of 

transition was arguably the biggest issue and also had the most impact for this population, 

followed by the context and impact. Each major transition will be analyzed using these 

three major considerations. 

The first major transition area for African American male student-athletes is 

coming from a more diverse community to an environment that is a lot less diverse and 

dominated by upper middle class, White cultural norms. This transition was largely 
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unanticipated by the student-athletes despite knowing upfront that they were attending a 

predominately White institution. Nonetheless, the sheer number of students and the lower 

numbers of students who looked like them, made these young men stand out even more 

in the majority of places they go to on campus. This resulted in them often experiencing 

culture chock, feeling out of place, or perceiving that they were being judged by the 

negative stereotypical assumptions associated with African American male athletes. The 

context speaks for itself in this situation as many of the young men had to become 

accustomed to being in an environment where they were outnumbered and where the 

power dynamics of race also became an issue when working with academic staff, 

professors, and even their coaches. Lastly, the impact of this transition was large as the 

participants were now subject to having to adjust to new cultural norms and were 

confronted with racial stereotypes throughout the rest of their experience on campus. 

This major transition area implied that race was a significant factor in the 

transitional experiences of male student-athletes at a predominately White institution. 

While there are issues that are salient regardless of race, there are some issues that are 

impacted by it. Clearly, issues surrounding negative stereotypes of African American 

male athletes affected them in their athletic, academic, and psychosocial settings. The 

issues surrounding race did not have the same impact on Anglo American student-

athletes, due in part to the fact that they were able to blend into the university 

environment more easily than African American male student-athletes. 

The second major transition area is the humility of becoming a new and 

inexperienced freshman after being a very lauded and highly recruited star in high school. 

While this transition was not the most surprising revelation (Person, et al., 2001), it did 

reveal a lot about how these young men can respond to what is often the first adversity 

they experience in a sport they have excelled at for multiple years. They have gone from 
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being one of the top 100 high school football players in their state to being one of eighty-

five scholarship athletes who could essentially say the same thing about their high school 

careers. The talent level and competition of college athletics is very high and new 

student-athletes are expected to keep their head down and earn the respect of their 

coaches and older teammates. Their new coaches will likely not pay them the same 

attention and patience that their high school coaches gave them as the most gifted and 

talented player on the entire team. This transition represented the re-socialization process 

of transitioning into a new elite sport environment (B. C. Green, 2005). For African 

American male student-athletes, this was an unexpected transition as they knew that they 

would have to work to earn respect of the other players and coaches on the team, but they 

did not realize that it was sometimes a thankless and arduous task. Additionally, some of 

the athletes expected to get more playing time as a result of their hard work, but when 

that never happened or if they were told to redshirt, then this became a transition that they 

expected, but did not occur. The impact of this transition was definitely significant as it 

sometimes lead to depression or frustration with the coaches and the team, and made 

them question why they decided to come to the university.  

The third major transition area is going from being a high school athlete to a 

college athlete. This was an unanticipated transition for African American male student-

athletes. While they knew that playing college football would be more demanding and 

competitive, they did not anticipate exactly how demanding and competitive it would be 

and the work required to become a contributing athlete on this level. The adjustment was 

not only physical, but required increased mental toughness and a higher level of intellect. 

These adjustments were necessary to meet the physical demands of a more rigorous 

strength and conditioning program, meet and/or exceed the competitive standards set by 

very talented and established players, digest an expended and more complex playbook, 
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and endure more hours devoted to their sport. If these expectations and skill requirements 

are not met, Palm (1991) posited that these student-athletes may be seen as a technical 

and group disturbance to the sport system, as they attempt to transition into the new sport 

culture (B. C. Green, 2005). The impact of this transition was significant, as they had to 

maintain a standard of excellence in their sport that they did not always have to work for 

in the past in addition to the standards they were required to meet academically. 

The fourth major transition is going from being a high school student to being a 

college student. The academic adjustment is a challenge for all new students who enter 

college as freshmen, but often it is an even greater task for African American male 

student-athletes because of the lack of preparation they typically had in high school and 

the pressure to balance athletic responsibilities with their academic responsibilities. This 

was one of the least surprising findings of the study since past literature has shown that 

African American male student-athletes have often been unprepared for college 

coursework (Clark & Parette, 2002; Edwards, 1984; Hyatt, 2003). For African American 

male student-athletes, this transition was typically expected, but the impact of it was still 

significant as many of the participants were forced to work much harder to earn good 

grades and remain eligible to play their sport. Yet the context of being a large, 

predominately White, and academically competitive university greatly influenced their 

transition in this area as they had to adjust to a new learning environment, different 

teaching styles, and working with professors whom they do not understand and, to their 

surprise, often do not care about whether students pass their class or not.   

Based on the third and fourth transitions stated previously, there are some 

implications for transition theories from the student development and sport development 

literature. This investigation adds to the literature gap in the research literature regarding 

transitions into new athlete roles that Green (2005) called for in sport development 
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research. This study provided insight into athletes who participate in a non-Olympic sport 

and who depend on a school-based sport system, as opposed to a club based system, to 

continue to move up to the top of the elite sport development model: professional 

football. The fact that there are no semi-professional or development leagues equivalent 

to the major intercollegiate football places even more pressure on student-athletes in this 

system to have a successful athletic transition that will help improve their chances to 

make it to the various leagues in the professional ranks of the sport. The identification of 

the major issues and needs of African American male student-athletes in this system and 

the potential solutions to address them can help to potentially reduce transition failure.  

 The fifth major transition area is the adjustment of being at home with close 

family and friends to being out of the house and away from the comforts of the 

community they grew up in. Home and family meant a lot to these individuals because of 

the significance they played in raising these young men since they were boys. Their 

families have been an integral part of their lives, especially through some tough times, for 

many of the student-athletes. Now they must face being in a new environment, out of 

their comfort zone and facing the demands of being a high profile student-athlete in front 

many watchful eyes. It is critical for them to be able to face many of the pressures facing 

them without having family right by their side every step of the way. This transition is an 

anticipated transition, but has a major impact on these young men. Additionally, the 

context of the situation plays a major role because often many of their family members 

either have not attended college or have not attended a college like this institution, while 

playing an elite sport. Thus, it makes it more difficult for some of the parents, relatives, 

and friends to completely understand what these young men are going through and 

sometimes can only provide emotional support for them. 
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Unique Contributions of the Study 

Transitioning to a PWI is a Big Deal 

 For the participants in this investigation, the movement into a large, and 

predominately White institution was a major issue they were confronted with and created 

issues that affected them academically, psychosocially, and athletically. These young 

men were heavily impacted by the lack of diversity they encountered when they arrived 

on campus and created new barriers to their ability to integrate themselves into the fabric 

of campus culture. Attending a PWI was a concern not only upon arrival, but also while 

participants were being recruited and deciding which school they would attend. 

While the overall quality of the football program and was the overarching factor 

in the decision to accept a scholarship offer to attend a particular university, the 

participants in this study were concerned about being on a campus where there was not a 

large proportion of African American students. Often the participants in this study 

described that they came from communities and neighborhoods that were a lot more 

diverse than the makeup of this institution. One participant even indicated that he 

originally wanted to attend a historically Black college so that he could be considered as 

a student and not be seen as another African American student-athlete. Yet because he 

and the other participants felt that attending a PWI was the best option for becoming an 

elite football player and having a chance at playing professionally, they never seriously 

considered attending one of these institutions.  

Coupled with the institution’s history of racism and the large proportion of White 

students, faculty, and staff the participants expressed feelings of culture shock upon 

arriving on campus. Some of the participants felt out of place, while others were hesitant 

about who they could trust. This lead to feelings of isolation from other students, faculty, 

staff and other members of the university community. 
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As a result of being on a predominately White campus, the participants often 

experienced differential treatment based on negative stereotypes of African American 

male student-athletes. The negative stereotypes typically referred to the African 

American male student-athletes perceived athletic ability and lack of academic ability. 

While another major stereotype of the African American male student-athlete being 

labeled a thug or criminal has become prominent in recent years (Lapchick, 2000), the 

participants in this study did not present this stereotype during their interviews.  They 

often perceived that professors, especially White professors, harbored negative 

stereotypes consistent with other research on student-athletes and African American male 

student-athletes in particular (Comeaux, 2010; Engstrom, et al., 1995; Perlmutter, 2003). 

Additionally, the participants also perceived that they were stereotyped by other students, 

including African American students, they encountered in classes and other university 

settings (Engstrom & Sedlacek, 1989, 1991; G. Sailes, 1993).   

The stereotyping of African American male student-athletes had a major effect on 

their psyche and experience on and off the field. The results from this investigation 

demonstrated how African American male student-athletes were bombarded with 

negative stereotypes that were cast upon them by others within the university community. 

The constant reminder of negative stereotypes, especially regarding their academic ability 

and value of education, put pressure on many of the participants in study to defy the 

stereotypes and perform well to prove people wrong. Yet often this pressure might have 

negatively influenced their academic performance. This is consistent with Steele’s (1997) 

theory of stereotype that “in the short run can depress their intellectual performance and 

over the long run, undermine the identity itself” (p. 627). The long term effects of 

stereotype threat seemed evident in the second and third year African American male 

participants who either provided stories of becoming less concerned about the direction 
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of their academic performance or stories of others who resorted to allowing the academic 

staff to choose and plan their majors.   

The transition into a PWI and the stereotypes that influenced the treatment they 

received from other people on campus affirmed the theories on African American male 

student-athlete’s differential treatment (Benson, 2000; Singer, 2002, 2005). The African 

American male student-athletes in this investigation perceived that they often were 

stereotyped and treated a certain way by students, professors, academic staff, and coaches 

while their white teammates were often treated otherwise. The African American male 

student-athletes cited incidences where students were disappointed in being paired up 

with an African American male student-athlete for group projects, professors calling 

them out purposefully in front of the entire class, and academic staff members directing 

them towards easier classes and majors to stay eligible. These findings were similar to 

Singer’s (2005) results which posited that African American male student-athletes 

perceived the racism they experienced on campus through the differential treatment they 

received compared to their white counterparts.  

Singer used a term from Thompson, Neville, Weathers, Potson, and Atkinson’s 

(1990) study that described African American students’ perceptions of racism as cultural 

mistrust and urged scholars to look at the impact that cultural mistrust had on the 

developmental experiences of African American male student-athletes. The participants 

in this study demonstrated a cultural mistrust of academic staff members, White 

professors, and some White students. Many of the student-athletes who exhibited this 

feeling avoided the academic staff despite it being organized to assist them and sought 

academic help from friends, significant others, or other classmates they could trust. They 

also typically did not seek help from professors during office hours because they felt that 

they would not receive genuine help from them. For some participants like Patrick, it 
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alienated them even more and often made them feel upset with their situation. Patrick 

eventually transferred the same year his interview was conducted due to a lack of playing 

time and feeling out of place not only in the classroom, but also on his team. 

Redshirts: “The Lost Children” 

The participants in this investigation who redshirted during their freshman year or 

struggled to get playing time were the individuals who seemed to struggle the most with 

their transition into the institution. The majority of these young men have been 

conditioned throughout their primary and secondary educational experiences to believe in 

themselves as the best and most talented athletes to come from their neighborhood, city, 

state or even the nation. The accolades and acclaim are affirmed by a scholarship offer 

from one of the top college football programs in the country. They are celebrated by their 

high school, family and friends and everyone is looking forward to seeing them play on 

the next level. Yet, when they arrive on campus and are now competing with grown men 

who had the same accolades coming out of high school, they sometimes struggle to see 

the field initially and are often redshirted – sitting out their entire freshman year. 

While some student-athletes may look at a redshirt as an opportunity to get better, 

a lot of African American male student-athletes, including the ones in the study, look at 

redshirting as a mark against them and their athletic ability. The majority of the student-

athlete participants had not redshirting as their main goal during their first year. When 

this did not happen, it was a devastating blow to their confidence and ego. This was often 

a tough position for these young men to be put in due to their high athletic identity and 

their love of the sport. 

The participants who redshirted talked about how it they and other guys who 

redshirted were often depressed and felt left out. They did not receive attention from their 
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coaches. One academic staff person referred to these young men as the “Lost Children” 

who are struggling to find their way when they are not able to do the one of the very few 

things they are passionate about: play football. These negative feelings made many of the 

participants turn their attention to partying, sleeping with multiple women, drinking, and 

sometimes even illicit drug use. They used these vices to cope with the discouraging 

feelings of not being able to travel with the team or be seen on television by their family 

and friends back home. These behaviors are consistent with some of the negative 

behaviors associated with jock identity that reinforces a value system that places 

importance on external measures and ego-focused ideals (Miller, 2009; Miller, Farrell, et 

al., 2005; Miller & Hoffman, 2009; Miller, et al., 2003).  Since the young men who 

redshirt were not able to receive validation or rewards based on their performance on the 

field, they look elsewhere to receive those benefits and bolster their ego. The participants 

often spoke of getting into clubs and parties that other students could not get into, 

receiving free alcoholic beverages despite being underage, and getting attention from 

females because they were members of the football team. This was their validation of 

being an athlete, but left unchecked, this was sometimes also a part of their downfall as 

an athlete and student. 

The dejection of not being able to play the sport they love for the school they 

were heavily recruited by also had an effect on their academic performance. The 

participants felt that there was no point to putting forth the effort to succeed or pass 

academically because it would not matter anyway since they were not going to play. In 

essence, since the main purpose for attending college was taken away from them, 

everything else associated with getting them on the field seemed pointless. This often 

resulted in some of these young men nearly flunking out or being placed on academic 

probation. 
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The experiences of first-year African American student-athletes who redshirt 

expose the strong athletic identity they have built up throughout their lives and what can 

potentially happen if this they are separated from sport. Other scholars have argued that 

athletic identity is strong with student-athletes and especially strong with African 

American male student-athletes because of the perception that others have of them being 

constantly reflected back on them (L. Harrison, et al., 2002; L. Harrison, et al., 2011). 

Thus, when an African American male student-athlete is told to redshirt and cannot play 

for an entire year, there may be damage to his perception of himself that may be hard to 

repair over the course of the year without the support, skills, and maturity to approach his 

freshman year.  

The Main Support System is Left Behind at Home  

When African American male student-athletes arrived on campus as first-year 

students in the summer, they left behind a strong support system that helped them get to 

that point. Their family and friends helped raise them into the young men they are and 

have often helped them get through some of the toughest situations of their lives. So for 

many of the participants in this study, it was a tough ordeal to be able to be away from 

home and from the people they knew they could count on anytime.  

African American male student-athletes often depended greatly on their family for 

emotional support since they had not created a support system on campus and because of 

their hesitancy to trust people who wanted to help. Coming into a PWI as talented and 

highly regarded athletes, African American male student-athletes were accustomed to 

putting up barriers between themselves and other people. Often they had already been 

approached throughout the recruiting process by people who claimed they wanted to help 

them, but really only wanted to use the athlete for their own personal gain. This mistrust 
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carried over into first year of college and often they were skeptical of others who said 

they were looking to help or support them. Thus, African American male student-athletes 

looked to their families and close friends – people they knew were genuine and 

trustworthy – for support through tough times they faced while adjusting to being a 

student-athlete. Nonetheless, these young men began to realize that the physical distance 

between them and their family made it difficult to always rely on their family back home. 

For many African American male student-athletes, they began to have feelings of 

isolation since they were away from home, their families, and the familiar communities 

in which they grew up. Isolation, in addition to discrimination, commitment, and 

integration was one of the barriers to persistence that Hyatt (2003) detailed in her 

research and review of literature. Not only did they have to adjust to the incredible 

demands placed on student-athletes athletically and academically, but also their 

adjustment took place in an environment where everyone was watching them. Since they 

spent so much time on their athletic pursuit and in their athletic facility, they likely 

depended on other African American male student-athletes for guidance, direction, and 

friendship since they understood each other and knew what they were going through. 

Thus, many of these young men depended on each other to help create their support 

system away from home and were initially skeptical of those people desiring to help 

them. 

The implications of athletes no longer having regular access to their support 

system from their home community is that they must create a new support system away 

from home and it may be difficult for others attempting to do this for them. For those 

looking to provide assistance to African American male student-athletes, they must be 

willing to be transparent, real, and show a genuine interest in the student-athlete as a 

person and not just as an athlete. The skepticism of these young men makes it easy for 
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them to write someone off if they perceive you to be fake and not real. This is a result of 

built-up cultural mistrust of White professors and some Black professors who they felt 

did not truly care about their education consistent with Singer’s (2005) research. Faculty 

members or staff looking to build trust with student-athletes, must be willing to spend 

time and effort to work directly with these young men and demonstrate that the assistance 

they provide comes with no expectations of anything from them. They also must gain the 

trust of the athletic department who do what they can to protect their student-athletes who 

are seen as assets to their program and investments in their program’s success.  

Dr. Voorhees, who many of the participants referred to as a true mentor to them, 

built a relationship with the athletic department and encouraged them to enroll these 

young men in his classes. After developing a relationship with the student-athletes and 

the athletic department, he was able to create a summer program that worked primarily 

with first-year African American male football players that he organized and coordinated 

for free. It may be key for professors and administrators looking to implement a 

mentoring program for student-athletes to work hard to build relationships with the 

athletic department and African American male student-athletes before proposing a 

program to address their needs. 

The Multiplied Effect of the Many Transitions Facing African American Male 
Student-Athletes 

The experiences of the participants in this study demonstrated that African 

American male student-athletes go through multiple transitions at the same time, often 

making their adjustment to college more stressful and difficult than other students on 

campus. As stated previously, African American male student-athletes go through five 

major transitions during the first year on campus. These transitions take place in all three 

major aspects of their college life: sport, academics, and social life. These transitions 
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appear to layer on top of each other and add more weight to the pressure and burden of 

African American male student-athletes to quickly integrate themselves and perform at 

the highest level. 

The transitions into a predominately white environment, college coursework, the 

adjustment to the demands of college sport, becoming a freshman on the team, and being 

away from home have a cumulative impact on the African American male student-

athletes overall transition from high school to college. These different transitions also 

happen at different paces depending on the individual’s circumstances, personality, and 

growth. The transitions also happen to overlap one another and can have an impact on 

each other. For participants in this study, they had to be able to juggle multiple transitions 

at once and be able to handle their daily responsibilities and demands. Having these 

multiple transitions seemed to add to the pressure they felt in making a successful 

transition to college.  

Schlossberg (1981) and later Goodman et al.’s (2006) work on transitions 

provides the definition and major factors of transitions, but these theories tend to focus on 

one transition and not multiple transitions. The transition literature tends to look at 

transitions in isolation as opposed to an aggregate of many smaller transitions. Going 

forward, the literature really needs to implore and see if there is a way to measure what 

impact that multiple transitions has on the overall transition that a person may be going 

through. In addition to the Situation, Self, Social Support, and Strategies factors of 

transitions, Goodman’s theory may need to include a multiplier factor that takes into 

account the number of transitions that a person may be going through at any one time.  
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The Needs of African American Male Student-Athletes 

This study affirmed Goodman et al.’s (Goodman, et al., 2006) theory of transition 

and the application of the four sets of actors that influence transitions: situation, self, 

social support, strategies. The individual’s “situation” set of factors plays a major role in 

the transition of African American male student-athletes. Factors in this set include 

triggers, timing, control, role change, duration, previous experience, concurrent stress, 

and assessment (Goodman, et al., 2006). Of particular importance within this set of 

factors is the control of the transition. While student-athletes have the control to select the 

university they wish to attend and subsequently transition into on an athletic scholarship, 

the scope of control changes as soon as they sign their letter of intent. First, they are now 

bounded by the National Letter of Intent (NLI) which bounds student-athletes to the 

school they accept a scholarship from and places restrictions on transferring to other 

universities by requiring student-athletes to sit out for an entire year when in the case that 

their transition was not successful (National Letter of Intent, 2012). This may greatly 

influence whether a student-athlete wants to consider leaving the university if he felt that 

he did not fit in with the sport program and/or the academic environment. While the rules 

of the National Letter of Intent were developed to prevent student-athletes from 

constantly transferring between schools, it unfairly penalizes student-athletes when 

coaches are allowed to leave for other programs with no repercussions beyond a buyout 

that another university is often willing to pay. The NCAA may want to look into creating 

a one-time exemption for transferring without any penalty for legitimate reasons and 

potentially impose greater penalties for any subsequent transfer to allow for more 

flexibility the first time around. 

Second, during the recruitment process and throughout their career as enrolled 

student-athletes, African American male student-athletes are held to the constitution and 
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bylaws of the NCAA’s 426 page Division I Manual (NCAA, 2011a). This manual details 

the rules that govern their eligibility to participate in intercollegiate athletics and contains 

many provisions that restrict them from receiving perceived special benefits. The 

existence of these rules may impact the extent to which some programs can be designed 

specifically for student-athletes and African American male student-athletes in particular. 

Additionally, these guidelines also directly affect the operations of university athletic 

departments and the services that they can provide to student-athletes. 

Third, the university’s institutional culture and multiple sub-culture will also have 

a major impact on the situation set of factors for African American male student-athletes. 

This institutional setting for this investigation was a large, historically predominately 

White, public institution in the Southwestern U.S. This particular institution placed a high 

value on its sport culture with an even greater emphasis on the success and popularity of 

its football program. With so much attention, resources (financial and physical), and 

people devoted to the success of its program, there is pressure from everyone to be put a 

successful product on the field. Hence, student-athletes, and the African American male 

football players for this institution are expected to perform at the highest level every year. 

This intense pressure to perform athletically could potentially take away focus from other 

aspects of student life, including academic and career planning and involvement in 

student life. Additionally, this institution’s cultural values regarding football provide a 

more rewarding experience for what is done on the field rather than what is accomplished 

in the classroom or other arenas.  

Fourth, the athletic department and its structure of support services for student-

athletes greatly impact the control of the transition for African American male student-

athletes. Student-athletes interact with members of the athletic department (i.e. coaches 

during recruiting) prior to meeting or speaking with anyone else from the university. 
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From recruitment until graduation or when the student-athlete leaves the program, the 

athletic department plays a major role in the athletic, academic, and social experiences of 

student-athletes. Athletically, the athletic department and the student-athletes’ coaches 

determine their practice and game schedule and other team related meetings and 

functions. They also help manage the public image of their student-athletes. Socially, the 

athletic department may enforce additional rules to help decrease negative, off the field 

incidences and help keep student-athletes out of situations that could negatively affect 

their eligibility. Academically, support for student-athletes’ academic success is housed 

in the athletic department. While this may provide convenience for student-athletes to 

have access to tutors and academic coaching within their own athletic facility, it may be 

problematic and present a conflict of interest. With academic advising taking place 

outside of the scope of academic services provided to other students, it could give the 

perception that student-athletes have special privileges or even worse, being given 

benefits that violate NCAA rules. Additionally, academic support services reports to the 

athletic department with some informal oversight by coaches. If athletic departments and 

coaches are under extreme pressure to win, this could potentially lead to compromising 

situations that may promote keeping student-athletes eligible at all costs while 

disregarding the short and long term consequences of academic planning. Perhaps, 

universities may want to move student-athlete support services to academic units or a 

student support services umbrella for all students to potentially mitigate the risks 

currently present. 

The “strategies” set of factors present some of the biggest needs for African 

American male student-athletes that mentoring programs must address. Currently, the 

student-athletes in the study coped with the stress of being a student-athlete in various 

ways either through healthy conversation, informal mentoring, and seeking out resources 
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such as mentors to talk through situations. Yet others sometimes chose to engage in 

behaviors that were potentially damaging to themselves physically and mentally through 

the use of drugs, alcohol, and occasionally sexual promiscuity. A mentoring program 

must be able to help African American male student-athletes learn good strategies to deal 

with some of the major issues that arise during their first-year of adjusting to being 

student-athlete in an elite college athletics program.   

Examination of the experiences and transitions facing African American male 

student-athletes during their first-year experience in college revealed at least eleven needs 

among first year African American male student athletes. Academic needs included: 1) 

assistance in learning how to plant and prioritize weekly/monthly academic 

responsibilities alongside athletic demands; 2) increased knowledge of African American 

history with a particular emphasis on the history of the African American athlete; 3) 

better understanding of long-term academic planning and the process of selecting a 

major; 4) further development of critical thinking skills. 5) Increased confidence in their 

ability to be intellectuals, Athletic needs included: 6) increased dialogue and personal 

contact with coaches; 7) a training seminar or discussion group for players who redshirt. 

Psychosocial needs included: 8) a broader cultural transition into the institutional 

environment; 9) on-campus support structure with access to culturally competent 

counselors; 10) access to mentoring by established and successful African American 

male professionals for role modeling and African American manhood development; 11) 

additional leadership development and mentor training. The needs are listed in Table 4.  

While some of the needs that arose from the study can be applicable to students 

and student-athletes of different ethnicities and genders, some of the needs are specific or 

more salient to this group. The academic and psychosocial needs that deal with racial 

stereotypes and racial identity in particular are needs that are specific to this group. These 
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needs will likely call for a coordinated and culturally relevant approach to mentoring 

designed to address these specific needs in addition to the resources currently serving this 

group (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Singer, 2005). 

Identifying the Mentors of African American Male Student-Athletes  

Theme five detailed the participants’ concept of mentoring and provided 

examples of people who have mentored them and met some of the needs of African 

American male student-athletes described previously. Participants’ examples included 

university faculty and staff, athletic academic staff members, older teammates, and 

family and friends from home. While some needs were met, there were others that were 

not being met within the current institutional structure.   

The abundance of African American males in different capacities serving as 

mentors was expected and the participants shared numerous examples of this type of 

mentoring. This is consistent with the research on diversified mentoring that Ragins 

(Ragins, 1997, 2007) and other scholars have done in recent years. Past studies have 

demonstrated that homogenous mentoring relationships between minority mentors and 

protégés typically provided increased levels of psychosocial support than a heterogeneous 

mentoring relationship featuring a majority member mentor and a minority protégé 

(Dreher & Cox, 1996; James, 2000; Ragins, 1997). The information about the ideal 

mentor for African American male student-athletes confirms this assertion. The 

participants in this investigation felt that an African American male mentor was ideal 

since they could relate better to the African American male student-athletes experience as 

man of the same racial background. Having a mentor of the same racial background also 

eliminated the barrier of race that is often present in diversified mentoring relationships 

and sometimes difficult to overcome (Ragins, 1997).
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Needs of African American Male Student-Athletes 
Academic Needs 
1) Assistance in learning how to plan and prioritize weekly/monthly academic and 
athletic responsibilities 
  
2) Increased knowledge of African American history with particular emphasis on 
the history of the African American athlete and African Americans at their 
university 
  
3) Better understanding of long term academic planning and selecting a major 
  
4) Further development of critical thinking skills* 
  
5) Increased confidence in their ability to be intellectuals 
  
Athletic Needs 
6) Increased dialogue and personal contact with coaches 
  
7) Training seminar or discussion group for players who redshirt 
  
Psychosocial Needs 
5) Further development of critical thinking skills* 
  
8) Outlet or medium to vent, express themselves, and relieve pressure they are 
under as student-athletes 
  
9) A broader cultural bridge or transition into the institutional environment of 
predominately White institutions. 
  
10) Access to mentoring by established and successful African American male 
professionals for role modeling and development of African American manhood 
  
11) Additional leadership and mentor training 
  
* Considered both academic and psychosocial need 

Table 4: Needs of African American Male Student-Athletes
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Yet one participant’s close relationship with White faculty members within his academic 

department led to him being able to have success academically and increased 

opportunities. This is consistent with some studies on diversified mentoring relationships 

that argued that having a mentor from a majority group sometimes led to more career 

benefits despite not offering the same psychosocial support because of the mentor’s 

access to opportunities and information (Dreher & Cox, 1996; James, 2000). 

While having African American men as mentors is ideal, according to the 

participants, it is not always easy to achieve within the context of predominately White 

institutions. The reality is that African American faculty only make up a little under 4% 

of the total faculty and combined with full time staff members, only make up a little 

under 3% of the total full-time faculty and staff population. Thus, the pool of potential 

mentors to draw from these ranks is very small and there may be a need to look into 

outside of the campus community for African American male mentors or identify 

mentors of other racial backgrounds to assist African American male student-athletes if a 

critical mass of African American males on campus cannot be found.  

While informal mentoring is thought of as the most ideal form of mentoring due 

to its ability to provide more positive benefits than formal mentoring (Ragins & Cotton, 

1999), informal mentoring is probably not the most ideal form of mentoring for this 

group. While participants provided examples of mentors they have had, past and present, 

they rarely ever spoke of having to seek these mentors out for themselves. They typically 

gained these mentor relationships because someone made it a point to reach out to them. 

For instance, Dr. Voorhees typically initiated his mentoring relationships with many of 

the participants either through his summer courses with incoming freshman student-

athletes, or through his other classes he taught during the year. Most of the participants 

were hesitant to seek out mentors on their own volition because they felt uncomfortable 
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or did not have access to certain mentors (Blackwell, 1989; Kalbfleisch & Davies, 1991; 

Nagda, Gregerman, Jonides, von Hippel, & Lerner, 1988). These are circumstances 

consistent with reasons for creating a formal mentoring program (Ragins, 1997; Ragins & 

Cotton, 1999).  This is consistent with recent research by Packard et al. (2004) on first-

year students having difficulty seeking out multiple mentors.  

One of the strongest findings regarding mentors from this investigation was that 

having a mentor helped to expand the student-athletes’ network of resources and 

increased identity development. Consistent with research by Johnson and Huwe (2003) 

and Erkut and Mokros (1984), the participants in the study were able to expand their 

network and meet other potential mentors. Dr. Voorhees consistently brought in African 

American male professionals as guest speakers to his classes and meetings with African 

American male student-athletes who would tell their personal stories of how they achieve 

personal and professional success. These guests would often offer their business cards 

and personal information to allow the student-athletes to remain in contact with them.  

One of the biggest surprises and also one of the most revealing findings was the 

fact that the participants hardly ever felt that their college coaches were mentors to them. 

Personally, the researcher expected there to be some evidence of coaches who mentored 

players, however, there were only scant examples of coaches serving in this capacity.  

While it was a surprise to the researcher, it did affirm some research on the difficulty of 

having supervisors as mentors within an organization (C. H. Thomas & Lankau, 2009). 

From an outsider’s perspective, one would think that because student-athletes and their 

coaches spend a significant amount of time with each other that over time a more 

personal relationship would develop. Yet this was not the case and probably was not the 

case for many first-year athletes because they typically do not earn much playing time as 

freshmen.  
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CREATION OF A DIVERSIFIED MULTIPLE MENTOR MODEL 

The findings of this study help to inform the creation of a mentoring model to 

address the needs of African American male student-athletes. One of the major 

implications is its contribution to the theory on diversified mentoring. For these 

participants, the concept of the ideal mentor was a knowledgeable, African American 

male. This demonstrates how salient race and gender is to African American male 

student-athletes when it comes to selecting a mentor and the perception of the 

psychosocial support they can gain from them (Dreher & Cox, 1996; James, 2000). While 

participants never stated that their mentor could not ever be Anglo American or another 

race or ethnicity, they placed a great importance on the desire to have an African 

American male mentor because they could potentially relate to them better. Thus, for 

young African American men, it may be important to first connect them with African 

American male mentors who can break down barriers and also help open their mentees 

up to being able to trust and work with non-African Americans (Ragins, 1997). 

A formal mentoring model will be most effective for first-year African American 

male student-athletes. Past research supports a formal mentoring program for first-year 

undergraduate students (Nagda, et al., 1988) as well as African American students and  

ethnic minorities (C. D. Campbell, 2007; Nagda, et al., 1988). Additionally, formal 

mentoring programs are intentional in their purpose and are more apt for regular 

evaluation and assessment than informal mentoring relationships – something important 

for university administrators, researchers, and athletic departments (C. D. Campbell, 

2007). A stated previously, many of the mentor relationships developed on campus 

through by way of a faculty member initiating the relationship or being assigned a mentor 

(e.g. academic mentors in athletic staff). Due to a lack access or not feeling empowered 

to extend themselves to professors in an intimidating environment, first-year African 
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American student-athletes hardly ever developed mentoring relationships on their own.. 

Thus, it is best to create a formal mentoring program that incorporates a multiple mentor 

perspective and will help foster relationships with faculty, staff, and other community 

members. 

A Developmental Network for African American Male Student-Athletes at PWI’s 

The intent of this research project was to explore the use of mentoring in helping 

African American male student-athletes have an easier transition from high school into a 

predominately White institution and a more enjoyable and well-rounded college 

experience. This investigation highlighted the experiences and needs of African 

American male student-athletes during their transition into a predominately White 

institution. This needs assessment was the first and very critical step in the process of 

creating structuring an effective mentoring program for African American male student-

athletes (C. D. Campbell, 2007) . Additionally, it also gave the researcher insight into 

who has helped these young men with their transition in the past and identify potential 

people to also assist them through mentoring in the future. Using the results of this study, 

the researcher is able to begin addressing these needs through the creation of a mentoring 

network. 

In order to best meet the academic, athletic, and psychosocial needs of African 

American male student-athletes, it is critical that they have access to mentors or 

developers from a variety of backgrounds. Thus, it is important for these young men to 

have multiple mentors to provide different perspectives that can assist them with their 

different needs. In doing so, the researcher adopted Higgins and Kram’s (2001) 

entrepreneurial network from their developmental network typology and applied it to the 
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context of intercollegiate sport. The entrepreneurial network emphasizes that the protégé 

or mentee has strong ties to a high range of mentors or developers.  

Using this design, there are four groups of developers that would be included in this 

model for African American male student-athletes: 1) athletic department staff; 2) faculty 

and staff with experience working directly with African American male student-athletes; 

3) older African American teammates; 4) influential African American male community 

members. While the network would not be strictly limited to these groups, they would 

form the core groups that would always be included in the network. Additionally, while 

groups 3 and 4 are primarily African American, groups 1 and 2 will not be exclusively 

African American. This is due to the fact that White mentors from the athletic department 

and the faculty could provide career development benefits and access to opportunities 

within athletics and academic that potentially some African Americans may not be able 

to access (Ragins, 1997). These groups of developers can address academic, athletic, and 

psychosocial needs while also presenting a variety of potential role models for African 

American male student-athletes. As other needs arise or as situations occur, other groups 

of developers may be added to the network on a temporary basis and potentially on a 

permanent basis, if necessary. Other potential groups could include African American 

male students and former African American male student-athletes who have gone on 

different paths since their time in college. 
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Figure 1: African American Male Student-Athlete Development Network
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Utilizing Strategic Collaboration to Foster Mentoring Relationships in the Network 

The mentoring of first-year African American male student-athletes during their 

transition calls for a top down approach driven initially by the mentoring network. This is 

necessary because many of the student-athletes may not be able to voice their needs and 

also take initiative to seek out the mentors themselves. During this investigation, the 

athletes were asked to specify their academic and athletic needs, but had difficulty 

recognizing and expressing these needs. The researcher used their experiences described 

in the narratives and the needs identified by other stakeholders to determine the most 

critical needs for the student-athletes. Thus, the core groups of developers need to be 

active initiating the mentoring relationships with African American male student-athletes. 

 After the initial introductions and meetings between developers and the first-year 

African American male student-athletes, the developmental network will then create a 

quasi-strategic collaboration with the mentees that will meet on a bi-weekly or monthly 

basis throughout the first year of college. Developed by mentoring researchers Wasburn 

and Ncube in 2006, strategic collaborations help to eliminate the issues present in formal, 

one-on-one mentoring programs and as a group, participants help guide the process for 

what their mentoring experience will look like alongside the mentors. In the initial 

months, the mentors will drive the direction of the mentoring experience and the mentees 

will have increased autonomy as the year progresses.  

 The strategic collaboration is the best mentoring method for African American 

male student-athletes because it provides them with an opportunity to not only learn from 

other mentors, but also learn from each other while giving them a chance to have some 

control their development (Wasburn, 2007a). This set-up allows for group mentoring and 

peer mentoring and emphasizes a collective or team approach to assisting African 

American male student-athletes with their first-year transition. It also creates an 
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opportunity for increased leadership development of experiences student-athletes. Lastly, 

it takes some pressure off of the academic staff to be everything for these student-

athletes. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

In 2006, William C. Rhoden, an award winning African American journalist at 

the New York Times, published his bestselling book $40 Million Dollar Slaves: The Rise, 

Fall, and Redemption of the Black Athlete, in which he chronicled the history and unique 

narrative of African American athletes in the United States from slavery through the 

present day. In his book he details a concept called the “Conveyor Belt” which places 

young African American athletes onto a “streamlined mechanism for developing players” 

(Rhoden, 2006, p. 176) into deprogrammed, yet talented athletes who become completely 

dependent on the sports-industrial complex for a potential wage or career. 

 Rhoden detailed the early career of future hall of fame tight end Kellen Winslow, 

Sr. Winslow himself was also moving along the conveyor belt with sole focus on athletic 

pursuits as he matriculated to the University of Missouri to play football and attend 

college. The conveyor belt had convinced Winslow to be complacent and grateful for the 

opportunity to play football in college instead of take control of his own athletic journey 

and question how he was being used by the sport-industrial complex system.  

Nonetheless, Winslow’s eyes were opened at the end of his sophomore year due 

to the intervention and interaction with key mentors, African American professors and 

administrators at the university, who took him under their wing. The mentors questioned 

him and made him think critically about his own predicament and existence at the 

University of Missouri and broadened his mindset to be aware of the system and take 

value in his education. Rhoden postulated, “Having a mentor outside the system [of 

athletics] prevented the Belt from doing its normal work of numbing the senses and 

anesthetizing Winslow to the possibilities that exist outside the athletic world” (Rhoden, 

2006, p. 190).  
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Even though Winslow’s enlightenment as a result of mentoring took place over 30 

years ago, there continues to be a need for mentors to intervene in the lives of today’s 

African American male student-athletes. As Rhoden mentioned, the Conveyor Belt has 

gotten more vicious in form today than it was in the past with the increase in recruiting 

services, media coverage, camps, trainers, agents, and runners clamoring to discover the 

next great running back or shooting guard.  Thus, it is important to continue to explore 

how to connect African American male student-athletes with well-intentioned mentors 

who can continue to serve as role models and encourage these individuals to build up 

their identities that are more inclusive of other interests instead remaining exclusively 

athletic. 

The model developed in this study will provide access to multiple, diverse 

mentors to help meet the academic, athletic, and psychosocial needs of African American 

male student-athletes during their first year transition into predominately White 

institutions. By incorporating mentors from different areas on and off campus and 

providing increased access to African American male role models, African American 

male student-athletes will now have a support system that is local and will complement 

the strong emotional support that they receive from family at home. This mentoring 

model will expose these young men to multiple perspectives on their academic and 

athletic aspirations and provide guidance on strategies to cope with the tough demands, 

expectations, and stereotypes they face as African American male student-athletes. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to make an important contribution to the 

discussion on how to better serve African American male student-athletes during their 

first year of college through the use of mentoring so they might be better prepared to 
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succeed in their athletic and academic pursuits. Previous research literature has taught us 

that African American male student-athletes have a unique experience when compared to 

both African American male students and non-African American student-athletes. Yet it 

was greatly important to understand what the most critical issues are to African American 

male student-athletes during the first year directly from the student-athletes themselves. 

A qualitative research study was the format to be able to learn these issues from the 

perspectives and language of African American male student-athletes. This investigation 

has the potential to influence future research, sport managers and administrators in a 

consequential way and potentially ease the tension between a winning sport culture and 

raising the consciousness of African American male student-athletes. 

Beyond Mentoring: Implications for Postsecondary Education 

The study yielded multiple important implications for institutions of 

postsecondary education that are interested in improving the transition from high school 

to college of African American male student-athletes. These implications include the 

need to: 1) create mentoring programs for African American male student-athletes that 

incorporate African American male professors, staff, and professionals from the 

community amongst others; 2) foster connections between African American male 

student-athletes and African American male students; 3) provide diversity and cultural 

sensitivity training for coaches and athletic staff employees; 4) support the creation of 

small academic communities within their sport that create a competitive culture of 

academic success; 5) inform African American male student-athletes regarding where to 

find additional psychological and psychosocial support (general and culturally specific) 

both on and off campus; 6) provide peer mentor training and leadership development; 7) 

assess the structural elements of transition.  
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This investigation confirms the need for connections to a larger community than 

merely the other African American male student-athletes on their team. The participants 

often felt that they could only relate to other African American male student-athletes due 

to the fact that other non-athletes could relate to them. Part of the problem stems from the 

isolation that many of these young men operate in because of the demands of their sport 

and the amount of time they do spent in their sports facilities. Participants spoke of the 

value that they received from spending time with professors like Dr. Voorhees who 

provided mentoring sessions and introduced them to people and concepts they may have 

never known. A mentoring program for African American male student-athletes that 

incorporates African American male faculty and staff and professionals from the 

community could foster a connection to real examples of African American males who 

are successful in various fields outside of athletics. Additionally, this same medium could 

be used to integrate African American male students and help build relationships and 

expand the community they consider themselves a part of. This type of connection would 

also be helpful to eliminate some of the stereotypes that African American male students 

have of African American male student-athletes and vice versa. 

This investigation also affirms the need for a stronger relationship between the 

academic departments and athletic department. The staff members from athletics 

mentioned that they had good relationships with some professors on campus and often 

feel comfortable directing their student-athletes to take courses with these professors. 

With the tensions that exist between athletic departments and athletic departments due to 

money and funding issues and philosophical differences on the true purpose of higher 

education, it is imperative for athletic departments to reach out to faculty and academic 

departments across the university. Athletic departments should offer more funding 

opportunities for faculty that will support their research or teaching efforts. Additionally, 
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they should also invite faculty from multiple departments to the athletic facilities on a 

semi-annual basis to provide them with a better understanding of the demands placed 

upon student-athletes and to demonstrate the viability and legitimacy of the academic 

support services that are offered to student-athletes. A good relationship with faculty 

could lead to potentially creating more course and major opportunities for student-

athletes and potentially more faculty who are supportive of student-athletes attending the 

university. 

Athletic departments should also continue to recruit and retain qualified, and 

excellent African American talent on their academic and support services staffs. These 

individuals are often responsible for interacting with student-athletes and preparing 

training and orientations for them as they enter the university. It is critical that there is a 

staff that is diverse in terms of gender, race, and backgrounds. This is helpful when it 

comes to designing materials and events for student-athletes with diverse identities in 

mind. In particular for this group, it is essential to have African American males 

represented in different areas of the athletic staff from high level staff down to the hourly 

staff workers like tutors and mentors.   

Athletic departments should also make an effort to connect with African 

American alumni from major metropolitan areas within their state and also make an 

effort to invite them to many of the athletic department events held with alumni and 

donors. This will provide a network of African American professionals that can be 

leveraged for a mentoring program for African American male student-athletes as well as 

speaking engagements and other opportunities. Additionally, some of the participants 

mentioned how out of place they felt at some of the events they attended with major 

donors and friends of the program that consisted mainly of Anglo American men that 

they often did not feel very comfortable speaking with and sometimes felt that their 
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interest in them was not genuine. Having a more diverse audience at these events may 

make them seem less daunting for some African American male student-athletes to 

attend. 

Finally, predominately White institutions and the NCAA need to evaluate the 

structural systems that influence the transition of African American male student-athletes. 

As mentioned previously, the systems that guide intercollegiate athletics have a great 

impact on the experience of all student-athletes and African American male student-

athletes from recruitment until they graduate or complete their eligibility. The NCAA 

needs to look into simplifying their manual so that their bylaws and rules are clearly 

understood and followed by member institutions and student-athletes. Additionally, 

universities should look into potentially changing the reporting structure of student-

athlete support services and allow an academic unit to supervise this while still devoting 

specific services for student-athletes. This will allow for greater accountability by an 

academic support department and potentially prevent conflicts of interests in having 

academic advising reporting directly to an athletic department. This type of change could 

possibly relieve pressure that academic staff members face from coaches to merely keep 

student-athletes and football payers in particular eligible at all costs. Implementing 

changes at the structural levels will be important for major reforms that can potentially 

improve the transition experiences of African American male student-athletes.  

Beyond Mentoring: Implications for Sport Management 

The investigation not only provided implications for theory from sport 

management, but it also for sport management teaching at the undergraduate level. Many 

of the participants highlighted the fact that African American male student-athletes were 

often steered toward majors that fall within the area of sport studies such as sport 
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management, physical culture and sport, and kinesiology.  Their reasoning was that these 

majors were perceived as easy majors by the academic staff and that student-athletes 

would be able to remain eligible and in progress towards a degree. This is part of a 

phenomenon in intercollegiate athletics literature called academic clustering in which 

multiple student-athletes from a sport tend to major in the same subject (Fisher, Ross, & 

Schneider, 2010). Sport management researchers need to look into what impact this could 

potentially have on athletes’ and non-athletes’ likelihood to pursue the major. 

Sport management needs to improve the marketing of its major and provide a 

better explanation of its purpose. This is not only true for academic community of 

students and academics outside of the major, but also for those students and academics 

within the field. Many students who decide to major in sport management are not familiar 

with many of the career opportunities that sport management can prepare them for and 

often think that the major is limited to those people wanting to be an agent or in the front 

office of a professional franchise. Programs need to better market their discipline so that 

people not only continue to assume that it is a major for jocks, but also so that they can 

get a glimpse into the theories and rigor that make up the discipline. 

Another implication for sport management is the need to build better relationships 

with university athletic departments and its student-athletes.  Some schools may do this 

better than others, but at this particular institution, there only seems to be minimal 

communication between the athletic department and the faculty in this program. It is 

important to figure out ways to create synergies that can assist both departments in 

achieving multiple academic and athletic goals. Student-athletes could be a valuable asset 

to departments in terms of research they could provide and student-athletes have a lot to 

gain from being a part of a major discipline that is very relevant to their current 

experience (Almy, 2009). Sport management departments should embrace having many 
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student-athletes in their courses and major and be creative in developing a unique major 

curriculum that encourages student-athletes and African American male student-athletes 

to have a desire to be in the program instead of be discouraged that they end up in the 

program because they are negatively stereotyped academically. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study functioned as a catalyst for several areas of potential future research. 

These areas include: African American male mentoring initiatives that serve student-

athletes, longitudinal research on the transition and development of African American 

male student-athletes, Afrocentric approaches to mentoring African American male 

student-athletes, longitudinal research on the effectiveness of mentoring on the academic, 

athletic, and psychosocial development of African American male student-athletes, the 

perception of African American male student-athletes amongst members of a 

predominantly White institution and versus a historically Black college or university, the 

impact of diversified mentoring relationships on African American male student-athletes, 

the needs of African American male student-athletes at institutions in other NCAA levels 

of competition (Football Championship Subdivision, Division II, Division III), and 

gender differences between African American male student-athletes and African 

American female student-athletes. 

Universities have begun recognizing the need to address issues that impact 

underrepresented students and student-athletes at predominately White institutions. This 

has resulted in the creation of African American male initiatives on campuses around the 

nation and many of these initiatives include a mentoring component. For instance, the 

University of Tennessee created the Leadership and Mentoring Program with a focus on 

addressing the academic success and character development of student-athletes and 
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African American student-athletes in particular (Steinbach, 2010).  Researchers need to 

study these programs to examine the impact they are having on African American 

student-athletes and determine whether these programs are successful at meeting the 

goals and objectives they originally set. With careful investigation and research, fellow 

researchers and practitioners can look for best practices of mentoring programs and have 

an empirical basis for using these programs to address these issues. 

The African American male student-athlete experience is not limited to very 

large, predominately White institutions, yet because of the prevalence and prominence of 

the issues facing these young men, the majority of the research on this group takes place 

at these universities. To expand the knowledge on the African American male student-

athlete experience, future research should look at the experiences of African American 

male student-athletes at historically Black colleges and universities and institutions 

within the other levels of NCAA competition. The size and scope of NCAA Division I 

athletic programs dictates that there will be issues present at this level that are not present 

at a Division III school (e.g. scholarships, money, visibility, etc.).  

Longitudinal research needs to be conducted on the transition and development of 

African American male student-athletes and on mentoring programs designed to aid in 

these student-athletes. As stated previously, one of the limitations of this study is that it 

was limited to interviews during the first year of college and did not follow individuals 

through their four or five years on campus. Most of the research in mentoring tends to be 

periodical and only focuses on a limited amount of time. To better understand the African 

American male student-athlete experience, research will need to be extended over longer 

periods of time to determine the long-term impact that mentoring can have on their 

transition and development. 
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 Lastly, another major future research area is on the African American female 

student-athlete experience and determining what gender differences exist in the 

transitions of this group and African American male student-athletes. The majority of 

research on African American student-athletes focuses on the male student-athletes and 

there is still a lot to be learned about the female experience. African American female 

student-athletes potentially face different issues than their male counterparts and may 

also encounter different stereotypes at predominately White institutions. Gender may 

present new issues or add complexity to the issues that all African American student-

athletes face at these institutions. Additional research similar to Carter and Hart’s (2010) 

study on a mentoring program for African American female student-athletes needs to be 

conducted to address this gap in the literature.
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Appendix A: IRB Cover Letter and Exemption Form
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Appendix B: Demographic Questionnaire 

Demographic Questionnaire 
 
Age: ___________ 
 
Sex: Male  / Female  (please circle one) 
 
Race/Ethnicity: (circle one) 
 

White  Hispanic/Latino African American Asian American 
Other:____________________ 

 
Hometown:________________________ 
 
How would you classify your hometown? 
☐ Rural 
☐ Suburban 
☐ Urban 
 
How large is your hometown? 
☐ Less than 20,000 people 
☐ 20,000 to 75,000 people 
☐ 75,000 to 200,000 people 
☐ 200,000 or more people 
 
What sport do you currently play?_________________________________ 
 
What is your current GPA?______________ 
 

If you don’t remember, can I have your permission to look up this 
information for you? 

☐ Yes  ☐ No 
  
What is your family’s household income? 
☐ Less than $15,000   
☐ $15,000 to $24,999 
☐ $25,000 to $34,999 
☐ $35,000 to $49,999 
☐ $50,000 to $74,999 
☐ $75,000 to $99,999 
☐ $100,000 and over 
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Did you grow up with both parents in the household? 
☐ Yes 
☐ No, father only 
☐ No, mother only 
☐ No, Other:_______________________ 
 
How many people are in your household?___________________ 
 
Did either of your parents graduate from college? 
☐ No 
☐ Yes, both parents 
☐ Yes, father only 
☐ Yes, mother only 
☐ Don’t know 
 
Do you have any siblings who have graduated from college? 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
 
If yes to answer above, how many?____________ 
 
Did you begin college here or did you transfer here from another institution? 
☐ Started here 
☐ Transferred from another institution 
 
What UIL classification was your high school in? 
☐ 1A  
☐ 2A 
☐ 3A 
☐ 4A 
☐ 5A 
☐ Non UIL Classification (TAPPS or other state):___________________ 
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Which of the following comes closest to describing the field you expect (or expected) 
to major in? 
☐ Agriculture 
☐ Biological/life sciences (biology, biochemistry, botany, zoology, etc.) 
☐ Business (accounting, business administration, marketing, management, etc.) 
☐ Communication (speech, journalism, radio-television-film, public relations, etc.) 
☐ Computer and information sciences 
☐ Education 
☐ Engineering 
☐ Ethnic, cultural studies, and area studies 
☐ Foreign languages and literature (French, Spanish, etc.) 
☐ Health related fields (nursing, physical therapy, health technology, etc.) 
☐ History 
☐ Humanities (English, literature, philosophy, religion, etc.) 
☐ Kinesiology, Physical Culture and Sport, Sport Management 
☐ Mathematics 
☐ Multi/interdisciplinary studies (int’l relations, ecology, environmental studies, 
etc.) 
☐ Physical Sciences (physics, chemistry, astronomy, earth science, etc.) 
☐ Pre-professional (pre-dental, pre-medical, pre-veterinary) 
☐ Public administration 
☐ Social sciences (anthropology, economics, government, psychology, sociology, 
etc.) 
☐ Visual and performing arts (art, music, theater) 
☐ Undecided 
☐ Other – please specify: ____________________________ 
 
Do you have any children? 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
 
If yes, how many children do you have and how old are they?___________ 
 
 
Did you take the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)? 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
 
If yes, what was your score? 
 
Total:____________ Verbal:__________ Math: :__________  
☐ Don’t remember 
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If you indicated that you don’t remember your ACT score, can I have your 
permission to look up this information for you? (Remember your information will 
remain confidential and all data will not be tied to your name.) 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
 
Did you take the ACT exam? 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
 
If yes, what was your score? 
 
Total:____________  
 
☐ Don’t remember 
 
If you don’t remember, can I have your permission to look up this information for 
you? (Remember your information will remain confidential and all data will not be tied 
to your name.) 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
 
What was your high school class ranking? 
 

________ out of _________ 
 
If you do not remember your high school class ranking, may I have your permission 
to look up this information for you? (Remember your information will remain 
confidential and all data will not be tied to your name.) 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
 
 
Did you take any Advanced Placement (AP), International Baccalaureate (IB), or 
dual credit courses (via a community college) during high school? 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
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Were you ranked on any recruiting sites such as Rivals.com, Scout.com, ESPN, etc.? 
☐ Yes 
☐ No 
 
If yes, please write down your rankings for any recruiting sites that followed you. 
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Appendix C: List of Sample Interview Questions for Student-Athletes 

1. What is your name, age, and hometown? 

2. What is your ethnicity? 

3. What is your family structure? 

4. Have any of your family members attended college? 

5. What is your classification and major (if in college)? 

6. What did you know about college prior to coming to this university?  

7. What did you know about playing this sport at the collegiate level prior to coming 

this university? 

8. As a student-athlete, what do you think it takes to be successful in college? 

9. Tell me about some successes that you have achieved since coming to college. To 

what do you attribute those successes? 

10. Tell about some challenges you have faced since coming to the university. How 

you have dealt with and/or overcome those challenges? 

11. What academic needs do you have for which you probably need someone’s help 

or guidance to be successful in college? 

12. What athletic needs do you have for which you probably need someone’s help or 

guidance to be successful in college? 

13. Who do you think could help you meet those needs? (for both 6 and 7) 

14. Some people would say that African American male athletes have racially and/or 

culturally specific needs that must be addressed. Would you agree or disagree? 

Explain 

15. If you agree, what are those needs and who might meet them? 

16. What is your definition of a mentor? 
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17. How would you describe the ideal mentor? 

18. As an African American male, whom do you consider to be your mentor(s)? 

19. What advice would you give to someone who was going to mentor you? 

20. Who have been the 2-3 most influential people to you during your high school 

experience? 

21. Probe: Why were they the most influential? 

22. Who have been the 2-3 most influential people to you during your college 

experience? 

23. Probe: Why were they the most influential? 

24. Is there anyone outside of this university community that you can call on for 

advice? 
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Appendix D: List of Sample Interview Questions for Staff/Faculty 

1. What is your name, age, hometown, and where do you currently live? 

2. What is your race/ethnicity? 

3. What is your occupation? 

4. Did you earn a college degree? If so, where and what was your degree in? 

5. What do you think African American student-athletes know about college prior to 

coming to this university?  

6. What do you think African American student-athletes know about playing 

football at the collegiate level prior to coming this university? 

7. What kind of knowledge, skills, abilities and insider information do you think it 

takes to be successful in college? 

8. What academic needs for African American student-athletes must be met in order 

for them to be successful in college? 

9. What athletic needs for African American student-athletes must be met in order to 

for them to be successful in college? 

10. Are there any other needs that we may not be considering or are often 

overlooked? 

11. Who do you think could help meet those needs? (for both 4 and 5) 

12. What is your definition of a mentor? 

13. How would you describe the ideal mentor? 

14. How you describe the ideal mentor for an African American male student-athlete? 

15. What advice would you give to someone who was thinking about being a mentor? 

16. Who were the 2-3 most influential people to you during your college experience? 

17. Probe: Why were they the most influential? 
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18. Have you mentored anyone before? 

19. Whom have you mentored? What were the outcomes of your mentoring 

relationship? 

20. Describe some of the challenges you faced as a mentor to an African American 

male student-athlete. 

21. If you were to create a mentoring network or board of directors for an African 

American male student-athlete, who should be included? Why? 
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