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Historically and contemporarily the Black male experience has stimulated and 

provoked meaningful discussions in the realms of sport and academia. Black males are 

uniquely situated in American society, as they inhabit a liminal existence that oscillates 

between love and hate. Ladson-Billings (2011) expounds that Black boys are loved in the 

narrow niches of sport but are often abhorred in academic settings.  

The majority of research on the athletic and academic identities of Black student-

athletes is conducted at the collegiate level in the revenue sports of basketball and 

football, and the research asserts that the collegiate sport atmosphere renders the two 

identities as mutually exclusive (Edwards, 1984; Harrison et al., 2011; Singer, 2008). 

There are studies occurring at the middle school level; however, these studies combine all 

male athletes into one group and do not distinguish the research participants according to 

their specific sport participation or racial background (Alfone, 2013; Fuller, Percy, & 

Bruening, 2013; Gorton, 2010). The few studies that distinguish between race and sport 

participation are somewhat dated (Mahiri, 1991, 1998; Nasir, 2000, 2008). This study 

addresses a gap in the literature by focusing solely on elite Black male middle school 

student-athletes to discover what leads to the seemingly incompatible athletic and 

academic identities that surface during college.  
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I employed an instrumental case study grounded in Critical Race Theory which 

investigated and examined the experiences and perspectives of seven elite Black middle 

school club basketball players. Themes were generated by coding the interview data of all 

relevant stakeholders such as coaches, players, and parents as well as a thorough analysis 

of field notes, artifacts, and focus group data. Five themes emerged from the data, 

Academic Recognition, Athletic Recognition, Career, Racial Expectations, & Time 

Devoted to Sport and Intellectual Endeavors. 

 This study is significant because it contextualizes the racial, athletic and academic 

climate of Black male athletes at a crucial time in their identity development. It 

contributes to the current literature by providing insight and furnishing essential 

information for parents, coaches and educators in order to bolster and enhance the 

academic identity and attainment of young Black male basketball players.  

	  



	   	   	  
	  

ix	  
	  

Table of Contents 

Chapter One: Introduction ...................................................................................................1 
 Why Study Sport ......................................................................................................1 
 Target of Research ...................................................................................................3 
 Statement of Problem ...............................................................................................6 

Justification ..............................................................................................................8 
Theoretical Foundation ..........................................................................................14 
Guiding Questions .................................................................................................15 

Chapter Two: Literature Review .......................................................................................18 
 History of Race & Racial Explanations .................................................................18 
 History of the Black Athlete ..................................................................................23 
 Racism & Stereotypes of Black Athletes ...............................................................31 
 Identity ...................................................................................................................37 
 Academic Self-Concept .........................................................................................38 
 Athletic Identity .....................................................................................................42 
 Racial Identity ........................................................................................................44 
 Void in the Literature .............................................................................................49 
  Black Males in Society ...............................................................................50 
  Literature about Black Males in School ....................................................51 
  Black Male Achievement Gap ....................................................................53 
  Reframing the Achievement Gap to the Education Debt ...........................54 
  Call to Study Structures and Culture .........................................................56 
  Two Seminal Cultures Emerged: Hip-Hop & Sport ..................................60 
  Hip-Hop .....................................................................................................63 
  Hip-Hop’s Potential for Literacy Development .........................................68 
  Sport Research on Black Males .................................................................70 
  Sport Research on Black Male Youth ........................................................72 
  Filling the Void ..........................................................................................77 
 Theoretical Framework ..........................................................................................79 
Chapter Three: Methodology .............................................................................................92 
 Research Paradigm .................................................................................................92 
 Research Questions ................................................................................................93 
 Practical Rationale .................................................................................................93 
  Axiology .....................................................................................................94   
  Epistemology ..............................................................................................95 
  Ontology .....................................................................................................96 
  Critical Theory ...........................................................................................97 
  Theoretical Framework .............................................................................98 
 Statement of Positionality ......................................................................................99 



	   	   	  
	  

x	  
	  

  Access .......................................................................................................106 
  Ethics ........................................................................................................107 
  Interpretation ...........................................................................................107 
 Methods................................................................................................................110   
  Instrumental Case Study ..........................................................................110 
  Focus Groups ...........................................................................................111 

 Semi-Structured Interviews ......................................................................112 
 Participant Observation ...........................................................................112 

  Artifact Analysis .......................................................................................113 
  Relevance & Value ...................................................................................113 
 Data Analysis .......................................................................................................114 
 Observation ..........................................................................................................115 
 Setting ..................................................................................................................116 
 Participants ...........................................................................................................117 
 Interview Protocol ................................................................................................124 
Chapter Four: Results ......................................................................................................126 
 Theme 1: Academic Recognition .........................................................................127 
 Theme 2: Athletic Recognition ............................................................................160 
 Theme 3: Career ...................................................................................................191 
 Theme 4: Racial Expectations .............................................................................202 
 Theme 5: Time Devoted to Sport & Intellectual Endeavors ................................229 
Chapter Five: Discussion and Conclusions ......................................................................253 
Appendices .......................................................................................................................308  

Appendix A: Assent for Participation in Research ..............................................308 
Appendix B: Parental Permission for Children Participation in Research ..........310 
Appendix C: Demographic Information (provided by parent) ............................314 
Appendix D: Focus Group Protocol ....................................................................315 
Appendix E: Student-Athlete Semi-Structured Interview Protocol .....................317 
Appendix F: Parent Semi-Structured Interview Protocol ....................................321 

 Appendix G: Diagram 1 - Void in the Literature .................................................322 
 Appendix H: Diagram 2 - Racialized Academic & Athletic Expectations ..........323 
References ........................................................................................................................324 
  
	  



	   	   	  
	  

1	  
	  

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Why Study Sport 

When it comes to the substantial and complex issues of race and racism, sport is a 

microcosm of society (Eitzen & Sage, 2003). Sport is a medium where race and class 

based ideological wars are waged—at particular junctures, racial viewpoints are 

reproduced and in other instances, they are contested (Coakley, 2004). Sport commonly 

characterizes Black males as monolithic, suggesting that the Black male experience is 

homogeneous. This perceived homogeneity characterizes Black males as powerless, 

fatherless, hostile to education, impoverished, urban, and uniform in speech and culture 

(Brown, 2011). Many educators adopt this stereotypical portrait of Black males (Milner, 

2012) which lead them to assume that all Black males are the same and therefore fail to 

acknowledge and address the nuances of the Black experience (Gordon, 1997). While 

Black male middle school students, on average, perform lower than their White 

classmates on national reading and math tests (NCES, 2012), it is imperative to note that 

Black males are a diverse group and, consequently, their experiences and locales (rural, 

urban, & suburban) are just as diverse (Milner, 2012). This one-dimensional portrayal 

leads teachers to perceive Black males from a deficit perspective (Milner, 2007).  

Irrespective of the circumstances, Black males are consistently perceived as the problem 

(Brown, 2011). Several researchers propose that research should focus on historically-

based, systemic flaws in the educational system such as tracking, inadequate school 

funding, low expectations, and curriculum inequities and not only Black males (Brown, 
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2011; Noguera, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 2006). Caton (2012) and Noguera (2003) provide 

evidence to corroborate the fact that there are serious problems with the education system 

as it pertains to young Black men.  

As in education, Black male youth also encounter stereotypes and deficit 

ideologies in athletic settings. In sport and society, issues of race are oversimplified and 

treated in a primarily superficial manner with the complex forces affecting Black students 

and athletes rarely acknowledged or scrutinized (Silva, 2012).  For example, analogous to 

researchers’ problematic portrayals of Black males in the academic domain (Howard, 

2013), coaches and teachers often unknowingly perpetuate stereotypes of athletic 

superiority and intellectual inferiority. Black males in sport are often depicted as static, 

athletically gifted and intellectually inferior (Edwards, 1984). This permeating and 

simplistic portrayal focuses on the athletic prowess of Black males and is often 

detrimental to Black male academic development (Harrison, Azzarito, & Burden, 2004). 

Educators need to examine Black male culture as well as evaluate the external factors that 

shape it to ascertain how it influences Black youth. Howard (2013) and Ladson-Billings 

(2011) explain that American society oscillates between a love and hate relationship with 

Black males. In one instance, they are “applauded and emulated” while simultaneously 

“loathed and despised” (Howard, 2013, p. 55). Ladson-Billings elaborates that society 

adores them in “narrow niches and specific slots-music, basketball, football, track” but is 

“less comfortable with them than in places like the National Honor Society, the debate 

team, or the computer club” (p. 9). This love-hate dynamic feeds a problematic deficit 



	   	   	  
	  

3	  

model where people begin to singularly focus on Black males as individualized problems 

rather than concentrating on the larger systemic context and societal forces that shape this 

so-called problem. 

This study aims to make an essential contribution to the literature augmenting the 

understanding of Black male youth and the opposition they face as student-athletes. This 

study interrogates issues of race, power, and privilege, which are crucial to understanding 

complicated issues related to Black middle school basketball player’s athletic and 

academic identity construction, instead of using stereotypical, artificial interpretations 

(Silva, 2012). This study also endeavors to provide educators with current, multi-layered 

data to comprehend how Black male youth basketball players make sense of and navigate 

sociocultural, economic, political, and racial terrains by shifting from simplistic 

explanations to critical analyses of the manifold career, racial, academic and athletic 

expectations and actions from peers, parents, coaches and society. This study will 

examine the internal and external influences that shape the athletic and academic 

perceptions of Black middle school male athletes, and subsequently how these athletes 

negotiate these influences. This research on Black male youth athletes will further 

contribute to the understanding of the parallels between contemporary racial issues in 

sport and society. 

Target of Research 

This research supplements previous research examining the complex relationship 

between the academic and athletic identity of Black male athletes (Benson, 2000; Bimper 

& Harrison, 2011; Bimper, Harrison, & Clark, 2012; Harrison, Sailes, Rotich, & Bimper, 
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2011; Singer, 2008). The above-mentioned research was conducted at the collegiate level. 

However, this study will make use of qualitative methods to capture the voices of elite 

level Black male club basketball players at the middle school level to provide a greater 

understanding of what influences affect their athletic and academic lives. For the purpose 

of this study when the terminology, “Black Student-Athlete,” is employed it specifically 

refers to Black males and not females. Elite level is established by the success of the club 

team as determined by self-reported wins of multiple local club tournaments. The 

basketball circuit that they play on is erroneously referred to as Amateur Athletic Union 

(AAU) basketball when it is indeed club basketball.  

The Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) was founded as a non-professional entity and 

closely resembled collegiate and Olympic sports (Riess, 2015). AAU represented all 

sports but presently is best known for its basketball affiliation. Until 1972, AAU had an 

adult and youth emphasis. However, that changed when the Olympics established their 

own governing body separate from AAU (Nelson, 2013). When the NCAA recruiting 

calendar began to coincide with summer basketball rather than high school basketball, 

more club basketball tournaments began to sprout. AAU basketball is synonymous with 

summer basketball but the terminology remains. Although the general public refers to 

summer and travel basketball as AAU basketball, that lexicon is incorrect (O’Donnell, 

2015). Therefore, this study refers to all travel and summer basketball as club basketball 

which is the overarching term encompassing all tournaments and leagues whether or not 

AAU-affiliated.  
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 Although largely popular, critiques of club basketball are rampant. The 

proponents of club basketball claim that its participants gain the opportunity to play lots 

of basketball against top national competition and gain exposure to collegiate coaches.  

However, those that oppose club basketball stress that there is an overemphasis on 

playing a large number of games. As a result of a great deal of games, there is a lack of 

emphasis on defense and skill development (O’Donnell, 2015). Club basketball has 

recently come under scrutiny from several individuals. Current NBA player, Kobe 

Bryant, and former players, Robert Horry and Charles Barkley, have criticized club 

basketball, claiming that athletes are not developing fundamentals and just playing an 

immense amount of basketball to the detriment of their skill development, lowering the 

level of American basketball (Eisenburg, 2015). Additionally, there are numerous 

instances of club basketball improprieties where coaches act as power brokers for college 

teams and shoe companies, using undue influence to sway the schools that players choose 

in order to receive monetary incentives (Thamel, 2014). Comparable to how college 

basketball unquestionably mutated from a pure amateur institution to a lucrative 

organization, club basketball has now mutated into an enormously profitable organization 

as several shoe companies sponsor teams to facilitate early relationships with star players 

and coaches who serve as power brokers to garner shoe and endorsement deals off of 

their players’ performance and ability (Thamel, 2014).  

 Although there is research about student-athletes at the collegiate level, there is a 

dearth of research on how club basketball culture and sport culture at the middle school 
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level impacts Black boys’ academic identities. This study first identifies the influence 

sport culture has on academic identity and then analyzes how these individuals navigate 

the unique challenges that inevitably arise from these intersecting experiences.  

Statement of Problem 

In order to thoroughly understand this issue, I define the terms that will be 

frequently used in this study. Athletic identity is defined as how an athlete “identifies 

with, or views themselves in the role of an athlete” (Brewer, Raalte, & Linder, 1993; 

Harrison et al., 2011, p. 94) and academic self-concept is classified as a person’s 

academic and intellectual “perception of himself” as it is influenced by environment, 

themselves, and significant others (Shavelson, Hubner & Staton, 1976, p. 411). Self-

concept is measured by how someone perceives themselves and reports their interactions 

in different situations (Marsh & Martin, 2011).  Athletes performing in the high profile 

sports of collegiate football and basketball have an inflated athletic identity which 

typically dwarfs their academic self-concept (Edwards, 1984; Sailes, 1993, 1998; 

Harrison et al., 2011; Bimper et al., 2011). This inflated athletic identity is often 

magnified by the burden of competing at a high level, where immense pressure exists 

from fans, who cheer athletes on the field but deride them in the classroom (Harrison et 

al., 2011). The allure of a plausible professional sports career also contributes to an 

enhanced athletic identity (Harrison et al., 2011). According to Singer (2008), Black 

players at major Division I football schools proclaim that they are treated like athletes 
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first and students second. This treatment is distinct for Black athletes and is a result of 

their racial identity.  

Racial identity is a combination of how one identifies with their specific race and 

their "sense of group or collective identity based on one's perception that he or she shares 

a common racial heritage with a particular racial group" (Helms, 1990, p. 3). For Black 

males, racial identity and athletic identity are often intertwined and develop 

simultaneously (Harrison, Harrison, & Moore, 2002; Bimper & Harrison, 2011). 

Therefore, studying the relationship between sport and academics provides critical 

insights into racial issues as a result of the link between Black and athletic identity. In 

particular, sport plays a role in popularity, specifically for Black boys (Kennedy, 1995).  

Certain behaviors such as the ability to play or not play, delineates where students reside 

in their acceptance of being considered “Black” by their peers (Schwing, Wong, & Fann, 

2013). Very little research has been conducted at the middle school level on the 

relationship between Black youth participation in sports (i.e., basketball and football) and 

academic identity. The research that exists is limited in that it examines all sports 

generically in relation to exercise and not identity development (Alfone, 2013; Fuller, 

Percy, & Bruening, 2013; Gorton, 2010). Furthermore, another limitation of existing 

research pertaining to racial, academic and athletic identity in football and basketball is 

that it has focused on college populations, when identities are more fully developed. This 

study hopes to fill this gap by focusing on the ages where identity is extremely malleable, 



	   	   	  
	  

8	  

in order to determine specifically how athletic identity intersects with academic identity 

during middle school for Black male basketball players.  

Justification 

Blacks are overrepresented in football and basketball at the Division I collegiate 

level and professional levels (Lapchick, 2013). One reason for this overrepresentation is 

that many Black male athletes deem athletics as a means to socioeconomic mobility and 

security (Harrison et al., 2011; Hoberman, 1997). However, while Blacks are thriving in 

these two categories of revenue- producing sport, there is an achievement gap in all 

educational categories between Black and White students (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Also, 

a harmful contradiction exists in society where, on the one hand, sport is one of the 

arenas where Blacks are admired and praised (Harrison et al., 2011), while on the other, 

Black males are met with discomfort and discouragement as they pursue academic 

endeavors (Ladson-Billings, 2011). This study examines how and why these academic 

and athletic issues manifest themselves in the lives of Black boys and how Black boys 

navigate this difficult and often confusing topography. 

Significance 

“It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.” – Frederick 

Douglass (Quoted in Ward, 2000, p. IX) 

In the collegiate sports of basketball and football, Black males’ academic 

identities lag when compared to their bolstered athletic identities.  Instead of putting a 
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temporary Band-Aid on the incision between athletic and academic self-concept at the 

collegiate level, this study proposes taking on preventative measures to identify this 

problem in middle school in order to facilitate and enhance the academic endeavors of 

Black boys early on. This study’s significance lies in its focus on middle school Black 

basketball players. There are studies at the collegiate level focusing on the relationship 

between athletic and academic identity, however, there is no comparable research at the 

middle school level. The existing youth sport studies are ethnographies focusing on 

athletic culture with a peripheral orientation towards academics (Brooks, 2009; May, 

2007). Additional studies at the middle school level that examine the relationship 

between athletics and academics do not pay attention to the unique affect that the 

respective revenue sports of basketball and football have on the identity development of 

Black males (Bimper & Harrison, 2011; Harrison et. al, 2011).  

Data from this study provides insight into Black youth culture by capturing the 

marginalized voices of Black boys. The preponderance of literature addressing Black 

males in society operates from the supposition that Black males are responsible for their 

own problems including: poverty, violence, drugs, AIDs, etc. (Gordon, 1997). This 

portrayal also correlates with the depiction of Black males in school as at-risk and 

responsible for producing the enduring academic achievement gap. In order to remedy 

the achievement gap, several prominent scholars of education history (Anderson, 1988; 

Fultz, 1995; Takaki, 1998; Tyack, 2004) advocate for reframing the conversation that 

regards Black males as problems and instead, to analyze the schooling conditions that 
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contribute to the achievement gap (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Other scholars (Apple & 

Buras, 2006; Harrison, et al., 2006) suggest a meticulous study of different aspects of 

Black culture with the purpose of better understanding and engaging the youth and not 

condemning them.  

Akin to the latter suggestion, this study will explore how a specific sport culture 

influences Black youth and I will analyze how other studies have conceptualized their 

studies of sport. The cultural influences most often mentioned in relation to Black males 

are Hip-Hop and sport culture (Harrison, Moore, & Evans, 2006). Harrison et al. (2006) 

deem that an understanding of these cultural issues will boost the academic attainment of 

youth. For example, Morrell (2004) explains that Hip-Hop can be used to improve the 

literacy of Black youth. In literature addressing Black middle school age boys, Hip-Hop 

and popular culture were studied for their impact on Black males and for their potential to 

develop literacy (Duncan-Andrade, 2004; Mahiri, 2001, 2004; Morrell & Duncan-

Andrade, 2002, 2003, & 2004). Mahiri (1991) studies how sport culture can be used to 

capture the attention of Black boys in order to teach them life and academic lessons 

(Mahiri, 1991). The majority of sport studies occur at the collegiate and high school 

level, however, very little research has been done at the middle school level. The few 

studies existing at the middle school level focus on sport and how it improves academic 

attainment. However, each study defines academic attainment differently. Some studies 

concentrate on GPA (Frederick & Eccles, 2013; Fuller et al., 2013; Gorton, 2010) while 

others examine retention, years remaining in school (Gorton, 2010). The research at the 
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middle school level diverges from that conducted at the collegiate level because it often 

fails to analyze the data by race and generalizes all sport participation. The collegiate 

literature exploring the athletic and academic identity of Black males typically focuses on 

football and basketball (Bimper & Harrison, Bimper, 2011; 2012; Harrison et al., 2011; 

Singer, 2008) because Black males do not perceive or regard all sport equivalently 

(Bimper & Harrison, 2011). For example, basketball is considered a Black sport (Mahiri, 

1991).  

“It’s a Black man’s game, and it will be forever…” claimed Larry Bird when 

discussing basketball and the potential star power of NBA players (Bird, 2004, p. 1). 

Basketball is colossal in the Black community. Will (1994) expounds, “Basketball is our 

national sport…. I never met a Black man who would admit he couldn’t play” (p. 34). 

There is a preponderance of films that support the all-encompassing narrative that renders 

basketball as everything for Black men such as: Above the Rim, Hoop Dreams, Coach 

Carter, Love and Basketball, Hoop Dreams, Through the Fire, He Got Game, Rebound –

The Story of Earl the Goat Manigault, and Sunset Park.  Although some of these films 

are motion pictures and others are documentaries, all reify the notion that basketball is 

central to the development of Black manhood, respect, acceptance and popularity. 

Interestingly, every single aforementioned film portrays a message where one major 

character is disoriented and cannot cope when basketball is taken away either as a result 

of injury, deficient grades, subpar skills, prison stints, or drug addiction. In addition to 

cinematic portrayals, Black athletes are overrepresented in collegiate and professional 
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basketball.  Even though they are overrepresented in a similar fashion in football, the 

percentage of Black basketball players in collegiate and professional basketball players 

trumps the percentage of Black collegiate and professional football players (Lapchick, 

2013). Additionally, the last true White American professional basketball megastar was 

Larry Bird from 1979-1992, whereas in football, there have been several White American 

megastars during past and contemporary eras (Bird, 2004). Unlike football, the other 

popular revenue sport for Black men, basketball does not require a large number of 

participants or gear to play and basketball can even be played as a one on one game. 

Furthermore, basketball can be played indoors during inclement weather whereas football 

and baseball cannot (Myerscough, 1995). Basketball, in contrast with baseball and 

football, has retained staying power as an Olympic sport and has been dominated by 

Americans (Guttman, 2002). 

Basketball is a sociocultural phenomenon for Black men in America. It is a 

vibrant form of cultural expression and creativity that is inherent to the game that was 

perfected in inner cities across America (George, 1993). George (1993) declares, "the 

Black aesthetic has not only changed basketball but, after a rough period in the seventies, 

has been the catalytic force behind the sport's extraordinary growth in popularity and 

profitability ever since" (p. xx).   

Basketball engenders a love in Black American males. Basketball was invented 

by James A. Naismith but it took off along the eastern seaboard in 1905 when African 

American, EB Henderson, introduced the game to his PE class at Howard University in 
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DC (Caponi-Tabery, 2008). The game immediately became popular and was played at 

YMCAs, indoor and outdoor courts and at parks and playgrounds (Wiggins, 1999).  By 

1915, basketball was played at Black high schools and colleges. Basketball gained 

popularity at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) (Grundy, Nelson, & 

Dyreson, 2014). Moreover, historically basketball played a distinctive role in Black 

communities because prior to the NBA, ballrooms were oftentimes simultaneously rented 

for all-Black basketball games and a dance that followed (Caponi-Tabery, 2008). It was a 

form of entertainment that coincided with dances. Basketball played a pivotal role in 

integrating several White universities and accelerated racial progress as White coaches 

sought access to Black players after Texas Western’s all-Black team defeated Adolph 

Rupp’s all-White famous Kentucky team (Martin, 1993) personifying how basketball 

“became a way of ritualizing racial achievement against social barriers to cultural 

performance” (Dyson, 1993a, p. 66-67). An all-Black starting team playing football 

especially as early as 1966 at a predominately White institution was inconceivable, 

however, in basketball it occurred. During that same era, Black coaches were not only 

coaching in the NBA but also winning championships. The Boston Celtics won NBA 

championships in 1967-68 and 1968-69 with Hall of Fame Black coach and player, Bill 

Russell, and in 1974-75 another Black head coach, Al Attles, coached the Golden State 

Warriors to an NBA championship (Thomas, 2004). Whereas, the first Black NFL head 

coach to win, let alone coach in a Super Bowl, was Tony Dungy in 2007 (Lapchick, 

Costa, Sherrod, & Anjorin, 2012). In Major League Baseball, the first Black manager to 
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win a World Series was Clarence Gaston in 1992 (Remington, 2010). Basketball holds a 

distinct social, political and economic significance in the lives of Black men. 

Without regard to a specific sport, sport at the middle school level is most often 

analyzed for its generic positive impact on academic matriculation and identity, and 

racial groups are all combined together with no distinction made between the races. This 

is problematic because basketball is very meaningful in the lives of Black males and is 

not viewed or treated in the same fashion as other sports. However, this study simulates 

collegiate studies that focus on Black males in the revenue sports of basketball and 

football but instead focuses on Black middle school age participants. I studied these 

participants in order to determine how they, while immersed in a sport culture 

(basketball), make sense of and navigate their academic and athletic influences. This data 

provides a conduit to comprehending previously conducted research at the collegiate rank 

where Black males often possess inflated athletic identities and depressed academic 

identities. This research provides the data necessary to influence the creation of 

interventions and pedagogies that motivate both identities to develop sturdily and 

simultaneously.  

Theoretical Foundation 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is the theoretical frame for this study. CRT is 

committed to deconstructing injustice and understanding how inequality in society has 

persisted by centering race. CRT also uses voice to challenge objectivity (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2012).  In this study, CRT is used to examine the phenomenon of racism and 
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stereotypes that depict Black males as athletically superior but intellectually inferior, and 

also to determine what influences shape Black boys’ athletic and academic identities and 

how they navigate those influences. Many studies blame the achievement gap on Black 

students’ culture but few examine structural influences (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Noguera, 

2003). Ladson-Billings claims that the accumulation of structural racism has led to the 

achievement gap, which is contrary to the prevalent belief that the gap is the result of 

Black youth culture. However, the voice of CRT participants is rooted in their lived 

experiences and serves as a counter narrative to dispute ideologies such as those that 

presume Black boys are to blame for the achievement gap. Voice challenges previously 

unquestioned American ideals and stock narratives that legitimize the social hierarchy 

with dominant groups (Yosso, 2002).  

Guiding Questions 

Division I Black collegiate athletes often have an inflated athletic identity and 

depressed academic identity (Harrison et al., 2011; Singer, 2008). This athletic fixation 

for Black males is conceivably a result of the simultaneous athletic and racial 

development as both identities gain strength from each other (Bimper & Harrison, 2011). 

At the youth level, the impact racial and athletic identities have on academics is 

ambiguous. One side of the research argues that racial identity hinders academic 

achievement (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Other research posits that if racial identity is 

embraced, it can lead to a stronger sense of self and higher academic achievement (Ward, 

1990). A second dynamic of this research is that the impact of sport on academics is also 
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debated. Some believe that sport has a positive impact on academic achievement 

(Fredricks & Eccles, 2006; Mackin & Walther, 2011), while others suggest it is a 

hindrance (Sailes, 1991; Stone, Perry, & Darley, 1997). However, there are few known 

studies that have been conducted during the formative years of middle school that focus 

on the revenue producing sports of football and/or basketball specifically exploring the 

intricate relationship these sports have on the academic identity of Black boys (Mahiri, 

1991, 1998; Nasir, 2000). To explore these meaningful factors, I devised the following 

questions to guide this research project: 

1. What influences shape the academic and athletic identity of Black male middle 

school basketball players? 

2. How do Black male middle school basketball players make sense of and navigate 

the influences that shape their academic and athletic identities?  

This dissertation will explore the aforementioned questions with the purpose of 

understanding the perspective of Black male youth basketball players in regards to their 

athletic and academic identity. Employing CRT, it is critical to obtain the voices and 

experiences of the research participants to deconstruct the recycled and omnipresent 

basketball narratives that depict Black males as unsophisticated, unintelligent and natural 

basketball players.  In addition to deconstructing the narratives, this study will provide a 

space for counter-narratives to challenge the stock stories about Black basketball players 

and their fathers.  
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Chapter one will commence by exploring the relevance of this particular topic.  

Chapter two presents relevant literature to contextualize the study. Also in chapter two, 

terminology germane to this study will be defined and explored. Subsequently, in chapter 

three the methods and methodology will be laid out in order to illustrate the data 

triangulation process using semi-structured interviews, focus group interviews, 

observations and artifact analysis from all relevant stakeholders in conjunction with my 

positionality and CRT. The third chapter will also detail the data analysis process to 

establish credibility, dependability and confirmability. Chapter four will provide the 

results in a thematic manner. Lastly, chapter five will explore and discuss the results 

utilizing CRT to evaluate and analyze the research participants’ backgrounds and 

experiences as well as emerging themes, implications and conclusions. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review will provide a historical synopsis of race and racism, 

conceptions of Black men in sport, and information pertaining to the conceptualization of 

academic, athletic and racial identity. Lastly, the literature review will concentrate on 

seminal literature to illustrate how and why this research fills a void in the literature with 

regards to research on Black middle school-aged basketball players.   

History of Race & Racial Explanations 

Omi and Winant (1994) define race as a “concept which signifies and symbolizes 

social conflicts and interests by referring to different types of bodies” (p. 55). Race 

evokes notions of so-called biologically-based appearances and phenotypes. However, 

identifying these particular racial features for racial connotation is a social and historical 

process. Omi and Winant suggest race was created through a series of racial projects that 

seek to interpret, represent and explain racial dynamics and change in order to distribute 

resources to particular races. Banks (1995) explains that race demarcates boundaries 

between groups based on biological phenotypes creating socially constructed hierarchies 

that are believed to be natural. Racial projects occur throughout history in political arenas 

at macro and micro levels (Omi & Winant, 1994). Race was used to segregate groups and 

rationalize inequality, and school became the major public institution to sort and prepare 

Blacks to be subordinated. An example of this occurred at the turn of the 19th century, 

when many Whites had no interest in educating Blacks other than to train them to “pay us 

in material advancement” (Anderson, 1988, p. 92). A Virginia landowner illustrated this 
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line of reasoning very succinctly when he stated, “If we educated the Negro out of being 

a laborer, who is going to take his place” (Anderson, 1988, p. 96)? Race and education 

were used to belittle and demean Black people. Inferior schools meant subpar education 

and having a subpar academic background was used to condone the subjugated 

socioeconomic position Black people were relegated to in American society. Therefore, 

racial explanations declared that Black people, as a majority, lived in poverty because of 

academic and intellectual ineptitude, not as a result of racist policies or discrimination 

(Anderson, 1988). Some racial projects are subtle and others are extremely pernicious. 

An example of a malicious historical racial political project was “Jim Crow” 

which sanctioned racial segregation up until the 1950s. Jim Crow was used at local and 

state levels to create separate schools, parks and other public facilities for Blacks that 

were inferior to the resources provided for White Americans. The malevolence of this 

project was not only that Blacks could not use White facilities, but that the discrimination 

hindered Black’s ability to earn a livelihood. Jim Crow was presumed to legally end in 

1954 as a result of the Brown vs. Board of Education desegregation case. However, even 

with the decision in that case, many school districts were not integrated until twenty years 

later (Bell, 1979).  

Analogous to Jim Crow, the institution of school and sport were also historical 

sites of racial projects. Although schools were and are perceived as a venue for 

socioeconomic mobility, historically, they also operated as a racial project comparable to 

Jim Crow. Schools were the main arena to validate and justify claims that Blacks were 
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inferior (Gonzalez, 1999).  Similar to how eugenics functioned, IQ and standardized test 

scores were used to denote academic inferiority in school. However, contemporarily, 

sport is a venue to express notions of intellectual inferiority in Black males (Sailes, 1998; 

Edwards, 1984; Hoose, 1989). Racial explanations are often used to explain the success 

of Black athletes. For example, when a Black athlete succeeds athletically, many believe 

it is not a result of their work ethic or intelligence, but their innate athletic ability. In 

contrast, White players’ success is typically attributed to their discipline, hard work and 

intelligence, no matter how athletically gifted they are (Sailes, 1998). These 

oversimplified explanations carry heavy consequences as the imposed corollary of 

athletic superiority is intellectual and academic inferiority (Edwards, 1984). This has 

dramatic implications as people assume Blacks are incapable of intellectual or academic 

achievement and are only suited for athletics. Stereotypes emanating from athletic and 

academic ideologies are not only influential in academic arenas but also in the 

professional sport ranks as well.  

Professional sport is influenced by the subtle aforementioned sport racial projects, 

deeming Black males as innately intellectually inferior. These projects manifest 

themselves in policies and hiring practices as well as position stacking. Position stacking 

is when players of specific races represent particular positions in sport. For example, 

White players are often overrepresented in the “thinking positions” such as the 

quarterback and center position and historically, in basketball, it was the point guard 

position.  It is often assumed that the overrepresentation of Black males playing 
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professional basketball and football, the position that Black players play, and the 

underrepresentation of Black males in the front office of professional basketball and 

football teams, are natural (Shropshire, 1996). However, Banks (1995) indicates that 

racial projects often use stereotypes to justify and make occurrences appear to be the 

result of a natural order, yet these conditions are often produced by discrimination and 

lack of opportunity, as many qualified Blacks have been outright denied front office 

positions (Shropshire, 1996). These stereotypes have tangible consequences, especially 

when predominantly White front office and coaching staff suggest that Black males are 

only suited for athletic competition and non “thinking” positions—a sentiment expressed 

by the former general manager of the Los Angeles Dodgers on national television in 1987 

(Sailes, 1998; Hoose, 1989). This is extremely problematic because sport and society 

mirror each other. These seemingly innocent explanations in sport are truly deleterious 

because they are reflections of ingrained societal beliefs. Although many of these racial 

beliefs and their influences are documented at the collegiate and professional level, this 

depth of study is lacking at the youth level. The study of racial phenomena at the youth 

level is paramount because newfound understanding will provide researchers, educators, 

parents and practitioners the information necessary to help develop Black male youth 

athletes’ academic identity and curtail the negative academic influences. The exploration 

of race in the above-mentioned examples demonstrates that the effect of race and racial 

projects are based on social constructions with tangible consequences in sport and 

society.  
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Therefore, race in this study will not be defined as a biological construct because 

as the aforementioned examples demonstrate, racial categorization has historically been a 

racial construct rather than a biological reality. As a result of the “one drop rule,” there 

are many people who have as much or more White ancestry than Black ancestry, yet they 

are still considered Black because of the “one drop.” This rule, also known as 

hypodescendancy, explains that one drop of Black blood makes a person a Black 

American (Hickman, 1997). Therefore, being a Black American relates to a shared 

psychosocial and political experience, not a biological experience (Coakley 2004; 

Cunningham 2007; Eitzen & Sage, 2003; LaVeist 1996). There are many Black athletes 

such as Tiger Woods, Jason Kidd, and Derek Jeter of mixed ancestry, yet in the media, 

they are depicted as Black and never White. However, in terms of their biology, they are 

just as White as they are Black (Harrison et al., 2011).  

Many people fallaciously assume that race is solely about biology. Betancourt and 

Lopez (1993) provide further clarification about the Black experience being psychosocial 

and not biological. They explain that there is more genetic variation within the same 

racial groups than between different racial groups. However, the social and psychosocial 

experiences and how people are treated is based on their phenotype as the 

aforementioned examples demonstrate (Cokley, 2007). American society distinguishes 

people according to phenotype with special emphasis paid to “skin color, hair type, eye 

color, stature, head shape and size and facial feature, with special attention to noses” 

(Zuckerman, 1990, p. 1298). For the purpose of this study, Black Americans who have a 
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shared ancestry and a similar ethnic experience will be analyzed.  Although racially the 

same but ethnically different, African immigrants or people of African descent from the 

Caribbean, South America or Central America will not be included (Cokley, 2007).  This 

study makes a distinction between the experiences of Black Americans and Black 

immigrants and Africans because a descendant identity often trumps race, class and 

gender identities (Kidron, 2004). Kidron uses Jews as an example to illuminate that the 

shared experience of Jews was not tied to race, gender or class but a common experience 

linked to the Holocaust.  This concept relates to Black Americans whose history and 

ontology are tied to slavery and post-slavery American oppression such as segregation, 

racism, intimidation and brutality. Although younger people are removed from many of 

those experiences, oral histories have been passed down generationally and the legacies 

remain, carried for multiple generations. The Black descendant identity is fundamental to 

many Black Americans.  

Since historical, cultural and societal conditions affect the identity of Black males, 

this study provides the opportunity to explore the construction of Black male youth with 

specific attention paid, not only to their academic identity, but their athletic identity as 

well. 

History of the Black Athlete 

The identity development of Black males is influenced by historical, cultural and 

societal processes and beliefs regarding Black men which are contextual to time and 

space. Throughout American history, there have been several permutations about beliefs 
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concerning Black males. Many in the general public believe that Black Americans are 

naturally better at sports (Hodge, Harrison, Burden, & Dixson, 2008), and also that sports 

are the most viable route to economic success for these Black athletes (Harrison et al., 

2011); however, this was not always the case. The history of the Black American athlete 

reveals a tale that is quite the contrary. Unlike contemporary beliefs about Black 

American athletes, in the early 1900s, it was common for White Americans to believe 

that Black Americans were not only inferior intellectually but also physically and 

athletically (Sailes, 1998). For example, it was assumed that Black prizefighter, Jack 

Johnson, could not beat a White boxer because Johnson was believed to be anatomically 

inferior. It was deemed that Blacks had inferior organs, stomach muscles and stamina. 

Therefore, fighters believed they could beat Johnson by punching his body (Roberts, 

1983). However, Johnson disproved these theories as he often deliberately allowed 

boxers to punch him in the stomach. To their chagrin, he would effortlessly absorb their 

body punches, then defeat them. Eventually, he became heavyweight champion of the 

world. Once he became champion, theories circulated claiming that he had a “natural” 

disposition to fight that enabled him to easily defeat other fighters (Wiggins, 1985, 1989).  

Similar theories surfaced when Jesse Owens competed versus German runners in the 

Olympics. Hitler assumed that Owens could not defeat the German athletes because he 

believed that German athletes were both intellectually and physically superior to Black 

Americans (Schaap, 2007). This rationale is easy to dismiss as being unique only to the 

Nazi regime, however, the eugenics movement originated with American scientists 
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(Kuhl, 1994). Although difficult to imagine in today’s present atmosphere with the 

overrepresentation of Black male athletes in the professional and collegiate ranks of 

basketball and football, these beliefs were once rampant. An inferior physicality and 

intellect served to justify and rationalize the position Black men occupied at the base of 

American socioeconomics. However, these explanations soon mutated as Blacks began to 

excel in and dominate integrated sports like Olympic track and field, football, basketball 

and boxing.  

As a result of this new and highly publicized Black athletic success, new 

rationales emerged to explain and demean Black success, claiming it was the result of 

innate physical superiority and inherent intellectual inferiority.  This ideology implied 

that Blacks did not have to work for their success or use any mental fortitude because 

their success stemmed from natural ability. This newfound belief system maintained the 

status quo of White superiority (Sailes, 1998). For example, when Owens dominated the 

Olympics, people claimed Blacks had a longer heel bone and stronger Achilles tendon 

which allowed them to easily defeat opponents (Wiggins, 1989).  No matter how athletic 

ability was perceived, Black intellectual capacity was consistently deemed inferior. 

Ironically, during the early 1900s, there was an elite cohort of athletes who thrived 

academically and athletically but their stories have been omitted from the American 

athletic and educational canon. These men were phenomenal athletes and extraordinary 

scholars, yet they remain largely unknown (Smith, Clark, & Harrison, 2014). Race is 

usually used to disparagingly explain the success or lack of success of Black men, but if 
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Black men are successful like the following athletes, their stories are either not 

recognized or race is not mentioned, as if they have transcended race (Dyson, 1993b).  

For this generation of Black scholar athletes, their history has not only been 

excluded from most history books but forgotten entirely. These athletes attended college 

for academic purposes and paid their own tuition. Others received academic scholarships 

and their participation in sport was ancillary (Smith et al., 2014). Interestingly, in the late 

1800s and early 1900s, Blacks were less well off than they are today, but did not see 

athletics as an opportunity for upward mobility, nor were they overrepresented in 

professional and collegiate sports.  They faced harsh racial discrimination and were often 

barred from athletic participation with and against their White counterparts (Shropshire, 

1997). As previously mentioned, Black athletes were perceived as athletically inferior 

which is ironic compared to contemporary viewpoints where Blacks are currently viewed 

as athletically superior (Hoberman, 1997). It is evident that the belief systems 

surrounding Black males’ athletic ability has changed and as a result, so have the players. 

It is crucial for scholars of race and sports to uncover and recover the histories of early 

Black scholar athletes that have been erased from the history of collegiate and 

professional sports. Recovering these histories might contribute to aspiring educators, 

researchers and Black student-athletes forming an identity that renders both academic and 

athletic identities compatible and supportive of each other (Smith et al., 2014).  
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There are several historical Black male beacons of academic and athletic 

excellence. Scholar athletes such as William Henry Lewis, Duke Slater, Jerome Holland, 

Meredith Gourdine, and Paul Robeson exemplify academic and athletic brilliance.  

William Henry Lewis  

William Henry Lewis was born in 1868 to former slaves in Berkley, Virginia. He 

graduated from Amherst College and enrolled in Harvard Law School. While at Harvard, 

he played two years of football and was named an All-American each year. He was the 

fourth Black to graduate from Harvard Law. In 1911, he became the first Black assistant 

attorney general after being selected by President William Taft (Albright, 2005).  

Duke Slater 

Duke Slater was a remarkable college football player at the University of Iowa. In 

1918, he was named All-Iowa as a freshman and, as a sophomore, he was named All-Big 

Ten and second team All-American. Slater earned All-Big Ten honors three years in a 

row and contributed to Iowa’s winning a national championship (Rozendaal, 2012). Duke 

Slater went on to play 10 years in the NFL where he made the Pro Bowl twice. In Slater’s 

ten seasons, he started 96 out of 99 career games (Rozendaal, 2012). During the 

offseason of his NFL playing days, he would return to Iowa to earn a law degree which 

he completed in the summer of 1928. He began practicing law while still competing in 

his final three years of professional football. He became an assistant district attorney. In 

1948, he was elected to the Chicago Municipal Court; he was only the second Black to 

hold that position. 
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Lewis and Slater competed athletically at extremely high levels. However, 

Slater’s law career lasted over 30 years, trumping his phenomenal athletic career.  

Jerome Holland 

             Jerome Holland was a two-time All-American football player in the late 1930s at 

Cornell. He was one of five Blacks in the first half of the 20th century to be named to the 

All-American team. He was a member of the Sphinx Society, the oldest honor society at 

Cornell, for leaders who exude character. He earned a master’s degree at Cornell and a 

doctorate from the University of Pennsylvania. He taught sociology and physical 

education at Lincoln University prior to earning his Ph.D. He eventually became 

president of both Delaware State University (1953-1959) and Hampton Institute (1960-

1970) (Marteney, 2007).  

Meredith Gourdine 

Meredith Gourdine competed as a track and field athlete at Cornell University. At 

Cornell, he won multiple long jump and 220 yard dash titles. He won a silver medal in 

the 1952 Helsinki Olympics. Gourdine was a member of Quill and Dagger, a non-

scholastic secret society for those who embody leadership, character and dedication. 

While studying at Cornell, he paid his own tuition and room and board for the first two 

years and earned his bachelor’s degree in 1952 in engineering (Meredith, 2013). He later 

attended California Institute of Technology on a Guggenheim Fellowship where he 

earned a doctorate in engineering in 1960. He was eventually inducted into the Hall of 

Fame in Engineering and Science in Dayton, Ohio (Faces, 2013). As a physicist and 
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engineer, he developed research in the field of electrogasdynamics. As a researcher, he 

developed the technique, Incineraid, which removes smoke from buildings. He also 

discovered how to remove fog from airport runways. His job titles consisted of senior 

research scientist, lab director and chief scientist. He established Gourdine Laboratories 

in Livingston, New Jersey were he employed over 150 staff members, and he held over 

30 patents in his lifetime (Meredith, 2013). 

Gourdine and Holland rose to the highest athletic levels possible in their 

respective eras, and both earned doctoral degrees. Gourdine was a world renowned 

physicist and Holland was an internationally known educator, businessman and diplomat.  

Fritz Pollard  

Fritz Pollard played football at Brown University in 1915 where he led his team to 

an 8-1 record and the Rose Bowl. Pollard majored in chemistry. He was the first ever 

Black Walter Camp All-American, arguably the most prestigious class of college football 

All-American.  In 1920, he signed to play for the Akron Pros and that same year, he led 

them to an undefeated season and championship. He led the Akron Pros in rushing, 

receiving, scoring and punt returns (Carroll, 1992). In 1921, he was named the head 

coach of the Pros, and he competed as a player-coach, becoming the first Black head 

coach in the NFL.  

Paul Robeson 
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Paul Robeson, the son of a runaway slave, was given an academic scholarship at 

the age of 17 to attend Rutgers University where he majored in chemistry and was a two 

time football All-American, valedictorian, prized orator and member of Phi Beta Kappa. 

At Rutgers, he played football, basketball, baseball and track, earning 15 varsity letters. 

He won all four oratorical contests he entered at Rutgers. Later, he taught Latin and 

played professional football from 1920-1923 to pay for his Columbia law degree 

(Perucci, 2012).  After law school, he worked briefly as a lawyer but encountered severe 

racism and changed careers. He eventually became a Broadway actor and singer 

(Robeson, 1988). 

The aforementioned scholar athletes illuminate the distinction between past and 

present athletes as well as the variance between contemporary and bygone societal 

conditions and expectations Black athletes are subjected to. The athletic landscape has 

transformed drastically and it appears to be difficult for an athlete to embody both 

identities, and when athletes do, the media highlights their athletic contributions rather 

than their academic contributions. The system and portrayal of Black athletes renders 

being a scholar and athlete impossible but athletes are more than capable of inhabiting 

both identities, which is evident by the aforementioned list of historical scholar athletes 

who succeeded in embodying both identities in the midst of racism and political turmoil. 

These abovementioned athletes merged their athletic and academic endeavors. 

They did not choose one over the other. The system of one and done scholarships, intense 

practice schedules, media coverage, the billion dollar industry of high revenue NCAA 
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athletics under the guise of amateurism, and stereotypes, are a confluence of interests that 

create a culture of incompatibility between athletics and academics for Black athletes 

(Smith et al., 2014). It is disheartening to know that many Americans believe this, but 

even more so, that Black athletes believe this (Edwards, 1984; Hoberman, 1997). By 

believing these stereotypes, Black Americans severely limit themselves academically and 

do not place themselves in a position to succeed academically even though they have the 

capacity to do so.  

These athletes are seen as outliers who have transcended their Blackness and are 

not recognized. Black athletes are often perceived as superior athletes, which appears to 

be a positive stereotype that many people latch on to, including Blacks (Hoberman, 

1997). Yet, this stereotype is not positive or beneficial when critically analyzed. For 

example, the notion of being an inherently superior athlete implies that Black athletes do 

not have to work for their success and only succeed off of pure athleticism, not intellect. 

As a result of racial explanations, racial stereotypes emerge. These stereotypes impact the 

development of Black male identity, allowing for race and gender to serve as a hasty and 

injudicious method to categorize people without knowing them and create generalizations 

and stereotypes which are problematic. These categorizations are especially troublesome 

when people attach value judgments to particular racial groups (Harrison, 2001). 

Racism & Stereotypes of Black athletes 
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 Black athletes are subjected to a myriad of value judgments. They are 

simultaneously deemed athletically superior while innately intellectually inferior due to 

their athletic and racial status. Joe Paterno describes this manifestation.  

 For fifteen years we have had a race problem. We have raped a generation and a 

half of  young Black athletes. We have taken kids and sold them on bouncing a ball and 

running with a football and that being able to do things athletically was going to be an 

end in  itself. (Quoted in Edwards, 1984, p. 9)  

Joe Paterno is the winningest coach in NCAA Division I football history. He coached at 

Pennsylvania State University from 1966-2011 and is of Italian descent (Posnanski, 

2011). Paterno’s aforementioned statement shocked the athletic world in 1983; 

surprisingly, in 2014, not much has changed. “Only recently has American society been 

jolted into recognizing the extensive and tragic implications of widespread educational 

mediocrity and failure among student-athletes, and—no less importantly—that “dumb 

jocks” are not born; they are being systematically created” (Edwards, 1984, p. 8). 

Edwards describes dumb jocks as individuals who value and excel at sports at the 

expense of their academic achievement. These “dumb” jocks are also the byproduct of a 

large collegiate sport mechanism where large sums of money are exchanged by everyone 

except the players. While the athletic system at the collegiate level claims to compensate 

athletes by providing one-year renewable scholarships, it also claims to value academics 

over athletics while it pays coaches, athletic directors, and administrators exorbitant 

salaries while profiting billions of dollars from merchandise sales, television contracts, 
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endorsement deals, corporate sponsorships, all under the guise of amateur athletics 

(Harper, Williams, & Blackman, 2013). The only amateur aspect of NCAA revenue-

producing sports is that the players are not paid.  Men’s basketball and football are 

considered revenue sports because, in comparison to other intercollegiate athletics, they 

earn a profit while subsidizing other university and collegiate teams (Meggyesy, 2000).  

As mentioned previously, with Black dominance in sports, new rationales emerge 

explaining this success as a product of inherent athletic ability. Edwards (1984) expounds 

on these notions of simultaneous superiority and inferiority.  

….there are implications of the myth of innate Black athletic superiority, and the 

more  blatantly racist stereotype of the dumb Negro condemned by racial heritage to 

intellectual inferiority. Under circumstances where there exists a pervasive belief in the 

mutual exclusivity of physical and intellectual capability, and where, furthermore, 

popular sentiment and even some claimed scientific evidence buttress notions of race-

linked  Black proclivities for both athletic prowess and intellectual deficiency, it should 

come as no surprise that the shameful situation of the Black student-athlete has been for 

so long not only widely tolerated but expected and institutionally accommodated. (p. 8)  

Edwards explains that notions of intellectual inferiority and athletic superiority are not 

aberrant, rather they are embedded in peoples’ psyches and rooted in longstanding 

mythology and so-called “scientific evidence.” Edwards argues that sports media and 

collegiate coaches expect Black athletes to excel at high levels athletically and low levels 

academically.  Since the athletic and academic identities are thought to be mutually 
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exclusive for Black males, it is suggested that coaches often contribute to the creation of 

dumb jocks through neglecting the development of leadership and academic identities 

while overemphasizing winning and the development of athletic identities (Harrison et 

al., 2011). The supposed separation of mental and athletic capacity of Black men is not a 

new revelation. Stereotypes are not an anomaly; they have subsisted historically to 

validate the American racial hierarchy by denigrating Blacks to keep them subordinate 

while maintaining White superiority (Hall, 2001).  Early American stereotypes about 

Black men portrayed them as “brutes” and “Sambos.” Contemporary Black athletic 

stereotypes derive from the brute and Sambo stereotypes that commenced during slavery. 

Brutes are described as primitive, violent, uncontrolled and aggressive (Lombardo, 1978). 

The brute stereotype renders Black men as robust, visceral specimens with an enfeebled 

intellectual capacity. This specific stereotype is often used to explain Black dominance in 

sport. Conversely, the Sambo stereotype has been embodied by the Harlem Globetrotters. 

It depicts Black men as inane, humorous, impetuous and unsophisticated but talented. 

Although the Harlem Globetrotters were an ensemble of highly-skilled, professional 

basketball players, they acted goofy and utilized tricks to attract fans.  Fans relished this 

exaggeration of the “Sambo” athlete rather than its antithesis when viewing Black players 

(Lombardo, 1978).  

Exacerbating the injurious portrait painted by the Globetrotters, is the 

overrepresentation of Black Americans in collegiate football and basketball that are 

portrayed as incompetent students. Athletics as an avenue for upward mobility and the 
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belief that Black athletes are innately superior are cultural myths that America endorses 

and many Black subcultures reinforce (Edwards 1984; Frey & Eitzen, 1991). This myth 

is also perpetuated by the overrepresentation of Black males in collegiate sports. For 

instance, in 2012- 2013, Black males represented 57.2% of all Division I collegiate 

basketball players and 51.6% of all NCAA Division I college football players at the 

Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) level (Lapchick, 2013). However, in other sports such 

as golf, swimming, tennis, lacrosse, cycling, soccer, hockey and NCAA baseball, Blacks 

are underrepresented; ironically there is no racial explanation furnished for the athletic 

dominance of the races who lead these sports (Frey & Eitzen, 1991).  

Stereotypes operate as an easy way to process large amounts of information 

quickly by assigning characteristics and categorizing people based on their racial 

membership without knowing them (Harrison, 2001; Hamilton & Trolier, 1986). 

Harrison elaborates that stereotypes are not always unscrupulous when they are based on 

“accumulated social and factual knowledge” (p. 97) to make inferences. However, 

stereotypes become problematic and maladaptive when they are based off erroneous and 

inadequate evidence or when imposing group information on individual entities.  

The stereotypes of Black athletic superiority and intellectual inferiority are 

extremely hazardous when this ideology trickles downward to youth athletics. Notions of 

athletic superiority and intellectual inferiority have a distinctive relationship for Black 

athletes. Ideologies that suggest Black men are predisposed to possessing natural athletic 

ability leads to the belief in athletic ascendency (Entine, 2000; Hoberman, 1997). 
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Hawkins (1995) explains that if Blacks are considered athletically superior, thenceforth 

notions of White intellectual superiority are valid.  In some circumstances, athletic 

superiority seems innocuous. However, the implications and consequences of this 

stereotype are disconcerting as people assume inherent traits are the norm and insinuate 

that Black men do not have to toil and labor for athletic success and therefore, are not 

suited for leadership and thinking positions (Sailes, 1998). The “dumb” jock stereotype 

affects all athletes irrespective of race, nonetheless, it acutely influences Black athletes 

the most as they cope with notions of racial inferiority attached to the “dumb jock” 

ideology (Edwards, 1984; Hall, 2001; Sailes, 1993).  

Once stereotypes endure and become conventional knowledge, they have an 

unparalleled effect on the people they depict. Steele (1997) explains that stereotype threat 

occurs when people battle anxiety about fulfilling negative stereotypes and cannot focus 

on the task at hand, but instead agonize about refuting the stereotype. Stereotype threat is 

exaggerated in Black male athletes as omnipresent negative ideologies concerning their 

cognitive capacity circulate. Stereotype threat can cause individuals’ academic 

performance to decline rapidly from their trepidation of being sneered at. Stereotype 

threat has the potential to impede the academic performance of Black male athletes when 

they believe their intellect is being judged. They may experience anxiety, concentrate on 

negative stereotypes, and worry about being evaluated rather than attend to imminent 

academic tasks (Stone, Lynch, Sjomeling, & Darley, 1999). Racial stereotypes affect 

peoples’ identity as they exert internal and external pressure on people. 



	   	   	  
	  

37	  

Identity  

The influence race, racial stereotypes and racial expectations have on one’s 

identity cannot be understated. Identity is always in flux; it is never fixed. Identity is 

defined by how one relates to different aspects of their personal and public worlds (Hall 

& du Gay, 2011).  Identity is not monolithic and is hierarchized as some aspects of 

peoples’ beings are more salient than others.  Identity is fluid, not static, and formed by 

both external and internal influences (Dubois, 1903; Mead, 1913). For Black male 

athletes, there are numerous stereotypes and expectations pertaining to their race and 

athletic status which affect their identity construction process.    

Dubois (1903) and Mead (1913) assert that identity is formed through internal and 

external pressures. Dubois explains that the Black American identity develops in a unique 

manner. The Black American perceives himself as he truly is, but also sees himself 

through the lens of others, a form of double consciousness. Mead embraces a similar 

stance on identity. However, his findings are abstract and rooted in behaviorism. Dubois’ 

ideology is practical as he incorporates power dynamics and race into his interpretation of 

identity. He positions his analysis in the context of the Black American.  Mead (1913) 

recognizes the self and mind are developed by a social process. His main premise is that 

the self is broken up into two parts, the “me” and the “I”. The “I” is a response to others 

and the “me” is the organized set of attitudes an individual assumes. Another approach to 

comprehend this is the “I” is the knower and the "me" is the known. “Me” is how others 

perceive you and “I” is how you respond.   
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Both authors examine internal and external influences that shape identity.  

According to Mead, identity is a result of social experience. Dubois affirms this 

perspective while incorporating race as central to this experience. Although Dubois and 

Mead maintain exceptionally comparable outlooks, Dubois incorporates race’s and 

power’s influence on identity which this study aims to do.  

These notions of internal and external pressures with particular attention paid to 

race are illustrated by Jackson (2001) who claims the Black experience is diverse and not 

universal. Jackson further explicates that Black males are not only multifaceted, but are 

cognizant of how society positions them. Jackson describes how one of his research 

participants manipulates his behavior when interacting with the police, conversing and 

performing in a calculated and contrived fashion to dissociate himself from other Blacks, 

in order to be perceived as reputable. This is a significant example because he realizes 

who he is, but he is also conscious of how others view him, as he exemplifies through his 

highly premeditated performance. Black identity is constructed around a comprehension 

of internal and external forces illustrating Dubois’ double consciousness. As previously 

mentioned, identity is hierarchized and particular facets of one’s identity are more salient 

than others. This study explores various germane aspects of Black males, one being 

academic self-concept (identity).  

Academic Self-concept 

The exploration of the academic self-concept of Black athletes is critical due to 

the pervasive stereotypes concerning their intellectual aptitude. It is vital to determine 
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what prevalent beliefs are and how they affect the development of Black males’ academic 

self-concept because academic self-concept contributes to academic success. According 

to Gerardi (1990), at the collegiate level minority students’ academic self-concept 

correlates strongly and significantly with grade point average (GPA). Academic self-

concept is a strong predictor of academic success (Awad, 2007; Cokley 2000a, 2002a, & 

2002b; Gerardi 1990; Lent, Brown, & Gore, 1997; Witherspoon, Speight, & Thomas, 

1997).  Reynolds, Ramirez, Magrina, and Allen (1980) define academic self-concept as 

the measurement of how positive one feels about their academic ability. Academic self-

concept can also be defined as how a student perceives their academic ability when 

compared with others or the feelings, attitudes and perceptions associated with one’s 

academic abilities.  

When contrasted with other racial groups’ academic achievement, Black students’ 

academic achievement lags and the rationalization for this has been hypothesized 

frequently. Scholars often attribute Black males’ lack of academic success to cultural, 

ethnic and racial identity, as well as oppositional stances towards erudition (Fordham & 

Ogbu, 1986). Several scholars posit that cultural identity has a negative effect on the 

academic achievement and academic self-concept of Black students (Fordham & Ogbu; 

McWhorter, 2000; Harper & Tuckman, 2006; Worrell, 2007).  Ward (1990) determined 

that cultural identity had a positive effect on the academic attainment of Black students.  

Conflicting philosophies on the affect racial identification has on the academic 

performance of Black students exist. Fordham (1988) claimed that Black students 
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relinquished aspects of their racial identity to succeed; in contrast, Ward found that 

students who embraced their race strengthened their academic performance.   

Cokley (2000, 2002), in his study of Black college students, concluded that the 

most notable contributor to positive academic self-concept was positive relationships 

with professors, proving to be even more important than GPA. According to Cokley 

(2000), the most essential consideration in determining academic outcomes is the belief 

an individual has in his/ her academic abilities, or the academic self-concept. Therefore, it 

is critical to understand the forces and factors that influence academic self-concept. Many 

studies support this finding of a strong correlation between academic achievement and 

academic self-concept (Awad, 2007; Cokley 2000a, 2002a, & 2002b; Gerardi 1990; Lent, 

Brown, & Gore, 1997; Witherspoon, Speight, & Thomas, 1997). Cokley and Chapman 

(2008) found that students with a higher academic self-concept predicted positive results 

in GPA. Therefore, it is important to conduct research on younger students to determine 

the academic self-concept of Black middle school students and the forces that shape their 

academic self-concept.   

The relationship between academic self-concept and athletic identity is critical to 

the study of Black athletes. Beamon and Bell (2006) found that Black players emphasized 

athletics over academics and education. Lomax (2000) cites Harry Edwards who claims 

that a push towards athletics by Black families is obstructing the social and cognitive 

development of Black youth. Beamon and Bell also found that athletics affected the 

academic achievement of Black and White athletes but Black athletes were 
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disproportionately affected because of their over- identification with the athletic role, to 

the detriment of their academic development. These findings support previous literature 

from Harrison (2000) and Edwards (2000) that Black males are more academically 

affected than White students because of a lone focus on athletics.  

Beamon and Bell (2006) conclude that familial emphasis on receiving an athletic 

scholarship during socialization contributes to the perceived low priority of academic 

achievement among Black athletes. Conversely, the more parents emphasized academic 

achievement over athletic achievement the better the students fared (Beamon & Bell, 

2006). Beamon and Bell studied Division I football players and explored how the athletes 

were socialized into sport as youth to determine collegiate predictors of academic success 

and failure.  Lent et al. (1997) and Cokley (2000) both note that there is a dearth of 

research on the academic self-concept of Black collegiate students and very little on 

Black collegiate student-athletes. This is problematic because Black collegiate athletes 

are often prepared to compete athletically but not academically (Hodge et al., 2008). 

There is a unique interaction between athletic identity and academic self-concept. For 

Black athletes at the collegiate level, there is often an over- identification with the athlete 

role which is detrimental to one’s academic self-concept (Harrison et al., 2011). 

However, as the aforementioned historical scholar athletes noted, a high academic self-

concept and athletic identity can mesh and co-exist. It is critical to explore the athletic 

identity of contemporary Black athletes to unearth how and why it affects the athletes’ 

academic self-concepts.   
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Athletic Identity  

Historically, Black male athletes’ academic self-concepts and athletic identities 

have had a unique relationship. Depending on the time and context, athletic identity’s 

salience and relevance often mutates. Brewer, Raalte, & Linder (1993) describe athletic 

identity as the way in which an athlete perceives themselves in the role of an athlete.  

Many factors influence the athletic identity of Black males. Noguera (2003) suggests that 

peer groups serve as one of the greatest influence on Black males. Majors (1998) stresses 

that athletics provide an avenue for Black males to exude masculinity and aggressive 

behavior and not be punished for it. Utilizing Cross’ model of Nigrescence, Harrison et 

al. (2002) and Bimper and Harrison (2011) claim that racial and athletic identity for 

Black males is often intertwined and develops simultaneously.  

According to Brewer et al. (1993), a strong athletic identity can be both beneficial 

and detrimental. It is beneficial when this identity has a positive influence on athletic 

performance, stimulating a lifelong pursuit of a healthy exercise-related lifestyle 

(Sparkes, 1998). It becomes a detriment when an individual is injured and even 

destructive when an athlete’s entire identity is based solely on their athletic abilities. This 

is also known as role engulfment, which can lead to a crisis when athletic participation 

ends (Sparkes, 1998). Role engulfment is when the athletic identity supersedes any other 

identity, stymieing different identities from maturing.  

According to Bimper and Harrison (2011), athletic identity has cognitive and 

social implications. Young Black student-athletes are often identified solely as athletes 
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where their athletic endeavors are celebrated in opposition to being perceived and 

evaluated as students where their intellect goes unnoticed or is undervalued (Ladson-

Billings, 2011). Blacks comprise approximately 13% of the American population yet in 

2011-2012 they made up 78% of the NBA and 67 % NFL. In 2012-2013, 51.6% of 

NCAA Division I FBS football players and 57.2% of basketball players were Black 

(Lapchick, 2013) in contrast to Black students who comprised 14% of all undergraduate 

students in the United States in 2008 (Cuyjet, Howard-Hamilton, & Cooper, 2011).  

In the high profile realms of NCAA basketball and football, the athletes who 

“make it” sacrifice a great deal of their time to do so.  Once these athletes arrive at their 

respective universities, considerable time and energy is devoted to sport, diminishing 

their opportunity to engage in enriching academic endeavors.  According to Bimper and 

Harrison (2011), this affects Black athletes more than any other racial group because they 

often regard sport as their only perceived route to social and economic success. The 

outward manifestation of a glamorous lifestyle of high profile athletes often shrouds the 

realities of what these athletes truly experience.    

Singer (2008) explores the oftentimes deleterious effects of an inflated athletic 

identity on Black Division I collegiate athletes.  Edwards (1984) has explored the athletic 

and academic identities of Black collegiate athletes since the 1980s, pushing scholars to 

seriously examine the injurious effects an inflated athletic identity has on student-

athletes’ academic endeavors. Because “scholars and researchers commonly understand 

that environmental and cultural factors have a profound influence on human behaviors, 
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including academic performance” (Noguera, 2003, p. 433), it is important to understand 

the influence of athletic identity on academic self-concept in Black youth. According to 

Noguera, the perceptions and expectations of Black males affect their scholastic 

performance and contribute to the ways in which Black males stand out in negative and 

alarming manners in American schools.  

Racial Identity 

The intersection of athletic identity and racial identity inform educators about 

perceptions regarding Black male athletes’ academic identity. Athletic and racial identity 

in Black males often develop simultaneously (Bimper & Harrison, 2011; Harrison et al., 

2002). The perceptions regarding the intellectual capacity of Black male athletes is 

evaluated in conjunction with their athletic endeavors. As a result of their racial identity 

and athletic identity, Black athletes are perceived to be academically inferior (Edwards, 

1984). Understanding how Black male student-athletes are perceived athletically can 

inform educators of the influences affecting and needs of Black athletes’ academic 

endeavors. Race and racial identity are often considered proxies, but they differ. Racial 

identity is often more fluid and is defined as how one identifies with their specific race 

(Carter & Goodwin, 1994). In contrast, race is an amalgamation of interpretations 

socially constructed by society and placed onto an individual (Omi & Winant, 1994). 

Although racial implications may change, race has remained fairly consistent.  Racial 

identity is the "sense of group or collective identity based on one's perception that he or 

she shares a common racial heritage with a particular racial group" (Helms, 1990, p. 3).  
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People of various racial groups identify differently racially (Helms, 1990; Carter & 

Goodwin, 1994). Cross’ (1991) model of Nigrescence indicates that there are several 

stages in a Black person’s racial identity development, explaining how a person becomes 

Black or develops a Black identity. Cross describes the five stages that Blacks go through 

to identify with their Blackness.  

Stage one results from a Eurocentric viewpoint where Blacks do not identify with 

the Black race and blame Blacks for their own problems. These individuals often 

demonstrate anti-Black attitudes and regard being Black as an inconsequential aspect of 

their life. Stage two is induced by an event, a series of events, or encounters in relation to 

differential treatment or discrimination that awakens the individual to a realization of 

their Blackness. The third stage is “immersion-emersion” where an individual liberates 

themselves from the negative connotations associated with Blackness and consequently 

alter their outward appearance such as style of dress, hairstyle, and political and 

organizational affiliation and align themselves with “Black” organizations and activities 

(Cross, 1991). The next stage, internalization, commences when an individual begins to 

see racism and oppression in a different manner. Individuals in this phase develop a 

strong sense of self-worth, without insecurity, and are able to engage with other racial 

and ethnic groups without sacrificing their Blackness and forge meaningful relationships 

and bonds. The final stage of Nigrescence occurs when an individual cultivates a healthy 

Black identity and supports other racial groups’ identity development but remains 



	   	   	  
	  

46	  

committed to social justice and improving the lives of other Black people. Cross notes 

that all Black people do not undergo this experience in an identical, linear fashion.  

Of particular interest is the immersion-emersion phase because it typically 

transpires around the middle school ages of 12-15. In the immersion-emersion stage 

following the encounter stage, students begin to associate with activities and 

organizations that are considered Black. Bimper and Harrison (2011) state that racial and 

athletic identity often develop simultaneously. This simultaneous development arises 

during the immersion-emersion stage of their racial identity. For example, Black student-

athletes begin to associate and align themselves with basketball because it is considered a 

Black activity/sport (Mahiri, 1991; McLauglin, 2008; Will, 1990). Basketball is often 

viewed as a “Black” sport because of the overrepresentation of Black players in 

intercollegiate Division I basketball and the NBA. Additionally, Black men have been 

oppressed historically, but basketball has served a rallying place for pride, teamwork, 

masculinity and cultural identity in the Black community (George, 1993). Basketball is 

also a venue where Black men are depicted in a seemingly positive fashion in contrast to 

society where they are viewed pessimistically.  

President Barack Obama illustrates this occurrence in his memoir, Dreams of My 

Father, where he explains he discovered a sense of community, solace and Blackness 

through the game of basketball (Obama, 2007). His propensity for the game of basketball 

influenced his racial development; and, his ability to play well was recognized by others. 

As a result, it authenticated his Blackness as he was welcomed into Black basketball 
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circles (Andrews et al., 2010). President Obama’s reception was significant because he 

was raised by a White family and his Black father was absent (Obama, 2007). For 

example, while running for presidency when asked if he was Black enough, President 

Obama delved into his experiences on the basketball court to explain and solidify his 

Black identity (Andrews et al., 2010).   As personified by President Obama’s personal 

experience, participation in basketball often solidifies Black racial identity.  Will (1990) 

claims that Black men will not admit that they cannot play basketball because denying 

this ability can be perceived as tantamount to denying their Blackness.  

Harrison et al. (2002) explain that participation in football, basketball, and track 

and field are consequential to the identification process of Black males. This is the case, 

since the realm of sport is one of few arenas in the public domain where Black men are 

depicted in a positive light. Basketball also provides an avenue to display and celebrate 

Black creativity and style.  Sport and music are portrayed as two of the few attainable 

career options for Black males.  According to Harrison et al. (2011), success in athletics 

raises the self-esteem of Black male athletes.  In an attempt to develop a positive racial 

identity, many Black male youth gravitate towards sport. The racial identity of Black 

male youth is often intricately connected to their athletic development and performance.  

Cross (1991) explains that certain behaviors and activities can solidify Black 

racial identity. Harrison et al. (2011) explain that racial identity often influences athletic 

identity, and athletic ability can shape racial identity.  More specifically, racial identity is 

shaped through different stages of identity production, but typically the immersion-
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emersion stage. The racial identities of Black male athletes influence their athletic 

identity, the sports they pursue, and the specific styles of play they embrace within the 

game of basketball. Not only do athletes racially identify with particular sports, but 

society, media and stereotypes influence the athletic identity development of Black 

athletes (Harrison et al., 2002).  

The majority of the related literature on this topic focuses on the identity 

development of collegiate athletes which while definitely important, is also distinct from 

adolescent identity which is particularly malleable (Chatman, Eccles, & Malanchuk, 

2005). Research during the adolescent years is scarce and this research aims to contribute 

to the gap that exists in studying Black male middle-school athletes.  

An exploration of the academic and athletic identity of Black middle school 

athletes can determine how the “environmental and cultural forces interact and influence 

academic outcomes and how these factors shape the relationship between identity, 

particularly related to race and gender, and school performance” (Noguera, 2003, p. 434). 

Noguera insists that it is crucial to investigate the processes and influences that create the 

Black male identity because they directly affect the academic performances of Black 

males. This exploration is vital because Black males are considered most at risk in the 

academic realm. Black scholar-athletes such as Jerome Holland, Paul Robeson, and many 

others demonstrate that athletic and academic identities are compatible. However, it is 

often assumed that an athletic and academic identity are incompatible with one another, 

especially when coinciding with a Black racial identity. This is an interesting revelation 
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when coupled with the aforementioned research that finds that athletic and Black racial 

identity often develop simultaneously. One can infer that to be Black and smart is an 

oxymoron, especially for athletes. Although the two identities are in fact compatible, 

stereotypical representations and perceptions of Black males present the two identities as 

irreconcilable (Edwards, 1984). 

The association between racial and athletic identity with academic identity must 

be studied because there is little data on the subject, and the relationship informs 

educators of how Black male athletes are perceived and treated in educational settings. 

While Blacks male athletes are overrepresented in the professional and Division I 

collegiate ranks of basketball and football, they are not overrepresented in college 

classrooms and score significantly lower on standardized tests (Aud, Fox, & 

KewalRamani, 2010). This overrepresentation is often explained in terms of biology, 

claiming that Black male athletes possess innately superior physical traits (Hoberman, 

1997). This is often presented as a harmless claim, however, it becomes extremely 

detrimental when this same essentialist rationale explains academic failure.   Black 

students’ lack of success in the classroom has been explained by biological factors 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1967), cultural deprivation (Frazier, 1950; Kardiner & Ovesey, 1951), 

and cultural difference (Anderson, 1978; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Hannerz, 1970a; L. 

Hunt & Hunt, 1975; Silverstein & Krate, 1975).  

Void in the Literature 
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This literature review provides a broad historical overview of conceptions of race 

and racism as well as Black men in sport. It also conceptualizes academic, athletic and 

racial identity and ultimately concentrates on the literature germane to Black youth.   

Black Males in Society 

Troubling connotations associated with Black males, academics, and athletics are 

ubiquitous. Young (2004) posits that contemporary depictions of Black males 

characterize them as perpetually in “crisis.”  They are often portrayed as violent, sexually 

irresponsible and pathological (Gordon, 1997). According to Noguera (2003), Black 

males lead the nation as the perpetrators and victims of homicide. Multiple social ills 

such as high rates of incarceration, suicide, violence, and AIDS/HIV affect Black males 

(Harry & Anderson, 1994; Noguera, 2003).  Although the depiction of Black males 

constantly mutates, the one constant is that Black males are continually portrayed as a 

homogenous group (Brown, 2011b; Gordon, 1997; Howard, 2013) and in many segments 

of society, they are hated (Howard, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2011), but this is not a new 

trend.  In the beginning of the twentieth century, Du Bois (1903) declared that Black men 

were viewed as societal problems. According to Brown (2011a), Blacks were often 

vilified and blamed for their relegation to the bottom of the social hierarchy, but the 

American political, social and educational system was rarely, if ever, questioned for its 

contribution to these problems.  Unquestioned portrayals lead American society to view 

Black males as deficient (Stinson, 2006). This perception creates a singular focus on 

Black males and not on the societal forces that create this “problem”. Brown postulates 

that the aforementioned negative depictions create common sense narratives to 
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substantiate the social standing of Black males. Several of these common sense narratives 

depict Black males as a monolithic and troubled group raised by single mothers in 

impoverished neighborhoods. Although some Black youth do emerge from troubled 

environments, this one-dimensional portrayal essentializes a heterogeneous group.  

Literature about Black Males in School 

Black males are particularly stigmatized in school settings. Throughout American 

history, Black boys’ academic struggles were initially attributed to biological deficiencies 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1967), cultural deficiency (Frazier, 1950; Kardiner & Ovesey, 1951), 

and then cultural difference (Anderson, 1978; Hannerz, 1970a; Hunt & Hunt, 1975; 

Silverstein & Krate, 1975). Influential child development psychologist, Urie 

Bronfenbrenner (1967) claimed that Blacks sought integration to “repair a damaged 

brain, supply a father, equip a home with books, or alter a family’s values, speech habits, 

and patterns of child rearing” (p. 918). Bronfenbrenner postulated that Black youth could 

not succeed in school because they were “intellectually retarded, unable to concentrate, 

unmotivated to learn; at first apathetic” and also innately “resentful, rebellious, and 

delinquency-prone” (p. 918).  

Culturally deficient views suggesting Black boys opposed school culture surfaced 

as early as the 1950s (Frazier, 1950; Kardiner & Ovesey, 1951). School opposition was 

attributed to a faltering Black family structure and Black male behavior. Although many 

Americans believed Blacks were to blame for their academic woes, prominent 

educational scholars such as WEB Dubois (1935) and Carter G. Woodson (1933) called 

for the analysis of school culture. They asserted that school culture, poorly funded 
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schools, low expectations, segregation, and negative images of Black males in the 

curriculum, were to blame for academic disparities, not Black families or culture. 

However, the aforementioned scholars’ statements were disregarded. According to 

Brown (2011), social science literature in the 1930-1960s began to attribute Black males’ 

problems to the deterioration of the Black family as a result of Black men neglecting their 

familial duties. These theories led to Black males being viewed as “powerless” and 

“emasculated” (Brown, 2011, p. 2056). Researchers promoted theories that sought to 

prove that Black culture and Black families contributed to the social and educational 

struggles Black males faced. Theorists also claimed that Black males adopted self-

handicapping coping strategies because of psychological trauma stemming from a 

scarcity of father figures and perceived powerlessness (Brown, 2011). Many scholars 

began to attribute school failure to the children being mothered in female-centered 

households. In the 1960s, new theories emerged to explain academic underachievement 

that proposed Black males held certain personality traits which led them to reject 

mainstream school culture (Katz, 1969; McClelland, 1961; Moynihan, Rainwater, & 

Yancey, 1967).   

Blacks have been consistently depicted as a monolithic and problematic group, 

but the rationale to explain the Black quandary constantly mutates. For example, in 

American schools, Blacks historically have been described as inferior. This notion of 

Black intellectual inferiority has not changed much, however, the explanation of this 

inferiority has changed. It was initially explained by biological deficiencies then 
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culturally deficient theories and ultimately culturally different explanations (Anderson, 

1978; Hannerz, 1970a; L. Hunt & Hunt, 1975; Silverstein & Krate, 1975). Currently, 

Black males are depicted in alarmingly negative ways on television, also contributing to 

these negative illustrations and interpretations (Entman, 1994, 1992; Rome, 2004).  In the 

1980s, new developments began to describe Black males as “in crisis”. Several social and 

educational programs were created to address these needs. Theories about “acting White” 

emerged, suggesting that Black males proactively disengage from the learning process 

(Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Currently, the educational status of Black males in education 

is seen as self-destructive and marked by Black masculine roles that are self-defeating 

such as being cool, violent and appearing to be in control (Majors & Billson, 1993). 

Academic disengagement is purportedly a result of cultural difference and is 

characterized by terms such as oppositional culture, stereotype threat, cool pose and 

school avoidance (Polite, 1993).  

Black Male Achievement Gap  

The aforementioned academic difficulties often manifest themselves in the ever-

present achievement gap. When discussing Black youth’s academic achievement, the 

discourse revolves around the term, achievement gap. The achievement gap asserts that 

Black boys have lower academic achievement than Whites, Asians and Black girls in 

every academic category (Rowley & Bowman, 2009). The Schott Foundation (2010) 

states that Black boys have the lowest high school graduation rates. They also have the 

lowest standardized test scores (Aud, Fox, & KewalRamani, 2010) and are the group 

most often placed in special education (Skiba et al., 2008). The achievement gap focuses 
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on the disparities between Black and White students in terms of standardized test scores, 

dropout rates and those admitted to AP, honors, and “gifted” classes as well as college 

admission rates even when income level is held constant (Ladson-Billings, 2006). 

According to Ladson-Billings (2006) the term “achievement gap” produces more than 11 

million citations on Google. She expounds that there are numerous explanations for the 

gap such as cultural deficit theories, the racial makeup of schools, teachers’ verbal skills, 

family background, stereotype threat, cultural mismatch, curriculum, and pedagogical 

practices.  

Reframing the Achievement Gap to the Education Debt 

When discussing the precarious predicament of Black males in school, it is often 

suggested that culturally and/or biologically Black males contribute to their own 

problems. The achievement gap is used to illuminate and validate Black failure, leading 

people to deem Black males culpable for their educational difficulties. The conspicuous 

achievement gap, coupled with ideologies that blame Black males for their academic 

shortcomings, absolve society, history and educators of any blame for the academic 

deficiencies of Black males. Ladson-Billings (2006) claims that educational research on 

Black males should not focus on the achievement gap, but instead on the education debt. 

According to her, the education debt is a result of political, social, economic and moral 

disparities accumulating in American history, prompting Black people to trail behind 

their counterparts of other races in every aspect of society. She advises educators to 

reframe their interpretation of the problem and re-channel their energy away from the 
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achievement gap instead to rewriting past injustices incurred from this debt. Rowley et al. 

(2014) suggest that educators move away from perpetuating the same narrative that 

describes Black boys as at risk and dangerous. He explains that true solutions lie in 

reframing old narratives while focusing on how internal and external pressures shape 

social identities. According to Rowley et al. (2014), Black boys are not likely to take AP 

classes even when qualified. He calls for educators to examine why students fail to enroll 

in these classes, instead of focusing on the gap, which is critical because AP math courses 

are strong predictors of college success. 

Recently, scholars have emerged, contrary to most educational literature, asserting 

that Black boys do desire to do well in school and identify with academics (Berry, 

Thunder, & McClain, 2011; Caton, 2012; Harper & Davis, 2012; Rose, 2013), 

contradicting the oppositional culture theories previously discussed. In addition to 

identifying with school, Black boys express “sadness”, “disappointment”, and “anger” 

when they do not succeed academically which also contradicts many of the narratives 

about Black youth culture (Caton, 2012). Caton (2012) and Noguera (2003) claim that the 

American education system does not serve Black students well. There are endemic, 

historically-based problems within the American educational system that need to be 

scrutinized (Ladson-Billings, 2006), but there is also a need to understand youth culture.  

The voices of Black boys provide insight into all of these cases. A paradigm shift from 

focusing on failure to focusing on understanding Black youth to discover how 

achievement can be supported is necessary. Dewey (2007) asserts that students need to be 
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met where they are, therefore it is critical to study the cultures of Black youth.  The 

achievement gap is well documented and ubiquitous, yet so little is known about the 

culture of Black youth. It is apparent that research on different aspects of Black youth 

culture is exigent.   

Call to Study Structures and Culture 

In order to produce new narratives and nuanced understandings of Black males, 

educators must move away from homogenous dialogues documenting and explaining 

Black failure. Educational discussions pertaining to Black men are so absorbed with 

Black failure that Black success and culture are neglected. It is critical to examine how 

and why culture is affected by structural forces. According to Swanson, Cunningham, 

and Spencer (2003), Black youth face structural and systemic barriers in their 

neighborhoods and schools, in addition to structural racism in larger social, economic, 

and political realms. He calls for the study of structural racism and the success of Black 

youth, especially those who live in adverse conditions. Swanson et al. (2003) also 

contend that contextual and cultural understandings of Black youth is lacking which leads 

to behavioral and developmental misinterpretations. Hare (1987) explains that mistaken 

biological and culturally deficient explanations abound, and that the success and failure 

of Black youth are largely contingent upon environmental factors. Biological and cultural 

explanations often justify contemporary race, class and gender inequalities.  Hare 

indicates that American capitalism often produces educational and occupational losers, 

and Black Americans typically bear the brunt of these losses due to structural racism. 
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Often, Americans fail to examine structural racism but instead blame individuals 

demonstrating a form of dysconscious racism which “is a form of racism that tacitly 

accepts dominant White norms and privileges” and “an uncritical habit of mind 

(including perceptions, attitudes, assumptions, and beliefs) that justifies inequity and 

exploitation by accepting the existing order of things as given” (King, 1991, p. 135). 

King further clarifies that when structural inequality is acknowledged, it forces people to 

concede that structural change is obligatory, yet that acknowledgment would affect the 

privilege that they enjoy. He also explains that unacknowledged racism is built into the 

social order, maintaining social inequality and disproportionately affecting Black boys. 

 Structural racism is endemic to and perpetuated by government systems (i.e. 

schools) (Harris, 1993) and needs to be explored, but there is also a need for a critical 

examination of multifaceted Black youth culture with the purpose of understanding the 

youth and not criticizing them. Two contemporary and critical facets of Black male 

culture are Hip-Hop and sport. This study investigates both cultures with particular 

attention paid to sport culture to promote understanding, agency, and thoughtful analysis 

in order to unearth new narratives. 

Culture 

Initially, this section will explore the definition of culture and how researchers 

have contextualized different aspects of Black culture’s impact on education. 

Subsequently, the symbiotic relationship among Black cultural forms of Hip-Hop and 

sport will be explored.  Next, this section will investigate how Hip-Hop is conceptualized 
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and how it is positioned in relation to academics. Then, this section will explore how 

Hip-Hop has been used in a productive manner within educational settings. After 

discussing Hip-Hop, the study will shift to discuss literature pertaining to Black male 

athletes ranging from ages 18-26. The brief focus on collegiate athletes’ racial, athletic 

and academic identities is employed in order to make comparisons with Black middle 

school-aged youth. Lastly, this section will explore how sport culture’s influence on 

academic achievement has been studied and conceptualized and ultimately, how this 

study will fill a void in the literature.   

According to Hall (1980), culture is the study of how people make meaning out of 

life. Culture is what people base their actions, beliefs and priorities upon, depending on 

what they deem relevant and significant in their lives as a result of internal and/or 

external influences (Hall, 1980). The conception of cultural identity is critical for this 

exploration of Black youth culture because an understanding enables educators, parents, 

practitioners and coaches to gain the requisite information to better serve and 

comprehend Black males in regards to their educational enterprises. The majority of 

social science and education literature oscillates between the positive and negative 

influences youth culture has on educational attainment (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; 

McWhorter, 2000; Harper & Tuckman, 2006; Ward, 1990; Worrell, 2007). Some studies 

claim that Black youth culture is detrimental to academic growth. Other researchers claim 

that Black youth culture is understudied and incomprehensible to most people; but within 

it is a vast potential to impact the academic achievement of Black youth when it is 
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understood, used, and validated (Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002, 2003, 2004). The 

reason it is baffling to many is because, as previously mentioned, the nuances within the 

culture are rarely studied and Black boys are perceived as a uniform and monolithic 

group.  Class, culture, geographic location, family dynamics and the like are often not 

taken into consideration; instead, mass generalizations are made.  Cultural identity is not 

only about the similarities between people, but also, the differences that exist (Hall, 

1980). Hall (1990) clarifies that it is not about “what we really are” but more so “since 

history has intervened what we have become” (p.225). The conditions of society 

influence what is internally becoming of the subject. Therefore, Hall (1990) understands 

that identity is a coadunation of external and internal influences that contribute to 

peoples’ identity.  

This study will examine the external influences, such as the expectations and 

influences of peers, teachers, society, and coaches on Black boys. According to Hall 

(1990), cultural identities are constantly shifting, as they are a matter of being and 

becoming. Cultural identities are unstable and sutured to past history but constantly 

mutating under macro and micro contemporary influences. Black males have a distinct 

history in America tied to slavery and the constant forces that affect them ranging from 

harsh economic realities to societal pressures. Black culture is often assumed to be 

homogenous, but it is heterogeneous. There is no universal Black culture. Black culture is 

contextual to time, region and space. However, there is culture that Black youth relate to, 

like and engage with, and influences that constantly exert pressure on Black youth. When 
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using the term youth, this study refers to people ranging from the ages 5-19 years old.  

According to Harrison et al. (2006), Hip-Hop and sport are critical aspects of current 

Black culture. There are several stereotypes circulating regarding these two aspects of 

Black culture, and in order to counter these stereotypes from proliferating and create true 

understanding of both, Harrison suggests a careful examination of both cultures.  

Two Seminal Cultures Emerged: Hip-Hop & Sport 

In order to understand Black males, the study of structural racism and culture, as 

well as Hip-Hop and basketball, are obligatory (Harrison et al., 2006). Hip-Hop was 

founded on the critical assessment of society by addressing, analyzing and critiquing 

structural and individual racism (Kitwana, 2002). Analogous to Hip-Hop, sport, when 

critically assessed and studied is a means to understand society and societal inequity. 

Both Hip-Hop and basketball are crucial to understanding Black males because Black 

males passionately identify with and embrace these two cultural representations (Harrison 

et al., 2006). The critical analysis of both can provide insight into Black males’ 

worldview (Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002, 2003, 2004; Nasir, 2008). Basketball and 

Hip-Hop have a symbiotic relationship. This affiliation commenced in the 1980s and has 

continues to evolve until present-day.  

Hip-Hop icon and pioneer Kurtis Blow created a song entitled, “Basketball” in 

1984. One of the song’s most prominent lines is:  
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Just like I’m the king on the microphone, so is Dr. J and Moses Malone / I like 

slam dunks, take me to the hoop my favorite play is the alley-oop / I like the pick-

and-roll, I like the give-and-go / Cause it’s basketball, uh, Mister Kurtis Blow 

(Blow, 1984, 3). 

Blow likens his exploits while rapping to that of Julius Erving and Moses Malone, 

proverbial NBA stars. He then describes the various facets of the game of basketball that 

he enjoys. The remainder of the song expresses the grandeur of players such as Tiny 

Archibald and Earl “the Pearl” Monroe as well as fifteen additional NBA stars all while 

describing their athletic feats. Like Kurtis Blow, contemporary Hip-Hop artists such as 

Wale, Jay-Z, Lil Wayne, Drake, Meek Mill and J. Cole all employ basketball based 

references in their lyrics. The relationship between basketball and Hip-Hop is evident, 

however, the significance is that the two entities, basketball and Hip-Hop, are 

inextricably linked and to discuss one without acknowledging the other, this study would 

be negligent (Boyd, 2008). In most realms of society, and specifically in education, Black 

men are seen as inferior. However Hip-Hop and basketball are two arenas where Black 

men are seen as superior and celebrated (Ladson-Billings, 2006). As a result of these 

perceptions, a basketball or Hip-Hop career allows Black men to challenge the powerful 

inferiority ideology that society espouses regarding them (Boyd, 2008).  

Both basketball and Hip-Hop are often considered by many as a logical and 

plausible route for young Black men to gain a modicum of economic success. Basketball 

and rap are both perceived as rational sources to solidify manhood as well as venues 
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where Black males are recruited, to earn a living or attend college (Hoberman, 1997), in a 

society where Black men historically have been discriminated against in every other facet 

of society. Ironically, both routes are extremely competitive and the likelihood of 

becoming a professional basketball player is smaller than becoming a doctor, although 

many embrace the possibility (Sailes, 1996).  

This contention is epitomized by the lyrics of the late rapper Notorious BIG in 

1994 song “Things Done Changed,” 

If I wasn't in the rap game, I'd probably have a key knee deep in the crack game  

the streets is a short stop either you slingin' crack rock or you got a wicked jump 

shot (Wallace, 1994, 2). 

Notorious BIG alludes to the notion that if he was not successful in rap, he would either 

be selling drugs or playing basketball.  These lyrics exemplify the notion that Black 

males prescribe basketball and Hip-Hop as the most probable career trajectory. The 

significance lies not only in the career trajectories of Hip-Hop and basketball but that 

educators and researchers believe that there is a dichotomous relationship between 

basketball and school as well as Hip-Hop and school implying that an individual cannot 

be successful in both because the two identities do not coalesce (McWhorter, 2000).  

Basketball and Hip-Hop are both varieties of entertainment. Entertainment is an aspect of 

Black currency that has been embraced by White audiences dating back to the emergence 

of this country and minstrel shows (Mahar, 1999). These performances were often 

marked by Whites in Black face or Blacks’ singing, dancing and demonstrating 
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athleticism highlighting the mind-body duality that White audiences ascribed to Black 

people. This dichotomous relationship suggested the mind was separate from the body 

and Blacks used innate talents to entertain (Mahar, 1999). However, both basketball and 

Hip-Hop are crucial to study because they are significant in the eyes of Black men and 

both can serve as a bridge to academics rather than a dichotomy that aligns with historical 

conceptions of Black men. Both not only can be studied to learn about Black males, but 

they can also be used as a tool to bolster the academic identity of Black males (Morrell & 

Duncan-Andrade, 2002, 2003, 2004; Nasir, 2008). This study seeks to uncover the 

profound affect that basketball has on academics.  

The union of Hip-Hop and sport is straightforwardly discernible, and therefore 

both will be explored in this literature review. However, I have chosen to research only 

basketball, and not Hip-Hop, because basketball has a longer standing sociocultural 

societal influence than Hip-Hop.  

Hip-Hop 

Hip-Hop is fashion, music, style of dress, graffiti and performance (Prier & 

Beachum, 2008; Clay 2003). The different aspects are often used to demarcate racial 

boundaries to determine who is popular and “authentically” Black (Clay, 2003). Hip-Hop 

commenced as an effort to provide a positive alternative to neighborhood violence in the 

Bronx through block parties and to celebrate youth and life through dance and music 

(Sealey-Ruiz & Greene, 2011). Rap is the musical aspect of Hip-Hop and is a Black 

cultural expression that captures the voices of Black urban males articulating desires and 
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problems. Rap music has always embodied a mode of social activism in its delivery 

(Sealey-Ruiz & Greene, 2011). 

Hip-Hop has a large influence on many Black youth and their identity 

development. Hip-Hop is a major aspect of Black youth culture (Sealey-Ruiz & Greene, 

2011). However, its impact is understudied. Two major schools of thought emerge from 

the literature. The first values Hip-Hop culture for its vast potential as a medium to reach 

and engage Black youth; the other perspective disparages Hip-Hop and believes it has a 

negative influence on the educational attainment and social being of those who listen to 

it.   

Mahiri (2001) posits that Hip-Hop culture can be used as a tool to foster learning 

and as a tool to understand Black youth. He asserts that educators should study youth 

culture in order to understand how students make meaning of their lives and identify 

themselves. Once these facets of students’ lives are understood, teachers should 

determine ways that schools can make similar connections in students’ lives as they 

construct knowledge, and engage with critical social issues.  Morrell and Duncan-

Andrade (2002, 2003, & 2004) recognize the immense potential Hip-Hop has in relating 

to youth, capturing youth’s voice, understanding them, and using Hip-Hop as a tool to 

engage with and develop youth’s critical consciousness. Critical consciousness is an 

understanding and critique of how power structures operate, benefitting some people 

while simultaneously oppressing others. The final aspect of critical consciousness is a 

call for action (Freire, 2000). A critical consciousness is important because, historically, 
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Black people have encountered different rules that have oppressed them. This differential 

treatment negatively affects Black youth’s ability to thrive socially, politically and 

economically. However, rap is an exceptional medium to develop critical consciousness 

because rap has historically critiqued systemic oppression (Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 

2002).  

Lomax (2000) explains that most adults are detached from the Hip-Hop 

generation and youth are resurrecting Malcolm X, a cultural symbol of the past, as their 

fearless leader because they cannot relate to contemporary leaders. The revival of 

Malcolm X illustrates the lack of association and understanding between adults and 

youth. Robinson-Ervin, Cartledge, and Keyes (2011) explain that, to engage Black youth, 

culturally responsive instruction is necessary, specifically the use of culturally 

appropriate and relevant music, reading, and video. Students can relate to these matters 

and educators can use these media as teaching tools to develop a critical consciousness, 

which is important because a critical consciousness makes education relevant and 

engaging (Duncan-Andrade, 2004; Morrell, E. and Duncan-Andrade, J., 

2002/2003/2004). However, the worldview of youth must be explored, valued and 

understood prior to educators trying to engage the critical consciousness of youth. 

Therefore, a comprehensive study of youth culture is essential.  

Critical educators can employ popular culture, such as Hip-Hop, to construct, 

discuss, interrogate, deconstruct and critique social knowledge. Understanding how Hip-

Hop manifests itself into “the lives of youth is key to understanding their worldview” 
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(Prier & Beachum, 2008, p. 527). Hip-Hop culture is relevant and relational to many 

youths’ lived realities and interests. Hip-Hop can be used as an analytic tool to develop a 

critical consciousness and lead to social change and transformation. In order to engage 

Black males it is suggested that educators have knowledge of popular culture. Hip-Hop 

can teach educators where students’ resistance, motivation, desires and alienation arises 

from. The scholarship and research can provide empowering discourse and a medium for 

transformative social action (Prier & Beachum, 2008).  According to Sealey-Ruiz and 

Greene (2011), high school students said that Hip-Hop culture helps them understand 

how the world perceives them. Morrell and Duncan-Andrade (2002) explain that Hip-

Hop can be used as an instrument to teach literacy. Ladson-Billings (2005) implores 

scholars of color to utilize popular culture in shaping their research and scholarly 

agendas, so that research has practical applications. She elaborates that “scholars who 

ignore the trenchant pleas of the Hip-Hop generation will find themselves increasingly 

out of touch and irrelevant to the everyday lives of people engaged in the cause of social 

justice” (Ladson-Billings, 2005, p. 294). Therefore, it is vital to study the culture of Hip-

Hop and how students relate to Hip-Hop, in order to connect with students and meet them 

where they are (Dewey, 2007). Hip-Hop is believed to positively impact the learning of 

students (Bynoe, 2004; Dyson, 2007; Hill, 2009).  

However, the other school of thought fears Hip-Hop culture and supposes it will 

negatively impact the academic development of youth. Hip-Hop is positioned as a 

destructive art form that rejects learning and traditional educational values. This rejection 
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of this art form alienates masses of students from teachers and school systems.  When 

Hip-Hop is avoided, schools lose a great venue to connect with students (Sealey-Ruiz & 

Greene, 2011). Ladson-Billings (2005) captures the essence of this argument when she 

explains that no culture is more marketable than Black male youth culture’s clothes, style 

and language. However, she also acknowledges that although there is a love for Hip-Hop 

in society, a loathing simultaneously exists where Blacks are hated for the same style that 

magnetizes so many. Many people hate the culture of Hip-Hop and try to eradicate it 

(McWhorter, 2000). Hoberman (1997) claims that Black youth view music and sports as 

a more superior vehicle for social mobility than education. Many educators fixate on the 

previous statement and avoid Hip-Hop entirely because they believe it is detrimental to 

the academic evolution of youth (Au, 2005). Although, a sole focus on music for the 

masses of Black youth is not prudent, Hip-Hop is still a boundless medium to reach and 

engage youth (Au, 2005; Duncan-Andrade, 2004). Hip-Hop is framed in a deficit manner, 

and many people seek to avoid it, due to its violence and profane language (Noguera, 

2003).  In general, Blacks often hold a more favorable view of Hip-Hop and see it as 

empowering while most often White and Hispanic people see it as violent and 

misogynistic (Sealey-Ruiz & Greene, 2011). Hip-Hop is seen as self-destructive because 

of its misogyny, foul language, and violence. For these reasons many do not condone it, 

let alone believe it should be used in the classroom (Kilson, 2003; McWhorter, 2000).  

 This school of thought is extremely problematic because it overlooks the immense 

potential that Hip-Hop has for literacy development. It is very seldom that teachers use 
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Hip-Hop or popular culture, but when it is used, it is most often provided as a reward for 

good behavior and there is no critical analysis of the content, and the teaching moment is 

missed (Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002). Although there has been a historical call for 

more race-central issues to be incorporated into curricular and pedagogical practices, 

educators have simply used culture as a proxy for race, and the material is very 

superficial. According to Banks (1995), curriculum has become more multiethnic but the 

pedagogical mode of delivery has not changed. Banks is alluding to the notion that 

simply depositing diverse racial pictures in textbooks or having a Mexican heritage day 

with ethnic food is not enough. Banks reasons that students should engage with deeper 

questions, such as why there is still a need for a Mexican day, if Mexican Americans 

have been citizens longer than many European Americans or why there is even a fight for 

Mexican history to be included in the American historical canon. 

Similar to Banks’ assertion, Morrell and Duncan-Andrade (2002) state that the 

lyrical texts that students listen to can facilitate the same literary comprehension as the 

canonical texts that are the officially recognized and sanctioned. Additionally, the use of 

lyrical texts is often more relevant to students and can produce the same critical analysis 

skills that other texts seek to.  Therefore, it is not sufficient to just change the content of 

the curriculum, but the pedagogical delivery that critiques and seeks to understand how 

knowledge is constructed, how it is delivered, and what is considered legitimate 

knowledge is necessary as well (Banks, 1995).   

Hip-Hop’s Potential for Literacy Development 
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Employing Hip-Hop for literacy development is not simply reading texts from 

Hip-Hop lyrics for entertainment but critically analyzing and deconstructing the texts to 

understand how they critique, explain, and connect to past and current societal matters. 

Andrade recognizes the immense potential youth culture possesses for educational 

development when used effectively. He explains that Hip-Hop is not a simple 

dichotomous relationship for those who listen and participate in ‘spitting’ (rapping), but it 

is also a means to understand production and to analyze texts, which are highly valued 

skills within academia. According to Morrell and Duncan-Andrade (2002), the ideal 

classroom would use a multiethnic pedagogy that fuses student culture with the canonical 

culture to develop multifaceted cultural literacies.  

This amalgamation of youth and canonical culture (books, music, and art 

embraced by dominant society as most influential in shaping Western culture) facilitates 

the development of pertinent literacy skills, but it also serves as a venue for teachers to 

gain knowledge about their students in order to create environments that are conducive to 

learning and building relationships with their students. Duncan-Andrade (2004) echoes 

multiple critical literacists who call for the needs and interests of youth to reflect the 

curriculum and pedagogy in order to promote successful educational attainment (Gee, 

2004; Giroux, 1983, 1997; Giroux, Lankshear, Peters, McLaren, & 1996; Giroux & 

Simon, 1989; Kress, 2003; Lee, 1993; Morrell, 2004; Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2003; 

Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002, 2003).  
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Duncan-Andrade (2004) defines youth culture as the different cultural activities 

that youth participate in. Two seminal aspects of youth culture for Black males are sport 

and Hip-Hop. Sport and Hip-Hop are critical characteristics of youth culture for 

understanding and connecting with Black youth. These two media can capture the 

youth’s attention, but more importantly, these two cultural components can develop 

literacy skills and critical analysis as well as serve as a conduit to foster relationships 

with students in order to better understand them and ultimately serve them. Therefore, it 

is critical to study the activities that Black youth engage with and relate to. The study of 

the culture of basketball is vital to understanding the lives of some Black males. In 

collegiate sport, multiple studies examine the relationship between academics and 

athletics (Benson, 2000; Beamon & Bell, 2006; Bimper et al., 2012; Brewer et al., 1993; 

Edwards, 1984; Harper et al., 2013; Harrison et al., 2011; Hawkins, 1995; Hodge et al., 

2008; Lomax, 2000; Purdy, Eitzen, &, 2008; Smith et al., 2014). However, this study 

identifies and scrutinizes the influences that affect the athletic and academic identity of 

Black middle school basketball players; it also examines how Black male youth navigate 

those influences. 

Sport Research on Black Males 

Like Hip-Hop, sport culture has the potential to positively impact the educational 

attainment of Black youth. Basketball and football’s effect on education for Black males 

at the collegiate level is documented, and sport culture’s effect on Black youth has been 

frequently theorized, and research regarding sport at the middle school and high school 
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level is plentiful. However, unlike collegiate research, research at the youth level is 

seldom aggregated according to race (Alfone, 2013; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006; Mackin & 

Walther, 2011). The minute number of studies that divide research according to race fail 

to break up the research by particular sport participation (Sabo, Melnick, & Vanfossen, 

1993; Gorton, 2010; Fuller et al. 2013). Drawing on Cross’ model of Nigrescence, 

Harrison et al. (2002) assert that Black male racial and athletic identity is often 

intertwined and develops simultaneously (Brown, 2003; Harrison et al., 2002). Bimper 

and Harrison (2011) clarify that particular attention needs to be paid to the sport of 

basketball and football where racial and athletic identities are inseparable.  This 

inextricable link between identities is illustrated by the vast overrepresentation of Black 

males in football and basketball at the Division I College level as well as the professional 

level (Lapchick, 2012). It is problematic when sport research in relation to Black males is 

not broken up according to sport because the revenue sports of basketball and football 

have a distinct connotation for Black males as a result of their overrepresentation in them 

and the notion that both sports provide routes for socioeconomic viability. Therefore, 

these two sports should not be grouped with other sports. In this literature review, both 

sports are discussed because they often produce similar results, however, for the purpose 

of this study, only the sport of basketball will be explored. Discovering the impact these 

two sports have on the academic identity of Black youth athletes is very difficult because 

highly specialized research in this area is scarce.  Additionally, the majority of literature 
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pertaining to Black basketball and football players focuses on the collegiate level (Singer 

2008; Bimper & Harrison, 2011).  

Sport Research on Black Male Youth 

The majority of studies examining the relationship between athletic identity and 

academic self-concept occur at the collegiate level, therefore, it is necessary to conduct 

research at the youth level, holding race and sport constant, to determine what transpires 

during that time period and how it impacts educational attainment and ultimately how it 

contributes to the identity development of Black collegiate athletes. The chief premise of 

existing studies at the youth level is to determine if generic sport and physical activity 

positively affects Black youth education. Three schools of thought emerge from these 

studies: 1) that sport has a positive impact on the academic identity of Black youth; 2) 

that sport has a negative impact on the academic identity of Black youth; and 3) sport 

impacts Black males’ popularity and social status. The lack of focus on basketball while 

analyzing the identity development of Black males is problematic because “Basketball 

can almost be seen as a religious or mythical” experience for Black men (Mahiri, 1991, p. 

307). Will (1990) studies basketball culture in Chicago and learns that Black men get up 

early and stay up late to play.  He further elucidates, “Basketball is our national sport…. I 

never met a Black man who would admit he couldn’t play” (Will, p. 34). Black male 

overrepresentation in basketball and the existing scholarly data demonstrate that 

basketball plays a unique and seminal role in the lives of many Black males.  
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Fredricks and Eccles (2006) explain that sport participation has a positive effect 

on the academic achievement of and well-being of athletes. Mackin and Walther (2011) 

acquired data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent health from 1994-

2008 where participants ranged from 7th to 12th grade, and he assessed the relationship 

between sport activities and how long Black and White players remained in school. 

However, Mackin and Walther include all sports, such as: wrestling, swimming, ice 

hockey, soccer, track, volleyball, tennis, baseball, basketball and football, in their 

analysis. They also combine middle and high school. Their research shows that there is 

no variation between Black and White athletes, and sport positively impacts both groups.  

Their measure of educational attainment focuses on the amount of years students remain 

in school, not achievement. Also, they fail to ascertain the differences that might be 

afforded by examining those who participate in revenue sports versus those who take part 

in nonrevenue sports. Alfone (2013) studies the impact a middle school’s physical 

education program can have on student outcomes, such as achievement and behavior. It 

was determined that the program affected student’s academic achievement. However, the 

focus was not on a specific sport but generic sport participation and exercise as a form of 

healthy living and self-image. Gorton (2010) discovered that middle school student-

athletes “earn higher grades, miss less days of class and receive fewer behavior referrals 

than non-athletes” (p. 39). However, once again, this data was not disaggregated 

according to a particular sport or race. Gorton’s research sample was 95% White and 

Blacks were less than two percent of his data set. Fuller et al. (2013) conducted semi 
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structured interviews on eight boys, six of which were Black, participating in an 

afterschool program that combined sport participation, chess, social activities, and 

mentoring. He discovered that the youth initially participated for the sport aspect, but 

once in the program, they received mentoring, access to social activities, and the 

opportunity to play chess. The youth claimed that the program facilitated personal 

development and helped improve their academic performance. Although this data was 

collected through qualitative interviews that captured the Black boys’ voices, the 

academic success of the program cannot be solely attributed to sport because the students 

also received mentoring, access to social activities and the opportunity to play chess. 

Therefore, the exact effect or relationship that sport had on their academic development is 

inconclusive. Athletic and academic identity were not studied, just the overall success of 

the program.   

For Black male athletes, there is a negative academic connotation associated with 

sport because they are depicted as dumb jocks (Edwards, 1984). In contrast, for 

Caucasian males, sport participation is often perceived as beneficial (Devine & Baker, 

1991; Hare & Castenall, 1985; Sailes, 1991). This naturally athletic stereotype is 

detrimental to the development of Black youth because the imposed corollary asserts that 

they are also naturally unintelligent (Sailes, 1991; Stone et al., 1997). Hare and Castenall 

(1985) explain that Black boys embrace the athlete narrative and tend to feel more 

positive about their athletic participation and abilities when compared to other peer 

groups, such as Black girls, White boys and White girls. Sport influences the social 
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development and popularity of Black boys. For example, Black boys who do not 

participate in sport are often excluded from their peer groups (Schwing et al., 2013).  

Sabo et al. (1993) assert that sport participation for White males and females positively 

affected postsecondary status attainment, but did not positively affect the postsecondary 

attainment of Black males. White athletes also benefit from the social mobility of sport 

participation but other races do not. In revenue-producing sports, such as football and/or 

basketball, at the collegiate level, Blacks and scholarship holders had the poorest 

academic preparation (Kiger & Lorentzen, 1986; Picou, McCarter, & Howell, 1985; 

Purdy et al., 1982; Sellers, Kuperminc, & Waddell, 1991; Upthegrove et al., 1999). It is 

essential to study how high performing Black male athletes’ athletic and academic 

identity is constructed during their formative stages to create interventions and 

understand why Black scholarship holders are the poorest prepared academically. This 

study focuses on analyzing the athletic aptitude of Black middle school athletes as well as 

their academic preparation and identity. This is critical because very few scholars seek to 

understand or analyze the relationship between Black males and revenue generating 

sports at the middle school level.   

There is a dearth of research on middle school Black athletes, and the research 

that does exist at younger levels, such as high school and middle school, fails to explicitly 

examine Black boys playing basketball and football competitively. This is problematic 

because Black males are overrepresented in the revenue sports of football and basketball 

where they are often underprepared academically upon reaching college (Purdy et al., 
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1982: 439; Kiger & Lorentzen, 1986; Picou et al., 1985; Sellers et al., 1991; Upthegrove 

et al., 1999).  

Mahiri (1991) explores basketball’s ability to capture youth’s attention and 

ultimately how sport can facilitate literacy development. He uses the medium of 

basketball to explore how 10-12 year olds signify and speak “Black English”, a dialect of 

English unique to the Black population, which is often considered non-standard. He 

explains that Black literacy takes place in large part around basketball activities. 

Basketball can be used to understand identity and how literacy practices are constructed.  

Mahiri explains that youth are highly motivated to play basketball and, as a result, 

basketball has the potential to draw youth into many complimentary learning activities 

such as reading basketball cards, playing computer sports games, and reading intricate 

diagrams and handouts for the participants’ playoff brackets. Students in Mahiri’s study 

read sport newspaper articles as well. Mahiri clarifies that learning on the court varies 

from learning in the classroom because, on the court, it is based off enjoyment and, 

although it depends on the teacher and their pedagogical practices, basketball learning is 

typically more active than in the classroom. Mahiri also explores the notion of praise, 

which is a significant aspect of youth sport, but is often neglected in the classroom. 

Youth basketball is highly attractive to youth and has the potential to capture their 

attention and to “facilitate much more than just the physical development of these youth” 

(Mahiri, 1991, p. 312).  
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Mahiri (1998) calls for a deeper understanding of Black male student-athletes 

because he perceives school as an extension of societal structures that oppress and 

dominate Black students. In contrast, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) contend that schools are 

truly meritocratic entities and it is the Black culture that needs to change and not the 

culture of the schools. However, Mahiri asserts that educators should serve as resistors 

against an American school system that marginalizes Black youth. According to Mahiri 

(1998), teachers are instruments that can buttress dominant ideologies or resist 

ideological indoctrination. Historically, American schools have served a different 

purpose for Black students than for their White counterparts. For Black students, the 

purpose of school was originally meant to relegate Black Americans to the bottom of 

society by creating workers as well as by promoting notions of inferiority (Watkins, 

2001). However, in order to serve as resistors, educators must build better relationships 

with students who are marginalized by school systems (Mahiri, 1998). 

Filling the Void 

The study of basketball culture provides a venue for educators to better 

comprehend Black males. Ladson-Billings (1995) explains that it is critical for educators 

to understand their own positionality, but more importantly to comprehend the needs, 

backgrounds, and interests of their students, which this study does. This study aims to 

understand Black youth by discovering their needs as well as the influences that affect 

them. This is critical because Black youth often fervently pursue athletics; however, few 

reach the ranks of Division I athletics and even less make it to the professional ranks. For 
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this reason, researchers are remiss if they only study the collegiate and professional 

populations when those athletes are truly outliers in terms of the Black male population.  

3.3 % of student-athletes who play high school basketball continue on to play college 

basketball. Out of all players who make it to the collegiate ranks, only 1.2% continue on 

to play professional athletics. Additionally, the most glaring statistic is that out of the 

males who play high school basketball, only 0.03% continue on to play professional 

basketball (Probability of Competing, 2013). These statistics are not broken up according 

to race, yet it is obvious that the odds are not in favor of Black athletes. To study only the 

Black athletes who make it to the collegiate level is problematic since masses of Black 

youth strive to play at the collegiate level, yet so few achieve that goal. It is imperative to 

study youth Black basketball players, therefore this study will not focus on Black male 

collegiate athletes, but middle school age basketball players in order to determine what 

influences affect their academic and athletic identities and how students navigate this 

convergence of influences. This research is innovative because few studies (Mahiri, 

1991/1998; May, 2007; Nasir, 2000/2008) explore the relationship between basketball 

and academics for Black male youth. The studies that exist focus on various aspects of 

athletic and academic identity. Some studies that do focus on the relationship between 

basketball and academics for Black males are dated, as in the case of Mahiri’s 

(1991/1998) studies. Nasir (2000) explores the difference and relationship between how 

Black middle and high school basketball players compute mathematical percentages on 

the basketball court in contrast to Black non student-athletes. She does not look at overall 
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academic self-concept; her focus is very narrow. May’s (2007) study explores basketball 

culture but focuses on high school athletes with a minute focus on intellectual endeavors, 

while Nasir (2008) compares how learning settings in high school math courses align 

and/or differ from the learning experiences in high school basketball practices. This 

scarcity of data is problematic and the study of basketball is critical to better understand 

and serve Black youth. Only Mahiri (1991) and Nasir (2000) examine Black middle 

school basketball players. However, this study is unique because it focuses on 

understanding the needs, desires, concerns as well as external and internal influences that 

shape the academic, athletic and racial identities while focusing specifically on Black 

middle school basketball players.  Holding race and sport constant is significant for Black 

males because basketball often plays a seminal role in their lives. The attention to 

basketball is crucial because of the overrepresentation of Black men in the professional 

and collegiate ranks, the perception that basketball is a viable route for improving ones’ 

socioeconomic status and the myth that Black males are inherently superior athletes. 

Through the lens of basketball, a cultural aspect of many Black boys, this study explores 

the lives of seven Black middle school student-athletes. This research is also unique 

because it is conducted by a Black external insider who played club basketball and 

Division I collegiate basketball.  

Theoretical Framework 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is the theoretical framework employed because it 

encourages and allows for the exploration of racial issues. This exploration occurs from 
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the vantage point of marginalized groups while promoting social justice to ameliorate 

social, economic, educational and political conditions which this study endeavors to do.  

CRT emerged out of Critical Legal Studies (CLS) to provide voice to and address the 

needs of people of color. Both CRT and CLS are committed to social change and 

generating an egalitarian society. CLS emerged in the 1970s and focused on critiquing 

politics, the focus then shifted to dominant legal issues (Hunt, 1986). Although it 

promotes egalitarianism, CLS does not concentrate on race; in fact, the experiences of 

people of color are left out. For this reason, theories were essential for people of color. 

CRT highlights the experiences of people of color and delivers a counter hegemonic 

academic tool that promotes social justice. Anzaldúa conveys the necessity for CRT. 

Theory… is a set of knowledges. Some of these knowledges have been kept from 

us—entry into some professions and academia denied us. Because we are not allowed to 

enter discourse, because we are often disqualified and excluded from it, because what 

passes  for theory these days is forbidden territory for us, it is vital that we occupy 

theorizing space, that we not allow White men and women solely to occupy it. By 

bringing in our own approaches and methodologies, we transform that theorizing space 

(quoted in Yosso, xxv, 2005). 

 CRT emerged in the 1970s from Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman who were 

frustrated with the slow pace of racial reform. According to Bell and Freeman, the 

traditional Civil Rights Movement did not advance society or provide long term 

institutional change that enhanced the experiences of individuals and communities with 



	   	   	  
	  

81	  

discrimination and oppression (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Bell was troubled by the lack of 

progress the Civil Rights Movement made and the slow inept process that the law took in 

correcting injustice. Bell was searching for another method to challenge the law 

(Solórzano, Ceja, Yosso, & 2000). Bell and Freeman felt that solutions for social 

transformation were incomplete due to the lack of centrality around race. CLS seemingly 

silenced the “lived experiences” and “histories” of those impacted by institutionalized 

racism (Yosso, 2002, p. 71). Out of CLS, Bell created CRT which has been adapted by 

many fields such as education, athletics, and sociology; it not only addresses the 

inequities Black people encounter, but all people of color with a recognition of 

intersectional identities, such as age, gender, sex, class, religion and sexuality. Although 

CRT originated in legal studies, it also has roots in law, sociology, history, ethnic studies 

and women studies (Solórzano et al., 2000).  

 While the founding father of CRT is Derrick Bell, Carter G. Woodson, Marcus 

Garvey and WEB Dubois laid the intellectual foundation for CRT by focusing on the 

centrality and salience of race. Marcus Garvey’s philosophy asserted that the Black 

man’s oppression was exclusively based off of his race and any form of emancipation 

would be built primarily off race (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Justice Harry Blackmun 

asserts that “in order to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race. There is no 

other way” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. xxi). WEB Dubois spoke of the significance 

of race when citing the double consciousness of the Negro (Dubois, 1903). Woodson 

explicated how the identical schooling process can uplift one group and serve to subdue 
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another (Woodson, 1933).  These scholars rendered it unmistakable that race was most 

salient for Black people and at the forefront of their lives, and as a result they focused on 

race, much like CRT.  

 CRT encompasses a collection of scholars who research and endeavor to 

transform the relationship between race, racism and power by interrogating the very 

principles of law and their so-called objectivity (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Critical 

race theory challenges racial, gender and class based structures of inequality in order to 

create equitable conditions in society by extracting the knowledge of people of color 

(Yosso, 2005). CRT, as a theoretical framework rooted in people of color’s experiences, 

is extremely vital. CRT considers racism to be customary and sanctioned within 

American society. CRT also asserts that race-based power inequities among Black and 

White people are sustained, reproduced and transmitted inter-generationally through 

enduring racist ideologies (Agyemang & DeLorme, 2010; Brown, 2003). Sport functions 

as a method to disseminate and embed racist ideals into the psyches of Black and White 

American citizens. Therefore CRT and its examination of race and racism can be 

exercised to analyze athletics, education and other aspects of American society 

(Agyemang & DeLorme, 2010). 

 CRT has six basic tenets that it follows; their practical applications vary with each 

practitioner. However, CRT’s universal objective is to evaluate and deconstruct White 

supremacist ideology and how the subordination of people of color was established and 

preserved in the United States. It also aspires to alter the relationship between law and 
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power. CRT is distinctive because it contests and confronts race, gender and class 

inequity while at the same time, creates equity in society through the knowledge bases 

and voices of people of color (Yosso, 2005).  

 The first tenet of CRT states that race and racism are central to oppression. 

Second, CRT challenges traditional dominant ideologies around objectivity. The third 

tenet focuses on the liberating and transformative power of social justice.  The fourth 

tenet values the voice of counter-narratives to empower, and the fifth aspect of CRT uses 

interdisciplinary, historical and contextual models for analysis. The final aspect is the 

interest convergence principle (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).  

 The first aspect of CRT focuses on race and racism. This primary tenet is essential 

to this study because it endorses and encourages the isolation of race (Blacks). This 

isolation is rarely seen, as the majority of middle school studies, pertaining to sport and 

education, do not make a distinction between the research participants according to race. 

Ladson Billings states that racism is a set of “culturally sanctioned beliefs which, 

regardless of the intentions involved, defend the advantages Whites have because of the 

subordinated positions of racial minorities” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 9). According to 

King (1991), racism is a system of thoughts or beliefs that maintain an elevated position 

of Whiteness and a denigrated position of Blackness. Racism is “not a series of isolated 

acts, but is endemic in American life, deeply ingrained legally, culturally, and even 

psychologically” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 6).  Harris (1993) explains that race and 

racism are foundational aspects in American culture and to understand race the laws that 
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cemented race into American society must be analyzed.  For example, CRT states that 

American society was constructed with respect to property rights, not human rights, and 

that race and property are inextricably linked.  

 Harris explains that this country was established on principles that deemed 

Blacks as property and positioned Whites to own property.  Further, Native Americans 

lost their property rights, as their land was taken, solidifying the notion that Whites 

were/are inherently entitled and privileged to be land owners. Native American people 

were treated as invisible; the law further allowed their land to be seized because of their 

race. Once again, Whites were also granted the inalienable right to procure and possess 

property. Several historical cases are documented where people attempted to identify as 

White to benefit from many of the laws that excluded so many non-Whites. In 1896, 

Homer Plessy was seven-eighths White and only one-eighth Black. He appeared to be a 

White man but was not considered White or allowed to partake in the benefits of 

Whiteness (Harris, 1993). The Plessy example is one of many that explains how 

American law protected the benefits of Whiteness, allowing only some to enjoy those 

benefits.  

CRT does not only focus on literal property but also symbolic property (Harris, 

1993). The symbolic property ideal functions as “the right to disposition, rights of use 

and enjoyment, reputation and status property and the absolute right to exclude” (Ladson-

Billings, 1995, p. 12). These rights were violently guarded by the law and originally only 

Whites could acquire property (Harris, 1993). The right to be White was protected by the 
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law and it was a very valuable commodity (Harris, 1993). Property is not only literal but 

in a broad sense, it equates to jobs, entitlements, occupational licenses, contracts, 

subsidies and a whole host of intangibles (Harris, 1993). Reich also explains that property 

is not a natural right but a construction by society (Harris, 1993). Therefore, these 

different issues regarding property have been historically protected for Whites and seized 

from Blacks and Native Americans because the law does not protect them. Whiteness is 

constructed as the ultimate property because to be White is valuable and American 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 12; Harris, 1993). Racism is a normative structure of 

American society and sport. CRT can be used to analyze the additional obstacles situated 

in front of Black people and the pervasiveness of racist ideologies (Hylton, 2009). 

 The second tenet of CRT challenges the unquestioned ideologies within American 

society. Examples of this are meritocracy, color blindness, race-neutrality and equal 

opportunity and the notions of objectivity that are ubiquitous in American society 

(Decuir, 2004). It is critical that CRT challenges these ideologies because they will not be 

opposed by those who create and maintain them. CRT operates from a standpoint that is 

skeptical about claims of objectivity, neutrality and the colorblindness by dominant 

society, yet, provides a counter narrative that is often unheard or unacknowledged. The 

impact of the counter-narrative in this study is immense, as it challenges the recycled 

narratives used to describe Black male basketball players and their fathers. It also 

prompts the reader to rethink the role and purpose of basketball in the lives of Black men. 

Delgado and Stefancic (2012) explain that CRT scholars examine how “myths and 
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stories” are used by powerful groups “to justify racial subordination.” These myths and 

stories are often communicated as an attempt to solidify the superior position of those in 

power as natural and a result of hard work, not inequality, thus affirming why this tenet is 

so indispensable for eradicating a myriad of societal inequities. 

 The third tenet declares that CRT is a liberating and transformative form of social 

justice because it highlights issues affecting people of color. It is a theoretical framework 

that attacks and challenges other theories by developing antiracist opposition to positions 

of power (Hylton, 2009). CRT provides a forum and framework for social justice that 

interrupts current practices (Ladson-Billings, 1999). The main purpose of this tenet is to 

eliminate racial oppression, first, in order to end all forms of oppression (Dixon & 

Rousseau, 2005). This social justice facet of CRT is the fulcrum unifying every aspect of 

CRT. 

 The fourth characteristic of CRT is voice. Voice is vital because it provides a 

platform to hear directly from Black males who are often spoken for by culturally 

incompetent outsiders, such as in the Ogbu research. Voice provides the venue for a 

counter narrative to challenge dominant ideologies. It also empowers those whose voices 

have been neglected or silenced (Yosso, 2005). Counter story telling conjures up another 

reality not acknowledged by the mainstream. Using voice values the lived experiences of 

people of color and also addresses topics such as White hegemony, racism, and equality 

that the media often fails to acknowledge (Hylton, 2009). In education and society, the 

voice of White upper class males is perceived as conventional knowledge and whatever 
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does not reside within that realm must be controlled and contained. For example, Martin 

Luther King’s voice in dominant narratives is reduced to love, nonviolence and color 

blind ideology, and his disdain for American economic injustice and aggression in 

Southeast Asia is rarely mentioned (Ladson-Billings, 1999).  Throughout history, the 

White dominant voice is authenticated, but content that rejects the dominant voice or 

narrative is disputed. CRT represents the authentic voice of people of color. CRT 

struggles for people of colors’ voices to be valued and analyzed in context and not co-

opted. CRT shares the total voice of people of color and not a co-opted message that 

aligns with the ideals and beliefs of dominant society as in the case of King.  

CRT acknowledges the experiential knowledge that is brought to the table by 

people of color. It is an affirming theory that legitimates peoples’ experiences by 

recording their words and voice. Voice serves the purpose to counteract stories of the 

dominant group (Dixon & Rousseau, 2005). These stories are vital because they 

immediately contest the credibility of so called societal universal truths. However, 

proponents of CRT not only employ the voice of minorities but that those stories must be 

analyzed through a CRT lens and ultimately lead to social activism (Dixon & Rousseau, 

2005). Storytelling and voice are imperative because large facets of reality are socially 

constructed. Voice and storytelling rival a universal, societal proclivity to codify 

historical, contextual, and non-universal points of view as emotional, false, and personal. 

Storytelling helps people raise awareness concerning oppression and self-oppression. 

Voice also exposes oppression to the oppressor who is often not cognizant of his or her 
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own oppression and these stories can expose dysconscious racism (Ladson-Billings, 

1995).	  Dysconscious racism is a variation of racism that occurs when an uncritical mind 

accepts or justifies injustice (King, 1991).   

 The fifth aspect of CRT incorporates multiple disciplines and does not rely solely 

on contemporary analyses, but employs history to comprehend race (Hylton, 2009). Race, 

racism and antiracism change over context and time. However, it is essential to be 

knowledgeable of preceding permutations of race, racism, and antiracism to contextualize 

today’s racial issues (Hylton, 2009). Although all people of color do not have identical 

experiences in this country, scrutinizing history illuminates commonalities of oppression 

(Hylton, 2009). Historical analysis recognizes exploitation, colonization and oppression 

as themes in American history and applies people’s experiences as a basis to unite other 

people who have similar experiences. CRT challenges these notions of “ahistoricism,” 

examining history out of context, and insists on analyzing subjects in contextual and 

historical manners. CRT also presumes that racism has historically contributed to group 

disadvantage and advantage instituting a social, political and economic racial hierarchy 

where Whites reside at the apex. CRT raises the contention that it is not enough to merely 

discuss historical and contemporary events. These events’ impact must be interrogated, 

examined, and linked to each other in order to determine how they contribute to societal 

and educational inequality. A historical and contextual understanding is crucial because 

students are “exposed daily to macro and micro forms of racism and sexism in schools, 

media, and community, yet are often not provided with the tools to analyze, critique, and 
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challenge this societal curriculum” (Banks, 1995; Cortes, 1995; Yosso, 2005) and 

studying inequality out of context is an arduous and imprudent task (Ladson-Billings, 

1999).  

 The final component of CRT is interest convergence. Interest Convergence (IC) 

can be used to analyze sport (Bobo & Kluegel, 1993; Milner, 2008). IC investigates and 

probes the salience of race and racism. IC asserts that when people of color’s interests are 

at odds with the dominant group, racism will not be exposed and transformation will not 

occur. However, when the interests of the dominant group converge with those of the 

marginalized group, the dominant group will relinquish some power (Milner, 2008). 

According to IC, when these interests converge, change is effected at a very slow pace 

and only if the dominant group benefits most. Milner provides an example of how 

interest convergence functions for White middle and upper class children. He states that 

when bilingual education advantages Whites, resources are allocated because dual 

literacy benefits students in the oscillating dynamics of a global world. However, when 

minorities have endeavored to acquire bilingual education it was not allowed and 

oftentimes made illegal (San Miguel, 2000). According to this principle, Whites will only 

support the converging of interests as long as their dominant position and the dominance 

of their children are retained within society. Many Whites are scared of interest 

convergence because they feel if minorities win, then they lose, and their social, political 

and economic position will be jeopardized. Further, according to IC, interests will only 

converge when Whites benefit the most (Milner, 2008).CRT is a theoretical framework 
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that addresses the needs and issues of people of color by examining race and racism in a 

historical context while employing voice as the impetus for social justice. It also rejects 

many American stories that are taken for granted and are rarely challenged.  

The theoretical goals of this study are to capture the voices of the participants and 

promote social justice to improve the lives of Black male youth by providing insight into 

the sociological influences that impact their identity development. These goals align with 

this theoretical framework. This study focuses on four of the six tenets of CRT. This 

study will begin with first tenet of CRT that claims race and racism are central to the 

Black experience.  

The second tenet of CRT will be employed to challenge the different ideologies 

that are unquestioned within American society. This study will investigate notions 

encompassing sentiments of athletic superiority, athletic scholarships’ benefit, and the 

analysis of so-called Black male academic identity that are oppositional to school.  This 

study endeavors to determine what prompts Black male youth to identify with and pursue 

basketball through analyzing it in relation to racial identity, popularity, and social status.  

This study will also investigate the prevalent claim that sport enables academic 

achievement in order to determine if sport is a help or hindrance to academic 

development.  

 The third tenet of CRT focuses on the elimination of racial oppression being 

paramount to end all forms of oppression (Dixon & Rousseau, 2005). CRT should bring 

qualitative and material improvement to all aspects of American life (Dixon & Rousseau, 
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2005). This aspect of CRT aligns with the purpose of this study, which seeks to improve 

the quality of Black males’ lives socially, economically, and politically through the study 

of academic and athletic identities. 

 The final aspect of CRT that will be employed is voice to communicate counter 

narratives. This is a critical aspect of CRT because many studies involving Black athletes 

portray them in a less than favorable light, often with an emphasis on deficit theories. 

However, this study is unique because the work is composed by a former Division I 

Black male athlete who captures the voice of young Black athletes and allows them to 

speak for themselves. In athletics, Black athletes often state, ‘we are a family, these guys 

are like my brothers, without sports I would not have made it.’ Rarely is anything 

provided more than superficial comments from these athletes. Even if they are true, there 

is no critical or deeper analysis of why they feel that way. In my experience as a player, a 

fan of college sports, and a student of the media, I have observed coaches and the media 

impose a culture of silence on Black players which is the antithesis of what CRT does.  

Voice is valued because it provides the means to challenge dominant tropes. 

Storytelling raises awareness of oppression and self-oppression. Athletics are often seen 

as an arena devoid of racism and racial issues, however the voice of these student-athletes 

can shed light on sociological problems in sport (Frey & Eitzen, 1991).CRT ties into the 

practical goals of this study which include the improvement of Black male youth lives by 

generating new knowledge in the form of research about them with the objective of 

ameliorating their lives.   
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Research Paradigm 

This study utilizes a transformative paradigm. A paradigm is a belief system that 

guides the decisions one makes pertaining to their research (Mertens, 2010). The 

transformative paradigm has four chief aspects, all of which align with the vision of this 

study. Firstly, it places a high premium on the lives of traditionally marginalized groups. 

Black American middle school males are a group that often faces contemporary and 

historical stigmas related, but not limited to their race, age and sex (Ferguson, 2001) and 

they are an understudied group.  The string of contemporary shootings of Trayvon Martin 

and Mike Brown and the subsequent protests represent racial tension and some of the 

issues Black male adolescents encounter. They are often portrayed by the media as 

predators, even when they are unarmed and quite young themselves. Secondly, the 

transformative paradigm seeks to comprehend how oppression works and is resisted, 

which this study aims to discover.  

This study specifically examines how sport, on micro and macro levels, can 

influence academic development, notions of intellectual capacity, and job opportunities. 

A transformative paradigm also analyzes why inequities exist by connecting historical 

legacies of racism and oppression to modern day inequities by analyzing the athletic and 

academic systems that perpetuate them. The transformative paradigm aims to discover 

how the results of a study can be linked to social and political action and agency which is 

a very essential facet of the transformative paradigm.  
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Black males are often doubted in the classroom while expected to perform at a 

high level athletically (Harrison et al., 2011). There are many examples of Black males 

performing at high levels both academically and athletically, but rarely do people hear 

about their academic accolades or experiences. The typical Black male narrative is one of 

athletic superiority and academic inferiority. It is imperative to understand Black male 

middle school student athletes’ experiences relative to academics and sport to empower 

them in all realms of American society. The transformative research paradigm shapes this 

study’s research questions, which are:  

Research Questions 

1. What influences shape the academic and athletic identity of Black male middle 

school basketball players? 

2. How do Black male middle school basketball players make sense of and navigate 

the influences that shape their academic and athletic identities?  

Practical Rationale 

The answers to these questions respond to the practical goals of this study which 

are to understand macro and micro levels of oppression and the structures that influence 

the identity formation of my participants. These questions capture how the participants 

cope with the different pressures exerted on their athletic and academic identities.  

Ultimately, this research provides a foundation for developing programs for young Black 

males that promote a strong athletic identity and strong academic self-concept, and their 
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ability to coexist simultaneously. Conducting research that positively influences its 

research participants is central to the transformative paradigm. Reciprocity is a major 

aspect of the axiology of transformative paradigm (Mertens, 2010). My positionality and 

purpose complement each other, but they also match up seamlessly with the 

transformative paradigm in terms of axiology, epistemology and ontology.  

IRB Statement 

This study has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) and declared exempt. This study is confidential and anonymous. Pseudonyms were 

employed for all teams, names, schools and cities to protect the identities of the research 

participants.  

Axiology 

Axiology is the ethical protocol followed during the research process ensuring 

that research participants are respected and benefit from partaking in the study. 

Axiology is just as significant as conducting this study and obtaining results. For 

example, in the transformative paradigm, there is an explicit focus on ameliorating the 

lives of the participants either through the research produced, or by simply providing 

something tangible for the data such as books, gift certificates, training, and access to 

education (Mertens, 2010; Lincoln, 1995). In the transformative paradigm, research is 

a means to an end and with other paradigms, research is often the end. This research 

commenced by building rapport and establishing respect with the research participants 
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and their families. The intentions of this social justice approach and reciprocity were 

purposeful and immediately made apparent, as both are aspects of the axiology of the 

transformative paradigm (Mertens, 2010).  Research participants attended college 

basketball games at Sunny State University (pseudonym). They also received a 

campus tour and attended a college lecture at Sunny State University. They were also 

able to dialogue and engage with undergraduate students and student-athletes. Students 

participated in athletic training workouts I conducted to sharpen their basketball skills. 

The axiology ties into the notion of epistemology.  

Epistemology  

According to Mertens (2010), epistemology of the transformative paradigm 

suggests that knowledge is constructed through the lens of culture and power. As a 

result, depending on the perspective of those in power, some knowledge is deemed 

legitimate while others are not. Harding (2002) suggests, to discover more about the 

participants and to aid in the knowledge construction process, researchers should 

commence the research by discovering what is pertinent to participants in order to 

generate more critical questions and not operate under false postulations.  

This study began with focus groups to determine what influences were 

germane to the participants’ athletic identity and academic self-concept in order to 

determine what topics to explore in the semi-structured interviews. Focus groups 

provide a quick and efficient opportunity to determine what is salient and relevant to 



	   	   	  
	  

96	  

participants. Ultimately, Harding (1993) asserts that in the transformative paradigm, 

the most important question to ask is who the research will benefit. This is a pivotal 

question because, although one goal is to produce academic writing and research, 

another major goal is to produce relevant and engaging work that can benefit the 

masses. Knowledge is mutually constructed by the interviewer and participant and is 

socially and historically situated. At Sunny State, I have access and am given the 

validity to speak on this subject that other Black men may not have. Although I am not 

in middle school or the same age as the participants, I am a member of the researched 

group in regards to my gender and race, and have experienced much of what they have 

experienced, yet I am in a position at the university to conduct and publish research. 

The research or analysis of Black players is often conducted by those with a limited 

cultural and sport background. The participants are participating in knowledge 

construction which is empowering. In regards to ontology, awareness and 

intentionality are just as critical to the knowledge production process as epistemology. 

Ontology 

According to Schneider et al. (2004), the ontology of the transformative 

paradigm suggests that there are multiple views of reality that exist.  However, in 

society, some outlooks are accorded more validity than others because they have been 

reified through historical stereotypes propagandized thru media production. This is 

especially accurate in the case of athletics where allegations of athletic superiority are 

incessantly reiterated throughout society until people give credence to these 
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ideologies. The transformative paradigm suggests that reality is often based on 

oppressive structures and true understanding comes from a critique of the role that 

oppressive structures and policies play in contributing to social, economic and political 

hierarchies (Mertens, 2010). The transformative paradigm pays close attention to the 

social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic, and gendered factors that construct reality. 

Multiple versions of reality exist and some are privileged over others, due to power 

dynamics which often produces negative consequences. This exploration will focus on 

providing new understandings to change existing power dynamics on micro and macro 

levels and to yield culturally relevant and responsive pedagogies. In focus groups, 

students provided information about their levels of sport participation and their sources 

of athletic and academic motivation. This micro and macro level understanding, 

coupled with social action, is critical to this study.  

Critical Theory 

Critical theory falls under the transformative paradigm umbrella and is 

concerned with social and economic inequality. Critical theorists study how 

individuals respond to social, political and economic inequality. According to critical 

theorists, social reality is constructed by multiple levels of meaning. Critical theorists 

explore historical injustice to alter social arrangements and increase “human freedom” 

(Bennett & LeCompte, 1990, p. 25). Critical theory addresses injustice and provides 

the necessary tools to understand and overcome micro and macro level oppression. 

Giroux (1983) discusses how texts (language and communication patterns) and 
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messages from common social practices, legitimate the interests of the dominant social 

order, in this case, messages transmitted by media outlets through sport about Black 

males’ superiority. These portrayals are accepted as true due to the preponderance of 

Black men in collegiate and professional football and basketball.  

On the micro level, if a student’s reality can be comprehended, educators will 

have the agency and knowledge to create programs that enable Black youth to resist 

and alter the social order, rather than perpetuate it. In order for this to occur, educators 

must be knowledgeable about different aspects of Black youth culture. Critical 

theorists enter the field explicitly declaring their positionality and questioning the 

oppressive social order (Bennett & LeCompte, 1990). Critical theorists value 

liberation and critical thinking, and although they maintain a pessimistic view of the 

“egalitarian” social order, they still believe in human agency (Bennett & LeCompte, 

1990). Under the transformative paradigm umbrella, Critical Race Theory (CRT) is the 

practical application of critical theory (Mertens, 2010). 

Theoretical Framework 

As referenced in chapter two, this study employs CRT which is a theoretical 

framework rooted in the experiential knowledge of people of color. CRT is the ideal 

framework for this study because it allows one to concentrate on race, challenge notions 

of objectivity and colorblindness in sport, and fight for social justice by exploring Black 

youth culture and capturing the voices of youth (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). This study 
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also endeavors to utilize CRT to depict different facets of the Black male experience in 

order to challenge the one-dimensional narratives that often describe Black male 

basketball players and Black fatherhood in a negative light. This emerging counter-

narrative paints a portrait illuminating how basketball can be used intentionally as a tool 

to promote fatherhood, personal growth, introspection, life lessons, and bonding, instead 

of the pervasive narrative that deems basketball solely as an end in itself and a money-

making venture. 

Statement of Positionality 

Positionality is defined as where an individual is situated in relation to others, and 

positionality often shifts according to the similarities and differences a researcher has 

with his study participants (Merriam, 2002). Researchers must be cognizant of 

similarities and differences between researcher and participants (Hopkins, 2007). Lincoln 

(1995) explains there are no universal truths in relation to research and all knowledge is 

contextual in relation to the perspective of the author. Therefore, the researcher must 

acknowledge the context of the research (Lincoln, 1995), and the extent of their self-

awareness and critical subjectivity (Mertens, 2010). I occupy an insider positionality 

which provides insight into “linguistic, cognitive, emotional, sensory and psychological 

principals of participants” (Chavez, 2008, p. 479). I also have knowledge of historical 

and contemporary events in the field of sport, race and club basketball as I have studied, 

as well as participated in, many of the same athletic and academic endeavors as my 

participants. Although an insider, my age and geographical location, having been born 
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and raised in California, makes me different than my participants. My research 

participants are Black middle school male athletes. In many ways, I relate to them in the 

realm of race, athletic, and academic experiences. However, I also differ from them as I 

was raised in the 1980s and 1990s which generationally, and primarily in relation to 

technology, is different (Chavez, 2008). Although I am an insider, I am an external 

insider, which is a person who is raised outside of the community but has similar values 

and cultural perspectives of the community and, as a result, experiences a form of 

closeness with the community (Banks, 1995). 

The story of my positionality begins in my childhood. My parents often told me, 

whatever you do, do it to the best of your ability. You’re gonna be in school every day so 

make sure you take advantage of it.  My parents would transport my four siblings and me 

to the library to pick out children’s books, autobiographies, books about fishing and 

sports, or anything else that captivated our interests. As a child, my favorite book was a 

children’s book on Harriet Tubman. Although I enjoyed reading about Magic Johnson’s, 

Isaiah Thomas’ and Charles Barkley’s childhoods, my father recommended I read Ben 

Carson’s book, Gifted Hands. I presume that my father suggested this book because it 

exemplified the limitless intellectual capacity of Black men and provided a success story 

outside the athletic realm. Not only did my parents engender a love of learning within 

me, but they also taught me about race. My father sat me down at four years old and said, 

you know you’re Black?  I remember thinking, ‘I am? I don’t know what that means, but 

ok.’ He continued, so people are going to think you’re not smart and you’re incapable of 
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academic success, but it’s not true. Curiously, I asked, ‘Why?’ He responded without a 

hint of bitterness or animosity, that’s just the way it is in this country, it has to do with 

slavery, White people say we’re inferior to justify enslaving Black people and to justify 

the way they’ve treated us.  I was consistently reminded of the adage from my 

grandparents and parents that, as a Black child, I had to work twice as hard to get half as 

far.  At the time none of this made sense, but later in life, I realized my father was very 

prophetic. My parents made sure my siblings and I were aware of our Blackness - and I 

was very proud to be Black.  

Middle school is where I realized my father’s intuitions were correct. I had many 

middle school teachers who believed in me and treated me fairly. However, I began to 

realize that some teachers and classmates had very low expectations of me. I had straight 

A’s through middle school; however, I rarely discussed my grades. When teachers and 

students found out about my GPA, they were often in utter shock. I attributed this 

astonishment to my race which my dad had prepared me for.  No other time was this 

more apparent than during a situation I had with a teacher in eighth grade.  

In eighth grade, I received a progress report with all A’s and one C.  I took my 

report card to the teacher who gave me the C and asked him, ‘why do I have a C?’ He 

replied, ‘because you didn’t turn in your work and you should be happy with a C.’ I 

informed him that I had not missed an assignment all year. He glared at me 

incredulously. He argued with me and said I did not submit a lot of assignments.  I asked 

to see his grade book and my corrected coursework because he had not returned any 
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assignments all semester. Perplexed, he said that he did not have the work in his 

classroom and that he would get back to me. The next day, I approached him and 

inquired if he found my work. He said he had not, but recognized that I was very 

persistent, which seemed to irritate him.  The following day he said I had an A and never 

returned any of my work. He also threatened me; he told me he could ruin my perfect 

middle school GPA because I did not have the best behavior, and he might change the 

grade to a B.  I am certain he asked other teachers about my academic performance 

because I never mentioned my 4.0 GPA to him.  I just chuckled and procured my A. In 

retrospect, I believe he never graded papers and assigned students’ grades based on his 

perceptions of their ability. He was unaware of how I performed on tests, quizzes, and 

homework assignments. He assumed I was a dumb Black boy who occasionally 

misbehaved in class. Although I did misbehave sometimes, I submitted all of my work 

and studied frequently.  Unfortunately, this experience was not an anomaly. Throughout 

my educational journey, people frequently had low expectations of me and were often 

baffled once they became aware of my academic capabilities. 

Although these low expectations churned within me, two constants in my life that 

I took very seriously were athletics and academics. Even though I had negative 

experiences related to academics, I continued to love learning and was very confident in 

my academic abilities. I wanted to prove people who doubted my intellectual capability 

wrong.  After high school, I was accepted to the University of California at Berkeley. 

Once on campus, I tried out for the basketball team, walked on and ultimately earned a 
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scholarship. I played for four years. In addition to the focus on academics that my parents 

had instilled in me, my family was also highly involved in athletics. As a result of my 

family’s athletic background, where my father, younger brother and I played basketball at 

high levels, I decided to research the intricacies of sport. The positive and negative 

experiences of my family members and me in education and sport have cultivated a 

desire to research and understand the athletic and academic identities of Black youth. 

This work is very significant and personal to me. My positionality, in terms of 

race, ethnicity, and gender allows me to conduct the research and capture the voice of 

Black athletes. This is critical because research on Black males is often completed by 

those with an etic stance and as a result the research participants are often misunderstood. 

Researchers with an etic positionality often accept and reinforce the omnipresent 

narrative that portrays Black males as academically inept in the classroom, but 

athletically adept on the court (Harrison et al., 2011). In addition to being doubted as a 

result of their skin color, Black athletes are also doubted because they are athletes. 

Contributing to the paradigm shift in which Black males are recognized for their ability to 

perform highly in various domains, including but not limited to, athletics and academics, 

is one of the goals of this study. There are male paragons of athletic and academic 

excellence who are Black; however the conventional narrative regarding Black males is 

one of athletic superiority and academic inferiority.   

It is important to consider positionality in terms of identity and experience 

because a person’s identity influences and shapes “research encounters, processes and 
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outcomes” (Hopkins, 2007, p. 387). Furthermore, it is crucial to recognize the similarities 

and differences between research participants and the researcher. Recognition is 

significant between insider and outsider status because there are multiple pros and cons 

for an insider. The outsider perspective has historically been considered objective and 

accurate, while insiders, who often have deeper insights into the culture and people they 

are studying, are perceived to “hold a biased position” that complicates “their ability to 

observe and interpret” (Chavez, 2008). As an insider, I have insight into nonverbal 

gestures and understand the difference between what is actually occurring and mere 

performances. However, there are potential problems with insider status such as the 

occurrence of selective reporting, bias in selecting participants, community interaction 

style that compromises the interview process, and difficulty in recognizing patterns due 

to familiarity with the research community (Chavez, 2008). However, many argue that 

although outsiders are perceived to be objective, there is a false dichotomy considering 

the subjectivity and objectivity between the insider and outsider status.  All qualitative 

researchers’ observations, interpretations and representations, regardless of being etic or 

emic, are affected by their identity and various positionalities. Therefore, it is important 

to disclose my identity and positionality as an external insider.  

It is vital to clarify this distinction as an external insider because emic researchers 

often characterize themselves at total insiders, which is virtually unachievable because 

researchers are composed of multiple identities and experiences influenced by race, 

ethnicity, and class. My positionality does not have the same geographic identity as my 
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participants. There are problems that are associated with insider status that range from 

blurred lines between the researcher and participants, due to the burden to provide 

reciprocity. Student-athletes also may perceive me as an expert due to my athletic 

background which may influence their answers for fear of being judged. Other problems 

revolve around the tension between natural and free flowing community based 

conversations versus the sometimes tense semi-structured interview format (Brayboy & 

Deyhle, 2000). 

Conversely, the benefit of insider status is a complex understanding and 

background for detailed observation and interpretation. An emic positionality makes 

building rapport effortless because researchers are given legitimacy (Chavez, 2008). 

When rapport and friendship are built, insiders are provided multiple opportunities to 

collect data because researchers often have more access (Taylor, 2011). Another benefit 

of an insider status is that research participants are open and willing to discuss topics 

freely. When engaging in the interview process, being a member of a community is 

simply not enough. Participants observe researchers and are often watching for multiple 

similarities, thus it is not feasible to remain neutral. Duncan-Andrade (2004) claims that 

participants often enter interviews reticently until the interviewer opens up and 

demonstrates they espouse beliefs similar to theirs. Once commonalities are established, 

participants often converse liberally (Duncan-Andrade, 2004). Duncan-Andrade further 

explicates that it is not only about common ideologies, but also how one presents 

themselves in terms of speech patterns, manner of dress and hairstyles. Duncan-Andrade 
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demonstrates that presentation is crucial, and responses, whether limited or in-depth, 

depend on how the interviewer is perceived. Essentially, the research participants are 

initially observing and engaging with the researcher to determine if they are insiders. If 

they are not relatable as insiders, in many circumstances, it is difficult to obtain 

information.  

Innes (2009) explains it is not feasible to procure interviews in particular 

scenarios without insider status. Once access is gained by an insider, trust and credibility 

is needed to maintain the relationship which often only comes from knowledge of, and a 

relationship with, the community being studied. In addition to possessing a 

comprehensive understanding, insiders must be knowledgeable about the vernacular of 

the culture they are studying, making it easier to relate to and understand their 

participants. Understanding body language and non-verbal communication in addition to 

idioms and expressions is critical to comprehending research participants (Taylor, 2011).  

Access 

Insider positionality often influences access, namely, the contact that the 

researcher has with research participants (Merriam, 2002). For example, when the 

interviewer’s positionality is emic, the perceived homogeneity creates a sense of 

community leading to trust and openness. This homogeneity often leads to 

recommendations and referrals for more research participants. Therefore, positionality in 

this study is critical because there is a modicum of research on elite level club basketball. 

The positionality of the researcher will create access to opportunities within several 
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basketball networks to gain access to youth players, where others have not been able to 

gain access. This is critical because it expands access to new data and creates real world 

applicability.  Insider status provides quick access to multiple in-group activities but it 

can also be detrimental if the researcher is not cognizant of the bias it can create. Access 

and ethics are important considerations when working with children.  The proper protocol 

must be adhered to in terms of getting all forms signed by parents and students (Hopkins, 

2007). 

Ethics 

Ethics are critical to consider when conducting a study with youth and/or 

marginalized populations. With unfettered access to research arenas and research 

participants’ lives due to insider status, it is imperative to not exploit the relationship. 

Power-based relationships and inequities are present in all aspects of life and often 

manifest themselves in research. As an insider, it is important not to compromise 

professional ethics or manipulate research results because one is personally attached to 

the data (Chavez, 2008). Access to events that are considered personal and/or intimate are 

often granted to emic researchers. While these events may emerge as excellent sites to 

collect data, emic researchers have an obligation to respect the privacy of others and not 

abuse their access.  

Interpretation 
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Insider status can create problems within the research especially if participants do 

not elaborate on their answers because they assume the researcher has the knowledge due 

to insider status. In this circumstance, participants may not thoroughly answer questions 

because they assume the researcher understands racial and athletic nuances. This is 

problematic because although the researcher may understand, people on the periphery of 

athletic or basketball spheres, who are perusing the study, may not grasp the significance 

of a particular quotation because they lack contextual understanding. Insiders also face 

problems when presenting research because they are accused of being biased, too close to 

the culture, and may have a vested interest. Being an insider can also lead to 

misinterpretation as researchers may assume they understand a statement or nonverbal 

clue from a research participant when they truly do not. As a result of this assumption, it 

is possible to misinterpret the data. Chavez (2008) explains that emic researchers must 

probe and request clarification often and not be reliant on their interpretation. It is crucial 

for the researcher to reflect on his/her identity and how it coincides with the research 

participants’ identities. Strong observation skills and thoughtful questions are requisite to 

determine the distinction between what is observed and what is already comprehended 

(Miller, 1997).   

Kondo (1990) expounds that cultural meanings can be multiple and contradictory 

and “cannot be understood without reference to historical, political and economic 

discourses” (Merriam, 2002, p. 409). Insiders read nonverbal cues easier and possess an 

acute perspicacity when connecting research to a specific context or phenomenon. An 
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insider viewpoint often creates new epistemologies because the researcher has a critical 

eye or lens. Ladson-Billings (2011) personifies this occurrence with her research on 

Black boys. As a racial, cultural and local insider, she entered classrooms and observed 

Black boys being disciplined more frequently than children of other races. As a result of 

her positionality, she did not accept the routine explanation that Black boys are devious, 

rambunctious and do not understand school culture (Ferguson, 2001). She contextualized 

the contemporary and historical implications and assessments Black boys encounter in 

American society.  Therefore, instead of focusing exclusively on the “bad” comportment, 

as many researchers do and naively substantiate previous deficit oriented research, she 

scrutinized children of other races’ behavior and teacher practices.  Other students 

behaved worse than the Black boys, but as members of other racial groups, they did not 

have the racial and gender stigma attached to them. She questioned teachers’ 

dysconscious racism which developed into new understandings of teacher racism and its 

implications (Ladson-Billings, 2011; King, 1991). Ladson-Billings also observed a room 

where disobedient Black students were sent. The room was tranquil, however, no one was 

completing work and the room was dull, lacking color or decoration. The administrator 

providing the tour contended that this room was effective and the archetype to 

rehabilitate misbehaving Black youth. However, Ladson-Billings perceived it differently. 

She responded, “I think it is fine if you are training them for prison” (Ladson-Billings, 

2011, p. 10). Once again, Ladson-Billings’ response is indicative of an insider’s 
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perspective as she employs her keen contextual and socio-historical understanding of 

Black males’ hierarchical positioning in American society.   

Methods 

The methods employed determine the influences that shape Black male athletes’ 

academic and athletic identity and how they navigate those influences. This study holds 

the race and sport participation of middle school athletes’ constant, creating a nuanced 

narrative of what it means to be an athletic Black boy. This study used an instrumental 

case study approach that employed focus groups, semi structured interviews of parents 

and student-athletes, participant observations, and artifact analysis.  

Instrumental Case Study 

 An instrumental case study was chosen as the best method because it allowed for 

the thick description (Yin, 2009) of the participants who all played for the same elite club 

basketball team. An instrumental case study permits a variety of methods of data 

collection. The uses of multiple data collection methods are applied in order to triangulate 

the data to verify the validity and clarify the meaning of the data (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2000). This case study aspires to understand this particular case, a basketball team, and 

also provide a medium to make inferences on societal conditions (Stake, 1998). The case 

was used to understand the athletic and academic identities of young Black athletes and 

the influences that affect them, and how they navigate those influences. This case was 

carefully selected, and the case was bounded by members of the team (Stake, 1998). 
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Focus Groups 

Focus groups are used to elicit the participants’ point of view. Focus groups elicit 

the perspectives of the interviewees more than the individual interviews because the 

dialogue is facilitated by the interviewer but shaped by the participants (Mertens, 2010). 

According to Mertens, large portions of information can be deduced from group 

interaction. The data gleaned from focus groups was followed up by in-depth individual 

interviews to ascertain how research participants negotiated and navigated their athletic 

and academic identities (Mertens, 2010). Madriz (2000) asserts that focus groups validate 

the voices and issues of marginalized groups providing a platform to advance the agenda 

for social justice, which ties into the reciprocity and axiology of this study, by giving 

back to the research participants.  Focus groups provide an opportunity to quickly and 

reliably obtain impressions and acquire perspective on the participants’ range of 

information. Krueger (2009) explains that focus groups’ interviews should contain no 

more than ten questions. Prior to the focus groups, questions should be arranged in a 

logical order and colleagues should assess the quality of questions and provide feedback 

(Krueger, 2009). 

The focus groups took place respectively at a birthday party and during a campus 

visit to Sunny State University. The student-athletes were interviewed as a group in a 

room separate from parents and any individuals not participating in the study. The 

locations of the focus group interviews were informal and nonthreatening. The focus 

group was a large discussion, with myself as the moderator, and free flowing discourse 
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emanating from the student-athletes (Krueger, 2009). The focus group was critical to this 

study because it provided checks and balances as participants examined each other’s 

opinions and eradicated extreme or false data.  

Semi-structured Interviews 

In addition to focus groups, semi-structured interviews of student-athletes and 

parents were employed. Semi-structured interviews began with open-ended questions to 

develop rapport and then progressed to pre-prepared topics and questions (Mertens, 

2010). The standardized open-ended interview ensured that all participants were asked 

identical questions. Questions were meticulously established prior to the interview; 

however, depending on the responses, impromptu follow up questions were asked 

(Patton, 2002).  Semi-structured interviews are focused, efficient, and afford the 

opportunity to explore parallels and comparisons with other data sources. A drawback of 

semi-structured interviews is that there is less flexibility in relating interview questions to 

specific participants. However, additional probing questions were employed to draw out 

more information and provide clarification on preset questions (Patton, 2002). During the 

interview, nonverbal cues, the setup of the room, and the atmosphere of the interactions 

were noted (Patton, 2002). 

Participant Observation 

Participant observations were a major component of this study’s methodology. I 

observed student-athletes in various settings such as scheduled basketball practices, 
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individual games, tournaments, informal basketball workouts as well as university 

campus visits, tours and lectures. During the observation process, I took field notes 

documenting the physical setting, the number of participants involved, and the interaction 

between participants (Mertens, 2010). Observations were coupled with the other research 

methodologies to provide a more holistic understanding of the data set (Patton, 2002). 

Artifact Analysis  

Artifacts provide a rich source of data. They serve as another method of 

triangulation as they either confirm or contest additional data sources. Participant’s report 

cards and notes from university lectures were procured adding to the rich description that 

instrumental case studies provide (Norum, 2008).  

Relevance & Value 

These methods provided relevance and value to this study of identity by providing 

voice and validation to participants’ experiences. As King (2005) notes: 

The ultimate object of transformative research and action agenda is the universal 

problem of human freedom. That is, a goal of transformative education and 

research practice in Black education is the production of knowledge and 

understanding [that] people need to rehumanize the world by dismantling 

hegemonic structures that impede such knowledge (p. 5). 

Knowledge is often produced about Blacks by cultural and racial outsiders and serves as 

a form of oppression. This is exemplified in sport research that depicts Black athletes as 
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dumb jocks who are intellectually inferior and athletically superior which legitimizes the 

American racial social hierarchy (Edwards, 1984). This research produces knowledge by 

Blacks for Blacks with the resolution to improve and benefit lives.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis began by immersing myself in the data (Merriam, 2002) and by 

immediately listening to the audiotapes of the interviews and transcribing any nonverbal 

cues occurring during the interview process. I listened to the recordings immediately to 

ensure proper recording and to determine if any ambiguity was present (Patton, 2002). 

After listening to the tapes, the data was transcribed verbatim. Interviews were 

transcribed verbatim because each word a participant spoke reflected their own 

consciousness (Seidman, 2012). I transcribed my own interviews so that I would be 

extremely familiar with and immersed in my data (Seidman, 2012). Member checks were 

completed by providing transcripts to study participants to check the accuracy and 

determine if adjustments needed to be made (Merriam, 2002). The first step after 

transcribing was to read the text aloud and bracket interesting passages. A close reading 

and re-reading, using sound judgment, was followed by taking the data and developing 

profiles of individuals. The written transcripts were combined with the notes on 

nonverbal cues and then reread multiple times. Then individual passages were clustered 

in smaller categories and studied for thematic connections (Seidman, 2012).  The 

trustworthiness of this data was achieved through the triangulation of the multiple data 

sources, immersion and member checks.   
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Credibility was determined by member checking the initial transcriptions and the 

themes that were developed with research participants (Chilisa, 2012). Credibility was 

also established through triangulating data and peer debriefing as well (Mertens, 2010). 

Transferability was achieved by providing rich descriptions of all data, including notes 

from the focus groups and semi structured interviews, the field notes, and the transcribed 

interviews in order to allow readers to make their own judgments on the data and 

determine if the research was applicable to their own particular circumstances (Mertens, 

2010). Dependability was established by detailing the research process to “attest to the 

quality and appropriateness of the inquiry process” (Mertens, 2010, p. 259). 

Confirmability was established through the process of allowing peers to review the 

process of triangulation and examine the emergent themes’ connection to data sources 

(Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Yin, 2009). Although research can be generalizable to some 

Black male youth and help us understand them, this study does not reinscribe notions that 

Black males are monolithic when, in fact, they are very diverse. However, the goal of this 

study is to offer enhanced comprehension and establish a foundational, reference point 

for other researchers to study Black youth populations.  

Observation 

 While in the gymnasium, my role was as an observer and athletic skills 

development coach respectively. As an athletic skills development coach, I managed 

practice and assisted players with their basketball techniques. As an emic participant 

researcher, I had access to the players’ own practices, games and conversations amongst 
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players, coaches and parents. I also spent time with the players outside of sport. For 

example, research participants took campus tours, sat in on college lectures and attended 

collegiate basketball games and practices with me at Sunny State University. During 

these excursions, players and parents’ were asked informal questions about athletic and 

academic identity. Notes were not taken during these activities; however, as soon as 

activities concluded, all observations were chronicled.  Descriptive, analytic and 

reflective notes of observations were written out. I built rapport with the parents, players 

and coaches and I ensured confidentiality in order to create a sense of comfort.  

Setting 

 The observations transpired at various locations in the city of Sunny and Paramo 

(pseudonyms). I observed middle school league basketball games at four middle school 

gymnasiums, and I observed three club basketball tournaments at three different City 

Park and Recreation gymnasiums.  I also observed club team basketball practices at 

middle school gymnasiums, outdoor parks and City Park and Recreation gymnasiums. 

However, middle school practices took place at each of the three respective schools the 

research participants attended. Games included regular season games and playoff games. 

The Paramo middle school basketball league, was played at Paramo city middle schools. 

I watched three different games, including the championship game, at three different 

Paramo middle schools. However, Christopher the only participant who does not reside in 

Paramo or play in the same middle school league as the other participants, played his 

middle school championship game at the Sunny City Convention Center, which I 
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attended.  The first focus group I conducted was at Christopher’s 14th birthday party. The 

student-athletes played two rounds of paintball at an outdoor park. I played with the 

student-athletes to get acquainted with them. After paintball, we ate pizza and cake. 

During the pizza and cake, I conducted my first focus group interview with the research 

participants in a conference room at the paintball venue. The second focus group 

interview was conducted at Sunny State University, after the middle school students 

attended a college lecture, toured the campus and athletic facilities’ and ate in the 

cafeteria. This focus group occurred in a conference room on campus. Additional 

observations were made at a Sunny State basketball game. Student-athlete and parent 

semi-structured interviews occurred on Sunny State’s campus in conference rooms, in 

two different City Park and Recreation gymnasiums and at Jason’s house.  

Participants 

 For the purpose of my study, I am studying self-identified Black Americans who 

have a shared ancestry and similar ethnic experience. Although racially the same but 

ethnically different, I did not include African immigrants or people of African descent 

from the Caribbean, South America or Central America (Cokley, 2007). Participants were 

all members of the same elite level club team which was determined by their high level of 

success in local and national tournaments and their aspirations to play at a high level in 

high school and college.  In addition to race and athletic ability, all students were enrolled 

in middle school. Research participant’s ages ranged from 13-14 years old during the 

course of the study.  
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This segment of the dissertation provides contextual information vis-à-vis how the 

participants know each other and became members of this study. It also specifies general 

information regarding the athletic participation, academic background and the cities 

where the participants reside. 

The seven research participants examined in this dissertation’s instrumental case 

study were initially all members of the same fourteen and under club basketball team, 

The Lions. Each research participant was given a pseudonym. The instrumental case 

study began in March 2014 and lasted through April 2015. However, six months into the 

study, three of the seven young men left The Lions to play for other club teams. Four of 

the participants: Dante, Ishmael, Michael and Trevor remained with The Lions. Daniel 

and Jason made the move together and Christopher joined a different team. Although the 

original team disbanded, the boys remained friends. The study was originally bounded by 

the seven Lions players. Although, ultimately each player moved on to where they felt 

the best fit for them would be. Research was conducted during campus tours and 

basketball games at Sunny State and during the respective club tournaments and practices 

the players played in and attended. In addition to the club teams, they all played for their 

respective middle school basketball teams. Dante, Michael, Ishmael, Trevor and Daniel 

all play for Reed Middle School in Paramo. Jason plays for Canton Middle School in 

Paramo, and Christopher plays for Kenton Middle School in Sunny.  All three of the 

abovementioned schools are public schools. Christopher is the only study participant who 

lives in Sunny. The population of the city of Sunny is 885,000, with 8 % of the residents 
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being Black. Sunny is the 11th largest major metropolitan city in America. Sunny is home 

to a public, predominately White university, Sunny State University, as well as multiple 

private universities and one historically Black college. The remaining six study members 

live in the Sunny’s suburban enclave, Paramo. Paramo’s overall population is 54,000 

with 15% of the population listed as Black. The case was bound by membership on the 

original team, the Lions, and that particular team was selected because of its elite athletic 

status which was confirmed by the winning of multiple local tournaments.  

In addition to the information germane to sport participation, school facts and city 

data, the research participants’ parents were asked to provide self-reported demographic 

information to contextualize this study. The portraits I present furnish details concerning 

the study and offer brief synopses of the background of each student-athlete highlighting 

their family structure, parental education level, parental athletic background, 

socioeconomic standing, and siblings’ athletic and educational background. Additionally, 

the demographics classify the age, size, stature, race and grade point average of all 

participants. Any other seemingly salient data that is pertinent to the background of the 

student and informs the reader of the participants’ positionality is divulged.  

There are several similarities between the student-athletes as well as many 

differences. The most prominent similarities are the age and racial makeup of the 

participants. Every participant is fourteen years old and six out of the seven reported 

themselves as Black while one participant, Daniel, is half White and half Black. Six of 

the research participants live in Paramo, and Christopher lives in Sunny. All of the 
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participant’s socioeconomic standings is middle class or above, except for Trevor who is 

being raised by his grandparents who are working class. Socioeconomic status was self-

reported. Although there are some similarities and patterns in the data, the breakdown of 

the demographics displays that the student-athletes originate from heterogeneous 

backgrounds which is very significant as the aforementioned literature review illuminated 

that Black males are repeatedly viewed as a homogenous faction. Descriptive 

demographics are provided below for each respective participant.    

Dante lives in a two parent home. Both of his parents have bachelor’s degrees. 

His father, Dante Sr., has a Bachelor’s of Science degree in Criminal Justice, a real estate 

license and a U.S. army communications certification. His mother has a Bachelor’s of 

Science degree in Mathematics with a minor in Computer Science. Dante’s mother 

played high school basketball. His father’s athletic career is extensive. His father, Dante 

Sr., played Division I basketball and professional basketball in Europe for multiple years. 

Dante is a fourteen year old, 6’1” and 165 pound Black male. Dante currently plays 

football and basketball and runs track. His family is upper middle class. Dante has twenty 

year old twin brothers who play Division I basketball on full athletic scholarships. On 

Dante’s last report card, he received a 3.85 GPA. He achieved all A’s and a B+ in English 

Language Arts. 

Daniel lives with his mother and stepfather. His mother, Tracy, hold a Bachelor’s 

of Arts in Business Administration and Sports Administration.  She played volleyball and 

basketball at a Division III university in the Midwest. She also coached collegiate 
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volleyball and currently is a partial owner of a gym specializing in athletic training and 

cross fit. Daniel’s stepfather, Mr. Richard, played high school basketball and soccer and 

has a high school diploma. Daniel considers his stepfather more of a father than his 

biological father. Daniel’s stepfather, a Black male, plays a very active role in Daniel’s 

life. Daniel’s mother is Caucasian and his biological father is Black. Daniel is a 5’11” 

and 135 pound fourteen year old. Daniel plays football and basketball and runs track. He 

previously competed in soccer. His family is middle class. Daniel is the oldest child in his 

family. He has two younger half-sisters, a half-brother and a step sister.   Daniel 

maintains a perfect 4.0 GPA. 

Trevor has been raised since birth by his step grandfather, Randy, who is 73 years 

old and his biological grandmother who is 66 years old. Randy is retired US Air Force. 

He also worked for Advanced Micro Devices and the Census Bureau. He is living off of 

his retirement pension, disability and social security, and he has had one stroke but is 

healthier currently. In addition to raising Trevor, Randy and his wife are raising Trevor’s 

three younger sisters and older male cousin. Trevor also has three older brothers and an 

older sister. In addition to supporting the five children, Randy also helps out with his 

other step grandchildren. Randy’s time is limited as all of his grandchildren vie for his 

attention. Randy explained, “With Trevor, I have a problem keeping up with him because 

he plays a lot of sports. I have to get help from the other moms and dads. Trevor is 

fourteen. I have four other children (grandchildren) who are younger. My time is limited; 

I have to share my time, but Trevor wants it all.” All of his grandchildren participate in 
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extracurricular activities such as dance, sports, band and church. Trevor does not know 

his biological father. His biological mother, Teresa, lives down the street from Randy, but 

Randy and the grandmother raised all eight of her kids. Trevor does not spend time with 

Teresa because she is unable to provide for him emotionally, socially and financially. His 

older sister is more of a mother figure to Trevor than his birth mother, however, she lives 

in an adjacent state. She helps financially support Trevor by buying school clothes and 

shoes. His three older brothers were good high school athletes but none graduated from 

high school. His older sister did not finish high school, however, she attended Job Core, 

received a certificate and joined the military. According to Randy, Trevor’s older sister is 

the only one out of the older siblings that wanted to do something with her life. Trevor’s 

older sister did not originally graduate from high school because she had the task of 

helping to take care of and babysit the younger children. Trevor is a fourteen year old 

Black male who is 5’8” and weighs 145 lbs. He plays football and basketball and runs 

track. Randy’s household is working class.  Trevor has a 2.0 GPA. 

Christopher has spent the majority of his life living in a single parent home. 

However, his mother, Cassandra, married four months ago. He maintains a relationship 

with his biological father who lives in an adjacent state where he spends holidays and 

summers. His mother holds a bachelor’s and master’s degree from Sunny State. She is 

currently working on her PhD in higher education at Sunny State University where she 

also works as an administrator. His father also graduated from Sunny State with a 

bachelor’s degree. He works as a firefighter and substitute teacher. Christopher’s mother 
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played multiple sports in high school and ran track for Sunny State. However, her track 

career was cut short when she became pregnant with Christopher during her freshman 

year of college. As a result, Christopher’s mother obtained government assistance for 

three years. Christopher’s father competed in multiple sports in high school. At Sunny 

State, he ran Division I track for four years. Christopher is a fourteen year old, 6’1” and 

155 pound Black male. Christopher plays football and basketball and runs track.  

Christopher’s family is middle class. He has a younger half-sister. Christopher has a 3.0 

GPA.  

Michael lives in a two parent home. Both of his parents hold Bachelors of Science 

degrees. His father played high school basketball and participated in fifteen years of 

military intramural leagues. His father is a retired military police officer and his mother 

works in development at Sunny State University. Michael is a fourteen year old, 5’7” and 

140 pound Black male. Michael plays basketball, baseball and football. Michael’s family 

is upper middle class household. Two of Michael’s older cousins were raised in his 

household. One cousin attended Blair College for one year and his other cousin is in her 

second semester at Pitzel State. Michael has a 3.6 GPA.  

Jason lives in a two parent household. Jason’s mother obtained a Bachelor’s 

degree and his father has a Bachelor’s and Master’s degree. His mother is the manager of 

Media and Community Relations for an NBA Developmental team, and his father is a 

program director for the city of Sunny. His father played basketball throughout high 

school and elected to pursue an academic scholarship rather than collegiate athletics. 



	   	   	  
	  

124	  

Jason is a fourteen year old, 110 pound, 5’6” Black male. He currently plays football and 

basketball. His family is upper middle class. He has two older siblings. His older brother 

attends Delta University on a full athletic football scholarship, and his sister attends St. 

James University on a partial academic scholarship. Jason’s uncle who he has a close 

relationship with played collegiate basketball at a Historically Black College in the 

South. His uncle attends Jason’s basketball practices and games. Jason has a 3.6 GPA.  

Ishmael’s parents are divorced. Though his mother has full custody, his father is 

very active in his life. His mother has a bachelor’s degree in accounting and is a financial 

analyst/accountant. His father has a high school diploma and some college experience, 

and he works as a manager at a local private university. His father played football and 

basketball in high school. Ishmael is a fourteen year old 6’1 ½”, 168 pound Black male. 

Ishmael currently plays football and basketball. He has only played three seasons of 

football and he has been playing basketball since age seven. He recently stopped playing 

baseball which he played from ages 5-13. His mother’s household is middle class. 

Ishmael has an older brother in high school who plays baseball. Ishmael has a 3.71 GPA. 

Interview Protocol 

Participants first participated in focus groups to address and gain an 

understanding of different pertinent topics. After gaining an understanding of topics in 

the focus groups, participants participated in semi-structured interviews.  The preliminary 

questions captured basic background information and demographics. The next phase of 

questions determined the students’ athletic, educational, and family backgrounds. After 
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contextual background information was obtained, topics revolving around peer influence, 

family influence, academic identity, athletic identity, athletic scholarships, academic 

scholarships, and employment opportunities were explored. All student-athletes were 

asked the same general questions but depending on their answers, a second round of more 

probing questions were administered. In addition to interviewing student-athletes, parents 

and coaches were also interviewed. Coaches and parents were asked similar questions as 

the students to determine if their responses triangulated with the student-athletes’ 

responses.  Once interviews were completed, I immediately transcribed interviews and 

member checked the interviews by sharing them with the participants to ensure the data 

reflected their viewpoints.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

In this chapter, I present five themes (Academic Recognition, Athletic 

Recognition, Career, Racial Expectations, & Time Devoted to Sport and Intellectual 

Endeavors) that emerged from the data. Using CRT as my theoretical frame, themes were 

generated by coding the interview data of all relevant stakeholders such as coaches, 

players, and parents as well as through analysis of field notes, artifacts, and focus group 

data. Initially, I reviewed observations and the supplemental field notes to produce 

preliminary codes to explore. Subsequently, I relied on focus groups as a quick, reliable 

and efficient approach in verifying the salience of the generated codes. Once these codes 

were ascertained, I examined the semi-structured interviews that revealed the complex 

sociocultural, psychosocial and institutional influences faced by the participants. 

Ultimately, my data analysis process served to comprehend the identity construction 

processes of Black male youth athletes.  

Themes were constructed through chunking, coding and theming the data set. 

Once Academic Recognition, Athletic Recognition, Career, Racial Expectations, and 

Time Devoted to Sport and Intellectual Endeavors were established as respective themes; 

subsections were created within the themes. Aligning with critical race theory, which 

emphasizes the voice and perspective of marginalized groups, research participants’ 

verbatim quotes were used as subsection headings. This was especially intentional 

because Black males are a marginalized group whose voice is often neglected or coopted 

and used out of context. Therefore, it was meaningful to use the student-athletes’ words 
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as subheadings rather than just leaving them within quotes, as they concisely embodied 

the genuine articulation of their experiences.  Furthermore, profiles of the student-athletes 

are provided to contextualize this study.  

Theme 1: Academic Recognition 

After chunking, coding and theming the data, Recognition emerged as the most 

notable theme. This theme was consistently reiterated throughout this case study during 

the focus groups, semi-structured interviews and field notes. The youth searched for, 

acknowledged and relished the recognition they received in their academic and athletic 

endeavors. Their desire for recognition revolved around academic performance and 

getting “noticed” for their superb play on the court. Recognition emanated from parents, 

coaches, teachers, peers and media. The majority of the recognition occurred on a micro 

level, however, some recognition originated on a macro level.   

The first facet of recognition that I will explore is positive academic recognition. 

Positive academic recognition is characterized by the notion that students receive tangible 

rewards, praise or positive reinforcement for making high marks. Positive academic 

recognition is distinct from negative academic recognition. Negative academic 

recognition is epitomized when students are noticed, punished and acknowledged for 

subpar academic performances.  

Positive Academic Recognition 
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Positive academic recognition mostly originated from parents when participants 

were celebrated for their academic accomplishments. This theme was prevalent and 

discernible during the semi-structured interview at Jason’s house, where I conducted and 

recorded my final semi-structured interview and field notes. After our interview, Jason’s 

father, Joe, showed me the family bookshelf, which included many of his favorite books, 

while Jason sat on the couch wearing a Duke University hooded sweatshirt.  I inquired 

about Joe’s reverence for learning which he explained he acquired from his own father, a 

professor at Alcorn State, and his mother who always challenged him to strive and absorb 

knowledge. I asked for a copy of Jason’s last report card to add to my data set which 

Jason’s mother, Tanya, immediately offered to me. The report was full of exemplary 

grades, all A’s and one B+ in science. I then asked how school was balanced with 

athletics and how a love for learning was inculcated in Jason. Immediately, Joe peered 

over to his son in the royal blue hoody and stated:  

He does so well in school so I recognize and reward him if he gets good grades. I 

have been traveling a lot lately for work so I was in North Carolina and I got him 

that (Duke Blue Hooded sweatshirt)…I was in a few other states and picked up 

some really nice gear. I picked up a lot of nice Syracuse gear too. 

Jason’s father explained how he rewarded Jason for his excellent grades with athletic 

paraphernalia. Upon hearing his father’s compliments, Jason sat on the couch beaming. 

His father also mentioned that Jason received new sneakers in addition to the athletic 

clothes to recognize and reward his academic accomplishments. His father’s recognition 
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was also reflected during the semi-structured interview when Jason discussed how his 

academic endeavors were noticed. He explained that his mother, father and brother were 

very aware of his grades and acknowledged him. Jason explained how his parents 

rewarded and motivated him to do well academically, “My parents, they get me stuff 

(shoes, basketballs and clothes and stuff) when I get all A’s so I try to shoot for all A’s.” 

During the first focus group session, Jason explained why he enjoys getting A’s, 

corroborating his statement from his semi-structured interview, “Your parents get you 

stuff when you get A’s.”  Jason’s explanation was not an anomaly as multiple players 

concurred that they also received motivation from parental recognition for their academic 

endeavors. This thread of academic recognition and positive reinforcement weaved 

throughout the data set.  

I attended a supplementary basketball training session at a local Park and 

Recreation Center ran by a father-daughter tandem that Daniel and Jason participated in. 

The daughter, Alicia, was a local high school standout and former collegiate basketball 

star player at Sunny State University. Her father ran one of the most successful local club 

girls’ basketball teams and had a reputation for sending the majority of his players to 

college to play basketball. His daughter was replicating his program with boys. Alicia 

was also the niece of a former NBA player, so her basketball background was extensive. 

She had participants of all ages engaged and working arduously. On the sideline, I spoke 

with Daniel’s mother, Tracy, and inquired how Daniel was able to thrive in school while 

devoting a substantial amount of time to athletics. She explained:  
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I have high expectations, but I am also very intentional about the praise I show 

him for academics. I show a lot of excitement when he brings home A’s. I feel 

that verbal and emotional recognition is sufficient and rewards are unnecessary. 

However, my stepdaughter is currently paid for good grades so in interest of 

fairness, I pay Daniel as well, but I don’t pay him for B’s or for his PE/sports 

period.  

Tracy exuded enthusiasm and rewarded Daniel for his outstanding grades. She placed 

extra importance on recognizing his academic endeavors.  

Like an incentive-based NFL contract 

Similar to the conversation I had with Tracy three weeks prior, I sat in a high 

school gymnasium from noon until 8 pm for a three-game day tournament in South 

Sunny. During this tournament, I recorded field notes, conducted semi-structured 

interviews with players between games and talked with parents during games. During the 

last game of the day, I sat next to Dante Sr., Dante’s father. Dante is a good basketball 

player and he started for his club and middle school basketball team. However, according 

to several parents (Dante Sr., Jason’s father, and Michael’s father) he was a better 

football player and hit extremely hard. Through our interactions, I noticed that he really 

liked basketball too and devoted an extraordinary amount of time to develop his 

basketball game, so I inquired how Dante Sr. kept Dante balanced and motivated for 

academics while playing an immense amount of basketball and football.  His eyes lit up 

and he began to discuss the system he composed. He began, “It’s balance, but I treat it 
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like an incentive-based NFL contract.” He paused, pondered, looked away and looked 

back at me and said: 

You know there are incentives, you do well, you are incentivized and paid. The 

better you do the more you get.  You get good grades, you get shoes… Dante 

receives two to three pairs of Jordan’s (a very popular Michael Jordan basketball 

shoe) as a reward for his grades.  

Dante Sr. and his wife instituted a reward system mediated by positive reinforcement for 

their children’s academic endeavors. The rewards, such as basketball shoes, were based 

on Dante’s predilection for sport. Dante Sr. had an incredulous look on his face that 

personified an expression that said, wouldn’t you work hard for that? He further 

elaborated:  

If I had that opportunity as a youth I would have done the same. Academic 

incentives aren’t the only incentives. I also recognize hard work in general and 

reward Dante with lunch money for that. If Dante, completes his chores without 

being asked he is rewarded. I want him to realize that he must work for 

everything. These lessons are bigger than basketball and academics.  He must 

learn the value of a dollar because if he spends all of his money, he is not given 

any more, so he has to learn to budget what he has as well. If he wants more 

money, he has to work.  
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Dante Sr. commenced to explain that the reward system not only served the purpose of 

providing academic motivation, but it also inspired hard work and initiative and taught 

life skills. The theme of academic recognition was omnipresent in the focus groups as 

well. When the question was posed if the participants became more excited about 

procuring an A on a test or scoring a myriad of points in a basketball game, Daniel 

responded, “I get more excited about points but I know that it’s more important to get an 

A on the test.” 

Daniel’s sentiments exuded a bias towards athletic success but he placed more 

significance on his grades as they related to his mother’s recognition. Daniel explained 

that he took a rigorous course schedule with all pre AP courses (English, Science, US 

History, Algebra I, Spanish I, and Athletics), and that he earned a 4.0 GPA, which the 

report card his mother submitted substantiated. Ishmael echoed Daniel’s sentiments: 

I get more excited for grades because my mom doesn’t understand anything about 

sports. She’s just there to cheer. She wouldn’t really know how many points I 

score, but when I tell her I get a 95 on a test, she’ll go crazy and make me cookies 

and stuff. 

Ishmael’s excitement for academics emanated from and was influenced by his mother’s 

rewards and enthusiasm. Ishmael’s sentiments and rewards were verified during his 

mother’s, semi-structured interview. She explained:  
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I am the youngest of five kids and I wasn’t involved in sports growing up. I was 

involved in ROTC and focused on my books. Everything I know about sports, my 

boys teach me and I really started getting interested in sports because of my 

kids…. 

Ishmael’s mother explained that she always had an academic predisposition, and she did 

not know much about sport and was only involved because of her sons. She also 

addressed how she recognized Ishmael’s achievements: 

I used to reward Ishmael for his athletic performance when he played baseball. He 

doesn’t play baseball anymore but he used to receive $5 per home run and I 

would bake him a cake or brownies to celebrate also. I also celebrate his academic 

success. I will bake him and his brother cakes and brownies as well as provide 

monetary incentives for his grades. I pay for A’s. For example, they (Ishmael and 

his older brother) get $20 per A in a core class, $10 for every A in an elective, and 

$5 for Band and PE. He has the opportunity to earn $110 every nine weeks. At the 

end of the school year, core class A’s are worth $50, electives $25, and PE/Band 

is worth $10. 

Ishmael’s mother celebrated her son’s academic success by baking him various 

confections and providing him monetary rewards. This parental excitement that Ishmael 

and his mother alluded to was reiterated by Christopher. When Christopher was asked 

who (parents, peers, teachers or coaches) valued his grades, he stated: 
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…no one really cares about [grades]. The students don't really look at your 

grades. It's just teachers and parents. They can't see them and then you just try to 

go up to them and tell them, oh I got straight A's and then they’ll be like, oh, 

you're bragging… Our zone [school district] is not that good [in sports] so I don’t 

get hyped [excited] about scoring points in football or basketball. It’s like more 

grades, like… I don’t know because I get a bunch of B’s on math tests but I 

should be getting A’s. My mom is like I’ll buy you anything you want if you get 

an A.  

Christopher expounded that his peers did not care about his grades, and if he mentioned 

his high grades they assumed he was boasting. He also explained that his mother was 

attempting to motivate him by offering rewards for A’s. Christopher further explained 

that he was influenced academically by his parent’s praise. He explained how his parents 

responded when he made A’s, “They’re excited. They compliment you. They reward 

you.”  When Christopher was asked specifically how his peers motivated him 

academically, he responded, “They look at you different and they ask you for help.” 

When probed about how he felt when they looked at him differently, he responded, 

“Yeah…They'll make comments or something. They don't think you're smart. Well, they 

think you're smart but they don't think you know what you're doing.” When asked, how 

did you feel when they asked for help? Christopher stated, “Like I'm smart.” Christopher 

explained that his peers often doubted his intellectual capacity and that when he 

performed well academically they began to perceive him differently and ask him for help 
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which motivated and encouraged him to do well academically. When asked for help, 

Christopher was positioned as an academic expert and he thrived off of that distinction. 

He also explained the value that is placed on athletics and academics from coaches, peers, 

parents and teachers. He said, “…the teachers want academics and athletics, I think for 

certain teachers. Parents want academics and sports. My peers want athletics.” He 

restated for extra emphasis what motivated him, “the rewards and the compliments.”  

During Dante’s semi-structured interview, when asked about who noticed his 

academic achievement, he responded: 

Mostly my friends and my parents, because sometimes I brag to my friends about 

my grades and my parents always check my grades. Usually, they'll [my parents] 

reward me. Like if I get all A's on my report card, they'll get me three pairs of 

shoes and some clothes; something like that.  

Dante explained that he received athletic shoes and clothes for outstanding grades which 

substantiated his father’s statement regarding the reward system he established to 

motivate and encourage Dante’s academic endeavors. Dante also explained that he was 

on the math team at his school. When discussing his grades and participation in 

mathematical competitions, he beamed with pride.  Dante explained his proclivity for 

math competitions:  
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Math is my favorite subject, and I've always been a math person because I'm good 

at thinking fast on a problem. Mostly the number problems, the word 

problems…I'm all right with that, too. But number problems, that's my best thing 

in math. I'm good at working a problem out fast using shortcuts and stuff like 

that…In my last math competition, I placed in the top five out of a lot of eight 

graders, so I did pretty good. My math teacher and my mom and my dad and my 

coaches [recognized my accomplishments and congratulated me].  

Dante discussed his fondness for mathematics, and he explained that he was recognized 

and celebrated for his stellar performance. Dante explained how his coaches discovered 

his extracurricular mathematical endeavors and how he skipped practice to attend: 

One day I had a math competition and I had to tell them I had to leave, skip 

seventh period, which is the athletics period where I practice basketball and 

football and stuff like, that to go to my competition. They told me to do well and 

good luck, and that's how they found out.  

While Dante placed large importance on his athletic endeavors, he skipped practice to 

compete in a mathematics competition highlighting his sizeable penchant for math. 

Although most players, Ishmael, Dante, Christopher, Jason and Daniel, received tangible 

rewards to recognize their academic success, not all students obtained positive academic 

recognition. In some cases, academic success was an expectation and academic 

recognition was not tangible.  
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When Michael was asked if people recognized when he received good grades, he 

responded, “That's the expectation. They don't really say nothing…I don't think a lot of 

them know what kind of grades I get.” Michael’s parents did not furnish any rewards but 

they set very high resolute expectations.  

Interestingly, most people were aware that the student-athletes were gifted 

athletes, yet not too many people knew that they received great grades. Christopher 

mentioned that people assumed he was arrogant when he discussed his grades and Dante 

explained that he bragged to some of his friends to let them know. While Michael 

explained that very few people were aware of the grades he obtained. When Michael was 

asked the same question specifically about teachers, he responded, “They don't say 

anything.” He explained that the last time he was recognized academically was in 

elementary school:  

Michael: When they used to do those assembly things in elementary school, like the 

A honor roll ... I got recognized like that. 

Martin: How does that make you feel? Do you ever feel like people value one over 

the other for you? 

Michael: Most of the time, when adults say I have potential or something, they'll 

like ask about my grades or tell me to keep my grades up.  
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Michael explained that in elementary school people were celebrated for their grades, 

however, in middle school there was no longer any acknowledgement or recognition for 

grades, and that adults casually discussed grades with him. Trevor also discussed 

recognition which was more verbal and not tangible for him. The academic recognition 

he received appeared to be very superficial and came from a principal. Trevor struggled 

the most on the team with his grades. When asked if people ever had expectations of him, 

whether good or bad, before they met him or got to know him, Trevor responded:  

Trevor:  Well my principal. When he first saw me he was like, ‘You look like a 

good student.’ 

Martin:  How did that make you feel? 

Trevor: Good.  

Martin: What are some other things that motivate you academically? 

Trevor: Teachers telling me to keep trying hard. If I don't know how to do 

something they'll just tell me…think about it and try harder. If they see 

students trying hard and they can't get the right answer they'll give credit 

to them for trying.  

Although Trevor explained that the teachers’ comments motivated him, like Michael, the 

academic recognition that Trevor received appeared to be very surface level. 
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Negative Academic Recognition 

“He can make you look like a bitch” 

Negative recognition was defined as students being given tangible punishments or 

verbal reinforcement for their academic shortcomings. Negative recognition existed from 

the parents but it was often coupled with positive recognition. However, the most 

prevalent and typically sole mode of recognition received from coaches and the 

participants’ peers was negative recognition. This was ironic because coaches wielded 

enormous amounts of power in the participants’ eyes. The coaches’ power could have a 

strong influence on a student’s academic self-image. However, that power was not 

employed to establish high academic standards or furnish rewards, but instead, to 

reprimand inadequate academic performance. For example, in the first focus group, one 

student-athlete compared moms to coaches. He explained:  

Because they're not the coach because coach is scary he can make you do 

stuff…he can make you, excuse my language, he can make you look like a 

bitch…he'll make you look like a bitch in front of all your friends because like 

he'll get mad at you and he'll make you do up downs and like bear crawls and 

stuff and he'll get really mad at you and your mom all she can do is just yell at 

you but like coaches are made to be scary. 
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According to the student-athletes coaches had vast power to make their players do 

difficult things. After this statement, all of the players nodded in agreement and Ishmael 

elaborated on the power of coaches:  

The coaches are there to like wear you out. Like the first day of basketball 

practice,  the coach tried to you know…kill us all, to see who was gonna quit and 

who was going to keep staying there…like some people don't listen to their mom 

because they're not going to give you the playing time. Coaches are so if you don't 

listen to the coach you might not play, but if you do, then you can play so like 

playing time [influences why players listen to coaches]. 

The research participants not only indicated the immense power and influence coaches 

held, but they explained why coaches were so powerful which stemmed specifically from 

their control over playing time. Trevor’s grandfather, Randy, also mentioned the coaches’ 

influence. He explained that to keep up with Trevor “I need help from coaches and 

parents with him. Some of the other parents give him rides and provide support.” Randy 

explained that support and encouragement from coaches and parents were very influential 

in Trevor’s life. 

When discussing his mother’s influence on his athletics and academics, 

Christopher explained that his mom became frustrated with him and said, “I don't know. 

All the stuff I do wrong, she complains about that. And then she's like, ‘you listen when 

the coaches tell you something, but when I tell you, you want to get all defensive.’” 
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Five out of seven players received gifts or rewards from parents for good grades. 

One who did not explained it was an expectation and he did not receive rewards. The 

other, Trevor, said he liked receiving praise and high expectations. Ironically, when asked 

about coaches, the participants all said coaches definitely cared about grades but when 

probed deeper to unearth how their coach recognized grades, it was discovered that this 

concern was simply rhetorical. There was no action for high grades but considerable 

action was expended for low grades. For example, coaches did not acknowledge or 

reward high academic achievement, yet when players performed poorly academically, 

coaches punished their athletes with running, bear crawls and towel sweeps and 

occasionally verbally humiliated them. At other occasions, coaches mandated those with 

deficient grades to attend obligatory study halls. Coaches who claimed to stress 

academics did not recognize A’s or B’s but recognized failing grades.  Michael explained 

this phenomenon: 

Michael:  This year, not many, but last year, there was a couple kids that almost 

couldn't play because their grades.  

Martin: Okay. Did he [coach] do anything to help them get their grades up? Or he 

just told them to get them up? 

Michael: There was one coach that helped out a person, like specifically more than 

anything to get their grades up, like reminding them and stuff on a daily 

basis.  
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Michael explained the extent that coaches helped with grades, which was simply 

reminding students daily of imminent assignments. When asked if this same middle 

school coach recognized or rewarded players who received good grades such as A’s and 

B’s, Michael responded, “No.” When asked how peers/friends responded when he 

received A’s and B’s or if they talked about grades, Michael stated, “Not much, unless 

like…sometimes, if somebody has a low grade, to keep playing sports, but that's about 

it.” Once again the issue of awareness of student-athletes’ grades arose again. However, 

Michael clarified that people only noticed grades if they were low and in jeopardy of 

failing and not being able to play sports. Finally, when asked what teachers said when he 

achieved a really high grade, Michael responded, “They don't say anything.” According 

to Michael’s comments, high grades were not known or acknowledged but low grades 

were. Trevor’s academic experience epitomized the phenomenon Michael described. 

Trevor was arguably the best athlete on the team. He was a gifted basketball 

player with a muscular frame that was more reminiscent of a high school athlete than a 

middle school student. He played point guard in basketball and had a very competitive 

spirit. I had not seen him play football, but his teammates and parents all said he was 

much better at football. However, the academic recognition he received was very 

superficial and his academics were always discussed in relation to athletics.  

 Daniel’s mother and Mr. Richard, Daniel’s stepfather, discussed Trevor’s 

situation with me multiple times. They explained that he was a good kid who was being 
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raised by his grandparents and they felt like he was susceptible to outside influences 

because of his background. They explained that his grandparents were very nice people 

but the fact that they were older, and that he was not being raised by his own parents, 

could be a reason for concern.  During Trevor’s semi-structured interview, we discussed 

his family situation and how he wanted his older sister to move to Paramo from an 

adjacent state: 

Martin: Okay. What about your sister? What makes her so special that you want 
her to come all the way out here?  

Trevor: I just want a better life because my grandparents, they're old, and they 
can't really do stuff for me, so that's why I want her to move down here.  

Martin: Okay. Talk about your grandparents. What are they like?  

Trevor: What do you mean what are they like?  

Martin: You said some of the stuff they're not able to do. What are they able to do 
for you and then what are they not able to do?  

Trevor: They can't get me everywhere.  

Martin: Okay.  

Trevor: Not to the places I want, but that's important.  

Martin: What kind of places are those?  

Trevor: Like going to basketball practice, not having to catch rides from 
everybody all the time.  

Martin: Okay. Going back to your brother, what does he do now and, so you look 
up to him, how does he help you with your grades? Does he give you 
rides, too? 
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Trevor: Yeah, sometimes. He gives me rides.  

Martin: He's in Paramo? 

Trevor: Mm-hmm (affirmative). He stays at my other house. 

Martin: Okay.  

Trevor: It's around the corner.  

Martin: Okay. How does that make you feel knowing that your grandparents are 
older and they can't do the things that other parents can do? 

Trevor: It doesn't make me feel mad, or anything, because I know they're old. It 
doesn't make me feel that bad.  

Trevor explained that his grandparents were often unable to keep up with him because of 

their elderly status, and he desired for his sister to be in close proximity to help provide a 

better life for him. Trevor appeared to be bothered that he had to ask other people 

repeatedly for rides. Cassandra, Christopher’s mother, also explained that Trevor had a 

unique background and was a great kid and added that the kids really liked Trevor but 

sometimes teased him. I witnessed the teasing of Trevor by teammates during the first 

focus group interview.  

During his semi-structured interview, Trevor and I also discussed how his family 

members and coaches influenced him academically: 

Martin: So your older brother, does he ever influence you, in terms of your 

education or studying?  
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Trevor: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Him, too. I have this coach at school, he was like, 

‘You have the potential in all the sports you play here. You can make it 

big, just keep your grades up.’  

Martin: When they say keep your grades up, do they have a specific grade that 

they want you to get or they just want you to be eligible or what?  

Trevor: A's and B's.  

Martin: Does he help you with it or he just tells you that you need to do it? 

Trevor: He tells me.  

Martin: Okay. Does anybody sit down and help you with your work?  

Trevor: Not really.  

Martin: Okay. Do you do any tutoring outside of school?  

Trevor: Well, if I move my sister does want to hire a tutor.  

Martin: She's (lives) in Sunny? 

Trevor: She's in Webster (pseudonym for adjacent state), but I'm trying to get her 

to move down here.  

Martin: Okay. What subjects would you want a tutor in?  
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Trevor: Math, that's all.  

Martin: Okay. Explain to me how you feel about math.  

Trevor: Math is my favorite subject. I just need help with solving problems.  

Martin: Okay. You also said you want your sister to move out here. Why? 

Trevor: Just so I can have a better life.  

Once again the issue of Trevor having a better life and having his sister move to Paramo 

arose again. Although people provided Trevor with academic advice and admonished him 

to strive for A’s and B’s, no one sat down and helped him nor gave specific direction on 

how to improve. Furthermore, the conversation regarding his grades was solely about 

maintaining good grades to ensure he could play sports, and not seeking academic 

excellence or learning. Trevor was aware of his academic shortcomings and desired to 

improve upon them with the help of his sister, but she is in another state. His grandfather 

explained that Trevor’s sister who lived in Webster was his biggest mother figure and 

advocate. 

At the Sunny State University basketball game, Trevor explained that he was 

worried about his academics in high school. When probed as to why he was worried 

about high school, he explained he had failed classes before which impacted his 

eligibility to play sports. He explained, “No, it's just because last year I failed, and for 
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football season I'm just trying to keep my grades up.” In the second focus group, Ishmael 

corroborated Trevor’s situation, “Like all of us kept asking Trevor last year, are you 

passing? He told us all these stories, ‘I’m passing all my classes’ [laughter]. This boy 

came back with like a 65 and you know because he was one of the best football players 

[it hurt our team].”  Ishmael, who had a 3.71 GPA, explained the coaches’ focus on 

academics and behavior was not always negative recognition but appeared to be very 

surface level and superficial.  

Martin: Your coach, what does he know about your grades? Does he know that 

you get good grades? 

Ishmael: Yes, sir. 

Martin: What does he say about that? 

Ishmael: He says just keep up the good work and be a leader in the classroom. 

Martin: How does he know that you get good grades? 

Ishmael: Every few weeks he sends us all a paper, a grade sheet, so we have to get 

all of our teachers to put our grades and sign and give comments. So pretty 

much every time I get an A or a B, and the teacher says he behaves well in 

class or is a pleasure to have in class pretty much. 
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Martin: Why do you think he’s so concerned about your behavior, just because 

you already get good grades? 

Ishmael: Not really. He wants us to show, like, he wants to make our school proud. 

He doesn’t want us to be known as hooligans or anything. 

Martin: Sure. How does that make you feel? 

Ishmael: It just makes me feel like it lets me know that he cares about where we’re 

going. He doesn’t want us to be hooligans or anything, he just wants us to 

be good people. It doesn’t even matter if we’re making the sports, he just 

wants us to grow up to be like gentlemen. 

Ishmael elaborated that coaches were aware of grades as students had to fill out progress 

reports to show coaches, however, the academic discourse was very surface level.  

“They usually just want you to be eligible and be past a seventy” 

Academics were viewed as an entity that enabled sport. Once again, Ishmael 

alluded to negative recognition: 

Martin:  What stresses you out most about sports and why? 

Ishmael: Not performing to my abilities. 

Martin: What stresses you out most about school and why? 
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Ishmael: Failing and not being able to play. 

For athletics, Ishmael was concerned about performing to his highest potential, but 

academically his focus was on avoiding failure instead of aiming for excellence. This 

notion that academics were a secondary entity that enabled sport was championed by 

Trevor as well. Trevor maintained a 2.0 GPA which was barely acceptable to play sports 

and avoid the negative recognition he received when he failed last year and was deemed 

academically ineligible because his GPA dropped below a 2.0. When Trevor was asked 

what do you enjoy more sports or school? Trevor responded, “School.” When he was 

further probed as to why, he elucidated, “Because that's the main thing I have to focus on 

if I want to play sports at the high level.” Trevor’s academic orientation revolved solely 

around its impact on his athletic endeavors. His primary emphasis was on sport; he 

focused on his academics simply to ensure that he was able to play basketball and 

football. These sentiments were corroborated by his grandfather’s semi-structured 

interview. His grandfather, Randy, explained:  

I have been his grandfather since birth; although, I am not his biological 

grandfather [he is married to Trevor’s biological grandmother]. He goes to school 

because he has sports and wants to play. He really has no academic drive. I want 

to make sure he realizes academics are his future because college and professional 

sports don’t last very long unless you’re really good because someone always 

comes along who’s better. An All-American in college may not be good enough 

to play in the pros. If he didn’t have sports, I don’t know… They want him to play 
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soccer too. Sports are what his life is about. All his friends and influences revolve 

around sports. I have been trying to tell him sport and school are both important 

and you must ask questions and ask for help! 

Randy explained that Trevor’s life began turbulently as he was not raised by his 

biological mother or father. He also expounded that he wanted Trevor to focus on school 

as his first priority, but Trevor merely used school to enable sport. According to Randy, 

Trevor’s life, his friendships and influences all revolved around sport. Randy explained 

that often the best collegiate players did not make it to the professional ranks. Trevor 

treated sport as essential and school as secondary, but Randy desired for Trevor to focus 

on school primarily and treat athletics as an ancillary activity. In contrast to Trevor’s 

disposition to school, Dante took school very seriously.  

When Dante described his daily studying routine, he alluded to the theme of 

negative recognition: 

It depends on the grades that I'm making. If I'm making good grades, I study 

every day but I don't study every subject. Usually our teachers give us homework, 

so I really don't have to study that much. But if my grades are slipping a little bit, 

my mom will make me study every subject, every night, until my grades come 

back up. 
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Although Dante approached school in a very serious manner, he was still motivated by 

negative recognition and high standards set by his mother. Several players elaborated that 

they focused academically because of negative recognition and the relationship between 

sport and school. When asked what motivated him to be a better student, Dante 

responded:  

My mom always pushes me to become a better student. Usually what drives me to 

become a better student even more is sports because I know in order for me to 

play sports at school, I have to have good grades. Otherwise, you'll be kicked off 

of the team. That's what drives me. 

Dante explained that his desire to play motivated him academically, but also his mother’s 

high expectations stimulated him. For example, his mother had set the academic standard 

high. Even if Dante is eligible according to the school’s standards (2.0 or above) but not 

his mother’s requirements, he would be removed from the team. The surface level 

messages from coaches regarding grades and the association between sport and school 

effected Dante as well. When asked about motivation from coaches, Dante stated, “My 

coaches motivate me. My coach tells me to keep my grades up because I'm always 

needed on the team.” When asked if his coaches were cognizant of the grades he was 

obtaining or if they just wanted him to be eligible, he responded: 

They do check because sometimes they hand us our grade reports. They print out 

our grades. They just give it to us so we know what our grades are. Some kids ... 
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There's this online thing called PARAMO Connect, where you can go look up 

your grades. Some kids don't have that, so the coaches print off their grades and 

they can see your grades too. They usually just want you to be eligible and be past 

a seventy. 

Although Dante originally explained that the coaches were concerned about grades and 

communicated that players needed to keep their grades up, the emphasis was simply to 

remain eligible.  

“No Pass, No Play” 

Christopher explored the different sources of his academic motivation and how 

and why he balanced academics with sport: 

Martin: What motivates you to do your homework? 

Christopher: Making it to the pros. 

Martin: Explain that. 

Christopher: I want to make it to pros but I don't want to fail out because I feel like 

getting the good grades but not being able to play is better than being able 

to play and not getting the grades. 

Martin: I see what you're saying. Explain that to me. What does that mean in your 

mind? How does that look? 
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Christopher: I want to do good academically and athletically because I don't want one 

side to be stressful and the other side to be good. 

Martin: If you had all the basketball talent in the world and bad grades you're 

saying your life will be stressful? 

Christopher: Yeah. 

Martin: Why? 

Christopher: Because my parents expect more and they don't care about sports unless 

I'm passing. 

As Christopher discussed his athletic motivation, it was apparent that his athletic and 

academic identities were intertwined and influenced each other. When asked if any of his 

club coaches discussed grades, Christopher responded, “No.” 

When asked what his middle school coach, who was also a STEM [Science 

Technology Education Math] teacher, declared about grades, Christopher explained, “At 

the beginning of the season…He says, ‘No pass, no play.’ Not directly to me, just to the 

whole team.” When asked if he said anything else during the season, he responded, “Not 

about grades.”  When asked what his teachers said about grades, he explained, “They 

give us progress reports and say what we can do better.” According to Christopher, 

grades were briefly discussed and very little action was taken regarding grades. The “no 

pass, no play” rhetoric personified negative academic recognition where the only time 
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grades were truly acknowledged was for punishment or to maintain eligibility. One 

would assume that a STEM teacher who doubles as the middle school basketball coach, 

would be very concerned about his players’ academic endeavors and growth, however, 

that was not the case. Daniel also alluded to this occurrence. 

Although Daniel earned straight A’s, he alluded to negative recognition. When 

asked how his parents motivated him to do well in school, he responded, “If I don't do 

good in school, I get in trouble.” When asked, did you receive motivation from your 

teachers?  He added, “Not really from peers, or really teachers. They care but, if you're 

failing then they'll motivate you, but if you're passing they don't really try to push you 

more.” Once again the motivation stemmed from failure, negative academic recognition.  

When asked about coaches, Daniel responded, “Oh yeah, our coaches are big on 

grades.” When probed to discover to what degree coaches were invested in their athletes’ 

educational endeavors, Daniel stated, “They punish us if we are failing…We have to do 

bear crawls.” When asked if he ever had to do bear crawls because of that, he responded, 

“No”, clarifying that this occurred during football season and not basketball season. 

“During football season, this year not really that many, but last year it was a bunch of 

kids, because that was our first year of playing sports in school… [Football season 

precedes basketball season- Daniel alluded to the first season of middle school sports 

being an adjustment phase for many].” Although Daniel initially stated that the coaches 
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placed a substantial emphasis on grades, he clarified that they only noticed students’ 

grades who were failing, not those who were excelling.  

When asked if people valued his athletics over academics, academics over 

athletics, or if the two were perceived as even, Daniel responded, “I think that they're 

even.” When asked if teachers were more concerned with him receiving good grades in 

class or behaving well, Daniel answered, “I don't know.” And when asked the same 

question about coaches concerning grades and behavior, Daniel responded,  

I think it's both of them, for coaches, because if you're acting good in class but 

you're not passing, then you get bear crawls. But then if you get good grades but 

you're acting bad, you still have bear crawls…You have to focus on your 

schoolwork first, that always has to come first, and then sports. 

Once more, the coaches recognized poor grades or subpar behavior, negative academic 

recognition.   

When Jason alluded to his middle school coaches’ perspectives on grades, he did 

not say anything about positive recognition or high expectations. He immediately stated, 

“They expect you to do towel sweeps for failing a class or anything… You get a towel 

and you go up and down the court [cleaning the floor].” He added that coaches only 

checked grades if you were failing or struggling and when asked if they rewarded you for 

good grades, Jason had a perplexed look and said, “I guess being on the starting team is 
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rewarding.”  Jason was also asked if he felt people valued athletics over academics, or 

vice-versa, or if they were perceived equally. He responded: 

Middle school people value athletics over academics. The kids value athletics 

over academics but the teachers would be the other way around. I think they 

[coaches] want us to get our education first because they won't let you play if 

you're failing.  

Although Jason stated that his peers valued athletics and his coaches valued academics, it 

appeared, according to their actions that the coaches did not truly care about grades. 

When asked how he balanced sports and academics, Jason responded, “If I have too 

much homework, my mom won't let me go to practice. If I'm not passing the class, she 

won't let me play in the game or be on the team. So I have to keep my grades up so I can 

play.” In Jason’s case, negative academic recognition derived from his coach and his 

mom. 

Like Jason, Trevor also encountered negative recognition. Attention for 

unsatisfactory grades in the form of punishment and sometimes humiliation was 

embodied by a comment Ishmael made in the first focus group. Ishmael discussed the 

negative attention Trevor received for failing grades. He stated, “Coach told me that the 

only A’s Trevor ever had were in his last name” [room erupts in laughter]. When asked 

how Trevor felt when the statement was made, Ishmael explained, “I didn’t tell him, I 

just told him now” [more laughter from all of the boys except Trevor]. Daniel said, 
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“Coach makes the most unnecessary comments.”  Trevor responded saying, “Actually, I 

have four A’s.”  However, when Trevor’s grandfather submitted Trevor’s grades, he did 

not have four A’s. When asked, “Do you receive more praise from coaches when you get 

straight A’s or do really good in a basketball game?” the participants responded: 

 Ishmael: Nope.  

 Christopher: Basketball.  

Jason: Basketball game. 

Daniel: They don’t say nothin’ about your grades. All they say is just get good 

grades. 

 Christopher: Yeah all they say is that. 

Daniel: You passin’, you have straight A’s, you don’t have to do bear 

crawls…You not passin’, bear crawls, that’s pretty much it. 

[All students nodded in agreement to Daniel’s statements] 

Ironically, when contrasting athletic and academic recognition from coaches, athletic 

recognition was often positive but academic recognition was most often negative which 

was embodied by Daniel’s statement:  

Basically, if you’re failing they make you go to office hours which is after school 

study time but other than that if you have a really good game they’ll compliment 
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you on it. Make sure the team knows about it. Or they just expect you to get good 

grades.  

In the second focus group that took place at Sunny State University, students were asked 

what was more important, grades or points. Jason stated, “Well you have to get an A on 

the test to score those points in the game so I think the A on the test is more important 

like if you don’t pass the test you won’t be able to play in the game. They don’t let you 

play if you don’t pass.” Academics were mentioned most often in contrast to athletics.  

“I would be drowned in a muddy pool.” 

Players were also probed to determine how parents responded to particular grades. 

Jason responded, “If I don’t get good grades, they won’t let me play sports …” 

Christopher added, “They don’t let me do anything.” Daniel stated, “If I don’t get good 

grades, my mom will kill me but she wouldn’t be able to get to me before Mr. Richard 

[stepfather] got to me. I would be drowned in a muddy pool.” Daniel hyperbolically 

implied that his stepfather would kill him if he received subpar grades. Essentially, 

Daniel insinuated that he would be in serious trouble if he received poor grades, and that 

he was motivated to perform well academically by that trepidation. 

“He’ll fix it which means something is gonna hurt.”  

When asked, besides your parents, who cared about your grades, the participants 

responded: 

 Jason: Grandparents. 
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 Ishmael: Coaches. My cousin. 

 Christopher: My dad is chill (relaxed) about grades. 

Jason: My brother won’t let me get a bad grade…I have to fix it. Or he’ll fix it 

which means something is gonna hurt. Something is gonna happen.  

All of the students, except for Christopher, explained that there would be negative 

repercussions for bad grades. Ishmael relayed a scenario that occurred when he was in 

sixth grade, “I made the PLBA All-star game and I couldn’t play in the game because I 

had an 80 in my sixth grade year. That’s how high my parents expect me to have my 

grades.” This situation was confirmed when I interviewed Ishmael’s mother. She stated 

that, “I had to pull him from a big game in sixth grade because he missed an assignment 

and it hurt my heart that he could not play.” 

When asked how they achieved good grades and what accounted for that, Daniel 

said, “It just clicks…oh except for Spanish, that’s the only one where I like I study 5 or 

ten minutes per weekend.” Ishmael explained, “Well I recently started studying more 

because my parents threatened basketball. I have to study more because I always wanted 

to get home and just go somewhere besides home and so now I’m just spending time in 

the books.” Jason said, “I’ve started to study more because one of my classes dropped so 

I have to put more time into that class more than others because I can’t get another bad 

grade in that class.” Not only did students get in trouble for bad grades, but they were 

forced to study more as a result.   
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When asked what people valued more, academic accomplishments or athletic 

accomplishments, Dante stated, “My mom, because my mom says if I'm not making good 

grades, I can't play on the team.” During the focus group, when asked if parents valued 

sports or athletics more, Ishmael stated, “My parents care more about grades, like if 

I'm not doing well in school, then they'll threaten to take me out of sports…if you're not 

passing all your classes and you don't have all A's were gonna take you out of football 

until you earn okay. So my parents care more about grades.” Daniel chimed in, “Same 

with me” and Christopher uttered, “Equal.” Once again negative recognition was 

omnipresent from coaches and parents. All of the student-athletes claimed that their 

parents valued academics over athletics, except for Christopher, who said his parents 

viewed them both in an identical light. 

Theme 2: Athletic Recognition 

Similar to academic recognition, athletes received recognition for their play on the 

basketball court. Athletic recognition was classified as the attention one received for their 

sport performance. This form of recognition occurred on micro and macro levels. On the 

micro level, student-athletes were recognized by peers, family members, coaches, and 

teachers. On a macro level, student-athletes were recognized by society’s expectations for 

them. Interestingly, several of the student-athletes’ statements concerning athletic 

recognition were virtually indistinguishable from perceived societal racial expectations 

for the participants. 
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 During the initial focus group interview, conversations regarding sport continually 

returned to the notion of recognition. Hastily, I assumed that players wanted to be 

recognized for their superb play as some mentioned that they wanted to be noticed by 

high school and college coaches. However, after exploring the topic more in-depth, using 

CRT to capture the voices of all the relevant stakeholders, parents, coaches and research 

participants, I determined that although they did desire to be noticed for their skills and 

statistics, they also sought their parents’ and club coaches’ approval which differed from 

peers. Athletic recognition differed from academic recognition because it was not defined 

by how athletes were recognized but more so what they were recognized for. This was a 

critical distinction because it was automatically assumed that people were recognized for 

athletic success, stereotypically in regards to the number of points scored as well as the 

number of games and championships won, which was the case when coming from peers 

and society. Divergently, the recognition that was received from parents and The Lions 

club coach was rarely, if ever, about points scored or games won. Recognition was 

contingent on lessons learned, perseverance and how the athletes fared in the face of stiff 

competition. These conclusions of alternate forms of recognition were triangulated by the 

students’ and parents’ semi-structured interviews, game observations, and observations of 

post-game conversations. This section will employ brief vignettes to set the tone for the 

theme of athletic recognition.  

I conducted a workout for the student-athletes at an outdoor park in Paramo. 

Jason, Dante, Trevor, Michael, and Ishmael attended, and Michael’s father and Dante Sr. 
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were on the sideline cracking jokes on the players. When the workout started, the two 

parents’ demeanor changed and they began shouting instructions, specifically at their 

own sons, but sometimes at others, advising them to work hard and imploring them with 

directions “hold your follow through”, “get low when you dribble”, “keep your head up”, 

and “use your left hand!”  As Dante Sr. talked to Dante, Dante appeared to be flustered 

and appeared to only work hard while his father addressed him and was watching. 

However, once his dad turned around, sometimes he would loaf. I immediately supposed 

that Dante was not at the workout according to his own volition because he did not 

appear to enjoy the training session, and I assumed he might have an overbearing father 

who was vicariously trying to live through his son. However, I later learned that this was 

very far from the truth. In order to comprehend the life lessons parents were trying to 

impart it was critical to acknowledge what they valued. 

Throughout this study, I perceived that external and internal expectations were 

placed upon the research participants. These influences emerged from a number of 

distinct entities. The observations, focus group interviews and semi-structured interviews 

ascertained that each entity viewed athletic success and the purpose of athletics 

differently.  

What determines athletic success?  

Ishmael stated: 
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Last year (7th grade). That’s when I started peaking in basketball…They’re saying 

I really grew up on the court and stuff. They’re saying I was a savage and stuff 

but my dad … When I go home and tell my dad, he tells me the same thing every 

time. Don’t get your head big because once it gets too big it’s going to explode, 

and I'm going to think I'm the best thing that’s ever happened in sports. I really 

don’t listen to that expectation or the names and things. 

Ishmael was cognizant of his father’s desire to keep him level headed. His father was not 

concerned about the recognition that Ishmael received but more so with the journey, the 

personal growth and how he responded to adulation. Similar to Ishmael’s father 

aforementioned assertions, Dante’s dad stated: 

I try to keep him grounded. Sports are there just to open doors. At the end of the 

day, everybody has to retire and you need to know how to manage money and 

life. He has enough role modeling going on in the home to know what’s going on. 

I have a unique perspective from playing collegiate and professional basketball. I 

know a lot of guys who were only athletes and nothing else. That resulted with 

them not knowing how to manage life outside of the fictitious life of sports and 

when they were no longer putting on the uniform; they didn’t know how to cope. 

So I give him everything I know, there is life after sport. Sport is like life, it 

presents challenges and with sports we are always looking for a challenge. And it 

is a question of how do you deal with setbacks, accept them, move on and learn 

from them.  
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Dante’s father held a unique perspective due to his background in basketball. Due to his 

success in the game of basketball and the fact that basketball paid for his college and 

afforded him the opportunity to make a livelihood in Europe, one may assume that, from 

his perspective, sport was highly consequential. However, he merely considered it a 

vehicle to open doors. Similar to Dante’s father, Christopher’s mother had a unique 

explanation of athletic success. During her semi-structured interview, she stated:  

He thinks he’s the shit. I think he’s decent, that’s complicated. Last night was a 

success (middle school championship) because usually when he makes mistakes, 

he sulks, sits at end of bench and pulls his jersey over his head. If he’s happy and 

pushes through, I’m happy. I feel like he has a long way to go, it’s complicated 

because he thinks he’s there (good enough and does not need to improve). I have 

a different definition of success. 

These sentiments were substantiated during Christopher’s middle school championship 

game. I attended the middle school basketball championship for the city of Sunny. 

Christopher was the only player in the case study who attended a middle school in Sunny, 

Kenton Middle School. His team was playing for the District championship game, and 

the game was hard-fought. In the first half the game went back and forth. The center for 

Kenton was in foul trouble, and Christopher struggled. They were both two of the more 

influential players on the team. Christopher was passing on possessions when he should 

have been shooting which often resulted in a turnover or a bad shot. He appeared to be 

flustered. At halftime, Kenton was winning by three points but were not in control of the 
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game. In the second half, Christopher emerged with a brand-new purpose and passion. He 

attacked the basket forcefully and made strong, assertive moves. He did not whine or 

complain. His demeanor and aggressiveness altered the complexion of the game, and 

Kenton took control. It was not an easy victory, but after Christopher’s surge, Kenton 

controlled and won the game. Christopher’s mother told me, “He played hard because 

you were here, normally he wouldn’t have done that. He heard you yelling at him.” Prior 

to the end of the first half, he made a strong move to the basket and I yelled at him, 

‘Great move! Continue attacking and doing that. They can’t stop you!’ His mother stated, 

“He will listen to you because he knows you played and know what you’re talking 

about.” I told his mother that Christopher’s energy, focus and competitiveness in the 

second half won Kenton the game. After our conversation, I was preparing to leave and I 

told her to tell Christopher exactly what I told her and she replied, “I am proud of him for 

competing and not sulking, that is what I am happy about but you need to tell him what 

you said to me. He needs to hear that from you.” After hearing her statement, I waited 

until the coach finished talking to the team. Christopher was walking out and fans, 

parents and peers congratulated him on the victory. I slid past the crowd, shook 

Christopher’s hand and told him, ‘Great job competing, you really changed the game 

with your energy and competiveness. I really like the way you attacked the basket. They 

could not stop you.’ He thanked me, and I departed. Christopher’s mother was not 

impressed by the championship win, but she was impressed with his composure and 

competitiveness. 
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Like his counterparts who played for Reed Middle School, who won the Paramo 

citywide middle school championship, Christopher also won the Sunny citywide 

championship. Christopher’s mother and stepfather were extremely excited and 

enthusiastic when Christopher began to play aggressively in the second half after 

struggling in the first half. I conducted a semi-structured interview with Christopher’s 

mother two weeks after the championship and asked her to describe how she recognized 

athletic success. She explained:  

That (Kenton Middle School championship) game was a success not because they 

won the championship but because he wasn’t playing well in the first half, he 

wasn’t being aggressive or shooting the ball; he kept over passing and making 

mistakes. Normally when that happens, he sulks. In the second half, he came out 

aggressive, attacked the basket and didn’t get frustrated. He kept his composure. 

This definition of success was not the typical definition of athletic success. The lessons 

that his mother was stressing were slowly beginning to resonate with Christopher. The 

impact of the lessons were further substantiated during Christopher’s semi-structured 

interview. He explained: 

Yeah. Two years ago… We went to the PAC (a large gymnasium with six 

basketball courts inside). It's in North Sunny. We played in a tournament. We got 

to the championship game. It was me, Ishmael, Daniel, Jason and Michael. I got 

in for one minute and I sat for the rest of the game for turning the ball over. 
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Because the other team had really, really good defense and I wasn't focused and I 

was just learning to play the posts too. I guess I learned from it because after that, 

the next tournament I started every single game and I scored 15 points a game.  

When asked what precipitated the change in performance from one tournament to the 

next, Christopher responded:  

I started working harder and tried to work harder than everyone else at practice 

because I never really sat on the bench (did not get playing time) before. That was 

a wakeup call…I don't think the coach really cared because he's used to coaching 

for high school and college so I guess he was used to it. 

The experience appeared to be negative but Christopher turned it into a positive. 

Christopher dealt with the frustration of not receiving playing time and as a result 

resolved to work harder. Christopher also described his mother’s reaction:  

She was telling me, ‘Get better and suck it up.’…They (my parents) want me to 

be more aggressive and attack the basket more because I usually stay on the 

perimeter and shoot. I don't like playing big man. When I say I don't want to they 

said, ‘The best basketball players know how to play every single position.’ 

Christopher’s statement was verified by his mother’s semi-structured interview. She 

explained, “I want him to be more assertive and aggressive in everything that he does on 

and off the court. He needs to attack the basket more.” According to Christopher’s 
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mother, these lessons were bigger than basketball as she emphasized that she wanted him 

to be “aggressive and assertive” in everything he did.  

Like Christopher’s mother, Dante Sr. expounded on lessons to be learned through 

the game of basketball, 

I figured it out at an earlier age then him because I grew up playing against grown 

men who will cheat and foul you to win. I was forced to think and figure out ways 

to win, the conditions forced you to learn and grow. It is a little different today 

with kids where the spotlight is all about glamour versus the fundamentals. Today 

is totally different. Success academically is when he has independently separated 

himself and no longer needs parental help and his grades reflect that. He has the 

ability to be proactive and wants to be the best he can and get good grades. 

Athletically, it is about how you handle adversity. If you are not a starter, how do 

you handle it? Do you dig down and work harder or pack it up and bow down, but 

it looks like he’s willing to compete. 

Dante Sr. explicated that athletic success for him was exemplified by an athlete who 

persevered and competed while encountering adversity. The parents’ conceptions of 

success were atypical to what was often heard while discussing the ontology of Black 

male basketball players. These fathers employed basketball to teach their children skills 

that were valued in the Black community such as toughness, resilience, determination, 

industriousness and hostility to mediocrity. This distinction was critical because it 

contradicted the narrative that Black males played and were encouraged to play 
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basketball simply to become phenomenal basketball players. The fathers in this study 

revealed a new narrative that demonstrated that they were more concerned and proactive 

about developing successful and self-sufficient Black men. There was a veiled struggle 

between the parents who were attempting to develop the entire being of their sons, and 

some coaches and different aspects of society who perceived Black males solely as 

athletic entities for who basketball was an end in itself. Contrastingly, the parents viewed 

and treated basketball simply as a means to end. Trevor’s grandfather, Randy, echoed the 

other parent’s sentiments and explained that there were numerous lessons to be learned 

through sport. He clarified, “The lessons I want him to learn from sports are how to take 

control and be responsible for his actions. He learns discipline in football and basketball, 

which he’ll do for sports.” Randy elucidated that he wanted Trevor to learn and embrace 

lessons pertaining to responsibility and leadership. Randy also insinuated that Trevor 

would embrace the aforementioned lessons because of his affinity for sport. Definitions 

of athletic success, as not simply about wins and scoring points, were omnipresent with 

the parents. Daniel’s belief system concerning athletic success also supported the other 

parents’ definition of athletic success which diverged from simply being recognized as a 

great player. In order to be successful in sport and be noticed, Daniel explained during 

the second focus group:  

I think it's resilience. Because you are going to be hurt so bouncing back from 

injury pretty much. I think Derrick Rose shows resilience. He's going to bounce 
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back. He tore his ACL, and he came back. He tore his ACL again and he came 

back again.  

During Daniel’s mother’s semi-structured interview, she discussed the importance of 

bouncing back from injury, perseverance and lessons learned from injury shedding light 

on Daniel’s aforementioned statement. She explained:  

Daniel tore his ACL in the fourth grade. It is all healed now. I also tore my ACL, 

but I wasn’t that young. When he tore his ACL, he learned that there is more to 

life than sports and that it (sports) can be taken from you. I think that experience 

made him take academics more seriously.”  

These lessons of resilience, perseverance and responding to adversity were omnipresent. 

It was obvious that the parents wanted the children to become skilled players but they 

were equally concerned about their sons taking part in edifying athletic experiences that 

facilitated their personal growth inside and outside of sport. This was personified during a 

one day tournament where I executed observations, created field notes and conducted 

semi-structured interviews.  

I attended a one day tournament in South Sunny where The Lions played. 

Michael, Dante, and Trevor played with four other new players. Ishmael, who was also 

on the team, was at the game but did not play. He sat on the bench in street clothes 

because of his broken wrist. The games were all uneventful as The Lions won all three 
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games by a large margin. I sat in the gym and watched games from 1:00 pm until 8:00 

pm. During the second game, I had a conversation with Michael’s father who explained:  

The way I grew up was different. We didn’t have these club tournaments. We 

played for our local recreation center and then if you were the best there you 

could advance and play against other cities. It was very competitive just in our 

area. Here it is a little different. You can’t get that same competition where we 

live so we have to search for it. When I was growing up, you could walk outside 

or around the corner, but living where we do that doesn’t exist and it may not 

really be safe because so much is going on nowadays for the kids to really leave a 

two or three block radius.  

Michael’s father explained that club basketball was necessary to find competition. He 

also stated that he wanted stiff competition for his son which was not an anomaly as 

several of the other parents sought elite level competition. It was a long day in the 

gymnasium and I had many fruitful conversations. The Lions had games at 1 pm, 5 pm 

and 7 pm. The gymnasium where the tournament took place had two courts separated by 

bleachers. The players stayed in the gym all day sitting in the bleachers hanging out, and 

the parents brought them McDonalds to eat in-between games. I conducted interviews 

with Michael, Dante, Trevor and Ishmael in-between games. In-between the second game 

and the championship game I spoke with Dante’s father, Dante Sr., and the coach of The 

Lions in the foyer of the gymnasium. The coach of The Lions stated that “This next game 

is going to be a disappointment. The team we are playing in the championship is weak, I 
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don’t even really want to play them because they’re so small and not athletic.” After that 

conversation, the three of us walked into the gym for The Lions final game. In the 

bleachers, I sat next to Dante Sr. and inquired about his penchant for basketball. He 

unassumingly stated:  

Well, I was an All-American in high school, and I was originally given a 

scholarship to attend the University of Maryland. However, the coach who 

recruited me left so I left too. I ended up attending a smaller Division I school, 

and then I played pro in Europe for a number of years. I also have twin sons who 

are on Division I basketball scholarships currently. Where I grew up the 

competition was real tough. Everybody could play and you competed against 

grown men who played real rough and often cheated. I want Dante to be exposed 

to that because it makes you a better player, you have to compete and learn, and it 

tests your competitiveness. I’ll tell you what, I’m from Virginia and I thought I 

was really good early on in high school, then I went to a basketball camp in the 

northeast. I was playing in a game and the ball came off the rim after a missed 

shot and I was gonna go up for the rebound and this guy jumped before me, he 

caught the ball midair and reverse dunked it. Right then, I realized basketball was 

much bigger than me and the competition was stiff. That was a life changing 

moment.   

Dante Sr. had a more extensive basketball career than I imagined. He also stressed 

playing against the best players and wanted Dante to learn and grow through competition. 
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I pondered his comments and, at that instant, I realized Dante Sr. was not trying to live 

vicariously through his son’s accomplishments as I had naively assumed when he 

passionately yelled at his son at the workout I had conducted at the outdoor park. In 

actuality, I observed him at multiple games, and he rarely yelled. Furthermore, he never 

mentioned his son’s or his own basketball accomplishments until I asked. As I sat there, I 

shared my basketball background with him, and we discussed our own personal 

experiences within the game of basketball. I soon discovered that Dante Sr. was more 

concerned about Dante’s holistic growth. This notion of holistic growth was established 

during Dante’s semi-structured interview. Dante alluded to the bonding time and 

recognition that he received from his dad regarding his sport performance. When 

addressing his athletic motivation, Dante explained, “Mostly (it comes from) my 

dad…Whenever I have a bad game and I'm not using the moves he's taught me to do in 

game situations. Sometimes if my confidence isn't good, he helps me with that.” Dante 

explained, “My favorite sport is football. I’ve only been playing basketball competitively 

for two years.” It was clear that Dante’s father motivated him. It was not about points or 

wins but concepts such as using the correct moves and developing his confidence and 

motivation. Dante Sr. aspired to impart a spirit of competitiveness and hunger that 

functioned in the game of basketball but translated to all of Dante’s aspirations. Dante Sr. 

explained that Dante participated in math competitions and was required to work to earn 

spending money because he suggested life was a challenge and everything was a 

competition. He explained that he was also against Dante developing a sense of 



	   	   	  
	  

174	  

complacency because “there is always a new challenge or fight in life that one must 

conquer.” This experience juxtaposed with my first interaction with Dante Sr. at the 

outdoor workout I conducted was enlightening. We continued to talk about everything, 

from sport to academics to how we both grew up, as we watched the game. The game 

concluded with an easy win as The Lions’ coach had previously stated and anticipated. 

As the players shook hands with the other team, Dante Sr. regrettably said, “I wanted to 

see them in a dog fight. See what’s really in their heart, who they really are.” Although 

The Lions won the game and the championship, Dante Sr. was dissatisfied. He wanted to 

see a spirited and competitive game in order to see how the players would respond to 

adversity. 

There was no celebration or excitement after the game from Dante’s or Michael’s 

father. The players were happy but they did not celebrate; they took a few pictures with 

the trophy. The coach talked to the players in their post-game meeting. He stated:  

It was good that we won this tourney, but we have practice tomorrow and we need 

to get better. This competition wasn’t good. We definitely want to be the best 

team in Sunny, and know that there are a lot of great teams in this state too. I want 

to see how you respond at practice tomorrow and see who’s working hard, trying 

to get better. Our next tournament will have a lot of great competition, and we 

have to work much harder to prepare for that. I want to see who has resolve and is 

willing to work hard the day after a game, that’s what I care about! 
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The Lions coach was pleased about winning the tournament and stated, “We definitely 

need a picture of the team with the trophy for the website,” but he was much more 

enthusiastic and passionate while discussing working hard tomorrow. The perspective of 

the club coach and the parents focused mostly on character traits and not results. 

“If I couldn’t play Basketball, would they still like be there for me?” 

The parents’ beliefs regarding athletic success differed significantly from the 

players’ peers and society’s definition of success. Through examining the interviews, it 

was apparent that their peers defined success according to results.  

When discussing how peers recognized his athletic ability, Ishmael stated: 

Well when we have a home game, basically for football, they see how many 

touchdowns you score, if you run people over. For basketball, how many points 

you score really… Because honestly last year starting at a new school for 

everybody, I already knew my friends from Miller [pseudonym for previous 

school] pretty much, so that wasn’t a lot. Then once they saw what I could do on 

the basketball court, I like began knowing everyone, friends became best friends, 

and best friends became even closer friends. 

The recognition that he received from many people was about concrete results in contrast 

with the recognition from parents who sought the development of character traits that 

were often unquantifiable. When addressing his peer’s perceptions of him as it related to 
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his athletic endeavors, Ishmael explained, “I just like sometimes wonder if I couldn’t play 

basketball, would they still like be there for me. Would they still be, like the people I 

could tell anything to?” Ishmael questioned if his popularity and friendships were the 

result of his basketball ability or if they were truly genuine relationships.  

Interestingly, Christopher mirrored Ishmael’s assertions that validation from peers 

regarding athletic endeavors came from quantifiable results. Christopher explained the 

recognition about sport from peers saying: 

If I started out sucking [not playing well] and I just kept being bad at basketball. 

All the time people walk up and are just like, ‘Do you play basketball? Are you 

good?’ They're like, ‘How many points do you score,’ and all that... [Because 

I’m] Male and Black, I guess …and height. 

Christopher reiterated that his peers are only concerned about tangible results and 

outcomes not the process. Although this quotation was in the athletic recognition section, 

it also related closely to the racial expectations’ section. 

Ishmael explained: 

Well last year in 7th grade we played against Kyle Park, they’re an undefeated 

team leading the district. We are a 4 and 2 (4 wins and 2 losses) team, second in 

the district or third. We came out there, beat them by 40 points and I had 20 

(points)… and I had the best game of the season, I had 26 or something. My dad 
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said I also had 5 blocks and 13 rebounds. So many people were there, I didn’t 

want to just act like I was lost on the court so I did what I knew how to do. 

Ishmael explained how people’s expectations and what they valued influenced his 

behavior. Jason also explained the notion of athletic recognition from peers. His 

comments made it vividly apparent how people’s perceptions could influence behavior, 

“People don't really care about you if you're average, they only care about the people that 

score 15 or 20 in game, or get 8 assists in a game. You wouldn't really be noticed if you 

were bad.” Jason bluntly stated that people do not care about mediocre players. In order 

to get noticed or for people to care about you, one must be extraordinary and have 

measureable statistics. 

Additionally, athletic recognition appeared to differ depending on the context. At 

times, it was very vague or superficial. Michael explained this phenomenon. When asked 

about coaches and adults recognizing his athletic endeavors, “Some of them say I have 

potential and stuff.”  Trevor also had very similar experiences. He explained, “Really 

when I go to camps. I’m told by coaches you're pretty good, just keep trying harder and 

you'll succeed.” The two aforementioned quotations were vague and did not specify 

whether the athletic potential was due to character traits or specific statistical 

productivity. 

The ambiguity of the previous comments regarding Trevor’s athletic potential 

contrasted neatly with the specificity of recognition that he received from his family. 
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When asked what your favorite sport to play was, Trevor responded, “Football. One, 

because I'm better at it…All my brothers played it, so I'm just trying to keep the family 

tradition.” When asked who recognized his athletic endeavors, Trevor explained, “Yeah, 

he (grandfather) already knows I'm better in football…He tells me that all the time…He 

(grandfather) says I'm good at both, but I'm better at football than basketball…They 

(family members) say I should do both, but I just like football better.”  

Trevor’s goal of being recognized by and perceived in the same manner as his 

family members was corroborated by observations with his cousin and a semi-structured 

interview conducted with his grandfather. When the student-athletes attended the 

basketball game at Sunny State University, Trevor also brought his older cousin, Tony, 

who he shared a bedroom with. Tony told me, “I made all-Paramo as a safety, but 

colleges are recruiting me to play cornerback so next year I told my coach I need to split 

my time in-between corner and safety. I am being recruited by Boise State right now and 

some other schools.” 

During Trevor’s grandfather, Randy’s, semi-structured interview, Randy 

explained: 

Tony is a safety; he is a real good football player, and so were Trevor’s older 

brothers but they (his brothers) didn’t take school seriously. None of them 

graduated. I tell Trevor all the time, he needs to focus on school, but he is really 

only concerned about sports.  
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Tony was a very talented football player, but according to Randy so were Trevor’s 

brothers. However, Trevor’s brothers’ athletic and academic potential never materialized 

because they were derailed by deficient grades. Randy tried to utilize the story about 

Trevor’s brothers to motivate Trevor academically, but according to Randy, Trevor did 

not take school seriously.  

There were numerous and diverse definitions of sport success leading to a 

multitude of forms of recognition. Sport recognition did not always emanate from stellar 

play; sometimes it emanated from subpar performances, Christopher explained:  

Today he (coach) said, because we were doing layups and you have to make 25 in 

a row in the A team and B team, I went to put my right hand on the left side, he 

was like, ‘You are the best player on the team but you can't make a left hand 

layup.’ It was funny because I said, "Watch," and then I made a left hand layup 

after that.  

Paradoxically, Christopher was recognized as the best player on his middle school team 

yet he was simultaneously recognized for having a deficient skillset. Contrasting with 

that experience, Christopher was recognized by peers during his championship middle 

school game. After the game, students were congratulating him on the victory and a girl 

approached him and stated, “I saw you getting all of those rebounds, Christopher.” This 

particular female peer validated and complimented Christopher in regards to his statistics, 
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rebounds. As evidenced by Christopher’s experience, student-athletes received different 

varieties of athletic recognition from peers and parents.   

Another form of athletic recognition manifested itself, mirroring several of the 

racial expectations and racial recognition in the next theme, Racial Expectations.  Jason 

explained how he was perceived and regarded by others, “I guess they think I can jump 

higher, run faster. Yeah, really ...When basketball was for real, it was when I was three 

until the 5th Grade, then it got real in the 6th Grade and we started going to actual 

tournaments and stuff.” He alluded to who recognizes him and began, “People on the 

team, people that aren't on the team but are still in athletics… ‘You going to dunk for me 

tonight?’ Or ‘You going to dunk for me?’ I'm like, ‘I'm 5' 3"!’ (Laughs) Actually, I think 

I'm like 5' 6”/7”. These expectations appeared to be illogical because Jason is only 5’6” 

and fourteen years old, however, they appeared to be based off of racial expectations and 

not truly athleticism.  

America’s game is a bore 

The conversation shifted from athletic recognition regarding the sport of 

basketball to a dialogue concerning other sports and the recognition those sports entail. 

The discussion was very informative because it illustrated the approval, recognition and 

aversion held for particular sports.  Ishmael explained why and how his favorite sport 

changed from baseball to basketball: 
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I switched a lot, because I used to want to play baseball. I don't think baseball 

could catch my attention like it used…Yeah, because I guess pretty much to me 

it’s (basketball) the most exciting to play. I mean the exciting game (basketball) 

there is because I mean you never really know what’s going to happen because 

sometimes you’ve got free will, sometimes you run the plays but …I just like fast 

paced things. I don’t like taking it slow and waiting. For example, waiting for a 

pitcher to pitch the ball every time or waiting for the quarterback to call the play. I 

just like fast paced games. 

Ishmael’s answer highlighted his desire to play a game that was stimulating and where he 

could be creative. When asked what their least favorite sport to play was, participants 

listed soccer and baseball frequently. Christopher echoed Ishmael’s analysis of baseball 

and alluded to why he did not like other sports. He explained his least favorite sports:  

I want to say golf, but a popular sport that's not really my favorite is either 

baseball or soccer… Too slow…the game is too slow… I feel like it's more 

entertaining to watch or play other sports… Unless you're doing a behind the back 

shot or like the hole in one (in golf) or whatever. I think it's not the creative aspect 

but how good you are. I think that contributes… For golf I don't think there's a 

creative side to it unless how good you are like if you could score. It's like highest 

points or lowest points as you win. Baseball, it depends on what position you 

play. If you're a pitcher and you strike out for 10 straight games, I guess people 
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see you but I don't think you can be creative in baseball unless you make a 

highlight play like the outfield or a home run. For soccer, the only reason I don't 

like it is its slow scoring. 

Christopher alluded to the slowness of the game, lack of creativity and the inability to be 

recognized. Christopher explained that people did not see you in the game of baseball. 

There were only a few circumstances and positions where you could be noticed which 

contrasted with basketball where every position was very visible. His mother also 

mentioned in her interview, “I do not know why several of the boys are not playing 

baseball when they are really good players specifically Michael and Ishmael.” 

Ishmael corroborated Christopher’s mother’s statement about his great potential 

in baseball when asked, if he would be embarrassed if he was not good at basketball, he 

responded: 

Not really because I have baseball to fall back on. If I knew basketball wasn’t 

working, then I’d go back to baseball because people used to say I was going to 

make it in baseball because as a thirteen year old, I was throwing an 85 mph 

fastball. But I saw basketball was working for me so I just decided to call it quits 

for baseball and pursue basketball… I mean oftentimes people do it because their 

family member did it, but I did it because usually I just like taking chances and I 

saw basketball was working, and I lost interest in baseball really. Like my arm 

was getting weaker, it started to hurt a lot easier after I was pitching and people 
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started growing up while I was growing up too, so I guess basketball is here I can 

relax. 

Enigmatically, Ishmael viewed basketball as a better sport for him than baseball, where 

his potential was astronomical due to his 85 mph pitching ability and his rarity being a 

6’1” left handed pitcher who was still growing. Even more fascinating was his anxiety 

about his physical wellbeing in baseball, yet he played the violent sport of football and 

broke his wrist playing basketball during the course of this study.  

Ironically, Ishmael no longer played baseball. His mother explained:  

We tried to convince Ishmael to keep playing baseball because we felt that was 

his best sport and that he could be a professional there. He is a 6’1” left handed 

pitcher, which is a rarity, who throws an 85 mph fastball, but he says he likes 

basketball better. 

It was illogical that Ishmael perceived basketball as being his best sport option for a high 

level of athletic success even when his parents considered baseball his most viable option 

for a collegiate or professional career. However, it appeared that athletic recognition and 

sport choice was not only about being recognized or creativity but also about racial 

expectations. Although the participants in the study claimed that they were not influenced 

by racial expectations, their sport choices aligned with all of the sports that Black males 
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stereotypically played. During the focus group when asked what are considered White 

sports, Daniel responded:  

Golf. Baseball - there's only like 8% of African Americans in baseball right now, 

so. There's not enough action (in baseball). And then there's not any people that 

African American's want to be like. When Jackie Robinson was there, then 

everyone wanted to play baseball, but they don't have Michael Jordan, LeBron 

James, or any of that, like basketball does, and people want to be like them. 

Daniel discussed why he believed particular people gravitated to certain sports. This 

question was further explored with other student-athletes. When Michael was asked why 

so few American born Blacks played baseball, Michael responded, “I don’t know.”  

Christopher chimed in, “I think it’s a slow pace, I feel like in other sports you can be 

more creative.”  Michael followed up and stated, “There’s more action in other sports.” 

Ishmael declared, “You know Black people like finesse. In baseball it’s mostly 

fundamentals that’s pretty much why I stopped playing because it’s not fun anymore after 

a couple years.” Daniel stated, “I think it’s because there are no more Michael Jordan’s in 

the MLB (Major League Baseball). Like there was Jackie Robinson and after him there 

was a wave of people getting into the MLB and then that died down.”  

In addition to the question as to why American Blacks have stopped playing 

baseball, the topic was explored considering why the research participants specifically 

did not play the game of baseball. Ishmael explained why he stopped playing baseball:  



	   	   	  
	  

185	  

It became less fun because the more I played. I played on a lower level because 

like in select baseball you have major, triple A and minor being the lowest and 

major being the highest. My old team used to be major and because I played 

outfield I got a lot of action and I got to run around and make plays, but I started 

playing on a lower level…so I never got any action so I just lost interest. 

In addition to the semi-structured interview answers, during the first focus group, student-

athletes explored baseball’s lack of appeal.  Jason stated he did not play baseball because, 

“I’m not good at it.” (Laughter). Christopher, Jason and Daniel all stated, “I used to 

play.” Daniel explained, “I stopped because I wasn’t good at it.” Christopher explained, 

“I was playing Tee ball, and I couldn’t hit the ball off the Tee. I kept missing I don’t 

know why so I just quit.” Ishmael stated, “It’s tee ball, man.” (Laughter).  Daniel further 

elaborated, “I also stopped because Ishmael is a camera hog.”  Ishmael interjected, “We 

used to play baseball together.” Daniel continued, “We were five and we were playing tee 

ball. Ishmael would hit homeruns and take all the glory off the rest of the team every 

single week.” Jokingly and sarcastically, Daniel elaborated, “Coach would say, ‘I think 

you deserve the game ball. Ishmael here’s the game ball.”  

Ishmael laughed and stated, “I had like forty game balls. From when we used to 

play in that league when we were like in kindergarten. I have a whole lot of game balls.” 

The lighthearted banter between Ishmael and Daniel illuminated that recognition in 

baseball could be difficult to attain because of the lack of action.  Daniel stated, “They 

used to just sit me out in the outfield so I was bored.”  
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The players alluded to several different rationales ranging from boredom and the 

absence of recognition for athletic success to a lack of proficiency to explain why they 

and many other Black males did not play baseball. However, the only participant in the 

study who still played baseball, Michael, provided the most insight regarding the subject 

of Black males playing baseball. Michael explained how people perceived him when he 

played baseball:  

Some people question me like I’m not supposed to play baseball. Sometimes, like 

my peers, guys. Black guys specifically. When they find out they just act shocked. 

I play outfield, short, second and third. I like to play because I started at a young 

age and kept doing it and it has always been fun, but it can be boring at times. 

Like if you’re in the outfield and it doesn’t get hit to you at all but once a game. 

But some games that’s just the spot that everyone wants to hit to and you get a lot 

of action. Then it’s more fun. 

Although the lack of action and occasional boredom was valid, it was not enough to draw 

Michael away from the game of baseball. However, he mentioned the expectations placed 

on him by others and the shock that they exuded when learning that he played baseball. It 

appeared that the participants did not play baseball, because it was boring, the lack of 

recognition and the issue of racial expectations. Racial expectations related to the surprise 

that Michael’s peers displayed and the racialization of specific sports that the student-

athletes discussed in the following racial expectations’ section. These findings clarified 

why the participants so fervently pursued basketball and neglected other sports. 
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Additionally, this theme illustrated that it was very difficult to separate athletic and racial 

recognition for Black males.  

Ingenuity and Innovation 

The topic of creativity was briefly visited in the previous subsection regarding 

baseball. Student-athletes mentioned that they enjoyed playing basketball because it 

allowed them to be creative in contrast to baseball, where they felt creativity was 

stymied. Daniel explained this phenomenon, “Just playing against each other, whereas 

baseball it's just you and the pitcher, and then in basketball you get all kinds of people 

you get to go against, and then you get more opportunities than baseball.” Christopher 

echoed Daniel’s sentiments in his semi-structured interview, “It (basketball) was the most 

interesting to me...All the moves people did. The skill level of everyone was spread 

around. Some people could shoot better, some people did pass and play defense.” Daniel 

and Christopher explained that in basketball there were a lot of dynamics and elements 

that they enjoyed that were not present in baseball. Christopher continued to describe his 

initial reason for playing, “Because it looked fun.” And he explained that ten years later 

he still played: 

Because I've gotten better and the competition is better than me because I see new 

things every day. I haven't played everyone yet so there's more competition out 

there…It's spread around the country and it's not just in one place. Teams from 

other states that have big names. I like to play those. I don't like to play easy 
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teams because I want to try to get better and learn from what they do so I could 

adapt it to how I play.  

Christopher relished the competition and the ever-changing different nuances within the 

game of basketball. 

According to the student-athletes, there was never a dull moment in the game of 

basketball and you received immediate feedback from peers, fans, parents and coaches 

about your performance. The participants also received immediate gratification or 

feedback from the game because within basketball, by and large, every position on the 

floor received action. It was not like baseball where one played in a game for several 

innings and never received the ball and experienced a slow game.   

Ishmael discussed the speed of the game of basketball. He stated, “My favorite 

sport is basketball because like I said before, it’s fast paced games, fun to play. You 

never know when something is going to happen.” Christopher further explicated why his 

love for basketball had engendered, “Because it's the most fun and most creative… I feel 

like it's more entertaining to watch them (basketball players) play.” This quotation 

alluded to not only the enjoyment from playing but also watching. Christopher previously 

discussed golf, baseball and soccer; he explained that he did not play soccer because he 

desired immediate gratification and action. He expounded that in soccer only one person 

typically scored in comparison to basketball where it was not absurd for one person to 

score thirty points. Dante also discussed his affinity for basketball and football, “Football 
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and basketball has more skill and more strength in it. That's my reason I don't really like 

track as much as I like football and basketball.” Daniel also broached the topic of 

baseball as well. He explained:  

Baseball has been around a long time, it was around first. The NBA and NFL are 

more exciting than baseball, baseball is boring to watch, it's slow, it's too slow. 

Yeah soccer's faster but soccer takes too long.  There's not enough scoring. 

Once again the speed of the game, lack of action and boredom while watching was 

alluded to. Interestingly, during the focus group the notion of popularity that originated 

from playing particular sports emerged. During the focus group interview, the research 

participants began arguing and one participant chimed in, “So if you play soccer at our 

school, people are like who cares. They say football is too boring. It's too slow and you 

guys pause after every single play it's too slow.” This explanation categorized soccer as 

unpopular and football as too slow.  

Christopher also addressed the issue of popularity. He stated:  

I think basketball players are most popular at our school. Soccer games are during 

Saturdays. Well, some baseball players who do go to school, they usually get put 

down (teased and taunted) because no one else at our school likes baseball but 

they’re always like baseball is the best sport. I struck out one person today. 

To put it briefly, the research participants appeared to play basketball because it provided 

them the opportunity to be creative, receive immediate feedback, be popular and it was 
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also an entertaining sport to watch. Popularity tied into recognition, but the players also 

sought another form of recognition, getting noticed. 

“Getting Noticed” 

Within the theme of athletic recognition the idea of getting noticed was 

prominent. This idea first emerged during focus groups when players remarked that one 

of their motives for fervently pursuing sport was to get noticed. Getting noticed was the 

term that referred to the process that occurred when a coach denoted a particular player as 

elite.  

When the focus group was questioned about their favorite aspect of club 

basketball, Christopher immediately replied, “Getting noticed by high schools or 

colleges.” Daniel also chimed in, “You can show people, and specifically high school and 

college coaches, how good you are as a team.” During the same focus group, when asked 

what it meant to get noticed, Daniel stated, “To get an athletic scholarship. You have to 

stand out, on the court and off the court.” Christopher chimed in, “You have to standout 

show leadership and be the floor general. You have to act right. You can’t act crazy on 

and off the court like Jameis Winston (Florida State University football player who had 

numerous legal issues as a collegiate athlete).” [Lots of laughter from players]. The 

players elaborated that to get noticed and to receive an athletic scholarship, one must 

have behaved well on and off the court and exuded leadership. 
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When the focus group was asked what was requisite to being noticed, Ishmael 

explained, “Showing your ability. You have to have a good IQ, you have to be smart with 

the ball.” Dante also alluded to the notion that he wanted to get noticed by high school 

and college coaches in his semi-structured interview. He explained: 

Right now, football, I want to get noticed playing football so I can go to a good 

college and then, maybe, go to the NFL if I get that chance. Basketball is just 

helping me with my skills, so I don't really ... It's not really a thing for me with 

basketball. Track, I do track to get in shape too.  

Through the lens of recognition, several influences in the research participants lives were 

revealed. It also exposed why different relevant stakeholders recognized the student-

athletes’ athletic enterprises in different manners and where their value was placed. The 

last subsection, getting noticed, highlighted why the student-athletes played sports and 

what aspects of their basketball ability they focused on in order to make it to the next 

level.  

Theme 3: Career 

Six of the seven participants in the case study asserted their career goal was to 

become a professional athlete. Four specified that they wanted to play in the NBA, while 

two claimed they wanted to play professional football in the NFL and the seventh 

individual stated that while it would be nice, athletics was not his career focus.  
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Professional athletes  

Overall, the theme of a career in professional sport was pervasive. When 

Christopher was asked, what motivated him to do his homework, he immediately 

responded:  

Making it to the pros…I want to make it to pros but I don't want to fail out 

because I feel like getting the good grades but not being able to play is better than 

being able to play and not getting the grades…I want to do good academically and 

athletically because I don't want one side to be stressful and the other side to be 

good... For basketball I want to be at the highest potential. Well, not the highest, 

but I want to be pretty good when I make it there. 

Like Christopher, Daniel also elaborated on a career in professional sport, “I want to play 

at the NBA level. (It’s going to take) a lot of hard work, a lot. And just got to improve my 

game a lot.” Ishmael shared his short term and long term goals for basketball: 

First of course I want to go to college. Everybody says they want to make the pro 

spot. I  do of course but first right now I'm trying to get to the point where I am good 

enough to be freshmen on varsity. 

Jason also explained that, “If I can't make it in any sport, I'd like to be a sports trainer or 

sports doctor, something.”  Christopher, Ismael, Daniel and Jason noted that their favorite 

sport was basketball and they desired a professional sport career in the NBA. Dante and 
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Trevor also preferred a pro sport career, but they aspired to be professional football 

players in the NFL. Dante explained:  

Right now, football, that's where I want to get noticed playing football so I can go 

to a good college and then, maybe, go to the NFL, if I get that chance. Basketball 

is just helping me with my skills, so I don't really ... It's not really a thing for me 

with basketball. Track, I do track to get in shape too. ..It's probably a one-in-a-

million chance I'll make it to the NFL because it's hard. You have to work. You 

have to put in a lot of work. Like this summer, I'll be putting in a lot of work. I'll 

be going to camps and stuff this summer so I can get better for high school. 

Mostly football camps but kind of both [basketball and football].  

Trevor echoed Dante’s professional football ambitions. Trevor stated, “That's the sport I 

really want to play. I want to make it to the NFL.” Michael was the only participant in the 

study who did not explicitly state that he desired to be a professional athlete. When asked 

about the possibility of a career in professional sport, Michael appeared to be indifferent 

and did not possess the same enthusiasm as the other youth concerning an imminent 

professional athletic career.  He stated, “That would be cool if I was [a professional 

athlete], but I don't think that's the main focus. But if I could get there, I'd like to.”  

Career Outside of Sport 
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In contrast to his indifference toward a career in sport, Michael was very assured 

of his impending career outside the periphery of sport. He explained that his future 

economic endeavors encompassed, “…A job, STEM-related…Science, technology ... 

[but] I think I like sciences more.” He explained, “For the past two summers, I've been 

going to a STEM academic camp called SciTech (pseudonym). [Where I learned] a lot of 

robotics and different ways to solve problems.” When asked how he was preparing for 

that type of career, Michael explained, “I think the classes I'm going to be taking next 

year, as a freshman, because I picked ... You know how there's different sections you can 

choose to have your class kind of based off of? …I picked STEM-related classes.”  

The other participants also discussed careers beyond sport and the entailed 

preparation for their preferred occupations when prompted. However, these vocations 

were unmistakably subordinate to their athletic inclinations.  Christopher explained:  

I want to be an architect designer. Design buildings and homes. [I will need] a 

degree in art, engineering, art. You'll have to know basic stuff like Math and 

Social, Art, Science, Math, how tall something is, what stands up against storms 

and stuff. 

Daniel discussed the possibility of a career outside of sport:  
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Well, if I don't make it to the NBA I really want something to fall back on, I don't 

want to not have good grades and not be able to do anything with my life…I want 

to be a lawyer…I have to go to law school. 

Daniel’s desire to become a lawyer was corroborated by his mother who explained:  

I always tell him that he needs a backup plan if sports do not work out. He loves 

sport so much that becoming a sports’ agent is his backup plan. We have talked 

about law school being the best route to achieve that goal. I mentioned a career in 

law to the high school counselor at the school he will be attending next year, and 

she suggested he join the debate team to prepare for a career in law where he’ll 

learn to conduct research, practice public speaking and perfect the skill of putting 

together logical and persuasive arguments. He wasn’t too excited about joining 

the debate team, but when he found out that they get to travel around the country 

and visit colleges like Harvard to compete he got real excited. I told him, ‘that’s 

not a reason to get excited, just to travel, you should be excited about learning 

about law and debate.” 

Dante, like Daniel, explained that he similarly had a backup plan:  

Yeah. I'll probably create my own business, or something like that, as I get 

older…I'm either going to take on my mom's business, which is the detox center. 

It's a treatment center to get people off of drugs and stuff. I'll probably take on 
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that or I'll make my own. Hers is located in Florida…Besides sports, I want to be 

probably a surgeon or something, because I like learning about the human body. It 

would be cool for me to go into people's bodies, take stuff out, put stuff in. 

When asked what was required to become a surgeon, Dante responded, “I'd probably 

have to study biology in high school and college and get degrees and stuff like that.” 

Ishmael also discussed the prospect of a backup plan:  

[My] backup would be journalism because I want to stay around the sports so I 

would want to be like a broadcaster or a writer for the league…Just writing… like 

not just giving a summary, but go deep into and provide evidence of clues that 

you know what you’re talking about. 

This statement was substantiated by Ishmael’s mother who explained that his dream 

outside of sport was to become a sports reporter. Trevor explained that his backup plan 

was, “To be a coach.” All of the student-athletes’ primary desired career trajectory was 

professional sport except for Michael. However, even the backup careers as illustrated by 

Ishmael and Trevor still pertained to sport.  

Athletic Career Role Models 

When participants were questioned about their role models, they mentioned 

professional athletes and family members. Familial role models had some association 
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with the participants’ athletic endeavors. When asked about his role model, Ishmael 

stated: 

My cousin, Cameron …He’s pretty much not just my cousin but he’s like my 

mentor because he’s really young and he’s just getting out of college but he was a 

top notch basketball player too. I forgot to mention him too. He just stopped 

playing basketball because he gave up because he didn’t want to be on JV. But 

he’s always the one telling me to work hard and never give up because he says I 

have a chance of making it… He just graduated last year, college…he’s telling me 

don’t pick up the ball until I drop the pencil. 

Ishmael clarified that Cameron was a role model because of his age, athletic success and 

academic accomplishments. Cameron encouraged Ishmael to work hard in basketball 

because of Ishmael’s potential and propensity for basketball. However, Cameron’s advice 

came with a caveat. He instructed Ishmael to only play basketball after he completed his 

schoolwork. Although Ishmael was talented in basketball, Cameron conveyed a message 

that basketball was secondary to Ishmael’s academic endeavors. This advice was 

compelling because it originated from someone who Ishmael esteemed.   When asked if 

he had a specific role model in sports, Ishmael responded: 

Kevin Durant…Because he went through hard times because I’ve just finished 

reading a book about him, like what he went through, and how he did everything 
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for a reason, not just for himself. But tried to make his mom, his father, and his 

brother proud and getting out from where he was from. 

When asked who his role model was, Christopher responded: 

In my family it would be my uncle and outside of family it would be Kevin 

Durant or Stephen Curry… Because he (my uncle) was really good at sports and 

he's really, really smart. He doesn't like to talk about it but he went to jail one time 

because he had a scholarship to go to a college but then something happened. I 

won't talk about it. It went all away and that was a newsflash to me but he doesn't 

mope around about it. He has a job and works. I think that's cool…No, wait. He 

went to college. He was going to go to the pros because he said he could go to the 

pros if he stayed out of trouble and didn't hang with the wrong crowd… (He 

played) both but football was his main sport and he did track…Kevin Durant 

because the way he carries himself and the way he plays. He's not like cocky or 

whatever. He's not arrogant. He's a big man but doesn't play like a big man. He's a 

scorer but he can pass it when he wants to… [And] Stephen Curry basically the 

same reason. I admire his scoring side, his offensive side more because he can do 

a lot of things… It's his character too because off the court people say he's a real 

nice guy. He doesn't get into fights with his teammates. He's always on time to 

practice. He's first one to come, last one to leave…He's the one that has the most 

desire, I guess. Most hard working. 
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Dante explained that his role model was his father. He stated:  

My dad because he showed me some things, some videos of whenever he was in 

high school, in the pros, and he played (basket) ball, he was pretty good. I looked 

at how he plays. He kind of plays my position…So him. He always shows me 

new ways to get better; shows me new moves.   

When questioned about role models, Jason differentiated between life and sport role 

models: 

I really look up to my dad and my brother. My brother he taught me stuff. I've just 

always looked up to my dad. [My brother has taught me] how to own up to stuff, 

how to be a man and stuff. [My dad because] I really look up to my dad for 

everything. If I ever need something he'll be there. [And within sports] hmm ... 

That's a hard question. Man ... I like CP3 (Chris Paul) because he's a team leader 

and he can score and he can pass. He plays good defense.  

The complexity of making it  

Students were probed to determine their comprehension of the complexity of 

securing a career in the NBA or NFL. The spectrum of answers varied. Some spoke 

nonchalantly about becoming a professional athlete, while others discussed the 

laboriousness and bleak probabilities of making it. Regardless of the perceived degree of 

difficulty, they still believed the dream was feasible.   
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After Christopher shared his desire to pursue a career in professional sport, he was 

asked if he understood the arduousness of attaining a professional sports’ contract and he 

responded, “Not yet.” When further probed about pursuing a professional sports’ career 

in the face of abysmal odds that were essentially the equivalent to winning the lottery, 

Christopher explained, “Yes, [I would still pursue it]…Because I won't say it's a lottery. 

I'd just say it depends on the person and their heart.”  When asked if he knew any pro 

athletes personally, Christopher responded, “I want to say yes, but then they're not like 

close-close…I know Mark Henry…He's a wrestler, a professional wrestler athlete.”  

When asked if it would it be more realistic for him to become an architect or a pro 

athlete, Christopher stated, “Pro athlete.” When Christopher was asked what it would 

take to become a pro athlete, he responded, “Hard work, skill, talent.” Christopher was 

also asked how much time he thought he would have to put in to become a pro athlete. 

He replied, “A lot. I feel like it's your appearance if I could get drafted or not.”  When 

questioned about what he meant by appearance. Christopher retorted, “I feel they're 

looking for more Black athletes.” Christopher believed that making it to the NBA was 

more plausible than becoming an architect and that a sport career for a Black man was 

easily attainable. 

 Daniel also explored the requisite tenacity and arduousness in becoming a 

professional athlete:  
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I want to play at the NBA level. (It’s going to take) a lot of hard work, a lot. And 

just got to improve my game a lot. [It is] very difficult [to make it to the NBA]. 

Probably like 2% [of all players make it to that level]. [I feel like I can be a part of 

that 2%] because I feel like I'm athletic enough, and I work hard enough, and my 

mom and my dad own a gym. 

Like Christopher Daniel also felt an NBA career was obtainable through hard work, 

however, his outlook was different as he indicated that an NBA career would be very 

difficult and the odds were stacked against him. When asked why he still pursued 

professional sport in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds, Dante responded, 

“Because I believe I can do it. [I would have to] Just keep my grades up and keep lifting 

weights, going to camps, working on speed and agility and strength, stuff like that.”  

Dante also believed that a professional sport career was feasible, and he was working 

towards it. When Ishmael was asked about the miniscule likelihood of attaining 

professional athlete status. Ishmael explained: 

Knowing that, it just makes me want to work harder because my coach at my 

school always tells me there’s somebody working just as hard as I am who wants 

it more. I take that as … I just say I'm hungry too, and I'm trying to eat. 

Ishmael was gaining encouragement from a coach to work harder because he is in 

competition with people he has never seen or met. He stated that he was hungry and 

trying to eat which figuratively meant he was determined (hungry) and resolute to 
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succeed, and he wanted to make money and enjoy the benefits (eat) of a professional 

career. When asked if the slim odds discouraged him, Ishmael responded, “No.”  When 

Jason was asked if he knew the odds of a person making it to the NBA, he responded, “1 

in a million chance? [My odds]. They're not very high, but I have to keep on working, 

keep on trying to prove myself in front of other people.” When Trevor was asked the 

odds of him making it to the NFL, he responded, “I have to go to college first and I have 

to have good grades. If I have good grades, that's the only thing that stop me, if I keep 

working hard.” When asked if he had enough talent to make it, Trevor responded, “Yeah. 

I have to still keep working hard (athletically) if I want to make it.” When probed about 

the possibility of making it even when the odds were so minute, Trevor stated, “You have 

to be good. [No matter what]. I'd still keep going.” All of the student-athletes who aspired 

to be professional athletes, explained that they felt they could make it in the face of 

seemingly insurmountable odds through hard work. One player believed that coaches 

were specifically searching for Black players which would enhance his chances of 

making it. This supposition epitomizes many of the stereotypes and expectations in the 

following racial expectations’ section. 

Theme 4: Racial Expectations 

Racial expectations manifested themselves on micro and macro levels. When 

asked generically if racial expectations influenced their lives, the most constant reaction 

was one of indifference; the participants said they did not care what others thought about 

them and they claimed racial expectations did not affect them. However, racial 
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expectations were pervasive in the lives of the research participants, and the research 

participants were extremely cognizant of the expectations regarding them and their 

athletic and academic potential.  Yet, when asked probing questions concerning different 

ideologies relating to race, deeper racial issues emerged and exposed racial micro 

aggressions. Participants also seemed more comfortable discussing how macro issues of 

race and racism affected them such as abstract stereotypes or feasible imminent job 

discrimination, however, they were less comfortable asserting that micro racial beliefs 

could affect their lives. With an understanding of the phenomenon of stereotype threat, it 

was conceivable to assume that racial beliefs had some influence over the lives of the 

research participants. This section will lay out the different conceptions of expectations in 

regards to the race of the research participants. This theme overlapped significantly with 

the theme of athletic recognition as the racial expectations quotations extracted from the 

focus group interviews and semi-structured interviews closely paralleled sections of the 

athletic recognition theme in regards to sports like baseball. Also, at several junctures, the 

research participants were told that people had high athletic expectations for them, but 

they often could not distinguish if it was a result of their size, stature, previous athletic 

success or their race. They regularly combined all four of those entities in the 

explanation.  In regards to the student-athletes' athletic endeavors, very similar to the 

athletic recognition section, they were presumed to achieve at a high level because of 

their racial background. In contrast to their academic endeavors, they were anticipated to 

achieve at a low level because of their racial background.  
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Post Racial or Not? “I think race matters sometimes.” 

Research participants were asked general questions pertaining to race to 

determine how they comprehended race on a macro level. Several of their answers 

revealed that race was not as salient as it was in past American history, and that in their 

youth, they did not anticipate race playing a major role in their lives. However, others 

believed that race would play a more pivotal role as they became older. When 

participants were asked if racial matters were obsolete as evidenced by the two 

subsequent elections of Black President, Barack Obama, they had a variety of responses. 

Daniel responded, “Yes, I feel like it doesn't matter for basketball, but people still 

stereotype…If you're Black, then you're good as basketball. If you're Asian, then you're 

good with technology.” Daniel nonchalantly discussed racial expectations and felt that 

they had no bearing on his life as exemplified by his next answer. When Daniel was 

asked if he played into those stereotypes or resisted them, he replied, “I don't know, I 

don't really care what people say or think, stereotypically, I just play.”  Daniel also 

addressed the illogicality of racial expectations and how it could influence ones’ life: 

… You could underestimate someone just because of their race, and then they 

could end up actually being very smart. And you might have been rude to them 

because you think they're dumb or something like that, and then you've ruined a 

relationship in the future. 
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Like Daniel, Ishmael did not believe that race mattered, and he treated it like an abstract 

concept with little, if any, bearing on his life. He commented:  

It really doesn’t because I mean obviously in basketball you see it’s a 

predominantly African-American sport but you see here and there there’s a White 

guy taking a Black guy to the hoop and dunking on him or something, but it really 

doesn’t matter because anybody can do anything pretty much. It just happens to 

be Black guys most of the time. 

Some participants felt that there was no longer discrimination in sport, and that racial 

expectations did not affect the realm of sport. However, others believed that race still 

carried salience in society. For example Dante espoused:  

I don't really think that's true because even whenever he was elected, they still 

treated him bad in his office. Some people tried to find ways to make it seem like 

he was a bad president, when he was really not…It makes me feel like I have to 

prove myself more because as I get older, it's going to be more discrimination. I'm 

not seeing that much right now but as I get older, I'm going to see more. I'm going 

to meet more people and they're going to have different thoughts about 

me…Probably, whenever I get a good job or if I ever make it to the pros in 

football or basketball, I'll experience it there…I don't think it worries me because 

as long as I show them that I'm a good person and I prove to them that I'm not like 

any other thug or whoever is on the street, then I'll be good.  
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Dante did not see race affecting him currently, however, he indicated that it may affect 

his future. He also explained the manner in which people treated and perceived President 

Obama caused him to alter his behavior. Michael’s sentiments were similar to Dante’s 

viewpoints and like Dante it also affected his behavior. He explained:  

I think race matters sometimes…Kind of like when people get in trouble…Like 

sometimes people get falsely accused of stuff because of race… Sometimes, I'm 

just a little more careful about what I do… Like if I'm in a situation where people 

around me are doing something bad... And I haven't left yet, and authorities come 

or something like that, if they tell me to do something, I do it without any 

questions or anything…Police, adults, anything.  

Michael also shed light on how racial trends and beliefs specifically affected Black 

people in relation to other races of people. When asked if other races had to deal with 

those issues, Michael responded, “Some of them do, but not as much sometimes.” 

Christopher also addressed the influence of race and how it shaped peoples’ 

perceptions and actions. He explained:  

No, because there's still racism and a lot of business owners still treat White 

people better than Black people. It's always going to be like that…Because you 

can't change people, some people you can but there's always going to be that one 
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person in the world because there's like seven billion people. There's always going 

to be that one. If we didn't have differences, the world wouldn't be interesting. 

Although Christopher believed that race affected his life in negative manners, he still 

treated race in a trivial fashion as he stated that differences made the world interesting. 

His outlook lied in between Daniel and Ishmael’s feelings that race was not significant 

and Dante and Michael who asserted that it was so significant that it altered their actions. 

Christopher’s mother addressed Christopher’s nonchalance and lack of awareness 

concerning racial issues and how it disconcerted her. When asked if she was concerned 

about Christopher’s understanding of racial issues, Christopher’s mother, Cassandra, 

explained: 

Absolutely and I’ll tell you why. He doesn’t even relate. I remember when you 

asked the question about race and the recent string of national violence between 

Black men and the police (during the first focus group interview.) [Cassandra and 

Daniel’s mother listened through the door to the questions]. I was almost 

heartbroken because he said, ‘I’m not like them (Trayvon Martin, Mike Brown, or 

Eric Garner). I don’t live in the hood.’ I said, ‘Son let’s talk. When White people 

see you they don’t try to discern if you’re educated or upper middle class. All they 

see is a Black man and they are threatened by that.’ I don’t know where we 

missed the mark on that and we had to have that talk. With Michael Brown he 

was believing the hype. ‘I’m nothing like him. We don’t live in the hood, and I 

wouldn’t talk to the police like that. As a Black man, I don’t feel anything.’ 



	   	   	  
	  

208	  

Negative, you are like him. The only difference is in zip codes. I haven’t talked to 

him about the life I had prior to him. You are only one generation away from the 

hood and welfare. I had him at age nineteen while in college. I had to take 

advantage of government assistance because my mom did not have healthcare for 

me. I got WIC milk because I couldn’t work. I was in school fulltime. I was on it 

for 3 years. We are not far removed or privileged. He is sheltered too much. He 

has had situations where he’s came up against micro-aggressions but he’s not 

savvy enough to know what people mean when they say, ‘you’re smart for a 

Black boy.’ He thinks that is a compliment. I do worry because he is naïve. He 

thinks he’s just like them (White males). They’re your friends but you’re not like 

them. You can’t get away with the same stuff. So he likes to wear athletic gear but 

I don’t like him to wear hoodies, but his three White buddies do. Teachers don’t 

view White boys like Christopher, that’s just an example, stuff like that. And he 

doesn’t understand. And he asks, why do you think everything’s racial? He was 

talking to White girls. I heard him talking to a White girl and he asked if she was 

attracted to Black boys. I shut it down. I don’t know her or her people. He’s a 

young Black boy. I just want to protect my child at all costs. He’s curious; I don’t 

want to get no rape or coercion phone call. Or have something inappropriate 

happen with their daughter. I know that it is not always acceptable for Black boy 

and White girl relationships, and I think he should avoid it at this stage. It can cost 

him. I know my child wouldn’t do anything like that and I don’t want his life to 
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be compromised over some girl, no matter her color, especially a White girl. He 

thinks the world is color blind and everyone is the same. 

Christopher perceived race as something that matters at certain junctures, but at most 

other phases, believed it was virtually inconsequential. This philosophy distressed his 

mother who explained that Christopher did not see himself in the same light as the recent 

string of Black men subjected to police violence. Intriguingly, he distanced himself from 

the Black males who were killed while his mother associated him with them. Cassandra 

elucidated why Christopher held certain beliefs. She explained that it was a result of her 

sheltering him from her own experiences and the many educational experiences 

associated with Black people as she strived to put him in exclusive schools. He was also 

unaware of the particulars of her childhood which appeared to burden her. She existed in 

a liminal state where she did not know whether or not to expose Christopher to her past 

or hide it from him. This contrasted with Dante and Michael’s fathers who wanted their 

children to be exposed to and receive similar lessons that they received in their childhood 

that toughened them up. For example, in the athletic recognition theme, they both 

explained that their children need to experience the competition they faced as kids and 

although their children were sheltered, one day they would be exposed to that 

competition. Therefore, they did not conceal their past. Although, these lessons transpired 

differently and in a somewhat protected milieu, they wanted Dante and Michael to 

experience it, and like Cassandra they have both afforded their children the opportunity to 

grow up in an ameliorated socioeconomic class than they were raised in.   
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Christopher’s mother, Cassandra, continued: 

He has lived an isolated and sheltered life. I’m more savvy about educational 

experiences. My mom didn’t push me, but I’m intentional about pushing. For pre-

school, he attended a Christian academy which was a brand new school. I looked 

up high performing middle schools because I couldn’t afford private school so we 

applied to magnet schools. He got accepted into the two highest performing 

schools in Sunny and we chose the school with the math and science academy. I 

grew up taking advantage of welfare and government assistance.  When I had 

Christopher, we were on government assistance. With him, I made sure we were 

not moving around a lot and living in a house. I made sure he had a better life 

than what I had.  Even though he came sooner than I wanted, I didn’t let that be 

the trend. I try to make sure his experience was healthy and stable. So he’s very 

sheltered. If I told him some of the stuff that happened to me as a young child, he 

wouldn’t believe it. I feel like I need to share it because he’s very naïve.  

Cassandra has sheltered Christopher from her past and enrolled him in selective schools 

in order to facilitate his personal growth, but she worried that her decision inhibited the 

growth she sought to stimulate. What she concealed from him was his reality, and 

although he did not think it was his reality, she believed that it did not change what other 

people perceived him as.  Like Cassandra, Ishmael’s mother addressed the centrality of 

race, and her urgent concern for her two sons and also their perceived obliviousness to 

racial matters. She explained: 
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It is frightening, because my boys want to go to the rec (recreation center) right by 

my house, but I’m scared to death to let them go to the rec or allow them to go run 

to get in shape in the neighborhood because what happened there (to Trayvon 

Martin) can happen to them. I live in a state of fear for them. They need to be 

dressed appropriately, no hoodies. I make them call me when they leave. Even a 

two minute walk is nerve wrecking and frightening. Ishmael’s older brother wants 

to go for a run in the morning, but I won’t let him go running. I make him wait 

until the weekend when I can go with him. I don’t know if they get that it’s that 

serious or how I feel, but from my perspective that was someone’s child (Trayvon 

Martin) and that could have been mine.  

Similar to Cassandra, Ishmael’s mother experienced anxiety pertaining to her children’s 

perceived obliviousness to racial issues and that influenced how she allowed her children 

to dress. Exactly like Cassandra, she did not allow her children to wear hoodies. Unlike 

Christopher and Ishmael, Dante appeared to hold a deeper sense of racial awareness and 

knowledge about racial expectations. Dante discussed the issue of race and how people 

perceived his Blackness: 

Um ... I wouldn't really say I have to intimidate people because I'm already big 

and tall. People are going to see me and they're already just going to be scared 

because I'm bigger than them. I wouldn't say I intimidate people, they just judge 

me as soon as they see me…They judge race too…Well ... Whenever Black 



	   	   	  
	  

212	  

people first came into America, we were already labelled as "not smart, bad 

people." Bad stuff like that. It carries on. Kids today will think that as soon as 

they see somebody big and Black… I have to act different around White adults. 

Well, I wouldn't say White adults, I have to act different around any adult because 

as soon as you say or do one thing wrong, they're just going to assume that 

everything about you isn't good because you're Black. You have to carry yourself 

a different way, like using your manners more, looking people in the eye more, 

more eye contact. Stuff like that will make you seem like you're not that kind of 

person.  

Not only was Dante cognizant of current racial perceptions but he contextualized them in 

American history and explained how and why he altered his comportment. Dante felt that 

if he conducted himself in an exaggerated and exceptionally upstanding manner, by 

looking people in the eye, he would not be perceived as a bad Black person. I followed 

Dante’s response by asking a probing question, even when you did those things, did 

people still view you as “that type” of person, or did that work for you? Dante responded:  

Not right now. Because I haven't really seen much racism because I'm still in 

middle school. I'm still kind of young. Usually, whenever I make a good 

impression on myself for the first time meeting somebody, it's pretty good and 

they respect me, and stuff like that.  
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Dante explained that as a result of his racial heritage he accorded an extra effort to render 

a respectable first impression. Dante’s racial awareness appeared to exceed that of his 

teammates. Dante Sr.’s semi-structured interview verified and contextualized his son’s 

statements about racial awareness. He explained:  

Dante has an awareness of racial issues but he has not seen as much as I had by 

that age. His maturity doesn’t surpass mine at eleven, and he is fourteen. He is 

pretty sheltered; the times are different. In my neighborhood there were gunshots, 

alcoholics, drug users, prostitutes and so many more negative influences. It was a 

little tougher and we wanted to get out of that. There was always something 

happening. He has awareness, but not as much; my life was tougher. So the 

difference is that we have a lot of conversations at the dinner table, watch the 

news in the morning and we discuss what is occurring in the media. He is also 

aware that he is a pretty good size Black man. We talk about interacting and 

cooperating with authorities, but also not saying too much, letting them know 

you’re not a threat, but we still promote standing up for your rights. 

Dante Sr.’s aforementioned answer illuminated why Dante’s racial awareness superseded 

the other student-athletes. His father placed significance on discussing issues pertaining 

to race. He also taught Dante how to navigate and make sense of racial expectations 

especially when dealing with authorities. When asked how Dante navigated racial 

expectations and if the expectations caused him to alter his comportment, Dante 

reiterated how he dealt with people’s racial perceptions of him: 
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Yes, sir…Um ... Like I said, I just change my mood. Well, not my mood. I just 

change how I act around people so they think different. Because most people 

think the same thing about all Black people… That they're going to try and 

intimidate you, or they're going to do something bad to you. Something like that. 

According to the research participants, there were large-scale societal expectations and 

implications for Black males that were often pessimistic. Conversely, on the basketball 

court, every stereotype or expectation was arguably affirmative and favorable. 

Black Players Do “Magical Things on the Court”…”They’re saying I was a Savage” 

When research participants were asked how race influenced their experiences and 

people’s perceptions of themselves, the student-athletes referred to sport frequently. The 

student-athletes explained that people’s perceptions in relation to their athletic endeavors 

were typically encouraging. Dante’s answer exemplified the conventional outlook, “A 

coach or anybody, usually, when they see a big Black person, they're going to assume 

that he's a good athlete, just because of how he looks. It's like that.” 

As a result of race, people often characterized Black players as great athletes. 

Ishmael’s comment typified the common perspective on the topic of race and sport in 

basketball: 

I get that a lot especially because I'm 6 foot 1 inches and thirteen years old (he has 

since turned fourteen), a lot of people expect me to do magical things on the 
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court. But being Black doesn’t mean anything like 5 foot 11 inch, 5 foot 8 inch 

White guys could pretty much do anything I could do on the court. I really don’t 

look at it, is it just because I'm Black…It just makes me feel like if they expect 

things, then why don’t I go ahead and just show them what I could do. If it’s not 

what they're expecting, I don’t really care because I'm not hung up on their 

expectations… (This started happening) last year (7th grade). That’s when I 

started peaking in basketball. 

Although Ishmael was cognizant that people automatically assumed he was a better 

athlete and expected him to do “magical things,” he believed that White players can do 

the same things as him. However, he also addressed how he navigated and dealt with 

those expectations by playing into them explaining that if they were good expectations, 

he embraced them and if they were undesirable expectations, he was indifferent or 

rejected them. After his initial statement, he was probed to ascertain exactly how people 

interacted with him. Ishmael began: 

They’re saying I really grew up on the court and stuff. They’re saying I was a 

savage and stuff but my dad … When I go home and tell my dad, he tells me the 

same thing every time. Don’t get your head big because once it gets too big it’s 

going to explode, and I'm going to think I'm the best thing that’s ever happened in 

sports. I really don’t listen to the expectations or the names and things. 
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People perceived Ishmael as a “savage” on the court because of his athletic ability and 

racial background. It was difficult to establish whether he was called a savage because of 

his athletic ability or racial background because the two categories overlapped 

tremendously in regards to peoples’ perceptions. Like Ishmael, Jason also explained that 

people perceived him as a superior athlete because of his racial heritage. When asked if 

people ever had expectations for you, whether good or bad, without knowing you, Jason 

responded:  

Yeah…I've been to a couple of basketball camps and people say, ‘I don't want to 

guard you, you're Black,’ and stuff like that…It doesn't mean anything. You could 

probably do me (beat me) if you wanted to. Well, no, I'm not going to say that, 

because I'm competitive and stuff. I'm not going to tell you that but I'm just like, it 

doesn't really matter. 

Jason explained that people automatically assumed he was a superior basketball player 

because he was Black. These athletic superiority beliefs related back to the literature and 

the stereotypes that emerged in regards to Jesse Owens’ Olympic success in the 1930s to 

belittle and demean Black athletic success and work ethic. Sadly, much has not changed 

even in 2015 as the same stereotypes still exist. However, Jason recognized that these 

beliefs were unfounded; he explained, if they tried, they probably could beat me, but he 

was not going to voice that because he was competitive and he chose to exploit the given 

advantage. Jason explained that people began perceiving him in this manner, “When 
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basketball was for real, it was when I was three until the 5th Grade, then it got real in the 

6th Grade and we started going to actual tournaments and stuff.” 

People began placing superior athletic expectations on Jason according to his race 

in the sixth grade. When asked if people viewed him differently, specifically because he 

was a Black athlete,	  Jason explained, “I guess they think I can jump higher, run faster. 

Yeah, really...That's it.” These superior athletic expectations based on race were rampant. 

When Christopher was asked, do people ever have good or bad expectations for you 

without knowing you, Christopher stated, “Good expectations for sports… They expect 

me to score like 30 points a game.” Christopher did not live in the same city as the other 

research participants or attend the same school, yet the racial and athletic expectations 

were the same. When asked if he scored 30 points a game, Christopher responded, “I 

don't try to.” When further probed if people had bad expectations for you without 

knowing you, Christopher responded, “I don't think so. I think they're disappointed if I do 

bad on anything (athletically).”  Daniel, like Jason and Christopher, explained that people 

automatically assumed he was a superior athlete, “I think people expect me to be good at 

basketball or sports in general, because I'm tall…Because of my race and my 

height…Yes. Everyone just expects them [Black athletes] to be good, and everyone 

should be able to dunk.” Daniel explained that Blacks were perceived to be innately 

superior athletes. Jason’s statement corresponded exactly with Daniel’s statement as to 

how Black players were perceived, “They're seen as bigger, stronger, athletic...” Jason 
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also attended a separate school than the other five participants who attended the same 

school, but he heard the same statements.  

Christopher addressed the topic of how people perceived and engaged with a 

Black male who could not play basketball: 

If I started out sucking [not playing well] and I just kept being bad. All the time 

people walk up and are just like, ‘Do you play basketball? Are you good?’ 

They're like, ‘How many points do you score,’ and all that. [Because I’m] Male 

and Black, I guess …and height. 

Once again, Christopher’s statements illuminated the high expectations placed on Black 

males in relation to basketball. Michael also discussed the possibility of not being able to 

play basketball and the ensuing treatment he would receive, “…people might make fun of 

me because usually Black people can play basketball or are good or whatever. And if I 

wasn't good, then I wouldn't fit into that type or something.”  Christopher echoed 

Michael’s statement, “If you're Black you're supposed to be good at sports. You must be 

fast.” When asked, who said those things to you? Christopher responded, 

“Peers…Everybody. Basically everyone, but mostly White [people]…The females don't 

really say anything. It is the males that play sports or don't play sports or who are 

interested in sports.” 
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The beliefs about innate superior athleticism were pervasive across cities, schools 

and sports. These beliefs were documented as early as the 1930s and were employed by 

Nazi Germany and American eugenicists and still exist currently (Kuhl, 1994). When 

asked if the stereotypes influenced his behavior, Christopher replied, “I don't care 

because I'm used to it.” When asked how long people had been stereotyping him, 

Christopher retorted, “Since elementary.”  Jason addressed the topic of race and sport, he 

began, “It was just today, too. We were doing races for free throws and I was up with this 

kid and he was like, ‘Oh, I'm going to lose, you're Black’...I guess he meant that I was 

faster than him or something.” Jason explained that he was racing a student-athlete of 

another race, who expected to lose solely because Jason was Black.   

“We're White, we know everything… We have a lot more money, unlike y’all” 

In addition to exploring the topic of racial expectations with regard to sport, the 

subject of racial expectations was investigated in respect to intellect. The expectations 

pertaining to Black males intellectual capacity were diametrically opposed to the 

seemingly positive racial expectations for sport.  

When Trevor was asked if people thought he was less of an athlete because of his 

race, Trevor responded, “No.” But when he was asked if people thought less of him as a 

Black student, he explained, “Well, my friend [a White male] plays a lot with me and my 

other friend, he was like, ‘We're White we know everything.’…I think he's just joking. 

He'll say, ‘We have a lot more money, unlike y'all.’" Trevor claimed that his White male 
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friend was joking when he made the previous statement regarding White people’s 

superior intellect and financial status. However, those same sentiments were substantiated 

by other research participants who did not claim they were jokes. The aforementioned 

statement could be construed as a racial micro aggression that Trevor did not recognize as 

he called the students who made the racial comments his friends. This experience aligned 

with the statement that Christopher’s mother made previously explaining that Christopher 

experienced racial micro aggressions but was not savvy enough to recognize them. 

Daniel was biracial (half Black and half White). His experiences and background 

provided considerable understanding to the issue of racial expectations. When asked if 

people perceived and/or treated him differently because of his biracial heritage, Daniel 

explained: 

Well, they just treat me like I'm another person, just like another one of the guys, 

White or Black or anything, they don't really care…Sometimes yes, I get treated 

like I'm only Black, but then sometimes people do recognize the White 

side…Sometimes they stereotype, because I'm half Black so they think I'm 

probably good at basketball, and then I'm really smart so they think I'm really 

smart because I'm White, or half White… Sometimes they expect them (Black 

Students) not to be smart, they expect them (Black Students) to be dumb.  
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Daniel’s explanation, unlike Trevor’s, demonstrated that these beliefs were prevalent, not 

innocent jokes. Michael also addressed the relationship between racial and intellectual 

expectations: 

Some people think ... They expect my grades to be lower (because I’m Black) 

but... Just people (male peers of other races) at school and then like if they pass 

out report cards, and they see mostly A's and B's and stuff, then they're like 

surprised sometimes.  

Low academic expectations for Black males were omnipresent. When asked if peoples’ 

lowered expectations and perceptions could influence his behavior currently in school or 

in his future career, Michael responded, “Not really. I don't think so.” This was a 

common theme with the student-athletes in the study. They often stated that racial 

expectations pertaining to their intellectual capacity held no bearing on them.  

White Men Can’t Jump, but “They Can Shoot” 

Not only were the expectations for the athletic ability and intellectual aptitude of 

Black males and males of other races conflicting, there were also divergent expectations 

and perspectives regarding Black styles of play. The topic of racialized styles of play 

within the game of basketball was explored. Oftentimes the stereotypes did not 

correspond with reality. This was exemplified by the stereotypes regarding Black players 

perceived proficiency at shooting.  
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Christopher explained how styles of play are racialized: 

At my school the stereotype is that they're (White players) just mainly 

shooters…It depends. The thing you do most. On my school on the basketball 

team there's like five Black guys on the team out of 25. On the “A”: team, Nick, 

he's a really good shooter. He's White. He's an excellent shooter. Everyone else 

that's White can really, really shoot the ball. No one that's Black can really shoot. 

I can shoot a little, but yeah. There's no Black guards. 

There were no Black guards at Christopher’s school. The only Black players were 

forwards and centers. In basketball, the best shooters were routinely guards because they 

played on the perimeter, yet the stereotype that Whites were superior shooters flourished 

at Christopher’s school. However, illogically the shooting ability of White guards was 

compared with Black centers and forwards. When asked if there was a particular White 

style of play, Dante apprehensively responded, “I wouldn't say there's a particular style 

because there are good, athletic White people. That's like ... I can't really say anything 

about that.” Dante could not articulate a particular White style. However, when 

discussing the Black style of play he was more frank, he explained: 

Um ... Usually, Black people are probably a little bit more aggressive than White 

people. So I wouldn't say it's a Black style, it's just in our blood. We're more 

aggressive than them. That's it…Okay. I'm going to have to go back, way back to 

whenever the slave ships, you know. Whenever they went to go capture us, I think 
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they got the stronger, more built Black people. As the generations passed down, 

it’s in our blood for us to be built strong. I think that's why most, a lot of White 

people are scared of Black people.  

Dante believed that Black people were more aggressive due to slavery and its effects. He 

explained Blackness in regard to a biological and not psychosocial experience in order to 

make sense of the stereotypes.  When asked who he thought were more athletic, Black or 

White people. Dante responded, “Um ... I would say it's probably equal because there's a 

lot of athletic White people out there, they just probably don't play basketball or football, 

or they probably don't do track.”  

Although he previously explained that Black people are naturally stronger due to 

the natural selection that occurred during the tumultuous Middle Passage, he seemingly 

refuted that statement by explaining White males were just as athletic as Black males; 

they merely did not choose to play basketball, football or track and that is why their 

presence in those sports was lacking. This statement alluded to more of a psychosocial 

rationale than a biological rationale contradicting his previous statement. Like Dante, 

Ishmael also addressed the differences in style of play between Black and White males. 

He explained: 

White guys are more fundamentally sound than Black guys…like they go through 

the fundamentals, they’re not going to do crossovers. I mean they’ll get you if you 

try to reach, but I mean they’re not going to do a crossover, like getting the ball, 
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going straight into triple threat, like weighing their options. But African-

Americans most of the time, they just take it to the basket and try to pull it back or 

dunk on you or something…I mean Black people, I mean saying this as a Black 

guy myself who like finesse, like, but the White people, they get the job done. 

They do whatever it takes. They’ll get dunked on but come back and hit a 3 (make 

a three point shot)…There are certain people out there like Kobe; he’s not a 

finesse player. He does what it takes but he’s rare… I mean in crunch time, if I'm 

not playing the best, I'm more of a do what it takes. I’ll take it in, but at the 

beginning, I'm a mixture pretty much. I’ll do a crossover here and there, but I’ll 

go into triple threat and take somebody off the triple threat at other times. 

Ishmael explained that White players played a different brand of basketball then Black 

players. He explained that the styles deviated where White players played a very 

methodical and technical game and Black players were more spontaneous. Additionally, 

he explained that White players were able to get the job done and did whatever was 

needed as opposed to Black players who were only sometimes willing to do that. This 

was the first unintentionally negative depiction of Black male’s athletic endeavors.  

Daniel explored this topic and he explained, “Usually when I think of a White 

player, stereotypically I think of him as a shooter.”  When asked if Black players could 

shoot. Daniel responded, “Yes, they can shoot. But when you think of African 
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Americans, you see them dunking... They're (Black players) super aggressive, and I guess 

they try to make those highlight plays and dunk on people, so.” 

Consistently, the research participants agreed that there were different styles of 

play for Black and White players. White players were stereotypically known to be 

shooters, and Black players stereotypically were keen on driving to the basket. When 

asked who he thought was the best shooter in the NBA right now, Daniel responded, “In 

the NBA? Steph Curry, Klay Thompson.” 

Although Daniel explained that White players were characterized as the best 

shooters, he named two Black players as the best shooters in the NBA, Curry and 

Thompson. When asked what a Black player played like, Christopher responded, 

“LeBron… Drive it to the basket, posterize (dunk on) people.” Christopher’s assessment 

of the Black style of play aligned precisely with the other student-athletes’ statements. I 

asked, did you feel like those stereotypes (about styles of play) were true or they were 

just stereotypes? Christopher responded, “Half and half.” He believed there was some 

validity to the statements.  

When asked if Black players could be shooters, Christopher replied, “Yup.” In 

contrast, when questioned, could White players posterize (dunk on) people or was that 

just a stereotype? Christopher responded, “Yeah, I think they can. I just haven't seen one 

yet…I know a lot of good White shooters in the NBA. I don't know any White point 

guards or people that will posterize you. I know they're mainly shooters.” Christopher’s 
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analysis rendered that Black players could do everything, shoot and drive, and he also 

believed so can White players but he just had not seen that occur.  Christopher explained, 

“I think he (Stephen Curry) is the best shooter…Yeah. I think Stephen Curry (Black 

player) is the best shooter because he shoots the most and makes it consistently. The best 

White shooter, I think, is Kyle Korver.”  Jason also weighed in on the racialized style of 

plays and beliefs within sport. He asserted:  

Really, people say they're (White people) really good shooters and stuff, and 

they're always in the gym. People say they're not athletic so they have to shoot, 

but there's this one dude (White player) on my team who's, he could take you 

(drive to the basket)! Stephen Curry, LeBron, Kyle Korver, Kyrie [are the best 

shooters].  

Jason raised an interesting point. He explained that White players were perceived as great 

shooters because they supposedly spent a lot of time practicing and had to work hard for 

results nothing was inherent. He explained people did not believe White players had 

natural ability so they had to shoot and practice for success. Paradoxically, when naming 

the best shooters in the NBA, he identified five people and only one was White, Kyle 

Korver. Michael also addressed racialized styles of play. Michael substantiated the 

beliefs of the other student-athletes with the following statement, “There's like the 

stereotype that White people can shoot and stuff…Sometimes I see that it's kind of true or 

whatever, but not really. Usually, they're [Black people] like slashers and can jump.”  
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Baseball is a White Sport 

According to the student-athletes, not only did specific styles of play have racial 

connotations but so did specific sports. Very similar to the athletic recognition theme, the 

research participants discussed how specific sports were racially categorized. The 

research participants referred to Basketball and football as “Black” sports while baseball, 

golf and soccer were most consistently referred to as “White” sports. Although they 

stipulated and categorized specific sports, they appeared uncomfortable doing so and 

engaged in the classification process with reticence. 

White Sports 

 When asked if there were sports that would be considered White sports in the 

focus group interview, Jason stated, “Tennis? I don't know.” Daniel said, “Golf. Baseball 

- there's only like 8% of African Americans in baseball right now, so.” Ishmael stated, 

“Baseball, yeah, baseball.”  Dante elaborated on his understanding of the racialization of 

sports clarifying that he did not view any sport as White: 

I wouldn't consider any sport a White sport. I would just consider sports that most 

Black or colored people don't play as a sport that we're really not a fan of. For 

example, tennis. Most Black people we don't really play tennis because it's ... 

tennis, you can't really ... tennis or soccer, you can't really play that by yourself.  
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Christopher engaged with the topic as well. He explained, “Based on stereotypes, 

yes…Golf, hockey, positions in sports…For stereotypes, quarterbacks are White, just like 

a stereotype in my school.” Christopher mentioned that golf and hockey were White 

sports but he also explained that the quarterback position was stereotypically a White 

position. Also like Dante, he did not believe that particular sports were necessarily Black 

or White. He was careful to preface each statement by articulating, “Based on 

stereotypes.” 

Similar to Christopher and Dante, Michael addressed the question, could sport be 

racialized, “Not really, but there are sports that I've seen more White people play than 

any other race. But I wouldn’t say they're "White sports". [White people play] lacrosse 

and tennis.” He insinuated that he did not believe these sports were “White,” it was just 

that the majority of players in those sports were White. Although the following quotation 

was previously used in the athletic recognition theme, it was employed once more below 

in the racial expectations theme to juxtapose the grief a Black player received for playing 

a “White” sport in order to highlight the delineation of “White” sports. Michael explained 

how people perceived him when he played baseball, “Some people question me like I’m 

not supposed to play baseball. Sometimes, like my peers, guys, Black guys specifically. 

When they find out they just act shocked…” Michael’s Black peers expressed 

astonishment when they discovered he played baseball.  

Black Sports 
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Similarly to alleged “White” sports, there were sports demarcated as “Black.” 

Research participants were asked, were there Black sports?  Uncomfortably, Jason stated, 

“Not really, but if you want me to give you an answer, then basketball and football.” 

Christopher immediately stated, “Basketball, track, football.” Daniel explained: 

Yes, there's lots of African American people in basketball and football, but not so 

much in the other ones, in baseball and golf…No, not really. Sometimes I go and 

play golf because it's fun, but then I can come and play basketball and football. 

Daniel explained that basketball and football were the sports that Black males played and 

not so much baseball or golf. He explained that he played golf leisurely but returned to 

basketball and football.  

Michael also engaged in the process of cataloguing, “People say there are Black 

sports, but I think anybody can play anything…Like basketball, and football sometimes 

(are considered Black sports).” When asked if the racialization of sport influenced the 

sports he decided to play, Michael responded, “Not really. I don't pay attention to that.” 

The research participants appeared to be more comfortable categorizing White sports 

than Black sports and did not believe these viewpoints had any influence on them. They 

also were cognizant of exactly how society racialized specific sports even if they did not 

agree with the procedure of classification. 

Theme 5: Time Devoted to Sport & Intellectual Endeavors  
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The final theme that emerged from the data was Time Devoted to Sport and 

Intellectual Endeavors. This theme was critical because it specifically addressed the 

second research question as to how the research participants navigated and made sense of 

the influences pertaining to their athletic identity and academic self-concept. The 

previous themes answered the first research question and were the ascertained influences 

related to the athletic identity and academic self-concept of the research participants; 

these themes also shed light on how the student-athletes made sense of and negotiated 

their athletic and academic biospheres. However, this theme was presented last because it 

illuminated how the athletes’ athletic identity and academic self-concept were influenced 

by the previous themes of academic recognition, athletic recognition, career and racial 

expectations and ultimately, how athletes purposely responded and how they disbursed 

their time.  

The research participants devoted a considerable amount of time to both sport and 

academics, however, the time devoted to sport significantly superseded the time spent 

studying or doing homework (not including time spent in the classroom during school 

hours). This theme was comprised of two subsections: time devoted to athletic 

undertakings and the time committed to academic endeavors. 

“I’ve devoted most of my life to basketball.” 

I attended a Reed Middle School versus Canton Middle School (pseudonyms) 

basketball game. I arrived at the start of the second quarter and Reed was already in clear 

control of the game. Dante, Michael, Daniel, Ishmael and Trevor all attended Reed and 
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played on the basketball team. Jason played for Canton Middle School. Reed was too 

strong of a team for Canton. Reed controlled the game from the onset and easily attained 

a twenty-five point lead which they maintained for the entire game. The game was rather 

uneventful as it was a blowout victory for Reed.  

However, on one particular Reed offensive possession as the fourth quarter was 

winding down, Trevor dribbled and handed the ball off to Ishmael who began dribbling 

the ball with his right hand going towards the right side of the court. Ishmael hesitated 

and danced with the ball as if he was going to continue going right and then he quickly 

crossed over (changed hands) to his left hand, changing directions and speed 

simultaneously. He beat his original defender and attacked the basket straight down the 

middle of the floor. He went up for a left hand lay-up in traffic and was bumped in mid-

air by another helping defender. It was clearly a foul but not a dirty play. However, the 

foul caused Ishmael to lose his balance and fall, landing on his left hand. While on the 

floor, he writhed in pain. After three seconds on the floor, he stood up grasping his left 

arm with his right hand while grimacing. The crowd became extremely quiet, and the 

players on both teams took a knee to show respect for Ishmael. The final two minutes of 

the game were played, and Ishmael was taken to the hospital where he was diagnosed 

with a broken wrist.   

During Ishmael’s semi-structured interview two weeks after the injury, I inquired 

how he felt about breaking his wrist and how he was responding to the injury.  
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I just think of it as an advantage honestly because when I come back I’m going to 

be stronger than I'm ever going to be because I'm going to be working harder. I 

realized that night when I went to sleep that it could happen any day, so I can’t 

take basketball for granted really, so I need to make my mark while I have my 

chance…Yes. I mean because when the doctor told me yesterday, he said there’s 

a chance my wrist could be out of place for the rest of my life. I thought he was 

saying I would never be able to shoot again, so I started tearing up honestly. But 

then he told me it’s just rotation of my wrist wouldn’t be as good as my right arm, 

but he said it will still be a strong, so I lightened up there. I could pretty much see, 

I couldn’t take it if I couldn’t play basketball anymore…I wouldn’t be able to 

handle it. People would always talk about it saying if you still would have played, 

I wouldn’t be able to handle it. I wouldn’t be able to control myself. I’d probably 

lose my temper or something. I don’t even have temper issues, but…I’ve devoted 

most of my life to basketball. I’ve devoted, I’ve done the hardest work I’ve ever 

done for basketball. I'm doing everything I can do to make it. I wouldn’t want to 

just let it all go because of an injury. (If I didn’t make it to college or professional 

basketball) I’d feel like I'm always going to say I didn’t work hard enough 

because I mean even if people who do make it, you can always work harder. But 

I'm just going to say, oh I'm just one of those players who thought could make it 

but really didn’t. I'm just going to feel like defeated honestly. 
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Ishmael broached several topics; he addressed the substantial amount of time devoted to 

the sport and how he would feel if he could never play again, devastated and depressed. 

His athletic identity was robust as he explained that he had never worked as hard for 

anything else like he had worked for basketball. The research participants expend an 

exorbitant amount of time practicing basketball. They were asked how much time they 

practiced basketball a week. 

Jason who attended Canton Middles School stated: 

Maybe six hours…We go 3:00 until 5:00, three days a week (practice with middle 

school team)…Once a week I do a group workout with a trainer…I (also) go to a 

(individual) trainer, his name's Shaun. Usually I go to those (workouts) whenever 

I can during the week. Usually, I've been kind of busy with school work and 

everything, trying to stay ahead of everything.  

Jason explained that he had six hours of team practice a week and he also worked out 

with a personal trainer. However, he had been unable to attend those workouts recently 

because he was spending more time on school work. Additionally, Jason also attended a 

Saturday ball-handling workout with a female basketball trainer for an hour and a half. I 

attended one of these workouts and conducted field notes. Both Jason and Daniel 

attended these workouts. Trevor also explained how much he practiced sport during the 

week. Unlike Ishmael and Daniel, he practiced both basketball and football during the 

week. He elaborated:  
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I work out (for football) on the weekends, and sometimes I go after school with 

my brother…after basketball practice. I (also) went to the rec (local recreation 

center) a couple days (to practice basketball), and then we have a court in our 

neighborhood, so I go there…This week, really, I didn't work out in football. I 

just did basketball because I knew we had a tournament this weekend.  

Trevor explained that he spent an inordinate amount of time practicing basketball and 

football. He often practiced both sports in the same day even after attending his school 

sanctioned basketball practice that took place five days a week. He also spent extra time 

practicing basketball the week of his semi-structured interview in preparation for a 

tournament. Like Trevor, Daniel spent a lot of time practicing basketball. Daniel and 

Trevor played on the same middle school team along with Michael, Dante and Ishmael 

where they practiced five days a week. Daniel’s semi-structured interview was conducted 

in a gym prior to a group basketball training session in South Sunny that was not 

affiliated with a team. He explained how often he practiced and did basketball specific 

training: 

This isn't really a practice, it's just training (which is) working on ball handling. 

We practice every day (for my middle school team) except for the weekends… I 

work out at the gym (cross-fit) two or three days a week… and then I have the 

(basketball) trainings on Wednesdays and Saturdays… And then I just shoot 

around at my house when I can, sometimes once or twice a week. Whenever I'm 

free. 
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Daniel expended time working on ball handling, practicing with his middle school team, 

doing cross fit, attending separate basketball training on Wednesday and Saturday and 

shooting around at his house twice a week. When asked how he balanced athletics and 

academics Daniel responded, “You have to focus on your schoolwork first, that always 

has to come first, and then sports.” 

Dante validated the five day practice schedule Daniel previously mentioned, “We 

practice on a game day (Monday during school, last period). We practice Tuesday, 

Wednesday, Thursday, Friday (after school). On Wednesday and Thursday, that's a full-

day practice. Tuesday and Friday, those are only half practices.”  Dante also discussed 

the time he spent practicing basketball outside of his middle school team’s sanctioned 

practices:  

Sometimes, I go in the garage for about an hour and a half, work on my handles 

(ball-handling), just dribbling, looking up while I dribble; stuff like that. (I play 

on) my school team and the team that I'm on, The Lions. 

Dante explained that he worked on his ball-handling for ninety minutes occasionally in 

the garage in addition to playing for his middle school and club team. All of the 

participants played for both their middle school team and a club team. Dante, Ishmael, 

Michael and Trevor all still played for The Lions. Jason and Daniel left the team and 

joined a separate team together because they felt that the new team they played for 

afforded them the opportunity to better cultivate their basketball skills. Daniel’s mother 
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stated, “This trainer is great. Daniel has improved tremendously since beginning to attend 

her workouts. He was always one of the best and tallest players, but the other guys are 

passing him up in terms of physical maturity and height, and that is not a bad thing 

because it forces him to develop his skills more so he needs this (skill development) it 

makes him better.” The decision to switch teams was contingent on the new coach, and 

the coach’s ability to better develop Daniel’s basketball skill set in comparison to the 

coach of The Lions.  

Christopher also departed from The Lions in order to find a coach and a team that 

best nurtured Christopher’s skill set “in terms of his basketball skill development” and 

also because the new team was “less expensive.” During the middle school season, 

practices for each of the club teams were sporadic due to the daily middle school 

practices and weekly games. However, the club teams still participated in weekend 

tournaments approximately once every three weeks. Ishmael also discussed and clarified 

the middle school practice schedule,  

Well we practice, we do full practice Wednesday, Thursday, but Monday it’s 

game day, we just do an hour of running through stuff. Tuesday, we do an hour in 

the weight room. Wednesday and Thursday is a full practice till 5:30 p.m. and 

Friday is just a tip for the period (half practice). 

Ishmael provided more context as he explained that not only do they practice five days a 

weeks, including games days, but they also spent time in the weight room. Christopher, 
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who attended a different middle school than the other research participants in the study, 

explained his middle school practice schedule, “We practice Monday through Friday for 

two hours every day. If I have P.E. there are 20 minutes (of free basketball play). It 

wasn't a practice but we just play… Weekends, no.” On a game day, Christopher 

explained that, “We do go over our plays and we do drills and then we have our game…” 

Christopher explicated that he practiced ten hours a week if they did not have a game. If 

his team had a game, then they had four practices totaling eight hours in addition to a 

short walk through practice on the game day.   

In addition to team practices, personal training sessions for basketball and 

weightlifting, research participants also discussed the motivation they derived to practice 

from watching ESPN and basketball videos online.  Jason explained that he watched 

basketball videos online:  

I just like some of the people on there. I really like to see who's good in the 

rankings and stuff. I like to look at that… I try to do a couple of moves that they 

do. I actually watched one dude, I think his name was Damon Harris, I watched 

some of his game films right before a game and ended up scoring 15 or 20 

(points).  

Jason watched online videos to gain inspiration and learn new moves. He explained that 

he watched one particular individual and was inspired to score 15 points. Like Jason, 

Dante explained how he improved by watching sport on television and the internet: 
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Oh, that's because I like sports, so I just watch what I like to do. My game gets 

better watching what the pros do. I can start maybe practicing some of their 

moves that'll help me in AAU (club) basketball or football for 

school…Sometimes I watch posts, but mostly I watch guards because one day I 

know I'm not going to be tall enough to be a post anymore, and I'm eventually 

going to become a guard. I watch most of their stuff. 

Dante emulated what he observed on television in order to improve his basketball game. 

He used the moves he learned in games and practices, and he also studied specific 

positions. Dante also explained another major source of motivation that he received. He 

began, “Mostly my dad (motivates me athletically)…Whenever I have a bad game and 

I'm not using the moves he's taught me to do in game situations. Sometimes if my 

confidence isn't good, he helps me with that.” Players obtained motivation from different 

varieties of media, and they also were motivated by their desire to become dominant. 

Ishmael explained why he worked hard:  

My mom, she really doesn’t expect me… she’s like all moms telling you we’re 

going to make it, but she just keeps telling me keep working harder than anybody 

else. My dad, he doesn't really talk about it, he just says, don’t get a big head 

because people tell you, you play good or anything. He just explained to me to 

keep my head focused. 
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Like Dante, Ishmael found motivation from his parents. It was important to note that 

although Ishmael’s mother supported Ishmael “making it,” she did not champion the 

success but the character skills such as work ethic. She emphasized the process not the 

outcome. This was corroborated by his mother who explained, “I encourage him to work 

hard and he does. It is his goal to make it to the NBA so I support that.”  

During the second focus group interview, Ishmael substantiated the previous facts 

and explained how they influenced his actions. When asked what it would take for him to 

be dominant in basketball, Ishmael responded, “Hard work. Practice. Reps on reps (lots 

of repetition).” Ishmael further elaborated, “Sometimes I go to the rec (recreation center) 

twice a day for two hours total. I go every morning before school. Sometimes I go with 

Dante. And if I don’t get home late from basketball practice, I go after school.” Ishmael 

practiced a great deal because he aspired to be an elite player.  Like Ishmael, Daniel also 

practiced habitually. Daniel’s focus group answer confirmed what he stated in his semi-

structured interview, “I have an outside basketball trainer twice a week, and then I have a 

basketball goal at home that I use two to three times a week.”  

In contrast to Daniel and Ishmael’s regimented and dedicated practice schedules, 

Christopher followed up during the focus group, “I do not practice often” outside of 

sanctioned team practices. During his semi-structured interview, when asked how many 

times he practiced for his club team aside from his middle school team, Christopher 

responded, “I have one practice a week for my club team. We also have a tournament in 
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Lofton (neighboring major city 60 miles south of Sunny).”  When asked how much he 

practiced individually this week personally, outside of his club or middle school 

basketball team, he responded, “Never” confirming his focus group response. Although 

all of the players participated in a lot of basketball revolving around the multiple 

practices and games for their club and middle school teams, not all participants practiced 

individually or with a personal trainer.  

Like Christopher, Michael rarely practiced outside of officially sanctioned 

workouts. When Michael was asked how many individual practices he had this week 

personally, outside of his club or middle school basketball team during a semi-structured 

interview, he responded, “None.” These interviews provided a great deal of information 

concerning the student-athletes sport participation. In addition to recording semi-

structured interviews to explore salient themes such as time devoted to basketball, a 

major aspect of this study was conducting observations. The following occurrence was 

from an observation at Sunny State University. 

Athletic Experiences 

The research participants spent a lot of time cultivating their basketball skills. In 

addition to playing the game, the student-athletes loved watching basketball. The seven 

participants and Trevor’s older cousin, Tony, attended a basketball game at Sunny State 

University. I met the players at will call before the game to give them their tickets. At the 

will call office, Daniel’s mother told me, “The boys are very excited about the game. 
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They are extremely excited about getting to tour the athletic facilities. They can’t wait to 

meet the players and coaches.” Christopher’s mother also added, “Yes, this will be great. 

They are really excited to see the practice facility.” During halftime of the game, I 

brought my academic advisor, a Black full-tenured professor, who was in attendance to 

meet the players. I informed them that he was a professor at Sunny State University. 

However, they seemed uninterested in asking him questions. Only Trevor engaged him 

and asked questions. After the game, they toured the practice gym, weight room, and 

training room with a Sunny State director of basketball operations. In contrast to their 

interaction with my advisor, while interacting with the director, all participants were 

engaged and asked questions about hard work, who the best player on the team was and 

information regarding former collegiate and professional basketball players who had 

attended Sunny State. When the director spoke, players were highly engaged and 

attentive. The players were much more engaged with the director than the professor, both 

of whom were Black males. However, in contrast to their experience with the professor, 

the student-athletes exuded academic engagement during a campus tour at Sunny State 

University.  

“Ishmael and Trevor are DINKS!” 

Akin to athletic engagement, academic engagement was explored as well. 

Academic engagement was evident when the research participants visited the Sunny State 

University campus. The research participants were brought to campus to take a campus 

tour, meet with freshman, sit in on a lecture, eat in the cafeteria and tour the football 
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facilities. The day commenced with the students attending a freshman signature course 

lecture on race, culture and politics. Before class began, the research participants met 

football players enrolled in the class. They were extremely excited and enthusiastic to 

meet collegiate athletes. They asked the players, “Who is going to be the starting 

quarterback for Sunny State next year?” They also asked, “Why did you return to school, 

why didn’t you go pro?” They took pictures on their smart phones with one very well-

known and athletically gifted player, and then they sat down for class. When class began, 

the professor explained how and why gentrification affected several minority 

communities. The professor explained that gentrification began when urban areas near 

downtown were neglected and the property value plunged. Then, buyers from outside of 

the community purchased and renovated the cheap and dilapidated properties raising 

property values. As a result of rising prices, minority families were pushed out. The 

professor explained that many White families who moved in do not want their children 

attending schools in urban environments where Black children were the majority so the 

first wave of people who gentrified the community were typically DINKS (double 

income no kids) who were either heterosexual couples without kids or homosexual 

couples. After the population of the neighborhood changes, then traditional White 

families moved in driving property values up even higher, and new schools were built 

and the remaining minorities were subtly forced out of the community because they were 

no longer able to afford increasing prices. The research participants were engaged in the 

lecture and took notes that were procured as artifacts for this study. After the lecture, the 



	   	   	  
	  

243	  

professor approached the participants and asked if they enjoyed the lecture and 

understood the course content. They responded, yes to both questions. After the professor 

left, Ishmael commented to me, “I can’t wait until we get to college. We’re going to be 

ready. We’re learning this stuff now and it already makes sense and we’re only in middle 

school. This is great.” 

The students’ attention, understanding and application of the material was further 

verified after they took a campus tour. As they were walking across campus, Daniel 

stated:  

Hey, when they start gentrifying, Ishmael and Trevor will be the first to move in! 

They’re going to be the first wave to drive all of us, the Black people out, and 

raise the prices for the neighborhood. They’re DINKS if you know what I mean. 

(Daniel was teasing Ishmael and mischievously insinuating that Trevor and 

Ishmael were homosexuals). 

When Daniel made the statement, the other participants burst into an uncontrollable rage 

of laughter. Daniel used the knowledge he gained in the classroom, and he immediately 

applied it humorously to the conversation with his peers. Although it was a joke, Daniel 

grasped what gentrification was and how it worked, and that it primarily affected Black 

people. He also understood the concept of DINKS (Double Income No Kids). This 

comprehension of gentrification was grasped by not only Daniel, but all of the other 

student-athletes who laughed and recognized exactly what he meant, illuminating their 
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intellectual capacity to not only comprehend collegic material but to think quickly and 

critically. This incidence also highlighted their classroom engagement which was 

supported by the in-depth notes that they recorded which I procured as artifacts. 

“I finish all of my work at school.” 

Since such an inordinate amount of time was devoted to athletic endeavors, it was 

critical to analyze the amount of time devoted to academics outside of the actual school 

day. Although every student-athlete in the study maintained at least a 3.6 grade point 

average except for Christopher who had a 3.0 grade point average and Trevor who had a 

2.0 grade point average, most participants insisted that they finish the majority of their 

work during school and did not study after school.  

When participants were asked if they have homework this weekend, Daniel 

responded, “No, because I finished it all in school…We have study hall between first and 

second period, or second and third period, and I try to get it all done there or in class.”  

When asked how much he studied outside of school. Daniel replied, “Not much. I just go 

over notes and recite them in my head.”  Daniel’s mother confirmed Daniel’s response. 

She explained, “Daniel is super smart. He rarely has any homework. He is able to finish 

most of it at school.”   Christopher’s experience paralleled Daniel’s statement, “I do 

academics during school. I do my homework during school and when I get home I'm 

usually finished and I don't really do anything.” Consistent with the other responses, 

Trevor responded, “No, I don't have any homework…In school I have class, because I'm 
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a student aide, so I just work and study all my stuff in there… Most of the time I do it in 

school, but sometimes I do it at home.” Trevor explained that he finished his work 

primarily at school and sometimes at home. However, his grade point average was only a 

2.0. His grandfather, Randy, discussed Trevor’s lack of emphasis on education: 

He and I have different opinions. Education is most important. He thinks football 

is most important. The only way you can be successful is if you do it with 

academics. Without academics there is no draft or college. I sit down and talk to 

him about his grades and what’s happening. I ask where do you need help. His 

focus in my opinion is not on school.  

According to his grandfather, Trevor’s academic focus was lacking and he did not spend 

enough time focusing on his grades. Regardless of the tiers of academic achievement, the 

previous statements alleged that the student-athletes rarely studied at home or completed 

school work at home and were able to complete all of their work in class. However, 

Dante had a different experience than the aforementioned three. He explained that he did 

school work at home. When asked did you have homework this weekend, Dante 

explained: 

No sir. Not really, because our teachers don't usually give us homework on the 

weekends unless we have a test on Monday. 

Dante did not typically have work on the weekends but he explained that he studied for a 

modicum of time every day on his own volition. However, if his grades were plummeting 
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his mother made him study every subject every single night. He also explained that doing 

his homework often supplanted the necessity to study. 

When Ishmael was asked, how much homework and studying he typically had on 

a regular school day, he explained: 

Well, basically I make sure to get my homework done first, but I always try to get 

my homework done in school so I have more time to go practice and be better… I 

give it about an hour to hour and a half if it’s like a big test, but if it’s a quiz I may 

know about then I’ll give it 30/45 minutes… Usually I’m outside playing 

basketball, if I don’t have homework. I’m usually outside playing basketball or at 

the rec (recreation center) four or five (days) when I can. 

Ishmael completed some work at home, however, he strived to finish it during school in 

order to have more time to practice basketball. When Dante was asked, how have you 

balanced sports and academics, Dante’s answer corresponded with Ishmael’s rationale for 

trying to complete all of his homework early in order to play sports. He began:  

First, I have to have good time management. If my teacher gives me home work, I 

can't wait till the last minute to do it. I have to finish it that day, so maybe the next 

day I'll have time to go practice by myself, or I won't have to go to tutoring after 

school to finish assignments from my teacher that should have already been 

finished. Stuff like that, so I can have more time for sports. 
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Dante focused on his time management skills specifically so that he could have more 

time to go outside and practice sports.  

When asked how often he studied, Michael, like Dante and Ishmael, studied at 

home but ahead of time and only when there was a forthcoming test, “Just whenever 

there’s a test. Like a couple times throughout the week. Ahead of time most of the time.”  

Daniel, Trevor and Christopher explained that they rarely, if ever, completed work or 

studied at home. However, Dante, Ishmael and Michael spent more time doing work at 

home. Jason attended Canton Middle School, a different public middle school than Reed 

Middle School where Daniel, Dante, Ishmael, Trevor and Michael attend, but his school 

is also in Paramo. Jason’s academic experience was different.  Jason explained: 

I have homework for like two classes a day. Two or three, yeah. I have the most 

homework in Math, Spanish and History. Probably two hours, two and a half.  I 

get home and do it… I usually have homework that's due on Monday, so probably 

I study 8 or 9 hours a week and 2 or 3 on a weekend.  

Jason devoted elongated hours to studying that mirrored the amount of time that others 

put into basketball related endeavors. His answer associated with his answer in the 

athletic recognition theme where he explained that he had not been practicing much 

because he had been focusing on his grades. 
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Supplementary to the time spent studying and completing homework, students 

were asked if they participated in tutoring outside of school or academic prep programs. 

Daniel replied:  

I'm in AVID (a class to prepare underrepresented groups for academic success in 

high school and college). It organizes you and it teaches you strategies for taking 

notes, and to be better organized…it's helped me a lot…Well, I came in in sixth 

grade, and if I wasn't in AVID I would've been terrible. But in AVID we had to 

keep our binders nice and tidy so it really helped me to see how to keep the 

binder, so I could be successful. 

Daniel explained that AVID enabled his academic success and helped him with 

organization. Other research participants discussed their extracurricular academic 

endeavors that have also helped them grow academically.  Michael stated, “For the past 

two summers, I've been going to a STEM academic camp called SciTech (pseudonym). 

[Where I learned] a lot of robotics and different ways to solve problems.” Michael 

explained that this camp was grooming him for a potential STEM career. When asked 

how else he was preparing, Michael explained, “I think the classes I'm going to be taking 

next year, as a freshman, because I picked ... You know how there's different sections 

you can choose to have your class kind of based off of? …I picked STEM-related 

classes.” Not only did Michael attend summer enrichment classes to enhance his 
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academic aptitude, he also was arranging his high school schedule to aid his STEM 

career. Dante responded to the topic of extracurricular academic activities. He explained: 

I used to whenever I was younger. Like, I went to this program called, ‘Kumon’, 

and it's a math and reading program where they give you work sheets so you can 

get ahead of where your school is; so you can be faster and faster…(for) about 

two or three years…It helped a lot. I got way faster at my math and I was reading 

better… Math is my favorite subject, and I've always been a math person because 

I'm good at thinking fast on a problem. Mostly the number problems, the word 

problems, I'm all right with that, too, but number problems, that's my best thing in 

math. I'm good at working a problem out fast using shortcuts and stuff like that. 

The ‘Kumon’ program was used to scaffold Dante’s already burgeoning mathematic and 

reading skills and propensity to do well in math. During Dante Sr.’s semi-structured 

interview, he verified his son’s statements and affirmed:  

My wife and I put him in extracurricular academic endeavors. He used to go to 

Kumon for multiple years and it helped him and his sister tremendously. 

Academic competition is just as important as athletic competition. When he was 

younger he participated in Math Triathlons, Debate team, the National Junior 

Honor’s Society and community service. In life when sport is over no one gives 

you anything you are still competing. 
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Dante’s parents placed him in both extracurricular academic programs and athletic 

programs. Their goal was to be proactive about his education and make sure that he 

competed academically akin to how he competed athletically.  Dante’s mathematical 

proclivity stemmed from his mother who received a bachelor’s of science in 

mathematics.  

Christopher’s mother explained that Christopher also has partaken in summer 

academic enrichment programs. She commented:  

I put just as much emphasis on academics as I do on sports. We miss practice and 

games with no questions asked; we don’t try to work around school. I seek out 

STEM camps just like we seek sports’ teams. He really likes theatre. I pay for 

academics like I pay for athletics. He was supposed to go to a theatre camp this 

past summer but it was too far. He attended a summer program at Greensburg 

University (pseudonym for local Historically Black College) and his school has a 

STEM summer camp that he attends. 

Christopher’s mother placed major emphasis on academic pursuits that augment his 

schooling experiences and she explained that academics take precedence over athletics. 

Similar to Christopher, Dante also missed athletics for academic endeavors. Dante 

explained:  

One day I had a math competition and I had to tell them I had to leave, skip 

seventh period, which is the athletics period where I practice basketball and 
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football and stuff like, that to go to my competition. They told me to do well and 

good luck, and that's how they found out.  

Dante stated that he missed practice for a math competition, and his coaches supported 

his decision. Christopher’s mother further elaborated on Christopher’s background and 

commitment to academic endeavors: 

I don’t doubt that he’ll pursue or get what he wants in life, but I say that because I 

was never exposed to college. My grandma was college educated. She was only 

one out of every one. I don’t think they instilled that in me. For me, it was more 

counselors. I think Christopher will be like that because he has grown up on a 

college campus so that’s what you do. Even in his middle school selection, he 

applied to magnet schools. It was like a college experience. He had to write four 

essays and fill out an application, take STAR tests, get letter of recs 

(recommendations) from teachers. He is accustomed to the college application 

process. He won’t be overwhelmed. He did it for two schools. It is ingrained in 

him, this is what you do, so I’m not worried about him. 

Christopher’s mother explained that she believed Christopher would be very successful 

academically because she has modeled the importance of education throughout her life to 

him. Christopher’s mother became pregnant with Christopher while an undergraduate 

student and still completed her bachelor’s and master’s degree. She is currently a PhD 

candidate completing her dissertation while working fulltime at Sunny State University. 

She explained that she did not have the academic standard set at home, and she acquired 
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her academic adroitness from her school counselors. However, because Christopher has 

been exposed to several academic programs, elite public charter schools and exemplars of 

academic excellence, she believed he would be extremely successful academically.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS  

This research process answered two research questions: 1. What influences shape 

the academic and athletic identity of Black male middle school basketball players? And 

2. How do Black male middle school basketball players make sense of and navigate the 

influences that shape their academic and athletic identities? This discussion will present a 

general summary of the findings, elucidate why the data is significant, impart an 

interpretation of the data thematically, identify the implications pertaining to the 

theoretical framework, illustrate how practitioners can employ the findings and lastly, 

determine how this newfound information fills the gap in the literature surrounding the 

athletic and academic identity of Black male student-athletes.  

Summary of Findings 

This research study’s initial purpose was to uncover the influences that shaped the 

academic and athletic identity of Black middle school basketball players. Through a 

yearlong instrumental case study that employed focus group interviews, semi-structured 

interviews, observations and artifact analysis from all relevant stakeholders, I discovered 

that academic recognition, athletic recognition, prospective career, and racial 

expectations affected the athletic and academic identities of the participants. Specifically, 

sociocultural and structural factors from parents, peers, society, coaches and teachers, 

influenced behavior. The second research question explored how student-athletes 

navigated and made sense of these aforementioned influences. Student-athletes managed 
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these influences by adjusting their behaviors according to racial, athletic and academic 

stereotypes and expectations. Their navigation was further illustrated by the time they 

committed to athletic and academic endeavors. The biggest influence, in these top tier 

student-athletes’ lives, was their parents, followed by coaches and then peers. In this 

study, as in the case of Trevor, if parents weren’t available, coaches and peers held the 

most influence. When race was coupled with intellectual endeavors, the expectations 

were low. Academically, the student-athletes were assumed to be subpar students 

irrespective of their socioeconomic background or academic track record which was 

exemplified by their peers’ comments, interaction with peers and societal expectations. 

However, when race was associated with sport, the expectations were high as Black 

student-athletes were positioned as stars. Student-athletes, Jason and Ishmael, altered 

their behavior when they encountered other athletes who were scared of them and viewed 

them as athletically superior. They embraced the expectations and stereotypes which 

made them feel superior athletically and they acted as such, treating their competitors as 

inferior athletes to intimidate and gain a competitive advantage.  

Racially and athletically, Black males were perceived in the same light. To be 

Black, one was consequentially assumed to be an innately superior athlete which, in the 

eyes of the student-athletes, appeared to be positive but with deeper analysis was 

deleterious. However, universal racial expectations were negative as research participants 

explained that society assumed Black males were “bad,” “dumb,” “violent” and 

“intimidating”; these beliefs influenced the manner in which the research participants 
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conducted themselves. Michael and Dante exemplified these occurrences as they 

purposely modified their behavior as a result of their knowledge of racial expectations. 

This behavior was mitigated by parental involvement and discussions.  

Athletic stereotypes permeated all facets of the student-athletes lives and exuded 

significant power. The athletic recognition the student-athletes received differed 

significantly depending on who it was coming from. For example, when recognition 

originated from parents, though they recognized athletic success in terms of statistical 

outcomes such as points and wins, they were more invested and celebratory of the 

process, working hard, resilience and perseverance, than the outcomes. In contrast, some 

coaches, most peers, and society appeared to focus solely on statistical outcomes. All of 

the student-athletes claimed that their premier desired career was one in professional 

sport, except for Michael. Although all of the students had a 3.0 or above GPA, except 

for Trevor, and a serious academic propensity stemming from their parents’ influence, 

they devoted a larger amount of time to athletic endeavors than academic pursuits.  

Why is this important? 

The findings of this study serve as a foundation to provide insight to ameliorate 

the academic outcomes of Black male athletes. The academic achievement gap is well 

documented, and Black males reside at the bottom of the divide in terms of academic 

achievement (Ladson-Billings, 2006). They are also reportedly the largest perpetrators of 

violent homicide and also victims of death by homicide (Noguera, 2003); and they are 

depicted as fatherless and incorrigible (Brown, 2011). Although Black men lead the 
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nation in homicides, both as victims and perpetrators, there are salient narratives that are 

not acknowledged or discussed. There are rarely acknowledged narratives about middle 

class and upper class Black men as well as stories pertaining to Black fatherhood and the 

lessons these fathers impart. However, while the problems are continually recorded, 

rarely are the conditions contributing to the conditions analyzed, the voices of Black men 

are not captured and the counter narratives are not explored.  

Furthermore, Black male athletes encounter two primary stereotypes (Edwards, 

1984). The dumb jock and racial inferiority stereotypes are ubiquitous, and no other 

racial group is subjected to these sentiments on a large scale societal level. The 

aforementioned violence and drug discourses are associated with working class Black 

males (Wacquant & Wilson, 1989). However, the two stereotypes concerning the 

intellectual prowess of Black males transcend social class and affect working, middle and 

upper class Black males (Edwards, 1984). The stereotypes pertaining to academic 

inferiority are documented and prevalent at the collegiate level where athletic identity is 

elevated and the academic self-concept is depressed (Harrison et al., 2011). Most 

research explores, interrogates and documents what transpires at the collegiate level for 

Black athletes in the revenue sports of basketball and football (Benson, 2000; Bimper et 

al., 2012; Bimper & Harrison, 2011; Singer, 2008), but few researchers have explored 

why, when or how these mismatched identities develop and progress in adolescence 

(Mahiri, 1991, 1998; Nasir, 2000, 2008). It is not sufficient to study the issue solely at the 

collegiate level and neglect the formative stages of adolescence, and what transpires 
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during those stages leading to collegic identities. What creates the mismatched identities 

and the achievement gap is indefinite. Collegiate basketball is explored to make sense of 

the two identities, and media and movies often reiterate a simplistic analysis that renders 

Black males as solely responsible for their depressed academic identity.  

Educators can learn a great deal through the medium of sport, as sport mirrors 

society. No other cultural forms are as salient to the Black male identity as Hip-Hop and 

basketball due to their origins, societal influences and implications (Harrison et al., 2006; 

Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002, 2003, 2004). Therefore it is critical to study basketball 

in adolescence to understand Black male youth as well as why the two identities are 

seemingly incompatible for a majority of the Black collegiate athletes playing the 

revenue sport. Both identities are compatible, however, the time constraints and pressure 

to perform often render them incompatible (Singer, 2008).  In order to unearth the 

influences on the athletic and academic identities the themes of Academic Recognition, 

Athletic Recognition, Career, Racial Expectations, & Time Devoted to Sport and 

Intellectual Endeavors, will be explored.  

Academic Recognition 

The issue of academic recognition first arose during focus group questions 

exploring academic motivation and expectations. Although the participants were most 

often not able to articulate why people had particular academic expectations for them, 

they were very cognizant of what those expectations were. Peers, teachers and coaches 

recognized Black student-athletes for poor grades. 
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Black student-athletes were given attention when their grades were subpar. This 

phenomena was epitomized by peers who checked on and made fun of their student-

athlete friends with low grades with the hope of motivating them to achieve athletic 

eligibility.  

The academic recognition findings also demonstrated that the players were not 

only recognized, but punished by teachers and coaches when they had subpar grades. 

During the focus group interview, it was determined that student-athletes were rarely, if 

ever, recognized and rewarded by their coaches for excellent grades. However, whenever 

a student struggled academically, they received considerable attention and punishment 

such as extra running, bear crawls and the task of cleaning the gymnasium floor. 

Attention for unsatisfactory grades from coaches often came in the form of punishment 

and sometimes humiliation as well. There was a very passive emphasis on grades from 

coaches, teachers and peers. Peers, coaches and teachers did not reward outstanding 

academic achievement, but they recognized deficient grades. Peers, coaches and teachers’ 

stance on academic achievement when juxtaposed with the participants’ parents’ 

perspectives was drastically different.  

Parental Academic Recognition: Positive, Negative and High 

Like peers, coaches, and teachers, parents provided attention for and punished 

subpar grades, but antithetical to coaches’ approach to academics, parents set high 

expectations for their children academically, and held them accountable to those 
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expectations. Several of the parents also rewarded academic excellence and it influenced 

the behavior of their children and their academic self-concept. The parents set high 

academic standards. When the student-athletes grades slipped slightly, they often had to 

study more and there was the possibility that sports would be taken away which was the 

case with many of the participants in the study. The parents’ messages conveyed that 

basketball privileges would be revoked before diminishing grades came close to the low 

standards that coaches set for deficient grades.  

Parents explained that they were not going to wait until students were ineligible to 

remove them from sport and their actions verified their sentiments.  Student-athletes were 

held out of practices and even games by their parents when their grades plunged. The 

parent’s behavior affected the student-athlete’s ability to play sports and affected their 

academics positively. Parental expectations were high and participants could not play 

even if they were still eligible but their grades were not deemed sufficient for their 

parents’ standards.  

Positive recognition from parents, in contrast to the sole negative form of 

recognition from coaches, set the standard high for academic achievement and also 

rewarded those behaviors. Dante, Jason, Daniel and Ishmael had the highest grades in the 

study and they all received rewards for their academic achievement from parents.  

The parents were cognizant of their child’s proclivity for sport and therefore 

created an environment conducive to both athletic and academic identities developing 
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and thriving. A strong athletic identity was not injurious but when it was the sole and 

foremost identity, it was harmful, yet if it developed together with academics, it was 

powerful. It was powerful because a high academic self-concept is critical to academic 

success (Gerardi, 1990) and the lessons imparted by sport were invaluable. Jason’s father 

bought athletic gear from Duke for his son which also represented a school that was 

academically and athletically first-class, so Jason’s father was supporting and facilitating 

the development of both identities ideologically by buying gear from a premier academic 

institution. Several of the parents recognized the relationship between athletics and 

academics and utilized their children’s athletic inclinations to motivate and bolster 

academic success. The parents are in tune with the students’ desire within sport and they 

utilize that knowledge to inspire and encourage their children. The parents are cultivating 

both identities. Several of the parents also exhibited intentional enthusiasm for academic 

achievement, purposefully celebrating and praising academic success more than athletic 

success. The distinction of where parents placed praise was critical because society 

places a sizeable emphasis on the athletic attainment of Black males to the detriment of 

their academic achievement (Ladson-Billings, 2011). Therefore, when parents exaggerate 

and overemphasize academic success they are offsetting inflated athletic identities.   

However, not all parents rewarded their children for strong academic 

performances; some parents believed setting high expectations without rewards was 

sufficient to motivate academic performance.  
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The time student-athletes devoted to academic endeavors are influenced by 

parental expectations, negative recognition and positive recognition. Students explained 

that they embraced academics immediately and passionately because their parents 

expected them to complete work well before they could practice sports. Therefore, in 

order to have more time to practice basketball, students focused on completing their 

homework during school or right after school. They were also influenced by peers, 

coaches, teachers and society’s negative recognition to pursue academics. Conversely, 

peers, coaches and society had high expectations for their athletic endeavors and they 

devoted larger amounts of time to athletics than academics outside of school. The 

student-athletes claimed that societal academic racial expectations did not influence their 

behavior but some students, Ishmael and Jason, embraced the racialized athletic 

superiority expectations. Student-athletes may devote exorbitant amounts of time to 

basketball due to their desire to become superior basketball players, consciously or 

unconsciously, fulfilling racialized expectations that deem them as superior athletes.  

Coaches’ Influence: A Missed Opportunity 

Akin to parents, teachers, peers and coaches have significant influence over 

student-athletes, yet the latter has the most power in regards to the student-athletes’ 

athletic identity. Coaches also have the ability to influence the students’ academic self-

concept but they often fail to use that power. This power is exemplified by the statements 

that indicated coaches had the power to make student-athletes work hard, to control 
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playing time and to embarrass their players. Student-athletes maintained that they feared 

their coach because of his authority and clout and as a result modified their behavior and 

work ethic according to their coaches’ desire. The players explained that the coaches’ 

power was immense and because of that power, they are willing to do what the coach 

says. However, as the players explained, that power is utilized for athletic ventures and 

not academic endeavors. Coaches hold a strong influence on the lives of the student-

athletes and depending on the coaches’ athletic expectations, the players modify their 

behavior athletically and academically to align with those expectations so they are not 

punished and can receive playing time. 

According to the players, coaches possess substantial amounts of power because 

they control playing time and discipline players through punitive activities such as towel 

sweeps (cleaning the gym), bear crawls and extra running. Two of the players, Ishmael 

and Christopher, who have two parents involved in their lives but are being raised in a 

household with their mother as the primary guardian, explained that they at times listen 

more to coaches as a result of the coaches’ influence. Unfortunately, coaches do not 

utilize this power to set high academic standards. The coaches’ focus contrasts with the 

parent’s emphasis. The parents have a larger academic focus which causes kids to 

respond and modify their behavior as exemplified by the focus group conversations. 

Players expounded on how their parents view their academic achievement. It is vividly 

apparent that the research participants love basketball and are willing to modify their 

academic behavior to be allowed to play and to improve their game so they become elite. 
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When parents threaten sport or take it away, they focus on academics so that they can 

play. Although the student-athletes still prioritize basketball, this narrative is unique 

because the parents do not employ sport to simply establish eligibility or for students to 

remain in school, but they use sport to promote and facilitate academic excellence.  

The power of academic expectations is immense. In the case of Trevor, one may 

believe that his working class and troubled familial background accounts for his 

academic struggles, and although his background does play a considerable role, so do the 

low academic expectations placed on him. All students are reaching the expectations 

placed on them. Trevor is expected to be eligible because he is a great basketball and 

football player and negative recognition occurs when he drops below the 2.0 GPA 

threshold so he resides precisely at a 2.0 currently. His experience is comparable to a 

baby fish that has the potential to grow to five feet long but is placed in a two foot by two 

foot fish tank, therefore he will not grow close to his five feet potential in comparison to 

the other students fulfilling their parent’s academic expectations. The other student-

athletes explained that their parent’s academic expectations are high and that it is not 

about eligibility. With high expectations, eligibility is naturally taken care of. As a result 

of these expectations, the players adjusted their academic comportment accordingly and 

focused on academics not only because of negative recognition, which punishes them for 

subpar academic performance, but also because positive recognition rewards them. The 

student-athletes’ parents’ actions push them away from academic mediocrity and redirect 

them towards academic excellence. One of the major influences on the student-athlete’s 
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academic self-concept is the parental system of punishment, rewards and expectations. 

These three entities, when combined, motivate the student-athletes.  

As exemplified by the research conducted at the collegiate level (Benson, 2000; 

Edwards, 1984, Harrison et al., 2011, Singer, 2008), Black student-athletes in the revenue 

sports (basketball and football) are lagging in their academic achievement and their 

academic self-concept. Additionally, at the middle school and high school level, there is 

an achievement gap for Black males in general, who trail behind all other racial 

counterparts (Aud, Fox, & KewalRamani, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Rowley & 

Bowman, 2009; Schott, 2010, Skiba et al., 2008). If coaches utilized their authority, their 

power would be immensely influential. Basketball is monumental in the eyes of the Black 

student-athletes in this study. They devoted extraordinary amounts of time to pursuing 

their athletic passions and their zealous pursuit influences what they watch on television 

and even their prospective career aspirations whether it be inside or outside of sport. It is 

paramount that teachers, like coaches, also employ a threefold focus: negative 

recognition, positive recognition and high expectations. However, coaches appear to 

occupy the best position to influence and modify academic endeavors because of their 

perceived power, but in this study they only use negative recognition rather than positive 

recognition or high expectations. Coaches use their power to promote athletic endeavors. 

Their focus for sport is narrow while their academic focus is broad and shallow.  The 

student-athletes mentioned on multiple occasions that eligibility was the priority for 



	   	   	  
	  

265	  

coaches, and they did not distinguish between the multiple existing tiers of academic 

success. 	  

Tipping Point 

The negative recognition the student-athletes received illuminates how teachers, 

coaches, peers and parents affect the academic achievement of Black male basketball 

players. There is an academic “tipping point” that occurs when a student’s grades fall 

below a 70 average. Teachers, peers and coaches become concerned when the student-

athletes fall below the tipping point. Student-athletes who have a grade below a 70 

average in any core course are automatically deemed ineligible to compete in sports. The 

teachers, coaches and players confront student-athletes about their grades when they are 

in close proximity to a 70 in order to ensure that they are eligible. Academically, if a 

student-athlete’s grade ranges from 70 to 100 percent, students are not recognized or 

provided any motivation, but if that grade falls below a 70, teachers, coaches and peers 

will motivate the players. Student-athletes explained that they only receive academic 

motivation from peers, coaches and teachers if they are failing. The only academic 

motivation from peers, coaches and teachers manifested itself when players fell below the 

tipping point which is to this researcher extremely problematic. Academic motivation 

should be ubiquitous. Student-athletes were cognizant that these aforementioned entities 

simply promoted eligibility. 
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If student-athletes thrive academically, it is atypical that they receive rewards or 

recognition from coaches, teachers or peers. There is no endorsement of academic 

excellence, only eligibility for the student-athletes. Coaches’ academic expectations are 

that students simply remain eligible so they can participate in sports. This transmits a 

message that Black student-athletes are only suitable for athletic endeavors, and there is 

no value placed on their intellectual growth. It appears that teachers simply want student-

athletes to be eligible as well, possibly, because ineligibility places a blemish on not only 

the student’s academic record but also the teacher’s teaching record. A failing upper 

echelon student-athlete, unlike a student who does not play sport, is distinct because he 

will bring attention to the teacher. Some may question why one of the best players is not 

playing in contrast to a regular student who can operate under the radar and go unnoticed.  

 This broad focus from a 70 to 100 percent average is problematic because coaches 

who wield enormous amounts of power and influence over student-athletes do not utilize 

their power to influence their students to pursue A’s. They only influence their students’ 

academic outcomes when they fall below the tipping point. The distinction between 

mediocrity and excellence is imperative because if students are merely mediocre in 

middle school, as academic difficulty increases in high school and specifically college, 

they may find it difficult to compete academically because the bar was originally set so 

low. This understanding sheds light on why Black collegiate athletes often arrive at 

colleges academically underprepared as they have been primed solely for athletic success 

where expectations are high and academic expectations are set at the tipping point. This 
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aligns not only with contemporary sensations, but even more problematic, it aligns with 

societal imaginings of a mind body duality that have deemed Black men as intellectually 

inferior but physically strong (Smith et al., 2014). This racial ideology used to justify the 

racism and racial discrimination Black men faced during the eras of slavery, Black codes 

and Jim Crow (Omi & Winant, 1994).  

Athletic recognition and motivation occurs from coaches in contrast to academic 

recognition that is nearly nonexistent from coaches. When the coaches discussed grades, 

it was only when players’ grades were subpar and a player was close to or past the 

tipping point. This is ironic because coaches wield an enormous amount of power, which 

they used athletically but not academically. The possibility of players’ expectations 

mirroring their coaches’ expectations, where there is a low and vague academic focus and 

a high and explicit athletic focus, is unsettling. Poignantly, although he has strong grades, 

above a 3.5 GPA, the following statement by Ishmael epitomized this sensation. 

Martin:  What stresses you out most about sports and why? 

Ishmael: Not performing to my abilities. 

Martin: What stresses you out most about school and why? 

Ishmael: Failing and not being able to play. 

Although Ishmael is a strong student, his athletic focus is high. He expects 

athletic excellence and if he does not achieve such, he becomes stressed. However, 
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mirroring his coaches’ low expectations, he worries about failing and not being able to 

play versus striving for academic excellence. This line of reasoning regrettably falls in 

line with what famed coach Joe Paterno stated thirty years prior: 

For fifteen years we have had a race problem. We have raped a generation and a 

half of young Black athletes. We have taken kids and sold them on bouncing a 

ball and running with a football and that being able to do things athletically was 

going to be an end in itself (Quoted in Edwards, 1984, p. 9).  

Essentially, the actions of the coaches in this study promoted a serious athletic focus and 

superficial academic focus because coaches were only affected by student-athletes who 

fell below the tipping point. Interestingly, the research participants attended three 

different public middle schools. One of the schools is in the city of Sunny; the other two 

schools are in a suburb of Sunny, Paramo, yet every coach regardless of the school, was 

described as not stressing academic excellence but simply eligibility. The only occasion 

where student-athletes received attention for their grades was when they were failing. As 

a result, student-athletes are subconsciously receiving the message that athletic 

excellence is expected and academic mediocrity is accepted and sadly, expected. This 

message is particularly deleterious when considering the audience, young Black males, 

who are currently lagging academically. Furthermore, historically and systemically they 

have been disadvantaged in educational realms (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Edwards (1984) 

explains that all athletes encounter stereotypes regarding academic inferiority yet Black 

athletes are doubly stereotyped due to stigmas pertaining to their athletic stature and 
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racial heritage. It is essential for parents to have a keen academic focus to influence their 

children’s academic undertakings, yet if a strong parental emphasis on education is 

combined with a strong academic penchant encouraged by coaches, a potent academic 

combination is created. Student-athletes with parents who are unable to devote a large 

quantity and quality of time to academics due to personal responsibilities or lack of 

cultural capital within the education institution would benefit substantially from coaches 

emphasis on academics.  

The results of this study also bring particular attention to socioeconomic class 

levels. The participants in this study are all middle class or above except for Trevor. 

Ironically, the student with the lowest academic performance is Trevor, who’s family is 

working class.   Trevor’s academic performance may be a function of expectations, 

resources and home structure as Trevor is being raised in a working class home by his 

grandfather. Readers may assume that because Trevor is financially less fortunate and has 

a harsher background and excels in sport that he or his grandparents do not care about 

education and believe his ability to sustain himself economically will come through sport. 

However, his grandfather explained that Trevor needs his education more than sport to be 

successful financially. His grandfather does not have the time or energy to engage him in 

the same ways other parents in the study do. Thus, Trevor is susceptible to the powerful 

influence and strong societal messages such as those discussed in this study towards 

Black males that focus solely on eligibility, setting the academic standard extremely low. 

Due to Trevor’s social situation, he is very vulnerable to societal expectations and 
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influences and may succumb to the low standards set by coaches, peers and teachers. 

Coaches can use the lure of sport to focus him academically. The problem that Paterno 

discussed contributes to the acute overemphasis of athletic endeavors while neglecting 

academic endeavors for Black athletes. The participants in this study have involved, 

educated and financially stable parents, who are able to weather the torrent of racialized 

athletic expectations to maintain, promote and facilitate a strong academic self-concept in 

their children. Although this may affect Black students, it is particularly devastating for 

Black student-athletes if they have parents who are uneducated and/or working long 

hours and lack the time, money or resources, to support academic undertakings.  

Black student-athletes are at a disadvantage. This disadvantage occurs and 

drastically affects Black athletes based on present and historical notions of athletic 

superiority and academic inferiority; Black athletes are perceived as inherently inferior 

due to their racial and jock status (Edwards, 1984). Internal and external pressures on 

Black males to embrace, perform and succeed athletically are so overwhelming and all-

encompassing that it is virtually necessary to exaggerate the intellectual endeavors and 

intellectual emphasis to balance academic self-concept with the athletic identity which 

takes significant time, energy and forethought. As Paterno discussed thirty years prior, 

coaches and society create and facilitate an overreliance on athletics. This overreliance is 

detrimental to Black student-athletes’ academic endeavors because it occurs as early as 

middle school, where coaches disseminate a message that narrowly focuses on athletics 

and simultaneously focuses broadly on academics without distinguishing between an A 
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and C grade and only providing motivation for students who fall below the tipping point. 

Although there are White players on the team receiving this same message, it is 

particularly deleterious for Black men due to the racial and jock stereotypes they confront 

including: the overrepresentation of Black NBA and collegiate basketball players, the 

perception that basketball is a feasible career for Black men and the dynamic role that 

basketball plays socially, historically and culturally in the lives of Black men. 

Coaches’, peers’, and teachers’ power should be used to develop and promote the 

academic self-concept of Black males. Sadly, sport is sometimes used as an excuse to set 

the standard low and settle for eligibility which handicaps students as they rise through 

the educational and athletic ranks. If students have spent their middle school and high 

school career achieving academic mediocrity and excelling athletically, once they arrive 

at a rigorous university that demands academic and athletic excellence, they will likely 

find it difficult to succeed academically because such a low academic precedence has 

previously been set. Also, even more deleterious is that often these same low 

expectations are also set for the student-athletes in college (Harrison et al., 2011) which 

indicates that college Black male athletes in the revenue sports have a supreme focus on 

sport due to internal and external forces which is detrimental to their academic identity.  

Possible Interventions 
It would be prudent for educators, coaches, peers and parents to employ a 

threefold strategy to facilitate the robust development of Black student-athletes’ academic 

self-concept by focusing on positive recognition, negative recognition and high academic 
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expectations. As with the research participants in this study, if this threefold strategy is 

employed by the different aforementioned entities, the impact will be heavily influential 

to the academic endeavors of Black youth male basketball players. Several scholars 

question whether sport is detrimental to the academic achievement or academic self-

concept of student-athletes (Harrison & Lawrence, 2003; Singer, 2008). If coaches, 

teachers and peers only use negative recognition and do not distinguish between the tiers 

of success, then sport can be treacherously detrimental to the academic self-concept 

because it teaches Black student-athletes that they are only valued and recognized for 

their athletic output. This athletic and corporeal concentration aligns with historical 

perceptions and viewpoints that see Black men within a mind body duality, a notion 

stemming from slavery that values athleticism and physicality but does not celebrate or 

support strong intellectual endeavors (Smith et al., 2014). In contrast, if sport is used 

intentionally, academic accomplishments are celebrated, and standards are set high by 

coaches and athletic peers, the academic self-concept in Black student-athletes may rise. 

Athletic Recognition 
The topic of athletic recognition was misleading. From my initial experiences, 

observing the research participants devote so much time to sport and witnessing their 

parents support these activities, I erroneously assumed some of the fathers were 

overbearing and vicariously living through their sons, pushing their sons hard with the 

sole purpose of creating elite athletes. However, I soon realized that the parents 

overarching focus was on their children’s holistic development by focusing on work 
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ethic, perseverance, competition, determination, time management and competition 

which are all skills that will make players successful in basketball but also in life, 

whereas the emphasis of peers, coaches and society was different. Athletic success for the 

parents in this study did not revolve around winning games or even personal 

achievement. The purpose of sport was to equip participants with the skills to address 

adversity. After winning a tournament, Dante Sr. explained that he wanted to see the 

players in a “dogfight” to see what was in their “heart”. He also mentioned that he 

wanted to instill perseverance in his son and was using sport to do so. Christopher’s 

mother mirrored Dante Sr.’s approach to sport. She explicitly stated she had a “different 

definition of success” and explained that success was about bouncing back from adversity 

and not whining, sulking or complaining but remaining tough. Daniel explained this as 

resilience. He discussed personally bouncing back from injury like Derrick Rose, the all-

star guard for the Chicago Bulls. His mother also explained that Daniel’s experience with 

a major injury (ACL tear) was beneficial because it caused him to focus more on school.  

Alternately, the recognition that peers, coaches and educators gave was linked to 

tangible outcomes such as points, championships, wins or a particular skill set which 

were not transferrable. Transferrable skills are essential for Black athletes’ success in life, 

especially when the focus has been so absorbed by sport because transitioning out of 

sport is different than transitioning out of a career outside of sport. For example, 

transitioning out of sport occurs at a young age while others are beginning their careers. 

Athletes also have a strong athletic identity, as evidenced by the student-athletes that 
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encapsulates their time and endeavors often leading to role engulfment and when sport is 

gone; there is a loss of identity (Adler, 1991; Singer, 2008). These athletes often feel 

“disillusioned” and perceive themselves as lacking the skills to be successful in society 

outside of sport. According to Harrison and Lawrence (2003), former Black collegiate 

athletes explained that they wished they had embraced academics more while in school. 

They also felt sport was detrimental to their transition to the workforce outside of sport 

and for Black athletes, that the transition was the most difficult (Harrison & Lawrence, 

2003). It is necessary to be proactive about transferrable skills to ensure that the transition 

out of sport is seamless. Transferrable skills are skills that are beneficial regardless of the 

context. Transferrable skills are learned in sport but can be applied to other dimensions of 

the student-athletes lives (McKnight et al., 2009). These skills are: teamwork, resilience, 

work ethic, perseverance and responsibility. These skills are highly valued inside and 

outside of sport contexts and these are the skills that the parents in this study were 

promoting. According to McKnight et al. (2009), athletes desire and respond positively 

when they see how skills from sport can be applied to other areas of their lives. 

Essentially, the parents in this study are preparing their children for careers as many 

mentioned that the same skills in sport are necessary for success in life. Parents are using 

basketball to focus students academically and to gain transferrable skills which Harrison 

and Lawrence (2003) suggest as necessary for future career success.  
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New Narratives 
This research paints a beautiful portrait of engaged Black fathers who are raising 

intellectually inclined and athletically stellar Black boys. This narrative challenges the 

ubiquitous deficient matriarchal stereotype of absent fathers, challenging the recycled 

narratives that have existed throughout American history portraying Black men in an 

unfavorable light as shiftless and unengaged fathers (Brown, 2011). It also counters the 

monolithic portrayal of Black men that situates them as all residing in the ghetto 

(Gordon, 1997; Milner, 2012). The Black male basketball specific narrative depicts all 

Black players as basketball players from the “hood” who do not have fathers, guidance, 

discipline, academic propensity or consciousness. However, this study employs CRT to 

construct and illuminate counter-narratives that display engaged Black fathers from 

working class to upper middle class backgrounds who are not only conscious of societal 

and racial conditions, but also purposefully fostering and facilitating that same 

consciousness in their sons. These athletes may not understand the historical basis for 

particular racial situations or undertones, but the majority were conscious of race and its 

impact. They were all very intelligent as demonstrated by their mental acumen and 

awareness during semi-structured interviews, GPA and observations I noted during 

campus tours. This narrative also reveals that Black men have heterogeneous experiences 

as the fathers and grandfathers in this study represent socioeconomic classes ranging 

from working class to upper middle class with all striving to enhance the athletic and 

academic identity of their sons.  For the parents, it is about the learning process that 

accompanies overcoming obstacles, competing against supreme competition and 
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developing a strong work ethic and not merely statistical outcomes such as wins and 

points scored. However, society and peers place an extraordinary emphasis on the 

statistical outcomes, such as points scored and games won, which has the ability to 

disorient the youth. The sentiments were echoed by Dante Sr. who explained that the 

work ethic and the skillset gained from basketball are transferrable because in life, even 

outside of sport, one must compete and nothing is given for free. All of the parents 

alluded to a career in basketball being a possibility but they were also very realistic and 

explained that the research participants must choose a reasonable and well thought out 

alternative. Ishmael’s father explained that, although he is succeeding in basketball, he 

must also plan for plausible careers outside of basketball. Through the medium of club 

and middle school basketball, it was apparent that basketball provided the venue to teach 

life lessons pertaining to competing and handling adversity as well as acquiring 

transferrable skills that will enable success in life. Dante’s father echoed the literature 

(Harrison & Lawrence, 2003) explaining that, in his personal experience as a professional 

and collegiate basketball player, he witnessed several Black men unable to transition out 

of sport because they only saw themselves as athletes and did not perceive themselves to 

have a transferrable skillset.   

This new narrative cannot be overemphasized because the pervasive Black 

basketball narrative deemed Black men as vibrantly playing and pursuing basketball in 

the inner-city because they were fatherless and basketball was their only viable career 

trajectory. This narrative also illustrated young Black male basketball players as simply 
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playing and reacting and not intelligently ruminating on the choices they made. Yet, these 

student-athletes were able to articulate their perceptions as well as societal perceptions 

concerning race, racial expectations and racialized styles of play. They were cognizant of 

what was occurring in their world and how to navigate it. They demonstrated the double 

consciousness that Dubois (1903) discussed a century prior. Once again using CRT, this 

study challenged the dominant narrative of the unengaged and unintelligent Black athlete, 

as five of seven student-athletes had a 3.6 GPA or above. Although they were serious 

about basketball, they were also very serious about their grades, which was not only 

evident from their GPAs but when they attended a college lecture, transcribed notes and 

were able to critically discuss the material.  The narrative of the Black basketball player 

is complex although it is most often presented in a very simplistic manner. The findings 

of this study coupled with CRT illuminated a divergent counter-narrative which 

challenged the dominant trope espousing new truths of engaged and committed fathers as 

well as Black male youth who were not from the inner city. Although these student-

athletes were not from the inner-city, they still fervently pursued the game of basketball 

even though they had several career options.  

Basketball was salient in the lives of Black men, but according to these findings 

that was not purely a result of socio-historical influences or career options. Basketball 

provided the opportunity for Black student-athletes to bond with fathers, brothers, 

cousins, mothers and male role models. Basketball also provided the medium to instill 

life lessons in a controlled environment in regards to intellect, physicality, mental 
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toughness, adaptability and perseverance that Black men deemed as essential to survival 

in this country. These new developments revealed that basketball can be employed as a 

pedagogical tool to impart lessons about manhood, life and racial experiences and 

expectations. 

Athletic recognition from peers, coaches, fans and society was based on statistical 

outcomes and not the process. This outside recognition was at times very superficial and 

tied into racially ascribed characteristics. For example, the athletes were recognized as 

superior athletes due to their racial background. Initially, this seemed like positive 

investment in the capacity of Black men when contrasted with the exceedingly low 

academic expectations. However, upon deeper analysis, it is undoubtedly problematic 

because it essentializes a group based on biological characteristics, when really the Black 

experience is a psychosocial experience (Betancourt & Lopez, 1993; Coakley 2004; 

Cunningham 2007; Eitzen & Sage, 2003; LaVeist 1996). It also makes the ability of 

“making it” seem feasible when the percentages of making it are in actuality, very low 

(Sailes, 1996). For example, Christopher believes it is easy, and although the odds are not 

much higher in baseball, Ishmael abandoned a promising career in baseball to pursue 

basketball.  

The peril commences with the essentialist claims based on biology because that 

same logic categorizes and justifies Black males as innately inferior intellectually. The 

reasoning is identical because its rationale is based off of biology and not the 

psychosocial experience and it essentializes an entire group which is imprudent. The 
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corresponding essentialization of Black males as superior athletes and dumb jocks which, 

when coupled with their racial heritage, is particularly devastating. The perception of the 

Black jock as doubly inferior aligns with the father of sport sociology, Harry Edwards’s 

seminal 1984 work that claims Black male athletes face double discrimination. It also 

resonates with Ladson-Billings (2011) who asserts that society adores Black boys in 

“narrow niches and specific slots-music, basketball, football, track” but is “less 

comfortable with them than in places like the national Honor society, the debate team, or 

the computer club” (p. 9).  Black boys are adored within the realms of basketball and 

Hip-Hop but are loathed and despised in academic arenas. This study further 

substantiates Ladson-Billings assertions.  

Racial Expectations 
Racial expectations manifested themselves in the realm of sport, relating to 

specific styles of play, particular sports, and general athletic ability. There were also 

racial expectations outside of sport. There were very vivid and distinct styles of play 

associated with Black athletes. Ishmael explained that Black players engaged in a laissez 

faire style of basketball that was unfocused in contrast to White players who were 

diligent and hardworking. He also elucidated that it was rare to find a Black player who 

was willing to work hard and “do whatever it takes” to get the job done. These beliefs 

reiterated notions that Black players were innately superior athletes and did not need to 

work hard for their own success. Paradoxically, all of the Black student-athletes in this 

study worked extremely hard to develop and cultivate their basketball ability; their talent 
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was not innate.  The statements were also ironic because they emanated from a Black 

male who appeared to be disparaging himself. The sentiments that categorized Black 

male athletes as naturally superior and lazy were problematic because these views 

originally existed to rationalize Black athletic success and simultaneously demean Black 

people.  

This concurrent celebration and degradation occurred during the 1930s era of 

Jesse Owens, when Black males were dominating Olympic track and field. Thus 

dominant society chose to devalue the Black male athletic skillset by not acknowledging 

their work ethic and claiming they were innately physically superior (Wiggins, 1989). 

These stereotypes also reinforced the Sambo fictional character that emerged during 

slavery. The Sambo character depicted Black men as unintelligent, mindless, impulsive, 

spontaneous and childlike (Wynter, 1979). This stereotype was played on by the Harlem 

Globetrotters, a team of highly skilled Black players from Chicago, Illinois who adopted 

the “Harlem” moniker to denote their Blackness. Although, they were highly skilled 

players, they did not receive critical acclaim and stardom from White masses until they 

played into the Sambo stereotype. Once they embraced the Sambo stereotype they were 

adored (Lombardo, 1978). Sadly, Ishmael’s characterization of Black players aligned 

with the Sambo character cherished by White audiences. It is critical for Black male 

student-athletes to know and learn the history of past Black athletes to ensure that they do 

not buy into these fallacious stereotypes.  
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Ishmael’s beliefs were extremely disconcerting because historically society has 

rationalized Black athletic success by stating Black men were inherently superior athletes 

in order to invalidate their work ethic and determination. The majority of the players in 

the NBA are Black (Lapchick, 2013), and they have succeeded due to their work ethic 

and determination yet their description and societal portrait is affiliated with historical 

ideologies grounded in racism and hegemony (Sailes, 1991, 1993). Hegemony operates 

by imploring marginalized groups to adopt and even promulgate the perspectives, 

perceptions and language of dominant society that belittle them (Bates, 1975) which 

Ishmael did. Hegemony becomes most efficient and effective when the dominant group 

no longer needs to espouse their beliefs because the marginalized group does it for them 

(Lears, 1985). The ideology surrounding Sambos and inherent athletic ability was created 

to rationalize and also debase Black success. Although the Sambo stereotype emerged 

over 300 years ago during slavery to justify Black’s relegated position (Hartman, 1997), 

the ideology is still consistently resurrected through basketball today (Lombardo, 1978). 

The Globetrotters employed the stereotype as a ploy to make money because when they 

played a serious brand of basketball, White fans did not want to pay to see them play. 

Sadly, without knowing it, Ishmael has placed the Sambo stereotype on contemporary 

Black players illuminating how a dominant hegemonic society operates. Ishmael 

described Black players like Sambos who were able to playfully and instinctually 

perform but lacked what it truly took to succeed in basketball which is ironic, as the best 

and most effective players in the NBA would arguably be considered virtually all Black. 
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Daniel stated, “Usually when I think of a white player, stereotypically I think of him as a 

shooter.” This statement did not align with the Sambo stereotype, however, as shooter are 

considered hard workers, it implied that work ethic and a cerebral style of play was not 

associated with Black players. Irrespective of Black success in athletics, Black athletes 

are still perceived as non-cerebral. This is problematic because Black males are 

celebrated for their athletic ability while simultaneously demeaned because their success 

is supposedly a product of their inherent ability and not their work ethic.  

The notion that stated Black players were supreme athletes was pervasive. The 

research participants’ statements describing Black styles of play referenced dunking and 

athletic ability focusing on the physicality of Black athletes instead of creativity, intellect 

and hard work. This illustrated the dichotomous and hegemonic power relations present 

when observing Black males’ behavior. When asked who he thinks is the best shooter in 

the NBA right now, Daniel responded, “In the NBA? Steph Curry, Klay Thompson.” 

Although Daniel claimed that when he thinks of Black players he thinks of dunkers, 

ironically the two best shooters he mentioned were Black.  

Similarly Christopher described Black players like, “LeBron… Drive it to the 

basket, posterize (dunk on) people.” Do you feel like those stereotypes (about styles of 

play) are true or they're just stereotypes? Christopher responded, “Half and half.” 

Christopher believes there are truth to the stereotypes but he also asserts the best shooter 

in the NBA is a Black player. Christopher stated, “I think he (Stephen Curry) is the best 
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shooter…Yeah. I think Stephen Curry is the best shooter because he shoots the most and 

makes it consistently. The best White shooter, I think, is Kyle Korver.” Once again 

ironically, Christopher believed the best shooter in the NBA was a Black player, yet he 

did not perceive Blacks as shooters. 

Jason’s analysis imparted the most insight into the issue as he recognized when 

people say White players are not athletic, they are implying White players are shooters 

and therefore are constantly in the gymnasium practicing, suggesting they have a great 

work ethic.  If White players are great shooters and work for their results, it implies that 

Black players do not work for their success, highlighting that the seemingly positive 

notions of athletic superiority are truly deleterious, demonstrating that the historical 

notions of hegemony that negatively and illogically define Black males are still 

omnipresent. 

Interestingly, all of the players were cognizant of stereotypes and expectations for 

Black and White players. They all stated that Black players were slashers and that White 

players were shooters because they are the best at that. Paradoxically, when the student-

athletes were asked who the best shooter in the NBA was, they all mentioned the names 

Black players such as Klay Thompson, Stephen Curry, LeBron James and Kyrie Irving. 

Thompson and Curry’s names were mentioned multiple times. However, Kyle Korver 

was the only White player mentioned as being one of the best shooters in the NBA. There 

is a stark contradiction present at this juncture, and the stereotype shrouds the truth 
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because when the student-athletes imagine shooters, they conjure up the image of a White 

athlete. When in actuality, they named Black players as the best shooters in the NBA, 

which exemplified the hegemony reflected in both sport and society.  

 Not only did they possess expectations for specific styles of play but also for 

specific sports. Student-athletes appeared uncomfortable naming a specific sport as a 

Black sport but they were very aware of what was expected of them as Black males. 

Many elaborated that there were not truly any “Black” sports but sports that are 

stereotypically considered Black where the majority of players are Black. The student-

athletes unequivocally stated that basketball and football and occasionally track were 

Black sports.  

The players’ understanding and acknowledgement of Black sports supported that 

the racialization of sport was due to psychosocial and not biological reasons. The 

research participants felt uncomfortable stating whether sports were Black or White 

because they felt success resulted from the emphasis that races put on particular sports. 

Michael said, “People say there are Black sports, but I think anybody can play 

anything…Like basketball, and football sometimes (are considered Black sports).” When 

asked if the racialization of particular sports influenced the sports he decided to play, 

Michael responded, “Not really. I don't pay attention to that.” Michael explained that 

racial expectations did not influence his behavior which was seemingly supported by his 

playing of baseball a sport that is considered “White”. However, the other athletes do not 
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play baseball, even when they are considered to have a high aptitude for it, as in the case 

of Ishmael. It appears that the racial expectations may influence their behavior and sport 

choice.    

Not only were there expectations for particular styles of play and sports but also 

for innate athletic ability according to race. This was illustrated by the conversations with 

the student-athletes. The student-athletes explained that there was a ubiquitous 

assumption that Black males were inherently superior athletes.  Christopher epitomized 

these sentiments, “If you’re Black you’re supposed to be good at sports. You must be 

fast.” When asked who says those things to you? Christopher responded, 

“Peers…Everybody. Basically everyone, but mostly White [people]…The females don't 

really say anything. It is the males that play sports or don't play sports or who are 

interested in sports.” 

The student-athletes’ statements supported the notion that Black males should be 

naturally better athletes and basketball players, perpetuating the same ideologies exuded 

in the athletic recognition section that suggested Blacks were inherently better athletes 

due to biology. These sentiments are problematic because they lead to identity 

foreclosure. Identity foreclosure occurs when athletes cannot see themselves outside of 

the athlete role which has negative consequences pertaining to any other facet of their 

identity and specifically their academic identity (Beamon, 2012; Harrison et al., 2011). 

This has already began to occur with Ishmael who insinuated that he would be lost 
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without sport. Several of the student-athletes expressed that they would be devastated if 

they could no longer participate in sports. This is extremely problematic and ruinous for 

Black males.  

Beamon (2012) explains that the socializing process begins during childhood 

when Black males are viewed as superior athletes and noticed for their race, size and 

speed which is perceived as a positive characteristic during that stage of life. However, as 

adults, her research participants reflected back on their childhoods and perceived this 

emphasis on their race and athleticism as negative because it was detrimental to the 

growth of other aspects of their identity. The polarizing influence that basketball has, sets 

children up for calamity by blindly embracing the athletic narrative. This was 

exemplified during Dante Sr.’s semi-structured interview. Dante Sr. played professional 

basketball overseas and explained that several of his Black teammates who seemingly 

“made it” in basketball could not cope outside of the “fictitious” life of basketball 

because they did not have other established skills or identities. The emphasis on athletics 

is not detrimental in itself, however, the accompanying societal influences and blind 

pursuit are troublesome. Beamon’s study is a seminal piece analyzing the identity 

foreclosure, academic identity and athletic identity, however, her research participants are 

adults reflecting back on their childhood experiences. Many of her research participants’ 

sentiments echo what was unearthed in this study in regards to their youthful racialized 

and athletic experiences, but this study is distinctive and vital because it captures the 
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voices during adolescence with the purpose of stopping the problem of identity 

foreclosure before it begins.  

Racialized expectations for athletic ability are documented in this study and by 

Beamon (2012). According to Jason, Ishmael and Christopher, racialized athletic 

expectations began occurring as early as fifth grade and as late as seventh grade. At this 

seventh grade stage, Ishmael was perceived to do “magical things” and also seen as a 

“savage.” Ishmael and Jason also explain that they play into the stereotypes and embrace 

them because it supports their vision of athletic success, however, by buying in they also 

subconsciously disseminate an essentialist rationale. Although the participants in this 

study are good athletes and have good size for their age, they are expected to succeed 

because of their race. This stage aligns with Cross’ (1991) racial identity scale that 

explains that there are specific time periods where student-athletes experience 

“encounters” where they are treated differently due to their racial background. Since by 

the time Black student-athletes arrive in college, their athletic and academic identities do 

not mesh, it is critical to identify when Black athletes are seen as solely athletes because 

when that happens, the athletes begin to experience low academic expectations, initiating 

the identity foreclosure process. Therefore, interventions and extra emphasis needs to be 

placed on the Black student-athletes in the fifth grade to facilitate, stimulate and motivate 

their academic self-concept not because they lack intellectual capacity, but because 

society overemphasizes their athletic identity and sets extremely low academic 

expectations. When this is coupled with the internal pressures student-athletes put on 
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themselves, the history of the misrepresentation of Black males and the seminal social, 

historical, political and economic role basketball plays in Black males lives, the influence 

of basketball is an overwhelming force, contributing to identity foreclosure. Furthermore, 

there are racial expectations not only for athletic endeavors but also intellectual 

endeavors. Unlike athletic expectations, academic expectations are extremely diminutive.  

The topic of intellectual expectations was also explored in relation to race. When 

Trevor was asked if people thought he was less of an athlete because of his race, Trevor 

responded, “No.” But when he was asked if people thought less of him as a Black 

student, he explained, “Well, my friend [a White male] plays a lot with me and my other 

friend, he was like, ‘we’re White we know everything’…I think he's just joking. He'll 

say, ‘We have a lot more money, unlike y'all.’”  Daniel is biracial and suggested that, 

“…Sometimes yes, I get treated like I'm only Black…Sometimes…they think I'm 

probably good at basketball, and then…they think I'm really smart because I'm White, or 

half White…”  

Daniel’s statement concerning other’s perceptions of him was informative 

because he was the only student in the study with a 4.0. When he thrives academically, 

his success is attributed to his White biological makeup aligning with the previously 

discussed hegemony that diminishes Black success and highlights White success. 

Michael explained that his peers expected him to have poor grades because he was Black 

and were surprised when they noticed A’s and B’s on his report cards.  
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Unmistakably and unfortunately by the eighth grade, these students are seen as 

academically deficient by society even when they get good grades.  Some student-

athletes play into the athletic stereotypes while others explain that they are indifferent. 

All of the student-athletes in the study explained that they consciously resist the inferior 

academic stereotypes, but because they are cognizant of the stereotypes, they may be 

negatively affected by stereotype threat (Steele, 1997).  

Many people would not find it absurd to assume that societal expectations 

influence the sports that people choose. For example, according to the participants in the 

study, they explained that basketball and football were definitely considered Black sports. 

Some student-athletes also mentioned track. They all explained that these expectations 

did not influence them, however, they all participated in those same three sports. Daniel 

mentioned playing an alternate sport, golf, for leisure and not competition. Ishmael used 

to play baseball and Michael still does, according to their peers and parents, they are very 

talented at the sport. However, Ishmael has decided to no longer play baseball because he 

believes he has a better chance to “make it” in basketball and he found baseball boring 

and ultimately gave it up because his arm was getting sore. He explained that he was 

worried about hurting his body in baseball. Ironically, he broke his wrist playing 

basketball and the doctor told him it may never be the same. He was notified that he may 

lose the rotation in his wrist and that there is a chance the bone may not set correctly. Yet, 

he is still pursuing basketball and cannot wait to get back out on the court. He explained 

that he was devastated because he was unable to play basketball. According to him, his 
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rationale for not playing baseball and pursuing basketball were not based off of racial 

explanations. However, it is difficult to assume that race does not influence his decision. 

He is a unique and talented anomaly in baseball; he is left handed, 6’1” and able to throw 

an 85 mph fastball at fourteen years old. Michael still plays baseball. Yet his Black peers 

were surprised and questioned why he played a “White” sport. He explicated, “Some 

people question me like I’m not supposed to play baseball. Sometimes, like my peers, 

guys. Black guys specifically. When they find out they just act shocked.” Many of the 

participants in the study claimed baseball was a “White” sport and that it was boring and 

did not have that Black star power as there were no more “Jackie Robinsons.” It is 

evident that race influenced the sports student-athletes chose, although they may not be 

cognizant of or even deny the impact race has on their decisions. Racialized sports and 

expectations coupled with the perception that Black males lack intelligence and 

concomitantly had the innate ability to play basketball, devalued and disparaged Black 

work ethic and intellect. However, the exorbitant amount of time that the student-athletes 

committed to their athletic endeavors demonstrated that their ability was not inherent but 

cultivated by their great work ethics. Once again these findings employed CRT’s counter-

narrative to challenge the ideology that Black basketball players were inherently superior. 

These findings also highlighted one of CRT’s central premises which was to refute 

colorblind ideology by exposing several underlying tensions relating to race, to contest 

the notion that the playing field was one arena that was genuinely colorblind, equitable 

and devoid of racial bias. 
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It is possibly more damaging if they deny the salience and impact of racial 

expectations on their academics because then race may unconsciously influence their 

behaviors. It was obvious that racial expectations, whether acknowledged or not, affected 

the sports Black student-athletes chose and the perceptions they held about Black athletic 

and academic ability and styles of play.  As evidenced by the scholar-athletes discussed 

in the literature review of this study, a robust academic self-concept can simultaneously 

exist with a healthy athletic identity in Black males. However, for Black male athletes, 

that academic self-concept must be intentionally cultivated, maintained, facilitated and 

protected. Expectations, media and the highly commercialized world of sport, all value 

Black males’ athletic endeavors but not their academic undertakings (Ladson-Billings, 

2011).  

Another devastating consequence that emerges from embracing the athletic 

narrative that suggests Black males are predisposed to sport and are inherently superior 

athletes, is it embraces the concept of essentialization. This is problematic because if it is 

acceptable for Blacks altogether to be considered innately more athletic, then when 

employing the same essentialist rationale, it is also appropriate to assume that Whites or 

other races can be inherently smarter. It is fallacious to assume that Black athletes are 

innately better athletes because, as explained in this literature review, race is a social 

construct (Omi & Winant, 1994). In America, race specifically is not based off of blood 

quantum, but it is a psychosocial experience and many people who are considered Black 

biologically are more or equally as White as they are Black. Yet, they are considered 
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Black according to the one drop rule and therefore are treated as such. But in the case of 

Daniel when they flourish academically they are claimed as White. It is crucial to not 

only protect Black youth from these stereotypes because if they buy into and embrace the 

narrative that deems them athletically superior, they may tacitly accept the all-

encompassing basketball narrative that they are only meant to be basketball players and 

are academically inferior which can be detrimental to their academic growth. As parents 

are seemingly the only people in this study who regularly fight to develop both identities, 

it is logical to wonder how long parental expectations can overpower societal 

expectations. 

The reality that the parents in this study were typically the sole entities devoting 

considerable time and action to developing their children’s intellect and setting high 

academic expectations was very troubling. For example, although several coaches and 

teachers espoused a rhetoric professing to value academic endeavors, a minute amount of 

action was put forth in support of these claims. The majority of the action pertaining to 

the academic enterprises of these student-athletes, from individuals other than the 

parents, was not to construct academic identities that strived for academic excellence, but 

those that flourished in and accepted mediocrity. According to the student-athletes, peers 

and society only valued their athletic endeavors and responded in a surprised manner 

when they discovered that they thrived academically. Ostensibly, parents were the only 

people promoting and endorsing academic excellence. According to the research 

participants, peers, coaches, teachers and society, often viewed Black basketball players 



	   	   	  
	  

293	  

solely through an athletic lens which was problematic when coupled with Joe Paterno’s 

comments about raping a generation of Black athletes and the overrepresentation of 

Black males in basketball because a seemingly positive imagery about Black males’ 

athletic capacity was constructed contributing to a large imbalance regarding Black 

student-athletes’ athletic identity and academic self-concept (see diagram 2). This is 

particularly troubling because Payne and Isaacs (1995) explain that after adolescence 

student-athletes turn to peers and entities outside of their families for affirmation in order 

to make sense of their world. Parents were the main individuals supporting and endorsing 

academic excellence with considerable action.  While all other entities perceived and 

treated the student-athletes exclusively as jocks, leading to a large imbalance in their 

academic and athletic worldviews. The only entities that helped to maintain some 

semblance of balance between academics and athletics were the parents. With the 

parents’ fading influence at the conclusion of adolescence and society’s preoccupation 

with the adulation of Black male basketball players, it was evident that any balance 

between athletic and academic ventures could be conceivably non-existent in the future 

(see diagram 2).  

 As explained in the literature review, basketball holds a significant place in the 

lives of Black men. However, the time committed to basketball appears to be not only 

based off of a career in sports but it is also about expectations and a psychosocial and 

sociocultural experience relating to basketball. For example, basketball plays a seminal 

role in Black male’s lives due to social, historical and political factors that are often 
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unacknowledged when discussing Black males propensity for basketball. It is 

automatically assumed that the blind pursuit is based on a monetary rationale.  

Career 
In addition to the lessons learned from competition, parents in this study stressed 

alternative careers outside of athletics. The parents do not stymie their children’s athletic 

identity, they facilitate and cultivate it, however, they also place a high premium on 

developing and cultivating their child’s academic self-concept. Similarly, while the 

parents supported their child’s desire to become a professional athlete they also endorsed 

a career outside of sport. Interestingly, many of these skills still relate to sports, as 

prospective mentioned careers include “coach” “athletic trainer” “sports’ agent/lawyer” 

and “sport reporter”. The other outside careers were scientist, doctor, entrepreneur, and 

architect. Interestingly, in rhetoric and society, coaches often claimed to support student-

athletes’ academic endeavors and holistic development but their one-sided fixation with 

sport proved otherwise. Once again, it was only the parents who supported the research 

participant’s endeavors outside of sport with action. It may be helpful to develop 

interventions, programs, classes and seminars to paint a portrait demonstrating that sport 

will end eventually, and another career is necessary. Transferrable skills must be 

developed and acknowledged. The lessons pertaining to transferrable skills cannot be 

ignored and are crucial at this middle school juncture because at the collegiate level 

athletes suffer from identity foreclosure where they cannot see themselves doing anything 

outside the realm of sport (Beamon, 2012). This aligns with Beamon’s research of Black 
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male former Division I collegiate athletes who explained, that in hindsight, they wished 

they had been exposed to and forced to explore careers outside of sport as youth. Careers 

should be emphasized where students can use their background in sport and apply their 

transferrable skills to pursue careers that are related to sports such as coaching, 

management, marketing, advertising, etc.  

Implications 
This study employed Critical Race Theory (CRT) to guide and inform it. CRT 

grounded this study’s societal, cultural, political and historical underpinnings as they 

related to race, class and gender within the realm of sport. CRT’s first tenet establishes 

the centrality of race. Race is embedded in the American constitution and legal system, as 

well as intellectual and property rights subsequently causing race and racism to be 

endemic to every facet of society. The deep-seated American racial beliefs were 

conveyed by the racial micro aggressions directed at Trevor, when his friend stated, 

“We’re White we know everything” suggesting that White people are inherently 

intellectually superior to Black people.  Like CRT proclaims, race is paramount in the 

participant’s experiences, it influenced their daily interactions and how they were 

perceived and treated. CRT also embraces and encourages an interdisciplinary approach 

which this study also employed by exploring athletics and academics in relation to 

political, social and historical issues, specifically contentious topics such as police 

brutality, discussions pertaining to the presidency, and racial trends in sport.  
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 CRT disputes claims of meritocracy, objectivity and colorblind ideology. This 

study tackles issues concerning objectivity and exposes sport’s major bias. Although 

sport is portrayed as the last true frontier embracing and promulgating ideals of 

meritocracy, this study demonstrates that sport emits, validates and facilitates the creation 

and maintenance of society’s largest stereotypes regarding racial, athletic and intellectual 

capacity as well as the deleterious ideologies regarding the work ethic of Black males.  

Some student-athletes buy into this ideology, that sport is devoid of bias such as Ishmael 

and Daniel, yet ironically they are still cognizant and conversant of the ubiquitous 

stereotypes in sport and society. The racialization of skillsets seem innocuous but the 

concept disseminates ideologies that simultaneously support notions of White work ethic 

and diligence while concurrently propagating Black stereotypes that align with historical 

notions of Black Sambos who are lazy, but naturally successful.  

 This study utilizes voice to capture the words of its participants to use as 

quotations and subsections buttressing CRT’s central premise which is to capture and 

validate the experiential knowledge of marginalized groups, in this case, Black 

adolescent males. The most important facet of this study is to promote understanding and 

the development of new knowledge bases to ameliorate societal conditions for Black 

males. Practically speaking, the knowledge produced by this study coupled with the 

implications, can be embraced by but not limited to coaches, educators and parents, to 

improve the social, political, educational and economic standing of Black males by 
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developing interventions, classes and new emphases to support growth and development 

of an academic identity that matches the athletic identity in Black men.   

According to Brewer (1993), identity develops strongest where value is placed. 

For the student-athletes, the validation they receive from sports is overwhelmingly 

greater than what they receive for academics. If you succeed where you receive 

endorsement and support, then your confidence and self-esteem grows. Brewer explicates 

that individuals are aware of their societal positioning and recognize what their 

prescribed low and high value domains are. In the case of the research participants, their 

high value domain is unmistakably sport from society, peers and coaches. From the same 

aforementioned entities, education is a low value domain. However, from their parents, 

academics are a high value domain and they are successful so they are going to continue 

to put energy into those endeavors. Likewise, because society places so much emphasis 

on their basketball playing ability and they thrive in that domain as well, they will 

continue to develop that feature of their identity. However, Trevor’s situation is 

unsettling because he has a high value domain of sport where he is successful, but his 

domain for education is not as strong and he is experiencing academic difficulty. He 

explains that he is worried about high school academics and wants a tutor.  

Therefore it is crucial, commencing in the fifth grade, to overemphasize and 

bolster the academic identity of Black male youth athletes because that is the stage when 

people begin to perceive and treat Black males solely as athletes, essentialize them as 

such and also essentialize them as poor students. Sport challenges, hinders and 
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discourages the academic identity in Black males because Black athletes may suffer from 

identity foreclosure as a result of external and internal pressures and are perceived as 

intellectually inferior due to their jock and racial status.  In fifth grade, according to the 

Black male student-athletes in this study, they were positioned as athletic juggernauts but 

academically incapable. Athletically they are empowered but academically they are 

inhibited.   

	   In order to promote the successful development of robust and healthy athletic and 

academic identities, it is crucial to be intentional about the development of Black male 

basketball players’ academic self-concept. Unlike any other racial group, Black males 

face unique conditions in relation to sport and school which often skews their identities.  

In order to facilitate the development of a healthy academic self-concept, student-athletes 

need high academic expectations, negative recognition and positive recognition. A 

program should be instituted that recognizes and rewards “A”s  with gear, tickets and 

trips to sporting events, training sessions and/or dinners acknowledging the tiers of 

academic success instead of treating a 100 and 70 percent average as the same. This 

would provide motivation for all students not only those students who fall below the 

“tipping point” and it would distinguish between the levels of success. The tipping point 

phenomenon is problematic because it conditions student-athletes to accept mediocrity 

and set low expectations.  

Lastly, a class such as “Blacks in Sport” should be developed in the 5th grade to 

introduce and implement culturally relevant knowledge that takes into account the 
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societal conditions these students encounter concerning race, racial stereotypes and 

racism to facilitate their holistic growth (Howard, 2003). These classes should focus on 

the history of past Black athletes and historical trends of “Black” sports and positions to 

explain stereotype’s origin and purpose to demystify confusion regarding racial 

influences. The students in the study were cognizant of many racial issues but did not 

know why they existed or where they came from. Additionally, the successful Black 

student-athletes of the early 1900s should be highlighted in addition to contemporary 

Black student-athletes who excel at the highest levels athletically and academically such 

as Richard Sherman, Myron Rolle and Alterraun Verner. Black athletic success should be 

celebrated but Black academic success should be celebrated doubly in order to attempt to 

balance the societal messages that overvalue Black sport participation and devalue, 

disparage and discourage Black academic endeavors.  

Coaches can emphasize academic excellence and use their power to reward the 

different tiers of success to motivate students and create a high value domain for 

academics. They can reward the students with the highest GPAs with starting roles in the 

games, athletic gear, academic excellence awards or pizza parties. Coaches can also 

punish students with lower grades with more running or towel sweeps to demonstrate that 

although while they may be eligible, low grades are unsatisfactory. For example, if a 

student has a 2.0 they have to run five suicide sprinting drills after practice, if they have a 

3.0 they have to run three suicide sprinting drills after practice, if they have a 3.5 they 

have one suicide sprinting drill and if they have a 4.0 the coach has to run one suicide 
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sprinting drill.  In addition to physical punishment, playing time and the ability to attend 

extracurricular activities such as school dances and pep rallies can be rescinded. This 

same logic can be applied to towel sweeps and cleaning the gym and will clearly 

demonstrate the coaches’ priorities and academic expectations instead of allowing a 

nebulous set of expectations where mediocrity is condoned and accepted and there is no 

distinction made between A’s, B’s and C’s. 

Teachers can also use their platform to reward and punish academic attainment in 

exactly the same spirit as the coaches, to distinguish the tiers of success. Since they are in 

the classroom their rewards need to be different and will not necessarily have an athletic 

penchant. However, teachers different from coaches can position Black student-athletes 

in a manner that is advantageous to the growth of their academic self-concept. 

Christopher explained that in the rare instances when peers asked him for help in class, 

and he was put in the position of expert, it was very gratifying and empowering. Black 

student-athletes are positioned as experts in basketball and teachers can make an 

emphasis to position them in the same fashion in class at different junctures. Putting 

Black student-athletes in positions to teach and tutor others stimulates their academic 

self-concept and positions them as capable in the classroom, comparable to how they are 

positioned on the court. Like coaches and teachers, parents should institute programs that 

set high standards punishing subpar performance and rewarding academic excellence. 

They need to be very specific in recognizing tiers of success. All three of the 

aforementioned entities need to focus on developing transferrable skills for the student-
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athletes so that their identity does not foreclose.  It is vitally important that these solutions 

are implemented no later than the fifth grade and continued until college. In conclusion, 

this instrumental case study explored the athletic and academic identities of Black male 

middle school basketball players. It was determined that academic recognition, athletic 

recognition, prospective careers and racialized expectations in relation to parents, peers, 

coaches, teachers and society all played a role in shaping their distinct identities. Student-

athletes also altered their athletic behavior in regards to societal, athletic and racial 

expectations. They also modified their academic behavior in relation to parental, peer and 

coach’s behaviors. Lastly, how the research participants navigated and made sense of 

those two identities were illuminated by the time devoted to sport and intellectual 

endeavors. It was expected that parents, peers, teachers and educators would influence 

the participants’ academic and athletic identity.  

However, it was assumed that peers would have the greatest influence athletically 

and academically, but parents and coaches had the greatest influence in those two areas. 

The research also unearthed the low academic expectations held for Black student-

athletes and how tiers of academic success are not recognized in contrast to athletic 

success which is critically evaluated and the levels of success are celebrated by peers, 

coaches and society.  

However, the evaluation of athletic success by parents is divergent as they 

celebrated skill sets such as perseverance, work ethic, resilience and competitiveness. 

Athletic expectations are high and the academic expectations are discouragingly low for 
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the Black middle school athletes based on their race. These views begin to surface as 

early as the fifth grade. Interestingly, with sports comes an academic focus that is 

extremely low. Grades are viewed simply as a vehicle to maintain eligibility and anything 

above a 70 average is acceptable to most entities except parents. These findings are 

problematic but they may explain part of the reason why Black male student-athletes 

have an inflated athletic identity and deflated academic identity by the time they reach 

college.  

Revealingly, these participants reported in fifth grade, Black male student-athletes 

are labeled and treated as superior athletes and low academic expectations are set. 

Therefore, strong and purposeful academic interventions need to occur at this stage and 

continue until college to bolster the academic self-concept of Black athletes to remedy 

the low expectations society imposes onto Black males. Almost every expectation for 

Black males is negative. Academic expectations are low, racial expectations are negative 

and athletic expectations appear to be positive but with deeper exploration, the 

supposedly biologically based essentialization of the Black student-athletes promotes 

athletic superiority while disseminating a message declaring that Black males do not have 

to work for their athletic success and are also inherently intellectually deficient. These 

sentiments neatly and conveniently align with the historically-based Sambo trope. 

 This research reveals that the influences on Black men can be moderated by 

involved parents, and coaches can also have a significant impact. However, in order to 

build academically inclined Black male student-athletes, it is necessary to create 
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programs specifically for Black males that encourage, support and facilitate their 

academic endeavors. Programs also need to educate the youth on the influences, how and 

why they have existed, and where and why historical and current perceptions function to 

dissuade Black male student-athletes from pursuing intellectual undertakings.  

 These findings challenge Ogbu’s binary of racial and academic identity that 

assumes if one embraces their Blackness they will be academically deficient and or 

opposed to school. However, these youth did not have the terminology to describe the 

racial micro aggressions and low expectations they encountered, but they were cognizant 

of the low racial expectations placed on them in regards to their academic, social and 

economic capacity. Yet, they still embraced race and resisted the detrimental stereotypes 

placed on them and flourished academically, as five of the seven retain over a 3.6 GPA. 

Disturbingly, the external expectations often categorize and label the Black student-

athletes as academically inept even while they are succeeding academically and have a 

high academic propensity.   

 This research is essential because it addresses a gap in the literature, providing 

insight and context as to what is transpiring at the collegiate level and why. It also delves 

into identity formation at the middle school level with particular attention paid to the 

athletic and academic identity of males while isolating sport (basketball) and race 

(Blacks). It was essential for this study to isolate race in order to understand Black males 

in regard to their athletic and academic endeavors which was facilitated by the first tenet 

of CRT. Few studies have examined this relationship at this age and with this population 
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previously. Other studies explore sports’ generic impact on retention, and a limited 

number of other studies isolate race and sport in a similar fashion but they do not 

specifically analyze athletic and academic identity. Not only is this research critical 

because it addresses a void in the literature, but more importantly, it provides a roadmap 

and understanding to help young Blacks achieve academically, instead of reiterating 

discussions about the achievement gap or problems in the Black community. This study 

is not problem based but solution oriented. This information provides researchers and 

practitioners the age, emphasis (tiers of success) and contextual knowledge of the 

worldview and situations Black middle male basketball players experience. Furthermore, 

CRT allowed for the capturing of voices of the youth. The student-athletes in this study 

were extremely candid, which I attributed to the relationship that I formed with each 

individual player and their families. It is critical while working with youth and minority 

communities to develop rapport and provide some form of reciprocity, which I did in the 

form of access to university lectures, games and sport facilities. I also utilized my 

basketball background and expertise to facilitate and conduct basketball training sessions. 

Prior to conducting any interviews, I shadowed the team for over six months developing 

the aforementioned relationships at the student-athletes club and middle school basketball 

games, club and middle school practices, family dinners, birthday parties and at 

university basketball games, practices, tours and lectures. This is an important 

contribution to CRT because in order to engage youth, one must build rapport and foster 

relationships with parents, in contrast to using CRT with adults who are often 
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comfortable articulating their sentiments on particular topics without established 

relationships. Lastly, the voices of the youth are often lacking from the articles and books 

discussing the state of affairs and milieus of Black male youth. CRT is distinct because it 

mandates one to capture and use the voices of its participants, which I did.  

 This research is significant because of basketball’s salience to the identity 

development of Black men. However, Hip-Hop also plays a seminal role in Black male 

youth’s lives, therefore a similar study should be conducted that explores how a Hip-Hop 

identity for Black male youth is constructed as well as how that identity influences and 

interacts with an academic identity. Additionally, although this study was enlightening, it 

should be duplicated with working class males because as Trevor’s life experience 

demonstrated, working class males face different challenges even though the societal 

messages and coaching expectations were the same for all players regardless of their 

parents’ financial standing and/or educational background. This study provides insight 

into some of the conditions working class males face, but it is not generalizable to their 

entire population. This study is limited by a small sample size unique to a middle class 

and upper middle class population. Simultaneously, because of the small size, it allowed 

for an in-depth one year analysis.  

 Practitioners need to place special emphasis on Black middle school basketball 

player’s academic endeavors because they face intellectual stigmas while they 

vehemently pursue basketball. Whether consciously or unconsciously, players pursue 

basketball because of career and sociocultural reasons connected to several significant 
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historically based events, and this pursuit aids in the solidification of their racial identity.  

By college, Black basketball players typically have inflated athletic identities and 

depressed academic identities. There are many factors, influences and entities that affect 

this phenomenon. Nowhere is it more critical than during fifth grade to make intentional 

and specific interventions for Black males because personal desire, historical factors and 

societal pressure to pursue basketball are rampant and simultaneously Black males are 

classified as non-academic. With this knowledge and understanding, it is necessary to 

engage in the following activities: create interventions to challenge and change the 

tipping point emphasis; recognize tiers of success; embrace life lessons in sport that deal 

with the process and not the outcome; focus on transferrable skill sets; develop programs, 

workshops and seminars to counter the disparaging racial connotations that are widely 

prevalent; and initiate discussions revolving around racial expectations, history and 

hegemony to provide student-athletes with a background to be cognizant of and 

understand the societal conditions they will encounter. These findings can influence 

national policy, specifically President Obama’s special initiative, My Brother’s Keeper, 

and educational programs affecting Black males. The common and contemporary 

hypothesis is to save all Black males because they are dying. However, few people are 

motivating and facilitating academic excellence as the impetus for this salvation. Policy 

should be enacted to stimulate, motivate and engage Black males while simultaneously 

overemphasizing Black academic self-concept because as this study illustrates, even 
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when Black males thrive academically, they are often pushed away from academics and 

steered to athletics by a myriad of external influences. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: Assent for Participation in Research 
 

Title: [Navigating a Convergence of Influences: Athletic and Academic Identities of 
Black Middle School Club Basketball Players.] 

 

Introduction 

You have been asked to be in a research study about [your athletic and academic identity].   
This study was explained to your [mother/father/parents/guardian] and [she/he/they] said 
that you could be in it if you want to.  We are doing this study to [understand at what age 
athletes begin to see themselves as athletes, how being an athlete relates to you being a 
student, how you pick your athletic goals, what are your athletic goals, and who are 
your role models.] 

 

What am I going to be asked to do? 

If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to  

- fill out basic information such as name, sex, age, grade point average and race 

-to complete a survey about athletic and academic identity 

-answer written response questions about athletic and academic identity 

This study will take [20 minutes a day, over the course of three days] and there will be 
[around 100] other people in this study.  

 

You [will be] be [audio] recorded.    

 

There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. 

 

Do I have to participate? 

No, participation is voluntary.  You should only be in the study if you want to.  You can even 
decide you want to be in the study now, and change your mind later.  No one will be upset. 
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If you would like to participate [you can sign this form today or after taking it home to 
review it with your parents].  You will receive a copy of this form so if you want to you can 
look at it later. 

 

You will not receive any type of payment participating in this study.  

 

 

Who will know about my participation in this research study? 

The records of this study will be kept private.  Your responses may be used for a future study 
by these researchers or other researchers. 

 

Signature 

 

Writing your name on this page means that the page was read by or to you and that you agree to 
be in the study.  If you have any questions before, after or during the study, ask the person in 
charge.  If you decide to quit the study, all you have to do is tell the person in charge. 

 

 

 

________________________________   ____________________ 

 Signature of Participant Date 
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APPENDIX B: Parental Permission for Children Participation in 
Research 

 

Title: [Navigating a Convergence of Influences: Athletic and Academic Identities of Black 
Middle School Club Basketball Players.] 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this form is to provide you (as the parent of a prospective research study 
participant) information that may affect your decision as to whether or not to let your child 
participate in this research study.  The person performing the research will describe the study 
to you and answer all your questions.  Read the information below and ask any questions you 
might have before deciding whether or not to give your permission for your child to take part. 
If you decide to let your child be involved in this study, this form will be used to record your 
permission. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

If you agree, your child will be asked to participate in a research study about [athletic and 
academic identity].  The purpose of this study is [understand at what age athletes begin to 
see themselves as athletes, how being an athlete relates to being a student, how athletes 
determine their athletic and academic goals, and what are their academic and athletic 
goals].    

 

What is my child going to be asked to do? 

If you allow your child to participate in this study, they will be asked to  

- fill out basic information such as name, sex, age, grade point average and race 

-to complete a survey about athletic and academic identity 

-answer written response questions about athletic and academic identity 

 

This study will take [20 minutes a day, over the course of three days] and there will be 
[around 100 participants] of other people in this study. 
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Your child [may] be [audio] recorded.    

 

What are the risks involved in this study? 

There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. 

 

 

What are the possible benefits of this study? 

Your child will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, [we will 
gain a greater understanding of youth athletes academic and athletic identities].   

 

Does my child have to participate? 

No, your child’s participation in this study is voluntary. Your child may decline to participate 
or to withdraw from participation at any time.  Withdrawal or refusing to participate will not 
affect their relationship with Austin Travel Basketball Team in anyway. You can agree to 
allow your child to be in the study now and change your mind later without any penalty.   

 

 

What if my child does not want to participate? 

In addition to your permission, your child must agree to participate in the study.  If your child 
does not want to participate they will not be included in the study and there will be no 
penalty.  If your child initially agrees to be in the study they can change their mind later 
without any penalty.  

 

Will there be any compensation? 

Neither you nor your child will receive any type of payment participating in this study.  

 

 

What are the confidentiality or privacy protections for my child’s participation in this 
research study? 

This study is [anonymous and confidential] and [no one will have access to the data 
except the researchers and student’s identity will be coded with fake names so that there 
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will be no link between what information students provide and their real name/identity 
(pseudonyms)].   

If you choose to participate in this study, you [may choose to be] [audio] recorded.  Any 
[audio] recordings will be stored securely and only the research team will have access to the 
recordings.  Recordings will be kept for [2 years] and then erased.  The data resulting from 
your participation may be used for future research or be made available to other researchers 
for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. 

 

Whom to contact with questions about the study?   

Prior, during or after your participation you can contact the researcher Martin Smith] at [760-
703-3551] or send an email to [mpsmith20@utexas.edu].  This study has been reviewed and 
approved by The University Institutional Review Board and the study number is [2013-11-0123]. 

  

Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 

For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you can contact, 
anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-8871 or email at 
orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  

 

Signature   

You are making a decision about allowing your child to participate in this study. Your 
signature below indicates that you have read the information provided above and have 
decided to allow them to participate in the study. If you later decide that you wish to 
withdraw your permission for your child to participate in the study you may discontinue his 
or her participation at any time.  You will be given a copy of this document. 

 

NOTE: Include the following if recording is optional:  

______   My child MAY be [audio] recorded. 

______   My child MAY NOT be [audio] recorded. 

 

 

_________________________________ 

Printed Name of Child 
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_________________________________    _________________ 

Signature of Parent(s) or Legal Guardian Date 

 

_________________________________    _________________  

Signature of Investigator      Date 
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APPENDIX C: Demographic Information (provided by parent) 
 

1) Briefly describe each parent’s educational background? 
2) Briefly describe each parent’s athletic background? 
3) What is the child’s family/home structure? (i.e. two parents, single parents, other 

caregiver) 
4) Can you list the age, height, weight and racial/ethnic background of your child?  
5) Does your child play multiple sports? Is so, please list them. 
6) What is your family’s socioeconomic status?  (low-income, middle-income, high-income 

household) 
7) What is each parent’s occupation?  
8) Does your son have siblings in or who have attended college? If so, what institutions?  
9) If they have a sibling in college do they play sports in college? Are they on athletic or 

academic scholarship? 
10) Can you please send a copy/screenshot of your child’s latest report card? 
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APPENDIX D: Focus Group Protocol 
Focus Group Questions #1 

1. What is your favorite part of playing on your club team? Least favorite?  
a. What is your favorite part of school? Least favorite part of school?  

2. At this point, what prompts you to you play club basketball? 
3. Do you think students receive more preferential treatment if they are gifted in 

school or if they are gifted athletes?  
4. How do you feel when you get an “A” on a test versus doing well (dominate/score 

a lot of pts) in a game?  
a. How do your parents respond? Peers? Teachers? Coaches? 

5. How are you perceived at school? Are you seen more as an athlete or a student? 
How do White peers see you? How do girls see you? How do your teachers see 
you? Black peers? 

6. Do people get more excited about your athletic or academic ability? Please 
provide an example.  

a. Have you ever been given special treatment because you are an athlete?  
b. Have you ever been given special treatment according to your academic 

abilities?  
7. If you were injured tomorrow and could never play competitively again, how 

would you feel?   
a. Would people view you or treat you differently?  

8. How do your coaches motivate you to work hard? How do your teachers motivate 
you to work hard?  

a. How are their motivation styles different? How are their motivation styles 
the same? Who is more effective at motivating and why?  

9. Are some people born naturally smarter than others? Are some people born 
naturally better athletes just run faster and jump higher (not taller or bigger or 
faster)? Why or why not?    

10. Why are Black players overrepresented in the NBA and seen as the best players?  
11. Out of the teams that played in the NCAA March Madness Basketball 

Tournament in 2013 65% of the Black men graduated while 90% of the White 
men graduated why do you think that is?  

12. When you watch TV what Black male professionals do you see?   
 

Focus Group Questions #2 

1. How do you get an athletic scholarship? What is an athletic scholarship?  
2. How do you get an academic scholarship? What is an academic scholarship?  
3. Do your White friends/teammates think they can become professional athletes? 

Do you think they can? Why or Why not? 
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4. Do you think Black athletes pursue sports with more vigor than White athletes? 
Why?  

5. Does sport provide economic opportunity? If so, how? 
6. Why do Black collegiate athletes graduate at lower rates than White college 

athletes?  
7. Why are there more professional basketball and football players who are Black 

than White?  
8. What are the most popular sports? Why?  
9. Do you spend more time studying after school or working out? Do you have a 

personal trainer? Personal tutor?  
10. Do you feel more comfortable on the court or in the class? Are you more 

comfortable shooting a free throw or reading in front of the class? Why?  
11. What do your parents say about your grades? Other than your parents who cares 

about your grades?  
12. How does the media portray Black athletes? Why?  
13. When you watch ESPN, what do you see?  
14. Who is your favorite teacher and why?  
15. Who is your favorite coach and why?  
16. If you’re Black and cannot play basketball well, how do people view you?  How 

would you feel? How do you think your male and female peers would treat you? 
17. What makes you more popular at school? Social skills? Sports? Academics?  
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APPENDIX E: Student-athlete Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 
Environment:  

1. What sports do you play?  
2. Who introduced you to the game of basketball?  
3. Describe your initial reason for playing? Has that reason changed? If so, why? 

Parental/family influence: 

1. What does your mother think about you playing basketball? 
2. What does your father think about you playing basketball? 
3. Are there any other family members that play basketball? 
4. Does your mother/father treat you special because you play basketball? 
5. What do your parents expect you to achieve in basketball? (Scholarship, 

professional….?) 
6. Have other members of your family expressed expectations of you in basketball? 
7. What is more important to your parents? Playing well or doing well in school? 

Explain. 

Peer influence: 

1. Does playing basketball bring you popularity or respect? If so, from who? 
a. Which peer group gives you the most respect because you play basketball?  

i. Why do you think that is?  
2. How do girls respond to the basketball players vs. other athletes? How do girls 

respond to the basketball players vs. Non-athletes? 
a. Repeat this question for peers and teachers? 

Popularity, Basketball & Academic Expectations: 

1. Describe an average school day for me.  
2. What classes do you take?  

a. Favorite class? Least favorite class?  
3. Describe a typical day after you get out of school?  
4. Describe a typical day on the weekend during the school year. What do you do?  
- (How much time do you spend studying and doing school work outside of school 

during a normal week of school?) 
5. How do your peers react when you play really well in a basketball game?  
6. How do your peers react when you make a really good grade on a test?  
7. How do your peers react when they know you are enrolled in high level (Pre-AP) 

courses?  
8. How do your peers react when they know you are playing on an elite level athletic 

team?  
9. Can you explain why there are differences or similarities in their reactions?  
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o How do your parents react when you play really well in a basketball 
game? How do your parents react when you make a really good grade 
on a test? Can you explain why there are differences or similarities in 
their reactions?  

o How do your teachers react when you play really well in a basketball 
game? How do your teachers react when you make a really good grade 
on a test? Can you explain why there are differences or similarities in 
their reactions?  

10. Do your Black peers celebrate you athletic success? If so, how?  Do your White 
peers celebrate your athletic success? If so, how?  

Level of identification with athlete role: 

11. How much do you practice basketball every week outside of your officially 
sanctioned practice? 

a. Describe your training regimen.  
b. Eating? Sleeping? Lifting weights? Jogging? Camps? Personal training?   

Level of identification with student role: 

12. How much do you study during the week outside of school? 
a. Describe what you do.  
b. Tutoring? Academic prep programs?  

13. If you tore your ACL and could never play basketball again, how would you feel?  
a. Why? 
b. How would you feel as a male who could not play basketball anymore? 

How would you feel as a Black male who could not play basketball 
anymore? Do you think your peer group would view or treat you 
differently?  

Coach’s influence  

What kind of statements does your coach make about basketball? 

1. What kind of statements does your coach make about basketball? 
a. What does he say about practicing? 
b. What does he say about your basketball potential? 

2. What kind of statements does your coach make about studying and grades?  
a. What does he say about studying? 
b. What does he say about your academic potential? 

Racial identification: 

1. What is your favorite sport to play? Why?  
2. What is your least favorite sport to play? Why?  
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3. Are their sports that you would consider White sports? Why? What sports are 
they? 

4. Are their sports that you would consider Black sports? Why? What sports are 
they?  

5. Has anyone ever said you play like a White boy?  
a. (If he answers yes) why?  
b. (If he answers no) If someone told you that would you be offended?  

6. What does a White player play like?  
7. What does a Black player play like?  
8. Have you played on teams where coaches had different expectations for Black 

and White players?  
a. Who did the coach expect to drive to the basket?  
b. Who did the coach expect to be defensive stoppers or just shoot 3s?  
c. Who did the coach expect to shoot 3s?  
d. Who did the coach expect guard the other team’s best players?  
e. If a White guy is guarding you do you assume you can take him to the 

basket?  
f. How do you feel about guarding a White player?  
g. What are your expectations about White guards? Black guards?  
h. Do you think White players are more effective at certain positions than 

others?   
i. Have you ever changed the way you played because you were a Black 

player?  
j. Would you rather play on an all-White team or all Black team, why or 

why not?  
9. Are your coaches’ expectations different for White and Black players, if so, 

explain.  
a. Where does that mind set come from?  
b. Have you ever been were treated differently because you were a Black 

player? What happened? How did you feel?  
10. Does being a good basketball player make you Blacker than someone who cannot 

play well?  
11. Are their certain activities that you would consider “Black” activities?  
12. Does playing basketball affirm your Blackness?  

a. Probe: can you explain? Please explain who influences that (peers, Whites, 
Blacks, Latinos, girls, teachers, etc.)?  

b. When did you become aware of this?  
c. Do you resist or play into this?  
d. Is this a good or bad stereotype? Please explain. 

Media/economic opportunity:  

1. What do you want to be when you grow up?  
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2. Do you identify with pro basketball players? If so, why?  
3. Does sport provide economic opportunity?  

a. Where does this message come from? What do teachers, peers, parents, 
say about opportunities through sport?  

4. When you ask a lot of youth what they want to be when they grow up they say 
professional athletes. Where does this message come from and why is it so 
prevalent? Although the odds of becoming a professional athlete are low, why do 
you still pursue it? 

5. What does it take to become a professional athlete? What does it take to become a 
<insert future profession outside of sport>?  

a. Describe each process separately.  

Scholarship: 

1. What is a scholarship?  
2. What is an academic scholarship?  
3. What is an athletic scholarship?  
4. How are the two types of scholarships different and how are the two the same?  
5. Which is easier to receive?  
6. If there was no opportunity to receive an athletic scholarship would you still play 

basketball?  
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APPENDIX F: Parent Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 
 

1. How do you balance your child’s athletic and academic endeavors?  
2. Do you recognize athletic success? If so, how?  
3. Do you recognize academic success? If so, how?  
4. What do you expect him to get out of basketball? What prompts you to support 

his athletic endeavors? 
5. Are there any lessons that you hope sport imparts into his life? 
6. What purpose do you see athletic competition serving? 
7. What purpose do you see academic competition serving? 
8. Why did you choose the particular high school your son will be attending?  
9. Why did you switch club basketball teams? 
10. What are your expectations for how far he will take athletics? 
11. What are your expectations for how far he will take academics? 
12. Do you have any worries or fears as your son enters high school? If yes, please 

explain. 
13. With the volatile racial climate surrounding the deaths of Mike Brown and 

Trayvon Martin, do you ever worry about your child’s wellbeing? 
14. Do you have any worries, fears or concerns about your son because he is a Black 

teenager? If yes, how do you deal with those issues? 
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   APPENDIX G: Diagram 1 - Void in 
the Literature 
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APPENDIX H: Diagram 2 - Racialized Academic & Athletic Expectations 

   

Parents 

ACADEMICS 

Peers,	  Coaches,	  Teachers,	  Society 

ATHLETICS 
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