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  ABSTRACT 

 
The Black Male Student Athlete Through the Prism of Sport: A Mixed Method Study 

Examining Identities, Academic Self-Concept and Experiences 

 

Albert Yves Bimper, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

Chair: Louis Harrison Jr. 

 

The Black experience throughout the history of sport has engendered 

significant transformations to the landscape and culture of both sport and society. 

However, in the present sociocultural climate of intercollegiate athletics, the 

disproportion of Black male student athletes in the revenue generating high profile 

sports have a unique experience in sport unlike their athlete and non-athlete 

counterparts. The uniqueness of these student athletes’ experiences exists in the 

ways in which they figure to negotiate their Blackness and their roles as an athlete 

and student contextualized within the current racial climate of sport culture. There 

remains a gap in existing literature and research of the conditions and lived 

experiences of Black student athletes concerning the developmental process of 

racial identity and its relationship with their athletic identities and academic self-

concepts. The present research addresses this gap of knowledge about these 

stakeholders (i.e. the Black male student athlete) in sport by conducting a mix-
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methods study exploring the issues of identities, academic self-concept, and 

developing a deeper understanding based on the experiential knowledge of 

participants. The relationships between racial and athletic identity and academic 

self-concept were examined with a participant sample of Black male college football 

players at Division 1-A universities (N=255). Additionally, a qualitative instrumental 

case study grounded by Critical Race Theory explored the experiences and 

perceptions of eleven Black male student athletes participating in high profile 

athletic programs at predominately White institutions. The research findings 

indicate at least partial evidence of a relationship between pre-encounter 

assimilationist and miseducation attitudes with academic self-concept mediated by 

an elevated athletic identity of participants. There were five themes that emerged 

from the empirical materials. The themes are presented as: Lane Assignments, 

Allegiance to the Game versus Classroom, Race Matters??, Conformity, and Still at 

Work. This research illustrates that the identity, academic self-concepts and 

experiences of the Black male student athlete in college sport is vastly impacted by 

complex sociocultural systems. Findings suggest intercollegiate athletic support 

staff should purposefully accommodate the needs and experiences of student 

athletes with culturally relevant systems of practice to enhance student athlete 

development.  
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   CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 
Intercollegiate athletics has carved out its own influential culture within the 

broader culture of sport. Just as sport has evolved into an integral part and microcosmic 

depiction of American society, college athletics serves an equally significant role for the 

college and university institutions across the United States. More often than not, a 

college or university’s athletic program is a significant contributor by and large to 

the overall livelihood of that institution (Melendez, 2008). Central to revenue 

generation and the expectant success of all of these collegiate athletic programs is 

the product in which the athletic programs can furnish in athletic competition. 

Seemingly, the talent pools of student athletes, or better yet the products of choice 

for revenue generation of these college athletic programs are disproportionately 

comprised of Black male student athletes (Lapchick, 2009). 

Of the nominal proportion of young athletes from high school that ascend to the 

collegiate level of their sport, it is evident that Black student athletes are proportionately 

over-represented and concentrated in both a limited range of and revenue generating 

sports (i.e. football and basketball: Beamon & Bell, 2006; Coakley, 2009; Hodge, 

Harrison, Burden, & Dixson, 2008; Lapchick, 2009). Although provided an 

opportunity to participate in college athletics represents a tremendous feat, the 

potential access to a quality education, while a student athlete, from many of the top 

academic institutions spanning the country is arguably a greater opportunity for 

Black student athletes. However, as Tony Dungy contends in his book, Uncommon, 
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“If there were ever areas in which we seem to have switched the price tags; it’s in 

the areas of education and athletics” (p.111). In the case of Black male student 

athletes participating in collegiate revenue generating sport, the emphasis on one’s 

athletic prowess and production towards the university’s athletic bottom line may 

often come at the expense of other relevant, vital issues and experiences related to 

Black male athletes.  

The academic performance and experiences of Black students in college has 

received an immense amount of scholarly attention for several decades. Black male 

student athletes make up a subset of Black college students and often a large proportion 

of the overall Black college student population at predominately White institutions 

(PWIs).  The concern of the general academic plight of a number of Black male student 

athletes has also generated a notable degree of scholarly inquiry and literature to address 

several related concerns. The milieu of sport culture and the compelling pressure for 

student athletes to commit to their sport versus any comparable pressure to invest 

in academics has vastly influenced the experiences of Black student athletes (Adler 

& Adler, 1991; Benson, 2000; Comeaux & Harrison, 2007; Edwards, 1984; Parham, 

1996; Singer, 2008). As a result, replicating athletic proficiency in the classroom has 

commonly been a difficult task for many Black male student athletes. Despite a dearth 

of research examining culturally pertinent psychosocial processes of Black male 

student athletes (e.g. Melendez, 2008; Steinfeldt, Reed, & Steinfeldt, 2010), a critical 

analysis of Black male athletes experiences in sport culture and in academic settings 

may have vast implications for unveiling greater understanding about the link 
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between sport culture, pertinent psychosocial constructs and academic 

performance. In an effort to examine culturally relevant psychosocial processes 

related to construction of Black male student athletes, this study explores their 

experiences and the relationships between perceptions of racial identity attitudes, 

athletic identity, and academic self-concept. 

The Study of Black Athletes 

Blacks’ integration in the sport domain has spawned an extensive line of 

research that examines the intersection of race and sport. The early junctures of 

examining this crossroad revolved around notions of genetic differences between 

racial group members (Cobb, 1934, 1942; Metheny, 1939). The beliefs and research 

that attempted to position race as a genetic variable contributing to the 

achievements of Black athletes are widely inconclusive (Sailes, 1991, 1993; Wiggins, 

1989). The construct of race is deemed a more socially constructed factor than 

biological (Sellers et al., 1998) supported by notable evidence showing the 

variations within racial groupings have been found to exceed the differences found 

between racial groups (Betancourt & Lopez, 1993; Zuckerman, 1990). Thus, a 

heightened consideration to culturally pertinent aspects of ethnic and/or racial 

groups may allow for those interested to ascertain more constructive 

understandings of behavior associated with racial groups (Betancourt & Lopez, 

1993). 
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The majority of current research and literature centered on Black athletes 

has progressed beyond the unsubstantiated and tenuous assertions of biological 

dissimilarities (e.g. Entine, 2000) posed to account for the differences between 

athletes from different racial groups. Contemporary literature on the intersections 

of race and sport, with regard to Black populations in sport, have focused on other 

issues concerning Black student athletes such as socialization processes, stereotype 

beliefs, the dispositions of race relations, and Black student athletes experience in 

various contexts (Comeaux & Harrison, 2007; Demo & Hughes, 1990; Harrison, 

2001; Hodge et al., 2008; Simons, Bosworth, Fujita, & Jensen, 2007). In spite of the 

progressive trends to investigate Black student athletes experiences in the sport 

realm, a limited body of research has yielded fruitful knowledge of psychological 

variables within social contexts related to sport participation. 

Examining the culturally relevant psychosocial variables pertinent to Black 

student athletes may assist scholars, coaches, support staff, and those that work 

closely with these student athletes to comprehend Black student athletes self-

perceptions and -concepts associated with potential antecedents that relate and 

even predict future behavior and choices. In an article published over twenty years 

ago, Duda and Allison (1990) contend that despite an array of other sport related 

disciplines recognizing the role of race toward behavior, there is a major gap in the 

psychological sport literature regarding the criticality of race for student athletes of 

ethnic and racialized groups. Recognizing the limitations in sport literature, Duda 

and Allison (1990) assert: 
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The failure to consider such variability among and between ethnic 

minorities not only diminishes the importance of their experiences within 

the sport/exercise domain but also leaves the theoretical understanding 

of the human condition in these contexts biased and distorted at best (pg. 

115). 

 

Considering the knowledge gaps regarding ethnic minority sport participants 

and germane to the present study, perceptions of identity are explored to better 

understand Black student athletes’ experiences in sport.  

Identity 

Identity is described as a composition of meanings attached to the various 

roles in which one operates constituting one’s self (Stryker, 1968; Stryker & Burke, 

2000). The concept of self is constructed via the process of social interaction, 

evaluation, and reflective interpretations (Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934; Stryker, 1968) 

culminating in individuals constructing identities that are both multifaceted and 

multilayered. The various identities of an individual are reflected in a perceived 

salience hierarchy of identities (Stryker, 1968; Stryker & Burke, 2000).  

A reality faced by Black student athletes is that they are both Black and an 

athlete. That is, they must learn to negotiate the social meanings and perceptions 

assigned to these roles while assembling their own identities and concepts of self. 
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Accordingly, Black student athletes that have ascended to elite levels of sport have 

likely constructed at least two identities over some period of time relevant to being 

Black in society and fulfilling the athlete role; their racial identity and athletic 

identity. To be Black and a jock in our society can often invoke racialized and social 

stereotypes (Edwards, 1984; Harrison, 2001; Sailes, 1993). As Black student 

athletes are encapsulated in sport culture and often inundated with explicit and 

implicit stereotypes of their race and athlete role, either negative or positive, their 

definitions of self are largely impacted by their social environment, social and self-

stereotyping, and reflective interpretations of what it means to be Black and an 

athlete.  

The way in which individuals construct meanings in accordance to race can 

be influential toward their definitions of self and other interrelated matters. Based 

on the historical contexts of race relations within the United States and in particular 

of the sport domain, the implications of race and its connotations are conceivably 

quite salient concerning Black individuals. For these reasons, concern for self- and 

group-identification has been a popular strand of research for understanding Black 

people in various contexts (Cross, 1971, 1991, 1995; Jackson, 2001; Parham & 

Helms, 1981, 1985; Sellers et al., 1997; Sellers et al., 1998; Yip, Seaton, & Sellers, 

2006).  



 

 7 

Racial Identity 

Racial identity is delineated by a developmental process of defining self in 

reference to a group’s collective identity situated in the belief of being apart of a 

racialized group (Demo & Hughes, 1990; Helms & Cook, 1999; Tatum, 1997). The 

line of research focused on Black racial identity has been seemingly slow to 

permeate into disciplines of sport research. Congruent with a significant portion of 

sport research focused on psychosocial variables, Betancourt and Lopez (1993) 

assert ethnic research appears to be more apt toward description than exploring 

ethnic related theory. In an effort to examine racial identity attitudes of Black 

student athletes, Cross’s (1971, 1991, 1995) theoretical model of Nigrescence will be 

employed as a theoretical framework to yield gainful knowledge of this culturally 

pertinent psychosocial variable.  

Cross (1971) defines nigrescence as Blacks’ developmental process of 

constructing self-definitions of what it means to be Black. Conceived in the midst of 

Blacks trying to secure civil rights in the United States, the nigrescence model was 

developed to outline the psychological changes within the transitional process 

toward identifying as Black. Subjected to psychometric review and progressive 

conceptualizations (e.g. Cross, 1991, 1995; Vandiver, Cross, Worrell, & Fhagen-

Smith, 2002), the current model of nigrescence has been updated to reflect current 

attitude clusters within the various stages.  

The pre-encounter stage is characterized as a person having a perspective of 

the world around them with an absence of Black or as anti-Black. The encounter 
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stage is briefly described as an event or series of events that troubles one’s current 

worldview perspective and encourages a journey to discover the meaning of being 

Black. One being an intensive consumer of what is considered apart of Blackness 

and possessing a more anti-White attitude characterizes the immersion-emersion 

stage. Internalization is typified by one’s resolved and internalized sense of their 

Black racial identity. Sport culture is a fertile environment for Black student athletes 

to construct their definitions of self (Bimper & Harrison, in press). The current 

expanded model of nigrescence (Vandiver et al., 2002) allows for a viable theoretical 

scaffold to elucidate their Black racial identity beliefs and development. 

Athletic Identity 

The constant engagement in the athlete role can also have vast implications 

on the definition of self. Stryker and Serpe (1982, 1994) contend the salience of an 

identity is fundamentally influenced by the notion of commitment. An individual’s 

commitment to a role identity, such as being an athlete, can strengthen the salience 

of that identity. Many Black student athletes are socialized into sport at an early age 

(Beamon & Bell, 2006; Harris, 1994; Lomax, 2000). As student athletes age in sport 

and progress to more competitive levels of their sport, their degree of commitment 

to their respective sport increases. In a recent study, Singer (2008) interviewed a 

number of Black student athletes fortunate enough to compete in an elite level 

college football program. The participants of this study reported that their 

expectations to attend team meetings, film sessions, lifting and conditioning 
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workouts, and other schedule game preparations constituted high levels of 

commitment towards their sport and the athlete role.  

Past literature and anecdotal evidence support findings of rigorous time 

constraints for student-athletes (Anderson, 1990; Benson, 2000; Brown, Glastetter-

Fender, & Shelton, 2000). Supported by existing literature, Singer (2008) contends 

the time demands on student athletes can have detrimental effects, especially in 

case of Black student athletes. Black student athletes’ commitment to hone their 

athletic skills and talents can influence their self-identification as an athlete and as a 

student. Athletic identity is distinguished as the degree to which an individual self-

identifies with the role of an athlete (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993). As 

athletes are engulfed in a sport culture riddled with evaluation and degrees of 

exaltation (Melendez, 2008), their constructed meanings and reflections about what 

is means to be an athlete and the capabilities as students becomes increasingly 

relevant to their academic achievement. 

Black student athletes’ identification as athletes can be shaped by the 

socialization apropos their communities, coaches, athlete and non-athlete peers, and 

media. The intensive recruiting process from early athletic talent identification to 

the procession line on collegiate campuses and athletic venues relays meaningful 

information about one’s self as an athlete. Once Black student athletes arrive on 

campuses they enter into a network of athletic support staffs, booster, and fans that 

also relay meaningful information about one’s identity as an athlete. Heightened 

athletic identity salience can be advantageous for student athletes. Student athletes 
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possessing increased athletic identity salience may benefit from positive affective 

perceptions and athletic triumphs (Horton & Mack, 2000). Nevertheless, the 

dominance of an athletic identity salience can also have notably negative effects on 

behavior choices, psychosocial factors, and alternative identities (Brown et al., 2003; 

Horton & Mack, 2000; Webb et al., 1998). 

However, existing literature examining athletic identity is limited concerning 

the uniqueness of the experience as Black student athletes. Recently emerging 

studies have been instrumental in spurring endeavors to fill knowledge gaps about 

athletic identity in relation to Black sport participants (e.g. Brown et al., 2003; 

Harrison, Sailes, Rotich, & Bimper, 2011; Steinfeldt et al., 2010). Studies such as 

these have propelled race beyond an oversimplified demographic variable toward a 

variable telling of a culturally relevant psychosocial functionality of race in the sport 

context. Coinciding with the aim of the present study, Harrison and colleagues 

(2002) postulate how an athletic identity salience and Black racial development 

evolve in chorus, yet in parallel fashion. Harrison and colleagues suggest that Black 

student athletes’ identification with being Black and an athlete coexist with one 

another. Moreover, they, using the Cross’s nigrescence theory, conceptualize that 

these two salient identities are interrelated. The authors argue that an exalted 

athletic identity may mask one’s racial identity in a way that possibly encroaches on 

their racial identity development. 
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Target of Research 

Building upon existing relevant literate such as Harrison and colleagues 

(2002) conceptualization of the intersection between race and sport and prior 

research, the goals of the present study are two-fold in an effort to include a mixed-

methodology for collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data. The utility of a mix-

method approach for the present research is not to replace the data gathered within 

one research paradigm with another, rather it is intended to complement the two 

with a breadth of collected data to be understood (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

First, the present study aims to empirically examine the relationship of Black 

male collegiate student athletes’ academic performances with Black racial identity 

attitudes, athletic identity, and academic self-concept. More specifically, the present 

study consists of investigating the relationship between Black racial identity 

attitudes and academic self-concept mediated by athletic identity.  

The second aim of the present study is to qualitatively explore Black student 

athletes perception of identity, development, and experiences with regard to race as 

an athlete. Targeting perceptions of identity through qualitative strategies allows 

for both the participants and researcher to engage in an informing dialogue 

canvassing the gradation of beliefs, development, and subtle nuances obvious and 

unobvious, which influence salient identities and their experiences in sport. The 

qualitative data provides the researcher with a richer understanding of the 

psychosocial relationships and processes at work outside the scope of the opposing 

research approach.  
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Statement of the Problem 

 An individual’s concept of self can be drastically influenced by their 

participation in sport culture. Sport culture’s effects on one’s self-concept is 

especially important to understand when considering the significant disproportion 

of Black student athletes involved in sport, particularly in elite level revenue 

generating sports. The development of how Black student athletes create meaning 

of and define themselves is likely to be influenced by their social interactions, role as 

an athlete, and reflective evaluations of their educational experiences. The culture of 

sport frequently nurtures one to develop an elevated athletic identity in 

accentuating degrees at elite levels. So what effect does an inflated athletic identity 

have on Black student athletes’ racial identity development? Societal perceptions 

related to racial categories are often translated into Black student athletes being 

undisputedly in possession of athletic prowess, yet concurrently suffering from 

depressed intellect and intellectual capability. Is there any effect on perspectives 

concerning race and their skills and abilities as a student?  Perceptions of issues 

related to race may become distorted and misguided as Black student athletes 

continue to participate in sport (Brown et al., 2003) and athletic identity potentially 

moves to the forefront of their self-identification.  What effect then does sport have 

on the relationships between pertinent psychosocial variables of Black male student 

athletes with academic self-concepts, and even their perceptions of race and racism? 
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Justification for Research 

The following research inquiry is based on several premises. To begin with, 

there have been many great strides taken in pursuit of racial equity, eliminating 

segregation and discrimination, and creating spaces accessible for Black populations 

in sport since Jackie Robinson’s break through of the racialized color barrier in 

sport. In the present day at many PWIs with highly competitive athletic departments 

you are likely to find a Black student athlete participating in an NCAA intercollegiate 

sport for that institution. Even more so, it would not be uncommon to find many of 

these Black student athletes competing for that institution to be concentrated in the 

revenue generating sports. Many within the Black community perceive sport as a 

viable means of upward mobility.  However, the precipitous over-representation of 

Black sport participants in particular sports evokes an examination of the 

intersection of this contemporary and historically racialized group and their 

engagement with sport.  

Sport often illustrates a microcosmic depiction of our larger society (Coakley, 

2009; Frey & Eitzen, 1991). Despite any and all strides made on the racial 

battlefront for Blacks in sport, many of the same issues with regard to race and 

racism continue to persist in more covert manners than the sport era of yesterday.  

The many spheres of our society are riddled with the undertones of race and racism. 

Therefore, the venue of sport is not excluded from the existing influence of race and 

racism. This research is thus an imperative step towards acknowledging the ever-

present intersection of race and sport with intent to investigate the effects that 
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participation in sport culture has on Black sport participants’ self-perceptions and 

identity development.   

Another rationale for the present research is the need to explore the 

complexity of student athlete identities. Several scholars have devoted an extensive 

amount of research and literature focused on issues of identity related to Black 

populations (e.g. Cross, 1991; Parham & Helms, 1985; Sellers et al., 1998). However, 

less is known of the complexity of identity issues with regard to Black student 

athletes.  It is irresponsible and problematic to accept a notion that Black student 

athletes posses a monolithic identity as an athlete. The present research builds upon 

existing identity literature to investigate not only the developmental process of 

identity, but also the relationships of self-perceptions and the effects of the covert 

presence of racial issues intertwined into the lives of Black student athletes 

participating in NCAA intercollegiate sport.  

A significant body of extant research has highlighted many elements 

contributing to the unique experiences and plight of Black student athletes who 

have ascended to the collegiate level of their respective sport. Much of this literature 

illustrates the contribution to the experiences and academic plight of Black student 

athletes are furnished through systemic and interpersonal relationships. Addressing 

the development of a healthy overall and academic self-concept through lenses of 

identity and race play an integral part in accessing the holistic development and 

needs of Black student athletes. This said, an investigation of the perceptions of 

racial and athletic identity relating to academic self-concept and performance and a 
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critical examination of student athlete perceptions of race and racism in sport 

culture will likely help to unravel some of the complexities of Black male student 

athletes’ unique experiences within sport culture. 

Significance of Research 

The present study is significant for several reasons. The inquiries this study 

poses yield useful knowledge regarding ongoing culturally relevant psychosocial 

processes specific to Black student athletes. This research benefits the research of 

Black student athletes by examining more proximal psychosocial constructs that 

possibly play an influential role in Black student athletes’ perceptions and 

experiences. By using culturally sensitive theories, the present study better 

elucidates cultural aspects that play significant roles in the lives of Blacks student 

athletes as well as uncovers how participation in NCAA intercollegiate sport culture 

effects people of color. Examination of racial identity attitudes within a sport 

context helps to bridge the knowledge gaps in the narrow extant literature of the 

intersections of race and sport. Although existing research on the experiences of 

Black student athletes has produced an increased understanding of these 

individuals in sport, there remains limited comprehension of how participation in 

sport culture might influence key aspects of identity, sociocultural understandings, 

and related perceptions by Black student athletes.   

Emergent data from the present study will potentially further the utility and 

advancement of Black racial identity theory as it relates to the sport domain. This 



 

 16 

study is significant due the purposes set forth to empirically investigate Black racial 

identity development within the context of sport, which is considerably germane to 

an over-represented proportion of Black student athletes. Investigating Black 

student athletes’ process of nigrescence and its relation to other psychosocial 

variables sheds light on the importance of the their experiences throughout sport. 

Furthermore, due to the under-researched issues concerning Blacks in much of 

sport related research disciplines, and in spite of Blacks’ disproportionately large 

presence in particular sports, this study addresses relevant psychosocial aspects of 

race beyond that of a mere demographic variable. Conducting this study with only 

Black student athlete participants versus doing a comparative analysis is 

purposefully executed to address the complexity of culturally pertinent Black racial 

identity development.  

The present study also contributes to research on athletic identity. There is a 

dearth of research including athletic identity with a keen focus on race. Thus, the 

present study seeks to advance athletic identity literature by examining the relation 

that one’s athletic identity might have on racial identity development and associated 

self-perceptions. 

Finally, this research provides a contribution to educational literature 

concerning the academic self-beliefs and performance of many Black student 

athletes. Understanding the salience and influence of racial and athletic identity for 

these student athletes can inform educators in constructing pedagogical strategies 

that make connections between their cultural contexts, engagement in sport culture, 
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multiple identities, and academic performance.  This study is notable for educational 

stakeholders working closely with Black student athletes to provide an 

emancipatory education that encourages athletes to explore their multiple identities 

and develop stronger academic self-concepts.  

Theoretical Foundation 

The self is constructed of multiple identities (Stryker, 1968, 1987; Stryker & 

Burke, 2000; Stryker & Serpe, 1982, 1994). Hogg, Terry, and White (1995) explain 

that individuals’ behavior in relation to a role in which they carry out in society can 

persuade one’s identification of their self. Germane to the present research, Black 

students concept of self may strongly relate to their role as an athlete. Due to the 

mixed methodology utilized, multiple theoretical frameworks are employed as a 

basis to conducting the present research.  First, the quantitative inquiry will be 

grounded in Cross’s (1971, 1991, 1995) theoretical model of Black racial identity 

development, nigrescence. Nigrescence describes the process as one moves through 

and between theorized stages towards their adoption of a Black worldview. The 

usefulness of nigrescence theory in the present study permits a model for 

understanding how the cultural element of Black racial identity is perceived and 

develops within Black male student athletes.  

The framework of Critical Race Theory (CRT) grounds the qualitative inquiry 

of the present study. CRT is a viable framework to develop a rich understanding and 

illustration of African American student athletes’ beliefs and experiences. CRT was 
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developed out of scholarship rooted in legal studies (Delgado & Stefancic, 1993, 

1994; Matsuda, 1995; Tate, 1997). A major component to analyzing race and racism 

in various contexts using CRT involves the use of narratives and counter-storytelling 

by individuals (Delgado, 1989; Ladson-Billings, 1998). Therefore the use of CRT 

might allow this research to be informed of race and racism in the sport context 

through the voices of Black student athlete participants.  

In addition to CRT, nigrescence theory will also be used as a foundation to 

the qualitative inquiry of this research project. CRT is useful a frame for collecting, 

analyzing and interpreting data collected from participants. Similarly, the model of 

nigrescence is useful with regard to extrapolating participant perceptions of their 

racial identity attitudes and interpreting their responses to understand their racial 

identity development. The combination of these theoretical frameworks provides a 

useful tool to carve out a sense of the relationships between alternate identities and 

race and racism in sport. Further explanation of the theoretical frameworks 

discussed in this section will be given in chapter two of this dissertation. 

Guiding Questions 

The task of trying to understand the intricacy and consequential effects of 

race as it coincides with sport in our society is quite challenging.  However, it is 

necessary to embark on this journey of inquiry if we are to inch closer towards a 

substantive and comprehensive understanding of the role that sport plays in the 

lives of Black student athletes (see Figure 1). Considering the current proportion of 
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the Black student athlete population and their seemingly funneled participation 

toward revenue generating sports, questions about race and the developmental 

status of Black student athletes is considerably warranted.  Therefore, the following 

overarching questions guided the trajectory of this research: 

1) How can psychosocial and academic relationships be further examined 

of Black student athletes engaged in NCAA intercollegiate revenue-

generating sport? 

Furthermore, inquiry of the present research asks,  

2) How do Black student athletes experience being a student athlete and 

what are the implications on their identity development and academic 

self-concept.   
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Figure 1. Black Student Athlete Experience. 
 
This picture captures a Black Student athlete (i.e. Cam Newton during an 
Auburn University football game) venerated by White Auburn football fans. 
The image represents the relationship of the current racial climate of society, 
sport culture, and the potential identity development of Black student athletes. 
What does it mean to be Black in this context? To what degree might this Black 
student athlete’s athletic identity develop? Do Black student athletes feel as 
competent in the classroom as they do before a crowd like this? For context, 
the University of Auburn is a predominately White university in the state of 
Alabama. The storyline and imagery conveyed in this picture seems in drastic 
contrast to the historic storyline of a state at the fore of historic segregation 
and discrimination of Blacks. Even in Alabama these days, White fans nearly 
idealize and venerate the Black student athlete for his athletic prowess. The 
following research attempts to deconstruct and further understand the reality 
of the Black student athlete experience illustrated by this image. 
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  CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
The dilemmas that Black individuals face and must negotiate within their 

spaces in sport are plentiful. Existing literature points to a broad array of issues 

related to the experiences of Blacks in sport. There are some staggering revelations 

of Black sport participants that are commonly used as a catalyst towards critical 

analysis and informative conversations about Blacks in sport. It is important that a 

baseline of understanding is established to justify the necessity of examining the 

convergence of Black people with sport culture. 

The advent of discussion about Black sport participants often stems from the 

disproportion of Blacks’ representation in sport. A brief assessment of the 

disparities in sport at this point is not intended to rehash an arguably overstated 

phenomenon concerning Black student athletes. On the contrary, highlighting the 

over-representation of Black athletes in sport is essential in the deconstruction and 

productive examination of the status and experiences of Black student athletes. 

According to Lapchick (2009), Black student athletes competing in Division I 

comprised of 46.4 and 60.4 percent of the athletes in college football and basketball, 

respectively, in the 2008-2009 season. These percentages become even more 

intriguing considering that Black athletes only made up 25 percent of the Division I 

male athlete population in the same season (Lapchick, 2009). To compare, and 

inseparable of this conversation, is the fact that the Black population remains 

between 12-13% of the entire United States population. These statistics reaffirm 
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that the institution of collegiate sport in large part is currently populated by the 

over-representation of Black participants, particularly in a limited number of sports. 

To a greater extent than even the statistics reveal, a sweeping glance through 

current sport coverage online, on television, and in newspapers would quickly lead 

one to conclude that Blacks play a significant role in the landscape of sport based on 

their incessant presence in nearly every outlet. The vast presence of Black athletes 

participating in elite level sports from college to professional ranks, in part, solicits 

some the queries of their development and experiences in sport. Explanations of the 

performance and phenomenon of Black athlete participation in sport have been 

attempted through various discipline perspectives (Sailes, 1991). This dissertation, 

although intentionally focused to address issues directly related to the participation 

and experiences of Blacks athletes in sport, specifically collegiate sport, seeks to 

further the conversation of the condition of Black student athletes by examining 

psychosocial aspects pertaining to Black male student athletes influenced by sport 

culture. Additionally, the racial identity attitudes of Black student athletes are 

examined through the analytical and interpretive lens of nigrescence theory and 

CRT.  

The remainder of this chapter is dedicated to a review of the relevant 

literature and theoretical underpinnings for the present research. First, there will be 

a review of literature discussing the racial attitudes and beliefs that have been 

influential in the study and prevailing conceptualization of Blacks athletes. Next, the 

chapter will move toward a review of the extant literature and recent studies that 
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characterize the uniqueness of the present-day Black student athlete experience. 

The focus will then shift to a review of the theoretical frames ushering the present 

research. The first step will be to briefly review the construct of self-concept as 

conceptualized in the present research. To immediately follow this synthesis of self-

concept, a review of the foundational and recent research on academic self-concept 

with regard of Black students. The next step will be to review the conceptualization 

of athletic identity. The following sections will review athletic identity, Black racial 

identity, then followed by a discussion of the intersection of the former. The final 

theoretical frame to be reviewed will be critical race theory. Chapter two will end 

with restating the specific purposes of this research and initial hypotheses. 

The Construction & Influence of Race 

 Sport has evolved into a staple fixture of society. The dynamics of individual 

and group behavior and social relationships present in sport culture are both 

similar to and a product of society (Coakley, 2009). Just as sport exists as a 

microcosm of society, the issues of race interwoven into the complexity of society 

are mirrored in sport. Race has often been defined in regards to perceived physical 

features, such as facial features (i.e. the shapes of one’s nose and eyes), skin color, 

and the color and texture of one’s hair (Zuckerman, 1990). Zuckerman (1990) 

explains that many of these features do not correlate with one another and serve no 

guide towards clarity in defining racial groups. Therefore, distinctions made 
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between race categories by biological means should be considered, at best, 

questionable (Zuckerman, 1990).  

 Banks (1995a) examines the conceptual changes about race that have 

occurred overtime. He articulates that throughout the 19th century the concept of 

race was constructed in a fashion that made delineations between particular groups 

based upon inherited biological physical traits and perceived behavioral 

characteristics. These specific group delineations gave way to socially constructed 

hierarchies yielding some groups to assume an inherit superiority over other 

groups. Claims of manifest destiny (Horsman, 1981) by Christian Europeans based 

on their religious beliefs coupled with the colonization of native people from lands 

in Africa, Asia, Australia, and people already living in ‘America’ led to a dominating 

Western ideology of racism as a tool to perpetuate the social construction of 

hierarchy between groups of people (Banks, 1995a, 2006).  

 In addition to the evolution of social hierarchies positioning groups of color at 

the bottom of the social order, distinctions were also being constructed among 

groups of Whites. During the turn of the 19th century into the 20th, the idea of 

“nativism” began to take hold in American society to make distinctions between old 

immigrants from northern and Western Europe and the new immigrants primarily 

from the southern and eastern European countries (Banks, 2006, p.39). The 

migration of immigrants from across Europe brought about the arrival of different 

religious beliefs, language, and cultural practices and traditions into American 

society. The great influx of immigrants at this time threatened old White immigrant 
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groups’ perceptions of the institution of democracy and their vision of the 

development of American society (Banks, 1995a). In an effort to preserve the 

ideology of an inherent social order among and between racial and ethnic groups a 

popularized and influential discourse reinforcing beliefs of inherent ethnic and 

racial difference circulated through popular texts, propaganda, and daily 

conversation (Banks, 1995a, 2006).  

 Resistant to hegemonic perspectives of innate inferiority of groups of color, 

there emerged intellectuals, such as Franz Boas, W.E.B. DuBois, Kelly Miller, Horace 

Mann, and Carter G. Woodson, to challenge dominant discourse of the 

conceptualization of racial difference. Boas, despite accepting some of the 

conventional institutional beliefs about race of the latter part of the 19th and early 

20th century, attempted to show through his research in the measurement of skulls, 

craniology, that pure racial types were non-existent and that intelligence is not 

related to one’s brain size (Boas, 1928/1962 as cited in Banks, 1995a).  Another 

significant contribution to the discourse of racial difference from the work of Boas 

was that there are likely more within-group differences than between groups. 

Betancourt and Lopez (1993) argue that even throughout the history of the 

discipline of psychology “…race has been used to explain variations in psychological 

phenomena between the so-called racial groups, without examining the cultural and 

social variables…” (pg. 631) that may be contributing factors.  

 Black intellectuals such as DuBois and Miller argued in their research and 

writings that environmental milieu, social and living conditions advantaged Whites 
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in ways that ethnic minorities were not privileged (DuBois, 1921/1975; Miller, 

1908). Thus, the economic, social, and living conditions were prime contributors to 

the social stratification and perceptions of groups of color, particularly Blacks, 

during the late 19th through 20th century. This social hierarchy regarding racial 

groupings advantages the dominant group while simultaneously positioning the 

others as outsiders of unadulterated normality; therefore often believed deviant. 

The progress of many ethnic minorities and their communities are continually 

stifled by similar conditions in the present day.  

 The historic institution of slavery, dismal social conditions and the constraints 

of American society for Blacks prompted a rise in poverty and social unrest in Black 

communities. The dominant acceptance of segregation and discrimination towards 

Blacks preserved many of the insidious and misguided beliefs about Blacks often 

due to assertions about racial inferiority resulting from biased empirical research, 

and interpretations and flawed methodology resulting in skewed findings. Beliefs of 

Black racial inferiority held fast even in the face of prominent Black intellectuals’ 

contradicting and vindicating research because racial ideology caused disputation of 

the reliability and validity of Blacks’ research. Nonetheless, the embedded 

institution of racism persisted as it was informed by individuals’ irrationality. 

Sentiment, debates, and inquiry of a racial superiority of Whites over other racial 

and ethnic groups were shared on a global scale of the Western world during this 

period of 19th and 20th century. 
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The Measure of the Black Athlete 

 Early dominant beliefs and racial theories concluding that Blacks were 

unconditionally inferior to the Whites began to evolve as Blacks started to prevail in 

the sport scene as formidable athletes. Coinciding with efforts to present empirical 

evidence constituting for the social order of racialized groups, there was growing 

inquiry into anthropometrical differences and behavior dispositions contributing to 

Black athletes’ performances. Concurrent with ongoing racial theories of scientific 

racists and the search for racial differences in the latter of 19th century, Wiggins 

(1989) explains that performances of Black athletes were causing a stir in 

predominantly White sports of the time. Of this period, early successful Black 

athletes like the Australian boxer, Peter Jackson, bicycle racer Marshall “Major” 

Taylor, runner John B. Taylor, and heavyweight-boxing champion Jack Johnson were 

often the topic of conversation and apart of a deep rooted racial discourse. The 

dominance of these athletes was often racially legitimized by such conjectures of 

having natural dispositions to fight as in case of Jack Johnson and Peter Jackson 

(Wiggins, 1985, 1989).  

 Stereotypes about Black athletes were persistently fueled by the overt 

presence of racism and racists beliefs throughout this time. But, even the feats of 

athletic dominance could not transcend the racial segregation and discrimination of 

Blacks at the turn of the 20th century. As a result, Wiggins (2006) explains that the 

interracial mixing in sport was considered so intolerable that the majority of Black 

athletes were allowed only to compete amongst their own leagues absent of Whites.  
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 Significant social events of the time, most notably represented by the height of 

Adolf Hitler’s Nazi regime over Germany in the 1930’s and 1940’s, spurred on 

debates about racial and ethnic social orders. Simultaneously, the exceptional 

performances of Black athletes were reigniting questions of Black athlete 

superiority (Wiggins, 2006). The performances of the renowned collegiate and 

Olympic champions Jesse Owens, Ralph Metcalfe, and other prominent Black track 

athletes spawned a vast amount of commentary racially legitimizing their success, 

once again. Many sought to rationalize their athletic dominance with claims of a 

longer heel bone or having a stronger Achilles tendon that advantaged them over 

their white counterparts (Wiggins, 1989). Researchers interested in expounding 

upon stereotypical claims of Black athlete superiority sought to anthropometrically 

explain racial differences between Black and White athletes (Harrison, 2001; Miller, 

1998; Sailes, 1991, 1993; Wiggins, 1989).  

 A number of researchers considered anthropometrical differences that might 

be present between Black and White athletes (e.g. Cobb, 1936; Jordan, 1969; 

Metheny, 1939). Some of this research suggests slight differences among sampled 

participants of respective studies. Case in point, Metheny found evidence of 

anatomical difference in her sample of 51 Black and 51 White male students, and 

even so when she compared her data to other investigators’ data. Nevertheless, the 

measurable anthropometrical differences found between Black and White athletes 

do not yield any indisputable knowledge explaining the dominant performances of 

Black athletes (Sailes, 1993). Harrison and Moore (2002) further contend that 
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biological determinism covertly neglects the residual impact of the legacy of slavery 

and tempestuous racial relations of America.  

 Seemingly unabated by these ambiguous scientific research endeavors and by 

the seminal scholarly work of DuBois (1903/1989, 1921/1975), Carter G. Woodson 

(1933), and Kelly Miller (1908, 1914) in an attempt to vindicate Blacks from 

misguided race ideology and racial segregation and discrimination, stereotypes of 

Blacks in modern society are ample (Harrison, 2001; Harrison et al., 2002; Harrison 

et al., 2010; Sailes, 1993; Steel, 1997).  

Stereotyping the Black Athlete 

Stereotyping (Hamilton and Trolier, 1986) is commonly used as one’s default 

mode for categorizing the vast amount of knowledge, constructive or destructive, 

informed or ignorant, that we absorb overtime. Harrison (2001) contends that the 

process of stereotyping acts as a “cognitive simplification system” to process and 

organize old and new knowledge that becomes available to us (p.98) . Contrary to 

popular presumptions about stereotyping, our use of stereotyping is not always 

conducted with malevolent intent. The construction of stereotypes stem from 

beliefs, perceptions, values, and the need to simplify information. Stereotypes 

become problematic when informed by limited perceptions, pernicious ideologies, 

and misguided values. The development of erroneous stereotypes, when 

considering individuals or groups, emerges when stereotypes are created from 

fictitious presumptions of related traits portrayed as factual.  
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The gradual social construction of ideologies about race created social 

hierarchies among racial groupings of people. A by-product of these racial 

ideologies is the normalization of the dominant group’s values, beliefs, traits and 

characteristics. The label of ‘abnormal’ is ascribed to those (i.e. Blacks) that are 

outside of the dominant group (i.e. Whites) based on hegemonic racial ideologies. 

This rationale permitted many early stereotypic beliefs about Blacks as being 

savages, brutes, and sambos (Hoberman, 1997; Lombardo, 1978). One of the early 

most popularized and socially influential films, which ironically was a silent film in 

Black and White, was D. W. Griffith’s film released in 1915, The Birth of a Nation. 

This film propagated many of the prevalent anti-black racism beliefs and racial 

stereotypes about both Black men and women. The concept of the brute was 

characterized by pernicious stereotypes about the Black male temperament. Sailes 

(1993) explains the brute stereotype was associated with having primitive, 

irrational, unmanageable, and hypersexual dispositions. The stereotype of Black 

men acting like a sambo was characterized by more psychological and behavioral 

traits as infantile-like, subordinate, lazy, and jovial.  

Opportunists of the modern day have found means to capitalize on these 

maladaptive stereotypes of Black men and even those of Black women that have 

endured throughout the years. Most recently, movies like Madea’s Family Reunion, 

Diary of a Mad Black Women, and the television series, Meet the Browns, from the 

work of  Tyler Perry captivate and perpetuate many of these historic stereotypes of 

Blacks. Lombardo (1978) denounced the comical and exuberant latter presentations 
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of the Harlem Globetrotters on the basketball court for acting as contemporary 

caricatures of the sambo stereotype. Early Globetrotters were not only great 

basketball players, but were able to transcend the game of basketball because they 

were equally artists of game in their own right. However, Wiggins and Miller (2003) 

explain that “by virtue of the man who owned them and the way comedy was used 

to reinforce prejudice, the Trotters were a definitive example of White paternalism 

and Black male submission.” (p.231) 

Prevailing attitudes about race and years of speculative thought concerning 

Blacks and Black athletes have served as a breeding ground for racial stereotyping 

to manifest in ways that have impacted Black sport participants. One of the most 

prevalent stereotypes about Black athletes is the presumption that Blacks possess 

an inherent athletic ability contributing to an athletic superiority (Entine, 2000; 

Hoberman, 1997). Noteworthy of this stereotype are the notorious comments made 

by the former CBS television personality, Jimmy “the Greek” Snyder, in an interview 

on January 15, 1988. Commenting on the Black participation patterns and Black 

athletic achievements, Jimmy stated that Black athletes were in fact racially superior 

in sport and professed that Blacks were “bred” out of slavery to be the superior 

athlete (Wiggins, 1989, p.179). Wiggins further explains Jimmy went on to argue 

Black athletes were anatomically advantaged over their White counterparts to run 

faster and jump higher as result of slavery breeding tactics. Even a ignorant and 

irrational as Snyder’s beliefs were about Black athlete superiority and participation 
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patterns, his racial stereotyping was, and in more implicit ways today, are 

emblematic of racist beliefs of Blacks embedded in American society.  

Antithetical to pervasive stereotypes of Black athletic superiority based on 

perceived physical differences, prevailing stereotypes of the intellectual inferiority 

inferred of Black athletes abound. Hawkins (1995) postulates the infatuation with 

the physicality of Black athletes relays a transposed message stereotyping Blacks to 

be intellectual inept compared to Whites. While the dumb jock stereotype has been 

looming for years (Edwards, 1984; Engstrom & Sedlacek, 1991; Engstrom, Sedlacek, 

& McEwen, 1997; Melendez, 2008; Sailes, 1993), this stereotype has serious 

implications for the Black athlete. The underlayment of the dumb jock stereotype of 

Black athletes invokes racially driven overtones of Black intellectual inferiority and 

presuming Blacks to be overly enamored with sport (Hall, 2001). Manifesting 

stereotypes of Black athletes as dumb jocks creates a capacity to acquiesce over-

emphasizing athletic pursuits and limiting Black youth endeavors to hoop dreams. 

Self-perceptions pertaining to stereotypes can potentially provide meaning 

to how Black athletes perceives themselves as belonging to a social group (i.e. being 

an athlete and being Black) that can potentially affect one’s behavior (Harrison, 

2001; Harrison & Moore, 2007; Oaks, Haslam, & Turner, 1994; Steele, 1997). The 

concept of stereotype-threat (Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995) plays an 

important role in understanding prevailing stereotypes of Black athletes. Steele 

(1997) explains that the performance of an individual can be considerably 

depressed by reactions of fearful anxiety due to the perceived threat of being 
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negatively judged in performance situations. The dichotomous relationship of the 

over-representation of Black student athletes and the subsequent academic under-

performance of some Black student athletes can partially be explained by 

succumbing to stereotype-threat. Thus, the influence of pervasive stereotypes about 

Black athletic superiority and intellectual inferiority can elicit descriptions and 

evaluations of self that are notably pertinent to Black athletes in particular. 

Black Student Athlete Experiences 

 There have been a number of Black student athletes to achieve athletic 

success in their respective sports at an early age. For some, these early athletic 

achievements enable them to continue their competitive sport participation at the 

collegiate level. The sociocultural milieu of the predominantly White institutions 

(PWIs), in which many Black student athletes finally attend by end of the recruiting 

process, makes for a unique experience for Black student athletes. Black student 

athletes arrive on theses campuses with minimal ethnic minority representation 

that are drastically different or even opposite of their neighborhoods in which they 

were recruited. Recently, many scholars have sought to illustrate this uniqueness 

from the extrapolation of Black student athletes’ experiential knowledge and 

perceptions of participating in college sport. The following review of some extant 

research of Black student athlete experiences is given with the intent to provide a 

contextual knowledge base of the contemporary sport culture and how it has 

impacted Black student athletes.  
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 Benson (2000) conducted an ethnographic study investigating eight Black 

student athletes’ perspectives of their schooling experiences. Drawing from data 

collected in participant interviews, the academic inadequacies of these student 

athletes appeared nurtured by the culture of sport that embodied preexisting racial 

beliefs and lowered expectations about the Black student athletes. Benson purports 

that participants acknowledged implicit and explicit trivializing messages of the 

importance of academics. The student athletes explained that even before taking 

classes, the recruiting process entirely focused on arriving on campus to be an 

athlete. They asserted their attention was hastily oriented toward athletics by 

surrounding socializing agents like coaches, advisors, teachers and peers. Black 

student athlete participants expressed little autonomy or concern for their 

progression of studies and academic success. 

 Findings from Benson (2000) suggest Black student athletes internalized the 

low expectations and devaluing of academics versus their sport participations. The 

cultural systems within sport were influential in shaping the marginal academic 

experiences of these Black student athletes. The dilemmas between athletics and 

academics that Black student athletes must contend with are largely a product of the 

nuanced sport culture in which values, beliefs, and racial stereotypes are imparted 

through policy and practice. Interestingly, Benson’s study supports Harry Edwards’s 

libratory declaration nearly two decades prior that, “dumb jocks are not born; they 

are being systematically created” (Edwards, 1984, p.8). 
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In a more recent study, Singer (2005) investigated the role that perceived 

racism influences the holistic development and academic experiences of four Black 

student athletes. Using critical race theory to frame this qualitative study, Singer’s 

findings suggest the athlete participants perceived a covertly embedded institution 

of modern racism that vastly affects both Blacks as student athletes and those that 

seek coaching and administrative roles in sport. The participants echoed findings of 

past research (e.g. Benson, 2000) articulating their lack of autonomy and full 

participation in vital decision-making situations of their educational experience. The 

participants revealed that their advisors often enroll Black student athletes in 

courses to maintain their athletic eligibility without any other apparent benefit. The 

existence of racism perceived by these participants manifested in their perceptions 

that their White student-athletes were not receiving a coercive educational 

experience, rather a more earnest encouragement to graduate.  

The systemic racism that appears to surface in Singer’s (2005) study of the 

Black athlete experience appears to yield an effect on their experiences in various 

ways. Existing literature contend Black students frequently feel socially alienated or 

isolated within their college environments (Hurtado, 1992; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 

2000). Conscious and unconscious decisions to socially withdraw are not 

uncommon for Black student athletes in the college environment. Black student 

athletes are athletically and racially stigmatized and resented by others (Melendez, 

2008). Thus, Black student athletes feel an intensified sense of isolation, mistrust 

toward others, and unfairly judged by others on PWIs and in the adjoined 
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supportive communities (Comeaux & Harrison, 2007; Melendez, 2006, 2008). The 

institutional demands and constraints enforced in high profile collegiate sports and  

negative interactions that some Black student athletes have with teachers, peers, 

others on and off campus can prompt an academic disengagement that perpetuates 

unfavorable academic performances. Similar to the construct race playing a 

significant role in the lives of Blacks in society and sport, the presence of racism in 

society is reflected in the sport domain. 

Exploring Racism in Sport 

Hall (2001) argues that clandestine and seemingly innocuous acts of racism 

can be more malicious than common notions of blatant acts of racism. To 

understand the extent of racism it takes a concerted effort to fully understand the 

dynamics of an institution (Hall, 2001) such as sport culture. Donner (2005) 

examines racism endemic to sport by exploring a convergence of Black student 

athletes’ educational interests with the interests of institutions of higher learning 

and affiliating athletic departments. With a lens of interest-convergence principle 

branching from CRT, Donner asserts that reverence for Black student athletes on the 

field by fans, including well-to-do alumni, happens concurrently as Black student 

athletes are denied constructive and equitable educational opportunities to earn the 

degree that could lead to “wealth and power of their own” (p. 63).  

All scholarship student athletes enter their respective universities under a 

contractual agreement of their National Letter of Intent and financial aid agreement 
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or athletic scholarship provided in yearly installments. Donner (2005) argues by 

review of the national letter of intent and legal literature that a quality education at 

academic institutions of higher learning and their participation in sport breaks 

down to an issue of property rights. Meaning that not only is the right to participate 

in college sport a protected property right, but access to a quality and empowering 

education is equally a protected right of property for Black student athletes. 

Institutional racism operating within in sport culture masks this truth for sport 

participants, in particular Black student athletes. Donner contends, “…because a 

student athlete is bounded to a stricter contract than non-student athletes…” based 

on their financial aid agreements, “…the student athlete’s physical talent and ability 

are the property of the institution” (p.56). This reality is particularly important to 

the experiences of Black student athletes due to their over-representation as a 

prime resource for generating revenue for these academic and athletic institutions. 

Therefore, Donner demonstrates that the academic and athletic institution’s 

interests to profit off Black student athletes' athletic prowess compromises the 

educational interests of Black student athletes. 

An extensive amount of literature and research has yielded fertile knowledge 

about the obstacles and inequities that significantly contribute to a common plight 

of academic underachievement and the overall experiences of some Black student 

athletes (e.g. Benson, 2000, Edwards, 2000; Gaston-Gayles, 2004; Lawrence, 2005; 

Melendez, 2008; Sailes & Harrison, 2007).  Notwithstanding, there are many Black 

student athletes who are successfully performing academically while contributing 
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their time, talents, and skills to their respective high profile revenue-generating 

sport (Sailes & Harrison, 2007). Scholars have argued focusing a critical eye on the 

stories of academic achievement by Blacks to distinguish factors that may foster 

successful achievement is imperative (Berry, 2005; Edwards & Polite, 1992). In 

keeping with this vein of thought, Bimper, Harrison, and Clark (in review) 

investigated the voices of Black student athletes deemed successful in managing 

both their academic and athletic roles. Again, race played a key role in participants’ 

experience and perceptions of stereotypes, negotiation of multiple identities, 

perceptions of the best ways to navigate their schooling and athletic experiences, 

and their beliefs about self- and community empowerment. 

Despite experiencing episodes of implicit racism and recognizing that many 

racial attitudes persist concerning Black student athletes on their college campus, 

there was a looming contradiction. The majority of these Black student athletes 

found it apparently difficult to identify the existence of the racism they encountered. 

Instead of naming perceived racial stereotypes as aspects of racism, they 

unpretentiously referred to them as “stereotypes about Black people.” This may be 

due to less frequent overt racial episodes occurring within contemporary sport 

culture, which is extremely inclusive of Blacks in high revenue-generating sports 

(Harrison et al., 2002). 

Another key finding of Bimper et al. (in review), particularly relevant to the 

present study, was that the participants gave recognition to the fact that perceived 

salient self-identifications were significantly influenced by their participation in 
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sport culture. The Black student athletes participating in this study described that 

they identified as being an athlete, yet the degree of their athletic identity was 

intersected with how they ascribed meaning about being Black. This crossroad of 

salient identities in which they describe brings to the fore the question of the role 

that sport culture plays in the perception of identity and self for Black student 

athletes.  

The Black student athletes argued adamantly that their racial identity took 

precedence over an athletic identity. However, many of the participants discussed 

that this might not always be the case for other Black student athletes unconsciously 

encapsulated in sport culture and naïve of sport culture’s influence on their identity 

development, especially their racial identity. To explain their assessment of the 

plight of identity development within sport culture for Black student athletes, a 

participant stated during his individual interview,  

 

It’s happening and some or…most of us don’t realize it till it’s too late, ya feel 

me…I been feeling this athlete piece this whole time, but oh yeah, I’m Black 

too. It’s not like they didn’t know, but the perks and lifestyle can make you 

disconnected. 

 

 Another of the participants articulated his negotiation of athletic and racial 

identities saying, 
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…just being in this [college sport] environment makes it easy to think of 

yourself as only an athlete because of the fans and all that, but its hard to 

even remember…you can get carried away as an athlete and loose track 

about how some people still think of us [Blacks] as nothing better than 

athletes… 

 

Interestingly, these Black student athletes made critical connections to how 

these two particular identities seem related to one another within sport (Bimper et 

al., in review). Consequently, it is important to further examine the psychosocial 

variables of identity, perceptions of academic self-concept, and a critical analysis of 

race and racism in relation to Black student athletes. The following sections are 

dedicated to a review of self-concept, academic self-concept of Black college 

students, athletic identity formation and the theoretical frames of Nigrescence and 

Critical Race Theory that guide the present research.  

Self-Concept 

An individuals’ overall self-concept is developed through social interactions 

and reactions to significant others (Shavelson, Hubner, & Staton, 1976). Shavelson 

and colleagues characterize one’s self-concept as "a person's self-perceptions 

formed through experience with and interpretations of his or her environment" (p. 

411). The utility of the construct of self-concept can be used to provide and 

understanding of or even prediction of one’s behavior. The authors suggest that an 
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individual’s self-concept can potentially mediate the relationship between various 

perceptions or behaviors in addition to explaining further outcomes. 

Shavelson and colleagues (1976) describe self-concept by seven features: 

organized, multifaceted, hierarchical, stable, developmental, evaluative, and 

differentiable. The experiences of an individual provide a numerous amount of data 

to sort for interpretation. Thus, the categorization of this data serves to organize or 

structure one’s self-concept (Shavelson et al.). One’s self-concept is 

multidimensional due to the vast amount of information consumed in various 

contexts contributing to an individual’s construction of their perceived self. The 

facets may include school, social and physical perceptions, and ability. They further 

suggest that self-concept is constructed in a hierarchical form for which an  

individual’s overall perception of self is considered a generally stable 

conceptualization at the top of this hierarchy. However, beneath the apex of one’s 

general self-concept, the stability of one’s self-concept becomes more of an issue. 

Considering their hierarchical conceptual model, immediately beneath one’s overall 

perception of self are general academic and nonacademic subcategories. The 

academic subcategory can be further delineated into either school related subject 

matters or specific content areas within subjects. The nonacademic subcategory can 

is further delineated into social or physical self-concepts and then into further 

pertinent delineations in a similar manner as the academic self-concept. 

While the general self-concept is divided into subareas and the information 

at the bottom of the self-concept hierarchy becomes increasingly more situation-
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specific, the stability of one’s self-concept is lessened (Shavelson et al., 1976). The 

life cycles as one ages and experiential development of individuals increases the 

multifaceted elements to construct self-concept. Thus, younger aged persons are 

more likely to make more generally global self-assessments with less delineations of 

self until further experiences allow for different self-assessments. One’s self-concept 

is also based on the formed evaluations of himself in particular situations (e.g., I am 

an excellent student). Shavelson and colleagues explain that, 

 

Evaluations can be made against absolute standards, such as the ‘ideal,’ and 

they can be made against relative standards such as ‘peers’ or perceived 

evaluations of ‘significant others.’ The evaluative dimension can vary in 

importance for different individuals and also for different situations (p.414).  

 

Lastly, Shavelson and colleagues briefly state that that self-concept is differentiable 

from the other constructs that it may be theoretically related such as academic self-

concept differing from aspects of identity despite their relationship with one 

another. 

Academic Self-Concept 

One of the most indispensible educational issues at the fore is Black students 

academic achievement (Cokley & Chapman, 2008). A large proportion of the Black 

students on college campuses are the Black student athletes on campus. The plight 
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of some Black student athletes’ academic achievement has also generated significant 

interest (e.g. Beamon & Bell, 2006; Siegel, 1996) similar to that of Black non-

athletes. According to Reynolds (1988), academic self-concept refers to an 

individual’s perception of his or her academic abilities. As aforementioned 

Shavelson and colleagues (1976) proposed that the general self-concept is divided 

into two elements: academic and nonacademic self-concepts. Black student athletes 

perceptions of self as a student and their skills sets necessary to perform in the 

classroom is equally as important to their skills sets needed to perform in their 

sport. However, Black student athletes academic self-concepts may be diminished as 

they make self-evaluations and self-descriptions of their academic skill sets, 

contributing to some Black student athletes’ lowered academic performances.  

More specifically, academic self-concept is defined by a set of attitudes, 

beliefs, and perceptions relative to a student’s intellectual or academic skills and 

academic performance (Lent, Brown, & Gore, 1997). Academic self-concept is 

additionally influenced by students’ evaluations of his or her academic abilities and 

skills in comparison with other students (Cokley, 2000). Often times, Black student 

athletes enter into college classroom underprepared for the rigorous college 

coursework and academic expectations (Hodge et al., 2008). Therefore, in 

comparison to his or her student peers, Black student athletes may perceive that 

their academic skills as inadequate. Consequently, those with low academic 

performances and thus perceive themselves to be academically inferior to their 
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classmates may develop a lowered academic self-concept impacting future 

performance. 

A significant amount of extant research concerning the education of Black 

student athletes has been centered on significant others, environmental factors, and 

motivation and self-efficacy impacting academic performances (i.e. graduation rates, 

GPAs) of student athletes (e.g. Comeaux & Harrison, 2007; Eitzen & Purdy, 1993; 

Sedlacek & Adams-Gaston, 1992; Sellers, 1992; Snyder, 1996). However, concerning 

these student athletes, there is limited research that specifically addresses the issue 

of academic self-concept as previously characterized by Lent et al. (1997) and 

Cokley (2000). Nonetheless, research on the construct of academic self-concept 

conducted on Black student non-athletes may provide useful knowledge applicable 

to understandings of the Black student athlete population.  

Witherspoon, Speight, and Thomas (1997) conducted a study with eighty-six 

Black high school students examining the relationship between academic self-

concept, racial identity attitudes predicting school achievement. These researchers 

used both the Academic Self-Concept scale (ASCS: Reynolds et al. 1980) and the 

Racial Identity Attitude Scale (RIAS)-short form B developed from the overall RIAS 

(Parham & Helms, 1981) to measure both academic self-concept and racial identity 

attitudes, respectively. Although they did not find evidence to support a relationship 

between measured racial identity attitudes and academic self-concept, likely due to 

inconsistencies in poor psychometric properties of the RIAS (see Ponterotto & Wise, 
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1987), they did find that academic self-concept significantly correlated with and 

best predicted GPA.  

In another study investigating the construct of academic self-concept, Cokley 

(2000) examined if class status and gender differences exist in relations to academic 

self-concept among Black students. In the same study, academic self-concept 

differences were explored between Black college students attending either 

historically Black colleges or universities (HBCUs) or PWIs. Lastly, Cokley (2000) 

aimed to investigate the best predictor variables of academic self-concept, similar to 

Witherspoon et al. (1997). Initial findings suggested no significant difference in 

academic self-concept of Black students attending either a PWIs or HBCU was 

evident. However, the Black students attending HBCUs reported higher GPAs, more 

positive quality of student-faculty relationships, and more positive perceptions 

about evaluations of Black student academic performance. Cokley (2000) found in 

both PWI and HBCU student participant sample groups that academic self-concept 

correlates with GPA and increases as GPA increases. The major finding relevant to 

this study was that students with higher GPAs had statistically significant higher 

academic self-concept scores than students with lower GPAs; again suggesting 

academic self-concept predicts academic performance. Additionally, no gender 

differences of academic self-concept were found. Cokley (2000) suggests further 

research continue to examine the relationship between academic self-concept and 

college success of Black students. This said, the present study continues this line of  
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research with a Black student athlete population to advance our knowledge of their 

academic self-concept.  

Cokley (2002b) specifically aimed to extend and replicate the prior Cokley 

(2000) study in several ways 1) the sample size was nearly doubled 2) participants 

were recruited from various geographic areas 3) male participants attending PWIs 

were increased and 4) faculty encouragement to attend graduate school, was added 

as an additional variable of interest. Thus, Cokley (2002b) again purposefully sought 

to compare academic self-concept among Black students attending an HBCU versus 

a PWI. Contrary to previous research, such as Cokley (2000), there were no GPA 

differences found between participants from HBCUs and PWIs by Cokley (2002b). 

On the other hand, academic self-concept did appear to differ in between school 

types. The strongest predictor of academic self-concept for PWI students was GPA 

(Cokley, 2000, 2002b). The quality of student-faculty interaction and GPA in concert 

are important factors influencing Black students attending HBCUs while GPA 

appeared to be the important factor for participants attending PWIs. Implications of 

Cokley (2000, 2002b) shed light on the importance and influence of Black students 

academic self-concepts. 

In another study, Awad (2007) examined the relationship between GPA and 

standardized test performance (i.e. graduate record examination [GRE]) with 

academic self-concept, racial identity, and self-esteem. Akin to the previously 

reviewed studies examining academic self-concept, this study included a measure of 

the construct using the Academic Self-Concept Scale (ASCS: Reynolds, 1980, 1988). 
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Awad also measured racial identity attitudes using the Cross Racial Identity Scale 

(CRIS: Vandiver et al., 2002) instead of items from the RIAS as used in Witherspoon 

et al (1997).  

Awad (2007) found the best predictor of GPA was academic self- concept, 

similar to previous studies (i.e. Cokley, 2000, 2002b; Gerardi, 1990; Reynolds, 1988; 

Witherspoon et al., 1997). Although predicting GPA, academic self-concept showed 

no evident relationship with standardized test scores (Awad, 2007). None of the 

racial identity attitudes were significantly correlated to GPA either. Awad postulates 

that racial identity may have an indirect relationship with GPA, in that that 

relationship may be mediated by academic self-concept. One’s academic self-

concept surfaces as a critical issue to consider due to its likely relation to everyday 

issues in which students encounter within the academic environment (Awad). 

In a more recent study, Cokley and Chapman (2008) explored if ethnic 

identity and racial identity (i.e., anti-White attitudes) influenced academic 

achievement. Cokley and Chapman (2008) investigated a hypothesized path model 

including the variables of ethnic identity, anti-White attitudes, perceptions of caring 

faculty, other-group orientation, academic self- concept, and devaluing academic 

success as predictors of academic achievement among Black students attending a 

HBCU. Pertinent to the present study, Cokley and Chapman (2008) found notable 

findings concerning the relationships between ethnic identity, anti-White attitudes, 

academic self-concept, and academic performance. In an effort to test Awad’s (2007) 

postulation of a possible indirect relationship, the relationship between ethnic 
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identity and GPA mediated by academic self-concept, was explored (Cokley & 

Chapman, 2008). 

The participants totaled 274 Black college students, including 216 women 

and 58 men, attending this particular HBCU. Cokley and Chapman (2008) measured 

ethnic identity using the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Scale (MEIM: Phinney 1992) 

and anti-White attitudes using the Immersion-Emersion Anti-White subscale of 

items from the CRIS (Vandiver et al., 2002).  Academic self-concept was measured 

using the ASCS (Reynolds, 1980, 1988). Consistent with previous studies (Awad 

2007; Cokley 2000, 2002b; Witherspoon et al. 1997), academic self-concept 

positively predicted GPA (Cokley & Chapman, 2008). Anti-white attitudes and 

devaluing academic success variables both negatively predicted GPAs, thus 

indicating in this study that Black students who expressed a strong disdain of 

Whites and whom devalued performing well in school would have lower grades. 

However, Cokley and Chapman (2008) acknowledge that the mean scores indicated 

by their overall sample of Black students did not endorse anti-White attitudes and 

devaluing academic success. Related to the present study, Cokley and Chapman 

(2008) did not find a direct relation of ethnic identity to GPA. However, instead, 

ethnic identity did appear to indirectly associate with GPA through a positive 

relationship with academic self-concept and negative relationship with devaluing 

academic success. Black students with more positive ethnic identities revealed 

elevated academic self-concepts predicting higher academic performance (Cokley & 

Chapman, 2008). 
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Reviews of these studies yield valuable knowledge and implications to the 

present study and future research of Black student athletes. Due to limited research 

investigating racial identity attitudes of Black athletes and a dearth of research 

examining Black student athletes’ academic self-concepts, knowledge gaps 

regarding this population’s identity relations and perceptions of self in pertinent 

roles and environments persist. The present study aims to build upon previous 

research of the construct of academic self-concept relating to both athletic and racial 

identities held by Black student athletes. 

Athletic Identity 

Attraction to sport often begins at an early age for many athletes. Many 

young athletes likely develop goals of ascending to the pinnacle of their respective 

sport as professionals. These hopeful dreams of making it to the big leagues are 

commonly nurtured through sport socialization rendered by parents, coaches, 

peers, and others. But to access the opportunities that competitive sport can 

provide, young athletes must dedicate a vast amount of time improving upon their 

sport talents and skills. Thus, as sport-training routines become rooted in daily life, 

sport becomes a very salient and dominating facet in the lives of these young 

athletes.   

Athletic identity is described as a “social role or occupation self-image” (p.7: 

Brewer, 1991). Brewer, Van Raalte, and Linder (1993) define athletic identity as the 

degree to which an individual identifies with the role of an athlete. Expanding upon 
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this definition, Good et al. (1993) contend that identification with the athlete role is 

linked to the strength and exclusivity of that identity. Webb and colleagues (1998) 

argue that athletic identity usually forms early in one’s years of sport participation. 

Significant others (e.g., family, peers, coaches, teachers) may strongly influence the 

degree to which one identifies as an athlete through their support and positive 

reinforcement. After the recognition of early sport talent in young athletes, the 

consistent development of their talents and sports skills may lead towards an 

internalization of athletic identity (Webb et al.). Athletes who experience significant 

success in sport may internalize their athletic identity to a greater degree than 

others. Development of one’s perceived competence in certain domains like sport 

can become a mechanism for defining self by displaying particular skills or 

attributes already possessed or even those later attained (Cross & Markus, 1994). 

Harrison, Lee, and Belcher (1999) postulate that individuals may potentially decide 

to participate or persist in sport to develop skills viewed as self-defining and 

procure levels of competence that are perceived to be characteristic of their racial 

group.  

Developing an Elevated Athletic Identity 

The small proportion of young athletes able to continue their sport careers in 

college generally enter into institutions where athletics are an integral part of the 

university or college (Melendez, 2008). Oftentimes, since African American student 

athletes foresee few other perceived routes to becoming successful outside of sport, 
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an emphasis on athletics is vital in order to make it (Hodge et al., 2008). Despite the 

high status, visibility, and adulation that collegiate student athletes receive, 

especially those in high profile revenue generating sports, the experience of college 

sport participation is quite demanding. College student athletes are expected to 

surrender a great deal of their time and effort in preparation for sport competition. 

Thus, their dedicated time and effort commitments insure a significant amount of 

their college experience is spent in the role of an athlete. To this end, the 

exclusiveness associated to fulfilling the athlete role lends to the strengthening of an 

elevated athletic identity.  

 The seminal research of Adler and Adler (1987, 1991) has tremendously 

influenced the discussion about athletic identity formation. Adler and Adler’s work 

outlined how the process of becoming engulfed in the athlete role appears to occur 

overtime. With access into the lives of Division I basketball players these authors 

were able to pierce the often inconspicuous sheltering that surrounds many student 

athletes of this level. The existence of these shelters rings especially true for revenue 

generating sports at many highly competitive PWIs.  

Adler and Adler (1991) explained the purpose of their study of this 

basketball team was to “…document the experiences of college athletes, focusing on 

changes to their selves and identities over the course of their college years” (p. 25). 

The authors reported findings suggesting athletes began forming their athletic 

identity before being immersed into sport culture at the collegiate level. Adler and 

Adler (1987) further assert that student-athletes are socialized into the lifestyle and 
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milieu associated with being a high profile collegiate athlete. As a result, many soon 

assimilate themselves into the sport culture of a college athletics bringing about 

transformations of their multiple identities and meanings about their self (Adler, 

1991).  

The researchers conducted their research of this basketball team over a 

course of five years.  They methodically examined the daily lives of thirty-nine 

players over several years from initial recruitment to college till their athletic tenure 

at the institution ended. In the interest of focusing on the student athletes’ changing 

selves, the researchers were concerned about three aspects of their daily lives: 1) 

the student athletes’ negotiations of their athlete role, 2) their student role, and 3) 

their social interaction (Adler & Adler, 1987, 1991). 

As the student athletes entered the college basketball program they learned 

of the socializing experiences and rigors of college athletics separate from their high 

school experiences. Most notably, the time invested into their sport preparation 

created a significant measure of difficulty for the student athletes to balance their 

commitments toward developing as an athlete and as a student. The commitment to 

their athlete role produced effects characterized by Adler and Adler (1991) as 

causing “…a sense of disorientation and role distance” (p.74). Training, film studies, 

traveling, and game schedules became detrimental to their quality of educational 

experiences and social interaction with others. 

Numerous relevant agents influential in the socialization into the role of a 

college athlete and assimilation into the demanding college sport culture were 
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noted. Coaches, athlete and non-athlete peers, fans, boosters, and media affiliates all 

played a role in shaping the student athlete participants’ views of self. For example, 

the researchers described that coaches used coercive strategies to ensure the 

student athletes made the athlete role the main priority in their lives. Challenging 

participants’ masculinity, team commitment, and passions to develop as an athlete 

were common tactics by coaches that further positioned the dominance of the 

athlete role as self-defining.  Developing media personalities often emerged 

embedded in the self-portrayals of athletes overtime via interaction with the media 

(Adler & Adler, 1991).  

The development of the reflected self is a product of outsider perceptions 

and others’ treatment of participants based on their athlete role (Adler & Adler, 

1987, 1991). The outpour of athlete idolization by peers, fans, media, and sport 

culture itself manifested in ways that aided the construction of student athletes’ 

glorified self-perceptions. The glorified self (Adler & Adler, 1987) came at the cost of 

thoughtful perspectives about one’s future after the reality of athletic career 

termination and “…other facets of their identities” (Adler & Adler, 1991, p.166).  As 

participants further assimilated into the sport culture, they were systematically 

isolated leading to a loss of sovereignty in their daily lives. These feelings of 

isolation  mounted  through progressive  disengagement from academics and a 

distorted perception of themselves and world around them.  

Fulfillment of the athlete role and encapsulation within sport culture left 

little room for efficient or effective negotiation of their alternate roles thus 
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significantly altering their perceptions of self. Adler and Adler (1991) contend that 

engulfment in the athlete role as a by-product of the culture of sport manipulates 

perceptions of athletic identity salience and commitment at a cost to one’s 

perceptions regarding other identities (Adler & Adler). Culminating their findings, 

Adler and Adler (1991) assert, “We conclude that when people are identified in one 

role to the near total exclusion of all others, they become increasingly committed to 

that role; moreover, it is likely to take precedence in influencing their self-

conceptions” (p.224).  

Athletic Identity and Contemporary Black Student Athletes 

Supportive of Adler and Adler’s (1987, 1991) evidence, being labeled as a 

student athlete has been contested because it suggests that academics take priority 

over being an athlete. This is an extremely inaccurate reality for many Black 

collegiate student athletes (Singer, 2008; Bimper et al). In a recent qualitative study, 

Singer (2008) interviewed several African American college athletes, who detested 

being addressed as student athletes. The participants defended their stance arguing 

that the expectant time constraints and physical demands imposed upon them 

suggested “athlete-student” was a more accurate title (Singer, pp. 403). One 

participant stated, “…we are here to play sports...we’re athletes first because the 

time is so demanding and what not” (pp. 403). Singer postulates that participant 

comments suggest that college athletic stakeholders, such as coaches, 
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administrators and academic counselors, commonly encourage African American 

male athletes to identify primarily with the athlete role. 

A critical limitation of Adler and Adler (1987, 1991) was the absence of a 

perspective of race. Harrison and colleagues (2011) recently examined the 

differences of athletic identity perceptions among a sample of one hundred and nine 

Division I football student–athletes at a PWIs. Evidence of their findings suggests 

Black student athletes of their sample perceived a significantly higher degree of 

athletic identity than their White student athlete counterparts. Further analyses 

revealed Black student athlete participants emerged in thinking about sport more 

than anything else, believed others considered them as solely athletes, and sport 

fulfilled a prominent role in their lives to a significantly greater degree than the 

White student athletes. Harrison and colleagues argue an inflated athletic identity 

being cultivated for Black student athletes may implicate problematic and 

detrimental effects for Black student athletes’ identity development. 

 Existing empirical research has also shown that strong athletic identity may 

be detrimental to academic achievement, behavior choices, and transitioning out of 

sport (Adler & Adler, 1987, 1991; Beamon & Bell, 2006; Harrison, Harrison, & 

Moore, 2002; Lally & Kerr, 2005; Miller & Kerr, 2002; Webb et al., 1998).  An 

accentuated athletic identity may cause an athlete to be less vested in their 

education pursuits (Harrison et al., 2011), which may in turn limit career options 

and trouble the process for Black student athletes to progress beyond their athlete 

role.  
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The concept that “Race Matters” (West, 1994) in sport is often bypassed, 

disregarded, or even addressed in such watered down ways (Duda & Allison, 1990; 

Harrison et al., 2002) that further knowledge of the joint relationship between race 

and sport, beyond disparity and equity concerns, is seemingly difficult. Though it is 

likely a choice to continue sport participation if possible, lengthy exposure to sport 

culture, the level of commitment required of one’s sport, and the systematic and 

structural isolation linked to the college athlete experience contribute to elevated 

athletic identity perceptions.  

Conceivably, few alternative identities in elite athletes are as prominent as 

their athletic identity during their athletic career. However, one’s racial identity may 

be considered as one of the few others. Existing literature asserts that athletic and 

racial identities coexist in parallel (Brown et al., 2003; Harrison, Harrison, & Moore, 

2002; Harrison & Moore, 2007). Nonetheless, athletes’ commitment to their 

respective sport and extensive positioning in an athletic role may dominate their 

alternate social and personal identities (Webb et al., 1998). Therefore, arguably at 

stake is the development of Black student athletes’ racial identity.  

Black Racial Identity 

Racial identity is characterized by a group or collective identity based on the 

extent to which an individual identifies with his or her perceived racial group that 

has a shared racial heritage (Carter, 1995; Helms, 1990). For many years, there has 

been a great amount literature and extant research pledged to exploring the 
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developmental process, complexities, and gradation of the Black self-concept and 

Black racial identity (Cross, 1971, 1995; Parham & Helms, 1981, 1985; Jackson, 

1975, 2001; Sellers et al., 1997, 1998; Dubois, 1903/1989). Cross (1991) submits 

that much of the early conventional perspectives about Black racial identity was 

predicated on the notion that self-hate played a significant role in one’s 

conceptualization of their Black self. Considerably absent from early conventional or 

“mainstream” approaches to the study of Black racial identity was the function 

which historical race relations and culture contribute to the experiential 

perspectives and meanings about being Black (Gaines & Reed, 1995, p.99; Sellers et 

al, 1998, p.21).  

 In the influential book, The Souls of Black Folk, DuBois (1903/1989) posits 

that because of negative dominant racial ideologies of Black inferiority, Black people 

grapple with a “double consciousness” (p.3). DuBois argued that Blacks were 

confronting an opposing internal struggle between being both a “Negro” and an 

American (p.3). Essentially, the state of racial oppression and the hegemonic 

ideologies of race equated being a negro with being a problem. DuBois articulates his 

struggle of the problem as: 

 

Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked 

by some through feelings of delicacy; by others through the difficulty of 

rightly framing it. All, nevertheless, flutter round it. They approach me in a 

half hesitant sort of way…[A]nd then, instead of saying directly, How does it 
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feel to be a problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man in my 

town…or, Do not these Southern outrages make your blood boil? At these I 

smile, or am interested, or reduce the boiling to a simmer, as the occasion 

may require. To the real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I answer 

seldom a word. And yet, being a problem is a strange experience, peculiar 

to even for one who has never been anything else, (p.1-2) 

 

Contrary to conventional perspectives of Black racial identity, DuBois contended a 

healthy conceptualized Black self was possible, even under the strife of racial 

oppression. This considered, a healthy Black self-concept and meanings about being 

Black emerge from negotiations of race and racism, cultural influence, 

understandings of a shared racial heritage, and experiential knowledge. DuBoisian 

vein of thought gave life to later theoretical models that reckoned the meanings of 

and developmental process of Black racial identity.   

Black Athlete Resistance in Sport 

The meaning of being Black is not easily defined entirely by the collective 

group of Blacks, or by Black individuals, but by social and cultural processes that 

forge distinctions within society (Gaines & Reed, 1995). A pivotal time period in the 

legacy of Black culture took shape throughout the 1960’s and 1970’s. The Civil 

Right’s and the Black Power Movements of the late 1960’s and early 1970’s brought 

about significant changes to the Black experience in this country. By the same token, 



 

 59 

these important movements were catalysts in inscribing a positive, transformative, 

and empowering narrative about the meaning of being Black and demonstrating 

racial pride. Edwards (1969) describes the calls to action and rise in demonstrations 

for social justice and Black pride by Black athletes and the Black community across 

the nation on college campuses throughout 1960’s.  

At the intersection of politics, the struggle for social justice, and sport were 

the iconic actions of Tommie Smith and John Carlos in the 1968 Olympics in Mexico 

City. On Wednesday the16th in October 1968, the winner of the 200-meter race with 

a world record time, Tommie Smith, and third place finisher, John Carlos, stood atop 

the medal winner’s podium, not as just medal finishers of a sprint in the Olympics, 

but in a symbol of Black pride, Black recognition, and Black (re)definition. With only 

black socks to cover his feet, Smith stood during the awards ceremony wearing a 

black glove on his right hand and a black scarf around his neck. His teammate, 

Carlos, also standing in black socks, draped beads around his neck and wore a black 

glove on his left hand. The black artifacts worn by the two men were to represent 

the various struggles and sectors of Black people in America. America’s national 

anthem began to play without interruption. Both Smith and Carlos simultaneously 

bowed their heads and raised their black-gloved fists to the sky. This was one of the 

climatic moments of time in which sport took center stage in front of the world.  

The focus of this dissertation doesn’t necessitate the need to entirely detail 

the numerous events and contributions of Black athletes of the time. However, it is 

noteworthy to address the role in which Black athletes and sport have served vital 
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contributions to the construction of Blackness in America during the time. Events, 

like Smith and Carlos’s of the late 1960’s and the Black Power movement fueled 

interests of psychologists, mostly Black (Sellers et al., 1998), to examine the 

developmental process toward a positive Black self. As a result, scholars looked to 

develop descriptive theoretical models of Black racial identity (Cross, 1971; Jackson, 

1975; Milliones, 1980; Thomas, 1971). Greatly influenced by the social times and the 

Black Power movement, William E. Cross Jr. proposed his Nigrescence model (Cross, 

1971).  

Original Conceptualization of Nigrescence 

Cross (1971) originally coined his nigrescence model the “Negro-to-Black 

Experience.” Nigrescence is a French word that means the “process of becoming 

Black” (Cross, 1978). Cross’s nigrescence theory characterizes the progression from 

a White worldview to embracing more of a Black or Afrocentric worldview. At 

inception, nigrescence was an un-tested model depicting five stages in which one 

was claimed to experience toward becoming Black (Cross, 1971). These stages, in 

order, include: pre-encounter, encounter, immersion-emersion, internalization, and 

internalization-commitment.  

The pre-encounter stage is illustrated by attitudes representative of a 

Eurocentric (i.e. White) system of beliefs. A person who exhibits being in this stage 

has been socialized to have an anti-Black, non-Black or the opposite of Black 

perspective of the world around them. An individual in his or her pre-encounter 



 

 61 

stage has bought into the Eurocentric cultural value of assimilation as best practice 

to live in society. Pre-encounter individuals who have adopted anti-Black or non-

Black attitudinal beliefs are believed to be self-hating, resulting in lowered self-

esteem (Cross, 1971). A pre-encounter individual also has a distorted view of the 

history of Black people and Black people themselves.  

The second stage of the original nigrescence model is labeled the encounter. 

At the encounter stage, an individual experiences a racially awakening event or 

episode that drastically alters one’s perspective of the world around them. For 

instance, an individual may by unexpectedly not welcomed and turned away from a 

business because of their Black skin or is offensively called a nigger by someone 

White. As a result of said event or episode, the individual is led to seek out a new 

perspective of what it means to Black. A two-fold process must happen during this 

stage. Cross (1971) explains that the individual 1) experiences an encounter episode 

and 2) begins to reinterpret their analysis of the world and worldview based due to 

personalizing his or her encounter event (Cross, 1971). 

The original third stage of nigrescence is the immersion phase. The stage of 

immersion is best described as one seeks to be fully immersed in Blackness. A 

person in the immersion-emersion stage has a renewed vigor to learn Black history, 

read Black literature and embodies an extreme pro-Black persona. A person within 

the immersion stage creates an attitude and view about being Black in opposition to 

White hegemonic culture. Cross describes an immersion individual is intensely 

consumed with Blackness based on a hatred of Whites and a repudiation of 
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Whiteness that facilitates the emergence of a pseudo Black identity. This pseudo 

identity falls short of a fully materialized healthy Black identity that has matured 

beyond an anti-White attitude and anti-White worldview. An individual displaying 

attitudes and beliefs that draw them out an exuberant fixation on pro-anything 

Blackness exemplifies the emersion portion of this third stage. An emersion 

individual reveals greater poise of his or her once exuberance of Blackness. Whites 

are perceived with less hatred. 

Internalization is the next stage of the original Nigrescence model. Reaching 

this stage is not necessarily guaranteed as one may dwell in the immersion stage 

and never experience emergence. Personifying elements of immersion-emersion 

with a refocused view of being Black characterizes the internalization stage. To 

reach this stage a person commands an analysis of the Black experience within 

society, which in turn transforms the psychology and spiritual nature of the person. 

The internalized view of being Black at this stage is situated in a secure wellbeing 

and positive concept of self.  

The original nigrescence model ends with the stage of internalization-

commitment. This individual has internalized a more Afrocentric worldview and a 

positive self-concept. A person reaching this final stage is not only sympathetic to 

fighting racism and resisting misguided hegemonic culture, they are committed to a 

prolonged plan of action to fight racism, promote Black liberation and advocate 

Black pride. An internalized individual also endorses a commitment to transform 

their communities for the good and better. A person reaching this final stage 
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integrates his or her reconstructed positive Black identity into his or her overall self.  

Nigrescence, Put to the Test 

There were several assumptions undergirding the Cross’s (1971) original 

model of nigrescence. First, it is assumed that Blacks will experience a nigrescence 

process in and of itself. There was also an assumption that development of Black 

racial identity occurs sequentially from one stage to the next. Another assumption 

was that stage progression reflected emotional and attitude changes from a negative 

to positive self-consciousness.  Related to the experiences of Black’s during the 

1960’s and 1970’s social movements, an individual’s advancement between stages 

was initiated by his or her response to social oppression (Cross, 1971, 1991). The 

original model also presumes there to be a commonality among Blacks’ racial 

identity development. 

As it stood, the Cross’s (1971) nigrescence model was an untried theory. Hall, 

Freedle, and Cross (1972) attempted to empirically examine and validate the theory 

in a study including 180 students from Princeton University, which included ninety 

Blacks and ninety Whites. The over-arching purpose of Hall et al. (1972) was to 

empirically test Cross’s nigrescence theory to allow for more generalizable 

understandings and application of the study.  

Student participants were divided into six subgroups. The researchers 

sought to find clustered beliefs representative of the pre-existing stages of 

nigrescence theory. Some participants were initially asked to cluster descriptive 
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statements representative of identity beliefs and name their statement clusters. 

Other participants were asked to re-cluster statements, name the clusters, organize 

clusters into four groups, and then sequentially order the four named clusters of 

statements. Another group of participants were tasked with organizing statements 

in the provided boxes already labeled by the stages of Cross’s (1971) model.  

There were several limitations and delimitations to Hall et al. (1972), 

including 1) a limited sample size, 2) questionable diversity of the sampled 

population, 3) this study was not a longitudinal study, and 4) there is caution of 

reliability issues. The authors also point out that two major shortcoming of the 

study were that they dealt with verbalization data and not directly with individuals 

feelings and that participants were arguably atypical of Black people in American. 

Additionally, there was an assumption that participants had experienced the stages 

of nigrescence, were capable of recognizing others’ nigrescence process, and the 

verbalizations were predetermined statements of individuals’ perspectives of his or 

her nigrescence. Nonetheless, the researchers contended considerable correlations 

were found between the nigrescence statements clustered by respondents.  

Nigrescence Scale Development 

Subsequent to Hall et al. (1972), a gaining interest in the nigrescence theory 

generated interest of scholars (e.g. Parham & Helms, 1981) to develop an 

instrument based on the theory in research. As an adaptation of Hall et al.’s (1972) 

Q-sort items, Parham & Helms (1981) developed the Racial Identity Attitude Scale 
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(RIAS), as a measurement instrument designed to evaluate Cross’s (1971) original 

nigrescence model. The popularized RIAS produced an outpour of research on Black 

racial identity (e.g., Bagley & Copeland, 1994; Carter & Helms, 1988; Helms, 1990; 

Helms & Parham, 1996; Neville & Lily, 2000; Parham & Helms, 1985; Richardson & 

Helms, 1994). In spite of its popularity in Black racial identity research, the RIAS is a 

recipient of much criticism.  

A preliminary concern raised of the use of the RIAS is that this measure was 

never subjected to peer review, contrary to the commonly accepted professional 

standards of academicians’ scholarly research (Cokley, 2007). Several scholars have 

questioned the mixed findings of psychometric properties of the RIAS and of the 

numerous emergent versions of the RIAS (Cokley, 2007; Fischer, Tokar, Serna, 1998; 

Ponterotto & Wise, 1987; Tokar & Fischer, 1998; Yanico, Swanson, & Tokar, 1994). 

Despite scholars’ concerns of the RIAS psychometrics, the RIAS remained a popular 

instrument of measurement over the years since its creation (Cokley, 2007).  

Revisions to Nigrescence 

The nigrescence model has been revised twice (Cross, 1991; Cross & 

Vandiver, 2001), thus dating the Parham and Helms’s (1981) RIAS applicability to 

only the original Cross (1971) nigrescence model. In response to several critiques of 

the original theory by several scholars (e.g., Akbar, 1989; Helms, 1989; Nobles, 

1989; Parham, 1989; Smith, 1989) the research and conversation about nigrescence 

has been advanced by existing research. For example, Parham (1989) argued that 
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the processes within nigrescence should take into consideration individual’s life 

cycles as one ages through various periods of one’s life. Parham (1989) also argued 

that there exists considerable variability within each stage as well as one possibly 

recycling through his or her nigrescence experience. Others such as Akbar (1989) 

and Nobles (1989) argued that the original version compartmentalized a Black 

Nationalist identity to the immersion-emersion stage thus underestimating the 

legitimacy and internalization of a Black nationalist identity in the latter stages of 

the nigrescence. With critiques such as these taken into account, Cross (1991) 

outlined a thorough assessment and offered modifications to Cross (1971) in his 

book titled, Shades of Black. 

Cross (1991) contributes significant revisions to the original nigrescence 

theory conceptualizing identities within stages, a revision of the overall stages, and 

providing some differentiation between personal and group identities.  To note, 

Cross (1991) postulates that the changes of one’s Black identity happen at a level of 

reference to group orientation (RGO) and not at one’s level of personal identity (PI). 

An individuals PI is based on personality features (e.g. self-esteem), where as RGO is 

referenced by one’s social affiliation (e.g. race, gender). Cross argues demarcation 

between PI and RGO is an important element of revision because it considers that 

individual personality may be unchanged by end of nigrescence, yet one’s values 

and worldview of being Black and their association to the Black group can be 

changed through re-socialization. 
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Pre-Encounter.  

Cross (1991) also modifies the conceptualization of the characteristics of 

each stage of the original nigrescence theory. In the pre-encounter stage, Cross 

explained that racial attitudes may range from low-salience to social-stigma (Cross, 

1991). A pre-encounter individual has either an assimilationist or anti-Black 

identity (Cross, 1991, 1995). Race is not a salient factor for some who adopt a pro-

American RGO under an assimilationist identity. On the other hand, the anti-Black 

identity is characterized by miseducation and self-hatred. The miseducated 

individual of this stage has a distorted view of Black history and accepts White 

cultural orientations, values, and norms. One experiencing self-hatred will have 

negative feelings about being Black (Cross, 1991, 1995). A pre-encounter person is 

also characterized as potentially being attracted to organizations and other Blacks 

that demonstrate little to no race consciousness (Cross, 1991, 1995). The spectrum 

of individual attitudes and characteristics is nuanced by Cross’s (1991) revisions to 

the pre-encounter stage.  

Encounter.  

The encounter stage remained fairly unchanged in Cross’s revisions. Most 

notably, the encounter stage is recognized by an event or even a series of episodes 

or circumstances that stimulate a transformation of an individual’s current attitudes 

and worldview (Cross, 1991, 1995). The encounter must cause one to question their 

RGO and may be considered a positive event or situation, rather than solely negative 

as in the original version. For some, the recent election of a Black president of the 
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United States, Barack Obama, or attending a Black empowerment symposium may 

be positive triggers that one personalizes and enables one continue on a journey of 

nigrescence. 

Immersion-Emersion.  

The ramifications of the immersion-emersion stage in nigrescence are 

illustrated by Cross (1991) as, “There is nothing subtle about this stage, and with 

good reason. During this period of transition, the person begins to demolish the old 

perspective and simultaneously tries to construct what will become his or her new 

frame of reference” (p.202). A person in this stage immerses himself or herself in 

Blackness while at the same time is resistant to Whiteness. In the latter part of this 

stage a person moves from an extreme pro-Black perspective toward integrating 

their new views about being Black into their general core identity. Cross (1991) 

expounds on this stage by emphasizing the process of transition and the volatility of 

emotions that can materialize. Cross (1991) describes that there may be emotional 

repercussions to the emotional journey within this stage. One might regress back to 

a pre-encounter stage due to emotional battle fatigue. Furthermore, one may 

become fixated with pessimism toward non-Blacks or even disregard the race issue 

all together (Cross). An end to one’s transitional immersion-emersion stage is 

reached with they have realized they have not reached an end to their identity 

journey by simply immersing themselves in Blackness, yet still feel the need to 

further mature their new identity and worldview (Cross, 1991, 1995). This 

realization becomes one’s emergence that leads them to the internalization stage. 
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Internalization.  

Cross (1991) explains the internalization phase is characterized by a newly 

re-socialized attitudes about being Black and the daily exemplification of their 

newly internalized Black identity and worldview. The humanistic ideology of the 

original version is no longer the epitomized ideology in the Cross’s revised theory. 

The new internalization stage includes a Black Nationalist, Biculturalist, and 

Multiculturalist identity (Vandiver et al., 2002). The aspect of commitment is 

merged within the final internalization stage. A Black Nationalist identity can 

positively exist in internalization as one seeks to empower his or her Black 

community. One with a Biculturalist identity is characterized by the acceptance of 

the Black self and integrates their Black identity with one other cultural identity 

(e.g., American, gender). The Multiculturalist identity is characterized by the 

acceptance of the Black self and integrates their Black identity with multiple other 

cultural identities (Vandiver et al., 2002). An elevated perception of race salience is 

achieved in this final stage.  

Based on the critiques of Parham (1989), Cross (1991) acknowledges the 

notion of one’s potential to recycle through stages. Cross (1991, 1995) submits that 

the reoccurrence of an encounter episode or series of episodes provokes one to 

recycle between stages and possibly never progressing to the stage of 

internalization. The concept of recycling builds upon the consideration that 

individuals are likely to experience various encounter situations throughout their 

life (Parham, 1989). The incorporation of the recycling concept suggests that an 



 

 70 

individual may experience multiple encounter incidences that can cause them to 

revisit a meaning of being Black regardless of the stage they may be currently 

within. 

Cross (1991) goes on to identify three functions of a Black identity that 

manifest throughout all the prescribed stages: a defensive function, a reference 

group function, and a bridging function. The defensive function used as an 

individual’s defense against negative psychological stress as a byproduct of living in 

a society with racism. The reference group function of one’s Black identity provides 

a sense of purpose, meaning, and affiliation with other Blacks and the Black 

community. The bridging function of a Black identity is proposed to provide a 

psychological means to facilitate integration into society outside of all that is Black. 

Extending Nigrescence 

Cross and Vandiver (2001) further extended portions of Cross’s (1991) 

revision of nigrescence theory. They contended that the focus on moving through 

stages of nigrescence should be reconsidered as an individual having clusters of 

racial identity attitudes. The multiple ways that Black identities are performed can 

vary in one’s daily life (Cross & Vandiver, 2001). Therefore, in the current expanded 

nigrescence model Cross and Vandiver (2001) delineated three pre-encounter 

identities: pre-encounter Assimilation, pre-encounter Miseducation, and pre-

encounter Self-Hatred. The immersion-emersion stage remained characterized by 

an Intense Black Involvement and an Anti-White identity (Vandiver et al., 2002). The 
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internalization stage has the same three identities: internalization-Black Nationalist, 

internalization-Biculturalist, and internalization-Multiculturalist Inclusive.  

Vandiver et al. (2002) denotes that of the eight Black racial identities 

characterized in the expanded nigrescence model (i.e. three pre-encounter, two 

immersion–emersion, and three internalization), only seven are believed to be 

measurable. However, with the exclusion of Biculturalist and Multiculturalist 

identities due to potential lack of distinction between the two (Vandiver et al., 

2002), only six identities are included in the updated measuring instrument of 

nigrescence; the Cross Racial Identity Scale (CRIS; Cross & Vandiver, 2001; Vandiver 

et al., 2002).  

A Convergence of Athletic and Racial Identity 

Recently, scholars have attempted to conceptualize and empirically test a 

convergence of athletic and racial identity associated with Black student athletes. 

Relevant to this dissertation, Harrison, Harrison and Moore (2002) offer a summary 

of nigrescence with implications to Black sport and physical activity participants. 

They postulate that the athletic achievement and elevated social status for some 

Black males may result in them experiencing an extended stay within the pre-

encounter stage. They further argue that the societal adulation of athletes may stifle 

Black sport participants from experiencing or recognizing an encounter event or 

series of episodes triggering their progression through nigrescence. However, 

Harrison et al. (2002) contend there is potential for Black athletes to face an 
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encounter situation because of social and cultural situations like “…if the African 

American athlete begins to date a European American female” or if Black athletes 

confront “law enforcement officers who are unaware of the African American 

athlete’s status” (p.123-124). 

Harrison and colleagues further postulate that Black participation patterns 

into particular sports and physical activities may occur as Black participants are 

immersed in sports that they identify as representative of Blackness. The authors 

further contend that as Black participants reach a stage of internalization they no 

longer seek involvement in perceived traditional and/or exclusively African 

American dominated activities.  In this final stage participants may seek to integrate 

into a various traditionally European activities while embracing their new 

Afrocentric worldview and a commitment to their community. Harrison et al. go on 

to contend there is a need for further study of the relationship between athletic and 

racial identity. 

Although Harrison et al. (2002) are forthcoming in their acknowledgement 

that they have provided a brief synthesis of Cross’s Nigrescence theory in relation to 

Black male sport and physical activity participation, there are limitations of the 

synthesis to consider. First, the authors’ summaries of the nigrescence stages are 

based on the revised nigrescence model (Cross, 1991, 1995). Therefore, an 

understanding of the variance of clusters of racial identity attitudes within the 

stages represented in the expanded version is not fully captured. Despite some 

arguable limitations of the authors summaries, conclusions, and generalizations, 
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Harrison et al, (2002) provides a conceptual stepping stone for contemplating the 

link between athletic and racial identity in relation to Black athletes.  

Research on Athletic and Racial Identity 

While a dearth of knowledge beyond conceptual speculation exist about the 

relationship between athletic and racial identity (e.g. Harrison et al., 2002; Bimper & 

Harrison, in press), this relationship has received some recent empirical attention. 

Jackson, Keiper, Brown, Brown and Manuel (2002) examined the relationship 

between athletic identity, racial attitudes and aggression across a sample of first 

year Black and White student athletes. Pertinent to the focus of this dissertation, 

Jackson et al found some evidence of a significant relationship between athletic 

identity and racial identity centrality. The authors suggest that an athletic identity 

appears to have some influential effect on Black athletes racial identification and 

racial attitudes. 

In another related study using the same data set, Brown et al. (2003) 

examined the link between athletic and racial centrality and associations with 

student athletes’ perceptions of racial discrimination. In order to measure racial 

identity centrality the following single item was used: “In general, belonging to my 

ethnic/racial group is an important part of my self-image.” They examined the 

differences between the identity salience and perceptions of discrimination 

between freshman Black and White student athletes. The White student athletes 

revealed a positive relationship between the athletic and racial salience identities. 
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Brown and colleagues found a negative relationship between Black participants 

athletic identity salience and racial identity salience. Black athletes with high 

athletic centrality significantly correlated with perceptions that racial 

discrimination does not exist. The major conclusion by Brown et al. was that athletic 

identity has a significant impact on the racial self-perceptions of Black athletes. 

Most recently, Steinfeldt, Reed, & Steinfeldt (2010) investigated the linkage 

between racial and athletic identity with adjustment to college between PWIs and 

HBCUs. Racial identity perceptions were assessed using the MIBI (Sellers et al., 

1998), which is based on the MMRI (Sellers et al., 1997). Evidence of the presence of 

the four ideology dimensions (i.e. Nationalist, Oppressed-minority, Humanists, and 

Assimilationists: see Sellers et al., 1998) was found among the sampled participants, 

yet the Black Nationalist ideology associated with lower institutional adjustment. 

This association supports a notion that a nationalist ideology is often discouraged in 

sport. Interestingly, a significant relationship between racial centrality and athletic 

identity was not supported in this study (Steinfeldt et al.). In spite of the knowledge 

yielded from these studies of the link between athletic and racial identity, there 

remains a considerable knowledge gap in the convergence of race and sport 

associated with Black student athletes. A further exploration of the relationship 

between these constructs of identity in association with other pertinent concepts of 

self may lead to a richer understanding of the overall self-perceptions made by 

Black student athletes. This potentially richer understanding has vast implications 

for all that work with Black student athletes in various contexts.  



 

 75 

Critical Race Theory 

This dissertation also includes the usefulness of qualitative inquiry and 

methodology to provide a more comprehensive understanding of Black student 

athletes. With this mission of the present research, the use of Critical Race Theory 

(CRT) is employed as theoretical frame to structure a qualitative examination of 

Black student athletes. Similar to the times that influenced and gave birth to the 

conceptualization of nigrescence models to theorize racial identity development, 

CRT is linked to a genesis of Black legal minds of the post-civil rights era critically 

examining race, racism, and law (Crenshaw, 1988; Tate, 1997; Matsuda et al., 1993). 

Tate (1997) further states,  

 

The CRT movement in legal studies is rooted in the social missions and 

struggles of the 1960s that sought justice, liberation, and economic 

empowerment; thus, from its inception, it has had both academic and social 

activist goals. Furthermore, the movement is a response to the retrenching of 

civil rights gains and a changing social discourse…[T]his pre-1970s history 

both provides a rich resource of data on which to build and reflects an 

intellectual continuity central to the [CRT] movement's mission (p.197-198). 

 

The use of CRT stemming from critical legal studies (e.g. Delgado, 1984, 

1989) has been applied to a scope of foundational literature in various disciplines 

such as education, sociology, history, ethnic studies, and women’s studies (e.g. 
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Aguirre, 2000, Crenshaw, 1993; Solórzano, 1997, 1998; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 

2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Tate, 1997; Wing, 1996). A central aim of the use of 

CRT is to position the issues of race and racism at the forefront of analyses and 

interpretations of society (Tate, 1997). In doing so, scholars using the CRT 

framework seek to unveil and stamp out racial oppression in its various forms 

ranging from individual to institutional and systemic manifestations.  

Tenets of CRT 

Following a review of CRT, Tate (1997) explains the theoretical framework of 

CRT consists of five key tenets broadly characterized as 1) racism is enduring in 

American society 2) the challenging of ahistoricism with experiential knowledge 3) 

reinterpreting of civil rights law 4) bridging epistemological boundaries 5) and 

challenging the self-interest of hegemonic societal entities. Scholars using CRT 

unapologetically take the position that racism has overtime become deeply 

entrenched into the legal, cultural, and psychological fabric of American society. 

Solórzano and Yosso (2002) contend that in addition to this premise of race and 

racism being endemic, there exist an “intercentricity of racialized oppression,” 

where race and racism intersect with “…layers of subordination based on race, 

gender, class, immigration status, surname, phenotype, accent, and sexuality” (p.25).  

Challenging a single historical memory is a critical principle of CRT. Adjoined 

with this principle in the valuing of the experiential knowledge of people of color in 

the contextual/historical analyses of law and society (Tate, 1997). The experiential 
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knowledge of people of color is legitimatized, appropriated, and vital towards 

comprehensively understanding, analyzing, and pedagogically addressing racial 

subordination (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Employing tenets of CRT can reveal how 

particular texts dilute and/or distort the experiences of people of color rather than 

centering their marginalization as a source of strength of people of color. 

Conventional deficit approaches to research and rationalizations are thus 

challenged and exposed by use of CRT.  

Tate (1997) explains that another element of CRT is to revisit civil rights 

laws to address the limitations of certain laws that have aimed to remedy racial 

inequities. In doing so, CRT exhibits how in fact these civil rights laws have been 

undermined before being implemented (Tate). By virtue of the tenet to challenge 

the self-interest of dominant social entities, critical race theory challenges the 

hegemonic claim and ideologies of objectivity, race neutrality, meritocracy, 

colorblindness, and equal opportunity (Bell, 1980; Tate, 1997). These hegemonic 

claims and ideologies mask the inherent self-interest, power, and White privilege 

that often operate in the backdrop of institutions of society. Lastly, bridging 

epistemological boundaries as facet of CRT is based on drawing from a number of 

systems of thought. To provide a complete analysis of the layers of subordination, 

CRT often borrows from numerous epistemological traditions such as feminism, 

post-structuralism, liberalism, and cultural nationalism to inform racism, sexism, 

and classism.  
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Valuing “Voice” in Research 

Solórzano and Yosso (2002) contend that CRT’s use within education seeks 

to simultaneously foreground race and racism in the research as well as challenge 

the traditional paradigms, methods, texts, and alternate discourse on race, gender, 

and class by showing how these social constructs intersect to impact on 

communities of color. The theme of voice is replete throughout CRT legal studies 

and education literature (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005). While a single voice is not 

representative of an entire group of people, Delgado argues that a commonality in 

the experience of racism that structures the stories of people of color warrant the 

termed “voice” in CRT (p. 98: Delgado, 1990).  

A wealth of information can be drawn from the narratives of Black student 

athletes with a use of CRT. Montecinos (1995) contends a master narrative told of a 

group (e.g. Blacks, Black student athletes) can bound that group to limiting 

perspective of what it means to be apart of the group thus distorting the nuances 

and richness of a said group. Unfortunately, people of color often buy into and 

perpetuate a dominant ill-informed and misleading narrative that has been rooted 

by the legacy of hegemonic privilege (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Solórzano and 

Yosso assert that these dominant narratives or “majoritarian stories” are layered 

with subordinate assumptions of a group of people and individuals, which in turn 

normalize the dominant group as the point of reference (p. 28).  

The utility of CRT enables the researcher to draw upon the voice through 

counter-storytelling to contest majoritarian stories with the experiential knowledge 
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of people of color. Delgado speaks on the value of voice in CRT research as follows: 

 

There is another view of the matter. In that view, ‘voice’ scholarship can 

bring to our attention breaches of both types of equality. It can sharpen our 

concern, enrich our experience, and provide access to stories beyond the 

stock tale. Heeding new voices can stir our imaginations, and let us begin to 

see life through the eyes of the outsider. Not only can it broaden our point of 

view; bringing to light the abuses and petty and major tyrannies that 

minority communities suffer can enable us to see and correct systemic 

injustices that might otherwise remain invisible. Experience tells us that 

reforms born of the cauldron of racial justice are often extended more 

broadly (p.109: Delgado, 1990). 

 

The elements of CRT allow for an interactive process of scholarship by allowing 

participants to find their voice of  liberation from dominant discourses that are 

fallible.  With the use of CRT, participants may become “…empowered…, hearing 

their own stories and the stories of others, listening to how the arguments are 

framed, and learning to make the arguments themselves” (p.64: Solórzano, Ceja, & 

Yosso, 2001). 

Relative to the purposes set forth in the present research, several tenets of 

CRT are incorporated to assemble a breadth of data that may yield a comprehensive 

understanding of Black student athletes development, perceptions, and experiences. 
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Employing CRT in the present study will offer useful methods and valuable insights 

that will direct the researcher to critically analyze and name systemic implications 

of race that have an impact of Black male student athletes at predominately White 

institution of higher learning. CRT will also help to expose and provide a richer 

context to the educational experiences of Black student athletes on and off the field, 

in and out of the classroom.   

Purpose and Hypotheses 

The purpose of the present study was two fold based on a mix-method 

approach. First, the researcher sought to investigate if racial identity attitudes and 

athletic identity influence academic self-concept and academic performance. Exiting 

research has repeatedly shown that academic self-concept correlates and best 

predicts academic performance (i.e. GPA) for Black students attending PWIs (Awad, 

2007; Cokley, 2000, 2002b; Cokley & Chapman, 2008b). Cokley and Chapman 

(2008) tested a proposed path model including, among other variables, ethnic 

identity and racial identity attitudes associating with academic performance, 

mediated by academic self-concept. Research examining the relationship between 

racial and athletic identity of Black student athletes is scant. Building upon extant 

literature and prior research, the researcher explored the following hypotheses vis-

à-vis the first purpose of the research: 

A. Academic self-concept is expected to positively predict GPA. 

B. Racial identity attitudes are expected to have a negative association 



 

 81 

with athletic identity. 

C. Athletic identity will mediate the relationship between racial identity 

attitudes and academic self-concept. 

D. Racial identity attitudes will be indirectly related to GPA by an athletic 

identity mediated influence on academic self- concept. 

See Figure 2 of hypothesized path model.  

The second purpose of the present research is to qualitatively examine the 

experiences and perceptions of several Black male collegiate student athletes 

attending PWIs with prominent athletic programs. Essentially, the aim of the 

qualitative analysis is to draw on the experiential knowledge of Black male 

collegiate student athletes in an effort to critically identify and analyze how sport 

and race intersect and impact Black student athlete identity development, self-

concepts, and educational experiences. It was hypothesized that Black student 

athletes would acknowledge being socialized to strongly identify with being an 

athlete.  

The researcher also anticipated that the dialogue with participants would 

reveal participant racial identity attitudes to be similar to pre-encounter 

assimilationist of nigrescence theory. The interactive dialogue between researcher 

and participants was aimed at stimulating a critically reflective analysis of the 

circumstances that the Black student athletes operate within daily. Moreover, and 

reflective of the use of CRT, the Black male student athlete participants may 
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embrace a liberating experience that emerges throughout the course of our 

dialogue.
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Figure 2. Hypothesized Path Model 
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  CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 
 The present research was conducted using a mixed-methodological 

approach. Creswell and Plano Clark (2007) contend mixed methods research 

“…focuses on collecting, analyzing, and mixing both quantitative and qualitative data 

in a single study or series of studies. Its central premise is that the use of 

quantitative and qualitative approaches in combination provides a better 

understanding of research problems than either approach alone” (p. 5). The goal of 

the present study was to further understand the presence of and relationships 

between Black student athlete self-perceptions and include the voice of Black male 

student athletes participating in revenue generating intercollegiate sport to 

critically examine the broad intersection of race and sport. Creswell and Plano Clark 

(2007) argue, “The combination of qualitative and quantitative data provides a 

more complete picture by noting trends and generalizations as well as in-depth 

knowledge of participants’ perspectives” (p. 33).  

 

Mixed methods research also is an attempt to legitimate the use of multiple 

approaches in answering research questions, rather than restricting or 

constraining researchers' choices (i.e., it rejects dogmatism). It is an 

expansive and creative form of research, not a limiting form of research. It is 

inclusive, pluralistic, and complementary, and it suggests that researcher 

stake an eclectic approach to method selection and the thinking about and 
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conduct of research. What is most fundamental is the research question— 

research methods should follow research questions in a way that offers the 

best chance to obtain useful answers. Many research questions and 

combinations of questions are best and most fully answered through mixed 

research solutions (p. 17-18: Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

 

The mix-methodology of the study is not necessarily used to pursue the sole 

goal to corroborate data, yet rather to provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of the unique experiences of Black male student athletes in 

intercollegiate sport. The design of the present research was a triangulation mixed 

methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). This overall research design 

involved gathering both quantitative and qualitative data simultaneously and then 

merging findings in analysis and interpretations of data (Creswell et al, 2003; 

Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). The quantitative portion of this research aimed to 

investigate the relationship of Black male collegiate student athletes’ perceptions of 

racial and athletic identity and academic self-concept with academic performance. 

Concurrent with gathering quantitative data, qualitative interviews were conducted 

to gain insight and critically examine how self-perceptions and experiences of Black 

male collegiate student athletes that participate in revenue generating sport are 

constructed and impacted within sport culture.  

In chapter three, although the research employs mixed-methods, the 

research methodology is expounded separately by research approach to specify the 
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nuances in methodology of both quantitative and qualitative approaches. First, the 

quantitative methods segment of the research includes the following: a description 

of the participants, measures and instrumentation used, data collection procedures, 

and data analysis. An outline of the quantitative methodology is followed by the 

qualitative methodology pursued in this research project. The qualitative methods 

segment includes the following: the qualitative research design, participant 

recruitment, site descriptions, procedures, data analyses, data trustworthiness, and 

researcher reflexivity. 

Quantitative Research 

Participants 

Two hundred and fifty-seven male Division 1-A Football Bowl Series (FBS) 

collegiate student athletes from seven large-scale PWIs participated in the present 

study. The seven large-scale PWIs spanned four states throughout the West, 

Southwest, Central and Midwest regions of the United States and represent three 

intercollegiate conferences competing in Division 1-A FBS collegiate football.  

Subsequent to preliminary analysis, all but two participants (N = 255) were retained 

for primary analysis. The age of participants ranged from seventeen to twenty-two 

with an average age being M = 19.45 (SD = 1.00). All participants in this study self-

identified as Black or African American. The academic classification of student 

athletes ranged from freshman to seniors (n = 38, 14.9% freshman; n = 93, 36.5% 

sophomores; n = 97, 38% juniors; n = 27, 10.6% seniors). In terms of their athletic 
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status, there were 7(2.7%) freshman, 38(14.9%) sophomores, 16(6.3%) juniors, 

and 7(2.7%) seniors who did not receive redshirt years by the time of this study. 

The remainder of participants who did identify as having redshirted one of their 

years as a collegiate student athlete included 27(10.6%) freshman, 63(24.7%) 

sophomores, 73(28.6%) juniors and 24(9.4%) seniors. The average grade point 

average of participants was M = 2.47 (SD = .35). The majority of participants were 

scholarship funded student athletes (n = 233, 91.4% full scholarship and n = 22, 

8.6% non-funded/walk-on student athletes). Lastly, participants ranged in rank on 

their respective team depth charts from starters to reserves (n = 90 1st 

team/starters, n = 135 2nd team/backups, n = 30 3rd team/reserves).  

Measures 

Self-report questionnaires were administered to student athletes to collect 

responses about racial identity attitudes, athletic identity, academic self-concept 

and demographic data. Each administered questionnaire consisted of the Cross 

Racial Identity Scale (CRIS: Vandiver et al., 2002), the Athletic Identity Measurement 

Scale (AIMS: Brewer & Cornelius, 2001), and the Academic Self-Concept Scale 

(Reynolds, 1980, 1988). The instrumentation items and measured demographics 

within the survey are described in further detail in following sections. 

Cross Racial Identity Scale. 

 The Cross Racial Identity Scale (CRIS: see Table 1) is a 40-item scale (30 CRIS 

items and 10 filler items) created for the purpose of operationalizing Cross’s (1991) 
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revised nigrescence model. The current CRIS (Vandiver et al., 2002) was developed 

throughout six phases over a span of five years (Cross & Vandiver, 2001; Vandiver et 

al., 2001, 2002; Worrell, Vandiver, Cross, & Fhagen-Smith, 2004). The CRIS contains 

six subscales designed to measure six nigrescence attitudes described in the 

expanded nigrescence model (Cross & Vandiver, 2001; Worrell, Cross, & Vandiver, 

2001). The six subscales are Pre-Encounter Assimilation (PA; e.g., “I primarily think 

of myself as an American and seldom as a member of a racial group”), Pre-

Encounter Miseducation (PM: e.g., “Too many Blacks ‘glamorize’ the drug trade and 

fail to see opportunities that don’t involve crime”), Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred (PSH: 

e.g., “Privately, I sometimes have negative feelings about being Black”), Immersion-

Emersion Anti-White (IEAW: e.g., “I have a strong feeling of hatred and disdain for 

all White people”), Internalization Afrocentricity (IA: e.g., “I see and think about 

things from an Afrocentric perspective”), and Internalization Multiculturalist-

Inclusive (IMCI: e.g., “As a multiculturalist, I am connected to many groups”).  

Responses to CRIS items (see Table 1) were measured on a 7- point Likert 

scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The subscales were 

scored independently. A mean score was obtained from the item responses 

associated to each subscale. Thus, respondents to the CRIS had six attitude scores, 

representative of each subscale, ranging from 1 to 7. Respondents generated a score 

for each subscale for which all six different nigrescence attitudes were represented. 

However, the largest subscale scores will denote one’s predominate racial identity 

attitudes to express their Black racial identity (Vandiver, et al., 2002).  



 

 89 

Internal consistency reliability of the six subscales has ranged from .78 (PM) to .89 

(IEAW; Vandiver et al., 2002). Worrell, Vandiver, Cross, and Fhagen-Smith (2004) 

found reliability estimates for the CRIS scores ranging from .70 to .85. Cokley 

(2002a) found internal consistency reliability for all subscales to range from .74 to 

.83. Low intercorrelations between CRIS subscales and measures of social 

desirability, personality, and global self-esteem support discriminant validity for the 

CRIS (Vandiver et al., 2002). Exploratory factor analysis supported the six-factor 

structure of the CRIS, while confirmatory factor analysis supported the six-factor 

model and the two-factor higher order model, thus establishing structural validity 

for the CRIS (Vandiver et al., 2002). Convergent validity with the Multidimensional 

Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI: Sellers et al., 1997) has demonstrated construct 

validity of the CRIS (Vandiver et al., 2002). Internal consistency reliability values of 

CRIS subscales ranged from .74 ≤  ≥ .86 in the present study (see Table 5). 
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Table 1   

Sample items from the Cross Racial Identity Scale 

Item Description  

 
1.  I am not so much a member of a racial group, as I am an American. (Pre-

encounter Assimilation) 

2. Blacks place more emphasis on having a good time than on hard work. (Pre-

encounter Miseducation) 

3. Privately, I sometimes have negative feelings about being Black. (Pre-encounter 

Self-Hatred) 

4.  I have a strong feeling of hatred and disdain for all White people. (Immersion-

Emersion Anti-White) 

5. I see and think about things from an Afrocentric perspective. (Internalization 

Afrocentricity) 

6.  As a Multiculturalist, I am connected to many groups (Hispanics, Asian-

Americans, Whites, Jews, gays, and lesbians, etc.) (Internalization 

Multiculturalist Inclusive) 
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Athletic Identity Measurement Scale. 

Brewer, Van Raalte, and Linder (1993) first developed the Athletic Identity 

Measurement Scale (AIMS) the to measure the strength and exclusivity of 

identifying with the athlete role in relation to other social roles. Initially the AIMS 

was conceived with 11-items. However, preliminary psychometric analysis of the 

11-items led to the removal of one item (Brewer et al., 1993). The AIMS was 

discovered to express convergent validity due to evidence of significant correlations 

between the AIMS and related measures such as level of sport involvement and 

perceived importance of sports competence. To support the discriminant validity of 

the AIMS, there was no evidence of significant correlations found between the AIMS 

and other conceptual constructs unrelated to athletic identity such as self-esteem, 

perceived sports competence, and sport skill level. The internal consistency of the 

original 10-item AIMS was =.93, whereas test-retest reliability was r=.89, therefore 

supporting its psychometric integrity (Brewer et al., 1993).  

Brewer, Van Raalte, and Linder (1993) originally conceived the AIMS to be a 

one-dimensional instrument. Li and Anderson (2008) explain that a one-

dimensional model was problematic because strength and exclusivity do not 

conceptually align in a single dimension; one may have an elevated athletic identity, 

yet this identity may not be exclusive. Since inception of the AIMS it has been 

analyzed through succeeding tests to identify other dimensions captured within the 

instrument measuring athletic identity. Several revisions to the structure of the 

AIMS have been proposed (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001; Brewer, Boin, Petitpas, Van 
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Raalte, & Mahar, 1993; Hale, James, & Stambulova, 1999; Martin, Mushett, & Eklund, 

1994). 

Brewer and Cornelius (2001) conducted a study with data of a large sample 

(N = 2,856] from which was collated from 10 years of administrations of the AIMS. 

Brewer and Cornelius conducted confirmatory factor analyses to determine the best 

model fit among three prior suggested models and Brewer et al.’s (1993) original 

one-dimensional model. The other proposed model structures included a three-

factor solution model (Brewer, Boin et al., 1993), a modified three-factor solution 

model (Hale et al., 1999), and a four-factor solution model (Martin et al., 1994). As a 

result of the CFAs, Brewer and Cornelius (2001) suggested a multidimensional AIMS 

model containing only seven items representative of three first-order factors absent 

of any cross-loading. 

The three first order factors captured in the 7-item AIMS (Brewer & 

Cornelius, 2001) are: (a) social identity, depicting the extent to which individuals 

view themselves as occupying socially recognized role as an athlete (e.g., “Most of 

my friends are athletes”), (b) exclusivity, characterized the extent to which an 

individual's self is determined only by performing as an athlete in an athlete role; 

and (e.g., “I spend more time thinking about sport than anything else”), and (c) 

negative affectivity, characterized by the extent that an individual experiences 

negative affect response from undesirable outcomes in athletic domains (e.g., “I feel 

bad about myself when I do poorly in sport”: Brewer & Cornelius). These first order 

factors are considered the elements of athletic identity. 
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Brewer and Cornelius (2001) found the 7-item AIMS to be internally 

consistent, = .81, and highly correlated with the original version of the AIMS. 

Previous results of earlier studies including the 10-item AIMS should not be 

discarded because of high correlation with the seven-item AIMS revision (Brewer & 

Cornelius). The responses to the 7-item AIMS are scored on a 7-point Likert-scale 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). In Table 2, the three first 

order factors are represented by the following items in the 7-item AIMS: social 

identity (items 1, 2, 3), exclusivity (items 4, 5), negative affectivity (items 6, 7). A 

mean score is retrieved to express a global athletic identity score. The AIMS is 

positively keyed in such that a higher score indicates one to have a stronger and 

more exclusive identification as an athlete. Based on the evidence of strong 

psychometric properties and the established multidimensionality, the seven-item 

revision of the AIMS (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001) was included within the present 

study (see Table 2). The internal consistency reliability value of the AIMS was .86 in 

the present study (see Table 5). 
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Table 2   

Athletic Identity Measurement Scale Items 

Item Description  

 
1. I consider myself an athlete.  

2. I have many goals related to sport.  

3. Most of my friends are athletes.  

4. Sport is the most important part of my life.  

5. I spend more time thinking about sport than anything else. 

6. I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in sport.   

7.  I would be very depressed if I were injured and could not compete in sport.  
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Academic Self-Concept Scale.  

Academic self-concept was measured using the Academic Self-Concept Scale 

(ASCS: Reynolds et al., 1980). The forty-item ASCS (see Table 3) was developed as 

an instrument to measure an academic facet of general self-concept in college 

students. The ASCS uses a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Factor analysis of the ASCS has yielded a seven-factor 

solution. The seven factors are described as follows: 1) grade and effort dimension; 

2) study habits/organizational self-perceptions; 3) peer evaluation of academic 

ability; 4) self-confidence in academics; 5) satisfaction with school; 6) self-doubt 

regarding ability; 7) self-evaluation with external standards. 

The seven factors account for 56.2% of the total variance. Convergent 

validity, after correction for attenuation, is reported to be .44 between academic 

self-esteem and general self-esteem (Reynolds, 1988). Established with the 

Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale, the discriminant validity is reported to be 

.17. Thus, the ASCS is “relatively free from social desirability response bias” 

(Reynolds, 1988, p. 236). The ASCS yields one global score. Test-retest reliability is 

reported to be .88, while the validity of the measure was supported by evidence of 

significant correlations with GPA (r =.45) and general self-esteem (r =..40: Reynolds, 

1988). Sample items of the ASCS include, “Most courses are very easy for me,” and “I 

am satisfied with the class assignments that I turn in.” The internal reliability 

consistency coefficients of the subscales have been shown to range from .59 to .92 

(Reynolds, 1988). The internal consistency reliability has previously been reported 
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as  = .92 with an ethnically diverse sample (Reynolds 1988). More recent studies 

have reported Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .87 to .91 (Awad, 2007; Cokley 2002b; 

Cokley & Chapman, 2008). In the present study, the internal consistency reliability 

value of the ASCS was .88 (see Table 5). 
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Table 3 

Sample Items from Academic Self-Concept Scale  

Item Description  

 
1. Being a student is a very rewarding experience.  

2. If I try hard enough, I will be able to get good grades.  

5. I often expect to do poorly on exams.  

6. All in all, I feel I am a capable student.  

10. Most courses are very easy for me.  

12. Most of my classmates do better in school than I do.  

18. I feel teachers' standards are too high for me. 

40. I have poor study habits.       
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Demographics. 

Participants were asked to report their age, gender, race, grade point average 

and academic classification in school and in terms of their athletic eligibility. They 

also identified their current sport of involvement, rank on the depth chart of their 

respective teams, and their funding status as student athletes (e.g. scholarship, 

walk-on). The student athletes were also asked to identify if they have declared a 

major of study, and if so, to the name of that major. 

Procedure 

Participant Recruitment. 

Before initiating any research, approval to conduct was granted by The 

University of Texas at Austin Committee on the Use of Human Research Subjects and 

site administrators. Upon receiving necessary permission, the researcher obtained 

consent and administered the survey thereafter. No student athlete was allowed to 

participate in the study unless the consent form was properly signed and received 

by the researcher beforehand. 

Data Collection. 

Participants were asked to respond to self-report questionnaires (see 

Appendix C) containing questions of demographic information, the CRIS, AIMS, and 

the ASCS. The questionnaire took approximately 30 minutes to complete. Only the 

researcher was in the room with participants while questionnaires were 

administered.  The researcher took the time to read instructions aloud to all 
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participants on how to appropriately respond to questionnaire items.  The 

arrangement of grouped items in the questionnaire was intended to conserve time 

and allow for optimal responses to items of the questionnaire.  The student athletes 

completed the items on their own after receiving instructions. Participant 

confidentiality was assured and the student athletes were informed that their 

participation was entirely voluntary. The researcher remained available to answer 

any questions from the participants.  Immediately following the completion of 

questionnaires, participants were thanked for their time and participation.  

Data Analyses 

Prior to conducting analyses, data was thoroughly screened. The process of 

data screening included thorough examination of accuracy of data inputs, missing 

values, observation of plots, potentially influential data, and fit of data with 

multivariate analysis assumptions.  The data screening procedure and subsequent 

analyses were performed using SPSS version PSAW.  Descriptive statistics were 

calculated and observed to identify characteristics of the sample and detect possible 

outliers. The following research questions guided the data analyses: 

1. Do the six racial identity attitudes correlate with athletic identity and 

academic self-concept? 

2.  Does athletic identity regress on any of the six racial identity 

attitudes? 

3.  Does GPA regress on academic self-concept? 
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4.  Does athletic identity mediate the relationships between any of the 

racial identity attitudes and academic self-concept? 

5.  Does academic self-concept mediate the relationship between any of 

the racial identity attitudes and GPA? 

Primary analyses consisted of conducting bivariate correlations and testing 

hypothesized relationships among study variables. Due to limited existing literature 

and empirical research on the relationship between racial and athletic identity, 

some exploratory hypotheses are posed about variable relationships in the present 

study. Bivariate correlation analyses were carried out to examine the existence of 

hypothesized associations between racial identity attitudes with athletic identity 

and academic self-concept, athletic identity and academic self-concept, and 

academic self-concept and academic achievement. Mediation analyses consisted of 

testing three series of regression models. The three-fold series of regression models 

were run in sequential order outlined by Barron and Kenny (1986).  

Baron and Kenny (1986) contend that evidence of mediation is found based 

on upholding specific conditions resulting from the series of tested regressions. 

The authors explain, “First, the independent variable must affect the mediator in the 

first equation; second, the independent variable must be shown to affect the 

dependent variable in the second equation; and third, the mediator must affect the 

dependent variable in the third equation. If these conditions all hold in the predicted 

direction, then the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable 
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must be less in the third equation than in the second. Perfect mediation holds if the 

independent variable has no effect when the mediator is controlled” (p. 1177). 

In the first model (path a of Figure 2), to affirm a meditational relationship 

one or more of the racial identity subscales must first predict academic self-concept 

(see Barron & Kenny, 1986). Also, in the second model (path b of Figure 2), one or 

more of the six racial identity attitudes must predict athletic identity. A multiple 

regression including all six racial identity subscales the independent variables will 

be included in this first and second model. In the third model (paths a and c in 

Figure 2), athletic identity must predict academic self-concept. Assuming these 

conditions are met, the path from one of the six racial identity subscales to academic 

self-concept (i.e., path a) is examined in the third model relative to the first model.   

Qualitative Research  

Qualitative research design 

A qualitative ethnographic case study design (Berg, 2001; Merriam, 2002) 

was employed in the present study to gather insightful perspectives of the 

complexities of Black male student athlete development and experiences.  A case 

study design is a qualitative framework that yields a powerful illustration and deep 

analysis of a phenomenon or social entity such as an individual or concentrated 

group of people (Stake, 1995). An ethnographic lens or strategy compliments the 

present case study design for the goal of recognizing the complex sociocultural 

contexts that influence Black male student athletes. Berg (2001) contends that the 



 

 102 

study of a particular case includes, “…systematically gathering enough information 

about a particular person, social setting, event, or group to permit the research to 

effectively understand how it operates or functions…” (p. 225: Berg, 2001). The 

ethnographic case study design provided a collection of data from a number of 

resources, which in turn aided the researcher in detecting and critically analyzing 

the sociocultural and contextual influences on the perceptions, development, and 

experiences of the Black male student athlete participants. 

The case of the present study was bounded by the selection of several Black 

male student athletes participating in college revenue generating sport at PWIs. The 

present study utilized an instrumental case study approach within the ethnographic 

case study design in order to facilitate a greater understanding of how sport culture 

impacts the development, experiences, and influences the academic plight of some 

Black male students athletes in PWI settings. Thus, the aim of the present 

ethnographic instrumental case study was to systematically investigate and analyze 

Black male student athletes’ perceptions of self and their experiences that give way 

to vivid descriptions towards an understanding of their unique experiences in sport 

culture.  

Participant recruitment 

Participants were selected to engage in the present study via purposeful and 

network sampling (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 1990). The primary utility of these 

sampling strategies is to gather and provide the most information-rich cases 
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possible (Morrow, 2005; Patton, 1990). Merriam (1998) described this sampling 

strategy as a means that affixes the “assumption that the investigator wants to 

discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from 

which the most can be learned” (p. 61). The employment of purposeful criterion 

sampling (Patton, 1990) provides a rigorous sampling strategy in selecting 

participants that will be to enhance the breadth of information to suffice the desired 

purposes of the present study (Patton, 1999, 2002).  

A broad set of criterion were established in order allow a range of potential 

participants to be apart of the present study. Potential participants were expected to 

convey interest and a capacity to discuss self-perceptions related to identity. They 

were asked if they were willing to engage in a dialogue based on the intersection of 

race and sport. The student athletes had to agree to narrate their experiences as 

Black male student athletes within the sport culture at a high profile athletic 

program at a PWI. 

In addition to aforementioned criterion, participants had to 1) be a Black 

male student athlete who had received an athletic-academic scholarship to attend 

and compete athletically for their respective PWI, 2) have some playing experience 

in competition at the collegiate level as a starter or second team reserve (i.e. in-

season play, spring game), 3) have participated as a respondent to the self-report 

questionnaires prior to participation in interviews, 4) have been on campus for at 

least a one to two semesters in order to evaluate their athletic and academic 

experiences, and 5) be willing to participate in interviews. All potential participants 
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were approached following their participation as respondents to the self-report 

questionnaires to provide them with the purposes of the interviews, ask for their 

willingness to participate in the interviews and exchange contact information to 

coordinate a best time to conduct interview sessions. Participant descriptions are 

provided in Table 4. Pseudonyms are used to replace the names of participants and 

their affiliated universities used in Table 4 and throughout this dissertation. 

Site Descriptions 

 The Black male student athletes that participated in interviews were from 

three of the seven predominately White universities represented by the survey 

respondents. All interview participants were Division 1-A, Football Bowl Series 

(FBS) collegiate student athletes. These three large-scale institutions spanned two 

states throughout the southwest and central regions of the United States and all 

compete, athletically, in one intercollegiate conference in Division 1-A FBS collegiate 

football.   

State University. 

 State University is located in the Southwest region of the United States. At the 

time of this study, the undergraduate and graduate student enrollment was 31,637 

(State University, 2010). The university is located in the rural region of the state, yet 

recruits student athletes to compete for the university in one of the top FBS 

conferences of the NCAA. Out of a population of students slightly higher than 30,000 

in 2009, the enrollment of student by race/ethnicity was listed as follows: 1,301 
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Black-non Hispanic; 21,482 White-non Hispanic; 217 American Indian/Alaskan 

Native; 749 Asian/Pacific Islander; 4,030 Hispanic; 2,014 Non-Resident Alien; 254 

Unknown (State University Diversity Office, 2011). State University’s intercollegiate 

athletic program hosts a total of fifteen men and women’s teams. The football 

program has made fairly regular post-season bowl game appearances over the last 

decade and has several former football student-athletes currently participating in 

the National Football League (NFL). In the past four years, this program has had five 

players drafted into the NFL in at least the first three rounds of the draft, including a 

top ten pick overall in one these years. The 2004-2005 season graduation rate of 

Black/African American football student athletes was 59 percent and 75 percent for 

their White student athlete peers (NCAA, 2011).  

Tech University. 

Tech University is located in the Southwest region of the United States and is 

in the same state as State University. Tech also competes athletically in the same 

conference as State University. Tech University resides in a much larger, 

metropolitan city of the state in addition to being in a different region of the state. At 

the time of this study, the undergraduate and graduate student enrollment totaled 

51,112 (State University, 2011). The 2011 student enrollment of by race/ethnicity 

was as follows: 26,090 (51%) White-non Hispanic; 2,140 (4.2%) Black-non 

Hispanic; 8,973 (17.6%) Hispanic; 187 (0.3%) American Indian/Alaskan Native; 

7,739 (15.1%) Asian; 28 (0.1%)Pacific Islander; 4,631 (9.1%) Foreign; 512 (1.%) 

Unknown (Tech University Office of Information Management and Analysis, 2011). 
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State University’s intercollegiate athletic program hosts a total of seventeen men 

and women’s teams. The football program has made consistent post-season 

appearances over the last decade with the exception of one year and has many 

former football student-athletes currently participating in the NFL. The football 

program has built a reputation as a “…breeding ground for the NFL talent” (Tech 

University Athletic, 2010). Interestingly, the 2004-2005 season graduation rate of 

Black/African American football student athletes was 49 percent and 72 percent for 

their White student athlete peers (NCAA, 2011). 

University of Sigma. 

The University of Sigma is located in the Central region of the United States. 

At the time of this study, the undergraduate and graduate student enrollment 

totaled 24,231 (University of Sigma, Fall 2011). The university is located in a rural 

area of the state, however majority of the state is relatively rural. Student 

enrollment by race/ethnicity is as follows: 17,109 (70.6%) White-non Hispanic; 

1,066 (4.4.%) Black-non Hispanic; 1,506 (6.2%) Native American; 930 (3.8%) 

Hispanic; 366 (1.5%) Asian; 4 (0.0%) Pacific Islander; 1,301 (5.4%) Multiracial; 

1,661 (6.9%) International; 288 (1.2%) Unknown (University of Sigma Registrar 

Office, 2011). The University of Sigma’s intercollegiate athletic program hosts a total 

of sixteen men and women’s teams. The football program has appeared in seven 

post-season bowl game appearances over the last decade and has some current 

representation in the NFL through former football student-athletes. The 2004-2005 
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season graduation rate of Black/African American football student athletes was 45 

percent and 63 percent for their White student athlete peers (NCAA, 2011).
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Table 4 

Qualitative Participant Descriptions 

Pseudonym School Age Academic Status Major GPA  

 
Floyd State U. 19 Sophomore Communications 2.60 

Troy State U. 20 Junior Sports Administration 2.65 

Jermaine State U. 21 Senior Physical Culture & Sport 2.83 

Vincent State U. 21 Senior Youth & Community Serv. 2.48 

Marvin State U. 20 Junior Social Work 2.74 

Brandin Tech U. 20 Senior History 3.09 

Delonte Tech U.  21 Senior Human Sciences 3.24 

Graham Tech U.  21 Senior Human Development 2.96 

Quinton U-Sigma 19 Sophomore Social Work 2.19 

Keith U-Sigma 21 Senior General Studies 2.70 

Denard U-Sigma 18 Freshman* Undeclared 2.25 

 

Note. GPA = grade point average; * = graduated high school a semester early and had 

been enrolled at the university for one long semester (i.e. spring) and two summer 

sessions prior to the time of this study; State U. = State University; Tech U. = Tech 

University; U-Sigma = The University of Sigma 
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Data Collection Procedures 

Interviews. 

Interviews were the primary source of data collection in the present study. 

The researcher originally proposed to conduct a focus group interview in addition 

to individual interview with each participant. However, issues of participant time 

constraints, scheduling, and practicality prevented conducting a focus group 

interview of participants. The limitations and future directions concerning focus 

group interviews are later discussed in chapter five. Nonetheless, participants 

engaged in audio taped individual interviews. All interviews were audio taped for 

the researcher to transcribe and revisit when needed.  

The interviews were conducted to generate an informative breadth of 

knowledge about Black student athlete experiences and beliefs from personal 

vantage points and the voices of participating Black male student athletes. 

Interviews were used in this study primarily as a forum for encouraging a dialogue 

between participants and the researcher about their perception of the intersections 

of race and sport and its influence on Black student athlete development, the 

implicit and explicit racism present in sport culture, and to illuminate their stories 

as Black male student athletes. Furthermore, conducting several interviews was 

critical for ascertaining some consistency among interview data.  

Only participants and the primary investigator were present during 

interview sessions. With exception of two interviews, all interviews were carried 
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out in a reserved room on campus, yet away from athletic facilities to help ensure 

participant confidentiality, avoid any conflict of interest, and lessen any 

uncomfortable feelings that might arise during data collection processes. Because of 

scheduling conflicts, two interviews were conducted using a video-conferencing 

software (i.e. Skype). Participants and the researcher as an adequate means to 

conduct the interview mutually agreed upon these two video-conference interviews. 

There were minimal, if any, limitations perceived in conducting these two 

interviews via video-conferencing format compared to all other interviews. 

Individual interviews were conducted in the fall semester prior to or early on during 

participants’ in-season competition.  

Interviews were organized in a semi-structured interviewing format. A semi-

structured format allowed for a guided, but unhampered, investigative, and 

conversational dialogue between participants and researcher (Glesne, 2006; 

Holstein & Curium, 1995). The semi-structured question format was utilized to 

focus participants to discuss their stories with regard to race and racism in sport, 

issues related to identity as well as further understand the context of participants’ 

sociocultural understandings (Creswell, 2003). The researcher inserted multiple 

probing questions. These probing questions were used for instances of clarification 

and opportunities to explore participant responses. Probes helped to spawn 

informative-rich data (Marrow, 2005). Moreover, the researcher was able to use the 

data from early individual interviews to probe themes to a greater and more in-

depth extent as they arose in the interviews that followed.  
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Other Data Sources.  

Additionally, field notes, research memos, subsequent interactions, and 

observations were utilized to inform the researcher and build upon understandings 

of interview data. As suggested by Merriam (2002), field notes and research memos 

were taken to increase transparency of the audit trail (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 1986) 

and compare sources of data. The researcher took notes during the interview 

sessions and took a moment to debrief and review the notes with participants 

immediately following each interview to ensure accuracy of data collected. 

Immediately following each of the researcher-participant debriefings of the 

individual interview sessions, the researcher recorded his reflective analysis of that 

particular interview to aid the researcher in learning from each interview and make 

appropriate adjustments in subsequent interviews. 

Data Analyses 

Data analysis in the present study was conducted to critically examine and 

further understand the influence of sport culture and Black male student athlete 

self-perceptions and experiential knowledge of race and racism in sport. A 

foundation to the data analysis in this study was the emergence of insightful themes 

from all gathered data sources. The entire process of data analysis in the present 

study involved an engaged, enduring and evolving management of data throughout 

span of data collection and analyses. Achieving data submersion (Merriam, 2002) 

was essential to adequately analyze collected data. Although difficult to define or pin 
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point the exact moment of data submersion (Morrow, 2005), primary analysis of 

data did not begin until the researcher perceived an in depth understanding and 

sufficient immersion in data, thus believing any further data would likely not yield 

further substantive knowledge in the interests of the present study. The audio taped 

individual interviews were heard and revisited multiple times by the researcher. 

Prior to primary data analysis, the researcher systematically transcribed all audio 

taped interviews verbatim. Member checks – providing transcription copies to 

participants for their data interpretation and modifications if warranted, were 

performed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2002).   

The approved member checked transcriptions were reviewed multiple times. 

Qualitative data mining software (i.e. Atlas. Ti. 6) was used to identify thematic data 

throughout the data transcriptions. In addition, throughout the course of each 

transcription reading, the researcher began to organize data by various categories 

and coding. The strategy of color-coding like statements in a spreadsheet software 

program that appeared to represent common themes throughout data was also used 

to disaggregate the data in order to make comparisons with the qualitative software 

thematic groupings. As the researcher continues to read data transcriptions, 

compare coding with the qualitative data software, and review other data sources, 

inductive analysis revealed emergent themes and categorization of data in a way 

that informed the researcher of interpretations of data.  

The researcher’s interpretations of thematic concepts were subjected to a 

peer review. A peer of the researcher read through transcriptions to share input of 
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emergent themes. This review permitted checking researcher biases, provided 

constructive feedback, validated findings, and investigate unidentified themes. The 

necessity of the peer review process assisted in evaluating the plausibility of 

findings from the data collected. The trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Morrow, 2005) of the present study was established by thorough attempts for data 

submersion, triangulation of multiple data sources and collection methods, and the 

processes of member checks and peer review.  

Trustworthiness of Research 

Establishing reliability and validity in qualitative research is conceptually 

similar to that of quantitative research. In qualitative research the credibility or 

trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1986, 2000) is closely linked to the paradigmatic 

underpinnings in which provide the rigor in conducting qualitative research. Patton 

(1999) asserts, 

 

…beyond the analyst's preparation and creative insight, there is also a 

technical side to analysis that is analytically rigorous, mentally replicable, 

and explicitly systematic. It need not be antithetical to the creative aspects of 

qualitative analysis to address issues of validity and reliability. The 

qualitative researcher has an obligation to be methodical in reporting 

sufficient details of data collection and the processes of analysis to permit 

others to judge the quality of the resulting product (p. 1191). 
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The researcher assiduously attempted to achieve the elements of credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability , which are the benchmark aims 

for establishing a rigor of trustworthiness in qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Morrow, 2005).  

The steps to establish the credibility of the present study included 

triangulating multiple data sources, conducting member checks of interview 

transcriptions, having a peer review of interpretations of emergent themes and 

findings, and conducting a negative case analysis to consider cases and data where 

alternate patterns of findings are inconsistent or oppositional (Patton, 1999). 

Concerning the issue of transferability, the instrumental case study approach of the 

present study aimed to address a larger issue concerning Black male student 

athletes, yet it is not the intent to misguidedly generalize findings in the present 

study for all Black student athletes.  

Based on the notion that the “the researcher is the instrument” (p. 14: Patton, 

2002), it is difficult to replicate any qualitative research. Nonetheless, the memos, 

notes, and audit trail of the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) were made available 

to peer reviewers in an effort to enhance dependability and confirm the findings 

were grounded in the data. Lastly, like the steps to address the dependability of the 

study, confirming findings was made possible with a consistent audit trail and like 

notes. 
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Researcher’s Positionality 

The researcher concedes being an “insider” with respect to the cultural 

contexts investigated and having familiarity with the phenomena of inquiry in the 

present study (Morrow, 2005). Thus, because the researcher was the prime 

instrument of data collection and analysis in the present qualitative research 

(Merriam, 2002), the researcher’s positionality is considered with regard to the 

“crisis of representation” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). This notion of crisis refers to the 

distinction between the researcher and researched to present a fair portrayal of 

participants’ perceptions and experiences throughout the process of data collection, 

analysis and interpretations. The researcher is a Black male and former athlete with 

playing experience at the collegiate and professional level of American football. He 

was a scholarship, collegiate student athlete at a PWI. Subsequent to the 

researcher’s athletic endeavors, he has worked closely with a diverse population of 

student athletes at PWIs through coaching and other academic responsibilities.  

An essential element of qualitative research tied to upholding the 

trustworthiness of this study is addressing issues of subjectivity and reflexivity of 

the researcher (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Morrow, 2005). The subjectivity of the 

researcher was embraced through a critical paradigm to guide the research. The use 

of a CRT framework assisted the researcher in situating the research in a broader 

context to reduce potential biases. However, through this framework the 

researcher’s regard to the social construction and operation of race and pursuit for 

social justice was recognized and permissible in this study. Several strategies to 
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maintain the rigor and establish trustworthiness (i.e. credibility, dependability, 

transferability, and confirmability) of the present research were followed, including 

those to account for the researcher’s subjectivity and reflexivity (Morrow, 2005).  
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  CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

 
The overarching aim of this dissertation research was to explore aspects of 

identity, academic self-perceptions, the experiences and construction of Black male 

collegiate student athletes in high profile American college sport culture. A mixed 

methods study design was employed to gain a greater perspective of these issues 

and the nuances that exist in the development and experiences of Black male college 

student athletes attending PWIs. This chapter presents the findings of the present 

research in two main parts. Part I of chapter four reports the results from the 

quantitative research inquiry in the following sections: a) data screening, b) 

descriptive statistics, and c) primary analysis. Part II of chapter four presents 

qualitative data that addresses the manifestation of experiences and the 

construction of a sample of Black male student athlete participants in high profile, 

intercollegiate sport. The results of the qualitative inquiry are presented according 

to the emergent themes later discussed in Part II.  

Part I: Quantitative Findings 

Data Screening 

Prior to primary data analyses, quantified data were screened for data entry 

accuracy, missing values, and assumptions of multivariate analysis.  The initial data 

set included response data from N = 257 participants. All values representing 

participant data responses were within their defined range and the means and 
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standard deviations seemed plausible.  Eleven participants exhibited missing data 

throughout their survey responses.  Among the eleven participants, demographic 

items identifying their current rank on the team depth chart (n=2), academic status 

(n=1), cumulative grade point average (n=3), athletic funding status (n=3), and a 

description of one’s current major area of study (n=4) were unspecified by seven 

participants. There were no observable discrepancies in the data in comparison to 

participants that did not display any missing data items. Therefore, all of the seven 

participants with missing demographic data were retained for further preliminary 

analyses.  

Four participants displayed missing data on the CRIS and ASCS survey items. 

These missing data appeared randomly distributed among the participant responses 

showing no evidence of any particular pattern. The randomly distributed missing 

data of these four participants were replaced using a regression technique to better 

objectively and statistically estimate a value for the missing data (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2007). After addressing missing data, all data were further screened for 

extreme, influential outliers and assumptions of multivariate analysis were 

evaluated. 

To begin the process of detecting outliers, data were initially screened for 

potential univariate outliers using z-score values greater than a 3.29 criterion on a 

variable to identify a potential outlier value (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Using this 

value criterion, six cases were detected as potential univariate outliers in the data 

set. Two potential univariate outlier cases were deleted because of their extreme 
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scores on two variables compared to the values that were not identified as outliers. 

The remaining four potential univariate outlier cases were retained due to being 

quite proximal to the 3.29 z-score value criterion and appearing representative of 

the sample population. Subsequent to screening for potential univariate outliers, 

data were screened for multivariate outliers. A Mahalonobis distance value of p < 

.001 was the set criterion for identifying multivariate outliers. A single case was 

detected as a multivariate outlier and was deleted from the data set before 

conducting further analysis.  

The final steps of preliminary data screening analysis included examining 

issues of nonlinearity, homoscedasticity, normality and multicollinearity. The 

linearity and homoscedasticity between variables were visually assessed by 

examination of bivariate scatterplots. Some scatterplots suggested nonlinear 

relationships. The normality of the variables were visually examined using graphical 

plots and by checking the skewness and kurtosis of variables. Participant scores on 

athletic identity, academic self-concept, and racial identity attitudes including pre-

encounter assimilation, pre-encounter miseducation, internalization afrocentricity 

and internalization multiculturalist-inclusive were normally distributed in a 

reasonable manner. However, participant scores on the racial identity attitudes of 

pre-encounter self-hatred and immersion-emersion ant-White were positively 

skewed and leptokurtic. 

The pre-encounter self-hatred and immersion-emersion ant-White attitude 

variables were transformed to remedy variable skewness and kurtosis.  There were 
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no meaningful differences between transformed and untransformed editions of 

variables suggesting the degree of skewness and kurtosis of untransformed 

variables did not present a sizable threat to primary analysis. As a result, 

untransformed versions of pre-encounter self-hatred and immersion-emersion ant-

White attitude variables were retained for primary data analysis. An issue of 

multicollinearity was not evident in the present study since none of the variables 

were highly correlated at .90 or higher (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Pairwise 

deletion was utilized in the descriptive statistic calculations while listwise deletion 

was used in primary analyses.   

Descriptive Statistics 

 As a result of data screening in preliminary analysis, a total of N = 255 were 

retained for further analysis. Descriptive statistics, including means, standard 

deviations, correlations, range and internal reliability scores for all variables are 

displayed in Table 5. The means and standard deviations of all measured variables 

by academic classification status are displayed in Table 6.  

Athletic Identity Variable. 

 Participant scores on items of the AIMS (M = 5.67, SD = .33) revealed that the 

student athletes perceived a strong identification with their athlete roles. Mean 

scores on the particular AIMS items ranged from 2.76 to 6.78. The participants 

reported the highest mean score the item asking if they consider themselves an 

athlete. All AIMS global mean scores for participants were at least 5.24 or greater 
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out of a possible score of 1 to 7, with the exception of one item. Participants only 

somewhat disagreed with the statement “Sport is the most important part of my 

life.” Perceptions of athletic identity were relatively consistent across lines of 

academic classification status of participants (freshman M = 5.72, SD = .35; 

sophomore M = 5.63, SD = .34; junior M = 5.68, SD = .32; senior M = 5.66, SD = .33; 

see Table 6). Participants’ perception of athletic identity negatively correlated with 

both GPA (r = -.21) and academic self-concept (r = -.19). Identifying with the athlete 

role did correlate with two of the racial identity subscales including pre-encounter 

assimilation attitudes (r = .26) and pre-encounter miseducation (r = .15). 

Academic Self-Concept. 

 Sum of scores representing participants’ academic self-concept ranged form 

89 to 123, with an average score of M = 99.22 (SD = 4.66) in this study. Past studies, 

have reported mean academic self-concept scores of African American male non-

athlete, student participants from either PWIs or HBCUs ranging comparably higher 

from near 112 to 125 (Awad, 2007; Cokley, 2000). Similarly, African American non-

athlete students have reported higher GPA’s ranging from M = 2.75 to 2.95 in past 

studies examining academic self-concept (Awad, 2007; Cokley, 2000; Cokley & 

Chapman, 2008). Based on the Likert response scale used for the ASCS instrument, 

participants in the present study reported an average score of M = 2.48 (SD = .19). In 

comparison, a recent study reported a higher academic self-concept mean score of 

non-athlete, student participants at 2.87 (Cokley & Chapman, 2008). With the 

exception of a small increase in the average scores between freshman and 
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sophomore participants, the academic self-concept of participants appeared to 

slightly decrease by academic classification status (see Table 6). In the present 

study, academic self-concept positively correlated with GPA (r = .37), yet was 

negatively correlated with athletic identity (r = -.19). The variable of academic self-

concept correlated with all racial identity subscales. Academic self-concept only 

positively correlated with pre-encounter assimilationist attitudes (r = .18) and 

internalization multiculturalist-inclusive attitudes (r = .15), while negatively 

correlating at moderate degrees with pre-encounter miseducation attitudes (r = -

.21), pre-encounter self-hatred attitudes (r = -.28), and immersion-emersion anti-

White attitudes (r = -.20). 

Racial Identity Variables. 

 The measured subscale variables representing the racial identity attitudes 

from the CRIS included Pre-encounter assimilationist attitudes (PA; e.g., “I primarily 

think of myself as an American and seldom as a member of a racial group”), Pre-

Encounter Miseducation (PM: e.g., “Too many Blacks ‘glamorize’ the drug trade and 

fail to see opportunities that don’t involve crime”), Pre-Encounter Self-Hatred (PSH: 

e.g., “Privately, I sometimes have negative feelings about being Black”), Immersion-

Emersion Anti-White (IEAW: e.g., “I have a strong feeling of hatred and disdain for 

all White people”), Internalization Afrocentricity (IA: e.g., “I see and think about 

things from an Afrocentric perspective”), and Internalization Multiculturalist 

Inclusive (IMCI: e.g., “As a multiculturalist, I am connected to many groups”). The 

means of all racial identity subscale variables ranged from M = 1.16 to 4.48 (SD = .19 
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to .73). The immersion-emersion anti-White attitude subscale had the lowest mean 

(M = 1.16, SD = .19), while internalization multiculturalist-inclusive subscale had the 

highest (M = 4.48, SD = .46). The pre-encounter self-hatred subscale had the lowest 

mean (M = 1.30, SD = .31) of the three pre-encounter attitudes. The mean of 

internalization afrocentricity attitudes (M = 2.77, SD = .54) was the lowest between 

internalization attitudes.  

The mean scores of participant pre-encounter assimilationist attitudes 

increase from M = 2.99 to 3.27 by academic classification status. Similarly, there is 

an increase in the mean scores of pre-encounter self-hatred attitudes  M = 1.27 to 

1.38 and internalization multiculturalist-inclusive attitudes M = 4.41 to 4.54. In 

contrast, the means decrease in the subscales of immersion-emersion anti-White 

attitudes (M = 1.21 to 1.14) and internalization afrocentricity attitudes (M = 2.73 to 

2.66). Means of pre-encounter miseducation attitudes (M = 4.08 to 4.04) remained 

relatively consistent at a moderately elevated degree by academic classification. 

Correlations between racial identity subscale variables ranged from .16 to .46. In 

the present study, the only non-correlations between racial identity subscale 

variables were between internalization multiculturalist-inclusive attitudes and both 

immersion-emersion anti-White attitudes and internalization afrocentricity 

attitudes. Only the immersion-emersion anti-White racial identity subscale 

correlated with GPA (r = -.17).  Correlates between the racial identity attitude 

subscales, athletic identity and academic self-concept are detailed in the prior 

sections. 
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Table 5   

Variable intercorrelations, descriptive statistics, range, and internal consistency values  

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8  9  M SD Possible Range   

 

1. GPA            2.47 .35 0.00-4.00  

2. AIM  -.21*         5.67 .33 1-7  .86 

3. ASC .37* -.19*  2.48/99.23 .19/4.66 1-4  .88 

4. PA   .17 .26** .18*       3.15 .59 1-7  .83 

5.PM  -.01 .15* -.21* .29**      3.96 .73 1-7   .74 

6. PSH  .01 -.07 -.28** .42** -.19**     1.30 .31 1-7    .86 

7. IEAW -.17* -.07 -.20* .44** -.38** .24**    1.16 .19 1-7  .80 

8. IA  .11 -.02 -.18* .28** -.28** .46** .44**   2.77 .54 1-7  .82 

9. IMCI  .05 -.10 .15* .26** .18* .08 .04 -.16**  4.48 .46 1-7  .79 
 

Note. N = 255; GPA = grade point average; AIM = measure of athletic identity; ASC = academic self-concept; PA = pre-encounter assimilation 

attitude; PM = pre-encounter miseducation attitude; PSH = pre-encounter self-hatred attitude; IEAW = immersion-emersion anti-White; IA = 

internalization afrocentricity attitude; IMCI = internalization multiculturalist-inclusive attitude. *p < .05, **p < .01., two-tailed. 
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Table 6   

Variable means and standard deviations by academic classification status  

 
 Freshman (n = 38) Sophomore (n = 93) Junior (n = 97) Senior (n = 27) 

Variable M SD M SD M SD M SD 

 

1. GPA  2.45 .33 2.43 .31 2.50 .38 2.55 .40   

2. AIM 5.72  .35 5.63 .34 5.68 .32 5.66 .33 

3. ASC 99.65 3.77 99.91 4.96 98.61 4.90 98.21 4.66 

4. PA 2.99 .58 3.12 .63 3.21 .57 3.27 .52 

5. PM 4.08 .67 3.81 .73 4.02 .72 4.04 .78 

6. PSH 1.27 .30 1.30 .28 1.29 .32 1.38 .33 

7. IEAW 1.21 .21 1.14 .17 1.17 .21 1.14 .16 

8. IA 2.73 .55 2.73 .56 2.86 .54 2.66 .49 

9. IMCI 4.41 .44 4.50 .45 4.46 .44 4.54 .57 

 

Note. N = 255; GPA = grade point average; AIM = measure of athletic identity; ASC = academic self-concept; PA = pre-encounter assimilation 

attitude; PM = pre-encounter miseducation attitude; PSH = pre-encounter self-hatred attitude; IEAW = immersion-emersion anti-White; IA = 

internalization afrocentric attitude; IMCI = internalization multiculturalist inclusive attitude.  
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Primary Analyses 

 The primary analyses of the present study consisted of examining 

hypothesized relationships between study variables of racial identity, athletic 

identity, academic self-concept and grade point average.  All analyses were 

performed using the SPSS (version PASW) statistical software package. To explore 

hypothesized links between variables, two meditation models were tested in 

primary analysis with academic self-concept set as the dependent variable. Tests for 

mediation were conducted according to the recommended series of regression 

analyses outlined by Barron and Kenny (1986), which are described in chapter 

three. Regression analyses are detailed in the following sections and organized by 

initial hypotheses.  

Hypothesis I. 

 It was initially hypothesized that a significant relationship would exist 

between participants’ academic self-concept and their GPA. Primary analysis of data 

revealed that academic self-concept and GPA were moderately correlated (r = .37). 

This positive correlation between these variables suggests that elevated participant 

academic self-concept is linked to higher GPAs. Regression analysis was conducted 

to test a statistically significant relationship between academic self-concept and GPA 

set as the dependent variable.  Participant academic self-concept significantly 

predicted (β=.36) participant GPA, R² = .14, F(1, 253) = 13.62, p < .001.  
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Hypothesis II. 

For the second hypothesis, athletic identity was expected to mediate the 

relationship between participants’ racial identity attitudes and academic self-

concept. Only two of the six measured racial identity attitudes were correlated with 

athletic identity and academic self-concept. Thus, the variables pre-encounter 

assimilation and pre-encounter miseducation were included in the three-part series 

of regressions to test mediation. The first regression series included pre-encounter 

assimilation (i.e. model 1) while the second regression series included pre-

encounter miseducation (i.e. model 2) as the potential mediating variables.  

Model 1. In the first step to test mediation, pre-encounter assimilation 

significantly predicted (β=.22) academic self-concept, R² = .05, F(1, 253) = 3.88, p < 

.05.  The second step revealed pre-encounter assimilation to significantly predict 

(β=.71) athletic identity, R² = .25, F(1, 253) = 41.62, p < .001.  The relationship 

between athletic identity and academic self-concept (pathway c) was accounted for 

before continuing a test of mediation. Athletic identity significantly predicted 

(β=.18) academic self-concept, R² = .04, F(1, 253) = 3.92, p < .05. 

When athletic identity was entered into the third step, the strength of pre-

encounter assimilation attitudes predicting academic self-concept decreased (from 

β= .22 to β= .08), remaining significant.  The overall model of athletic identity 

mediating the relationship between pre-encounter assimilation and academic self-



 

 128 

concept was significant, R² = .09, F(2, 252) = 4.12, p < .05.  The change in beta 

weight was in the desired direction further suggesting evidence to support 

mediation.  The reductions in beta coefficients are necessary, but do not meet a level 

of sufficiency to affirm mediation (Cokley, Hall-Clark, & Hicks, 2011).  The Sobel Test 

was conducted to significantly determine if athletic identity was partially 

accountable for the relationship between pre-encounter assimilation and academic 

self-concept and confirmed that it did mediate the relationship, Sobel’s statistic = 

2.76, p < .01.  

Model 2. In the second model also testing hypothesis II, the first step 

revealed pre-encounter miseducation significantly predicted (β=.13) academic self-

concept, R² = .03, F(1, 253) = 4.37, p < .05.  The second step revealed pre-encounter 

miseducation to significantly predict (β=.11) athletic identity, R² = .02, F(1, 253) = 

3.47, p < .05.  The relationship between athletic identity and academic self-concept 

(pathway c) remained the same in model 2 as in model 1. Athletic identity 

significantly predicted (β=.18) academic self-concept, R² = .04, F(1, 253) = 3.92, p < 

.05. 

When athletic identity was entered into the third step, the strength of pre-

encounter miseducation attitudes predicting academic self-concept slightly 

decreased (from β= .13 to β= .05), also remaining significant.  The overall model of 

athletic identity mediating the relationship between pre-encounter assimilation and 
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academic self-concept was statistically significant, R² = .03, F(2, 252) = 3.87, p < .05.  

The Sobel Test confirmed that athletic identity partially mediated the relationship 

between pre-encounter miseducation and academic self-concept, Sobel’s statistic = 

2.04, p < .05.  

Hypothesis III. 

The third hypothesis was derived from the exploratory nature of the study. 

Based on the limited existing knowledge and a relative dearth of research of the 

relationships between identity and academic self-concept of Black male student 

athletes in intercollegiate sport, there is potential for variance in the ways in which 

the present study variables are associated. For hypothesis three, one or more of the 

racial identity attitudes were hypothesized to mediate the relationship between 

athletic identity and academic self-concept. Akin to findings from analysis steps of 

the first hypothesis, athletic identity significantly predicted (β=.18) academic self-

concept, R² = .04, F(1, 253) = 3.92, p < .05 in the first step to test mediation. In the 

second step athletic identity significantly predicted (β=-.26) pre-encounter 

assimilation, R² = .07, F(1, 253) = 18.17, p < .001. The relationship between pre-

encounter assimilation and academic self-concept (pathway c) was accounted for in 

order to continue a test of mediation. Pre-encounter assimilation significantly 

predicted (β=.22) academic self-concept, R² = .05, F(1, 253) = 3.88, p < .05. 
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When pre-encounter assimilation was entered into the third step, the 

strength of athletic identity predicting academic self-concept decreased (from β= -

.26 to β= -.18), however becoming non-significant.  The overall model of pre-

encounter assimilation mediating the relationship between athletic identity and 

academic self-concept was non-significant, R² = .01, F(2, 252) = 1.58, p > .05.  Thus, 

evidence of associations between variables for mediation was not supported in 

analysis.  

The series of regressions were repeated with the pre-encounter 

miseducation variable replacing the variable of pre-encounter assimilation. When 

pre-encounter miseducation was entered into the third step, the strength of athletic 

identity predicting academic self-concept decreased (from β= .18 to β= .12). The 

overall model of pre-encounter miseducation mediating the relationship between 

athletic identity and academic self-concept was significant, R² = .03, F(2, 252) = 3.88, 

p < .05. The Sobel Test confirmed that pre-encounter miseducation partially 

mediated the relationship between athletic identity and academic self-concept, 

Sobel’s statistic = 2.23, p < .05. 

Hypothesis IV. 

In the fourth hypothesis it was predicted that academic self-concept would 

mediate the relationship between racial identity attitudes and GPA. The descriptive 

analyses reveal that all racial identity attitude variables correlated with academic 
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self-concept, yet only immersion-emersion anti-White attitudes revealed a small 

correlation with GPA. As a result, further tests for mediation were not pursued 

because the criterion for associations between variables in preliminary analyses 

were not met.  
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Part II: Qualitative Findings 

 The experiences and influential factors perceived to contribute to the 

construction of Black male student athletes in high profile revenue generating 

intercollegiate sport was examined using the theoretical framework of Critical Race 

Theory (CRT) and case study methodology. This framework and methodological 

approach were utilized to interrogate, consider, and develop a greater 

understanding of how sociocultural (e.g. race, gender, and class), psychosocial (e.g. 

identity, beliefs) and institutional (structural systems, organizational process) 

aspects associated with the culture of high profile intercollegiate sport impact the 

personal and educational development of eleven Black male collegiate student 

athlete participants (N =11). The participants, from whom qualitative data was 

gathered, were all current student-athletes in a revenue generating sport (i.e. 

American football) from three large-scale , PWI universities across the central and 

southwest regions of the United States (refer to chapter 3). A description of all 

eleven participants is provided in Table 4 in chapter 3. The emergent data findings 

generated from all eleven participants are further presented under the following 

themes: 1) Lane Assignments, 2) Allegiance to Game versus Classroom, 3) Race 

Matters??, 4) Conformity, and 5) Still at Work. 
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Theme 1: Lane Assignments 

 An initial discourse that materialized from the individual dialogues with all 

eleven participants centered on the notion that they perceived their paths of 

educational development to be directed along a particular academic track. In this 

context, the concept of “tracking” refers to process by which individuals were, in 

some manner, initially identified as better suited to follow a prescribed series of 

courses in an area of study based on preconceived assumptions about their 

academic ability and perceived ambition. Participants explained that the supposed 

rigor of areas of study and the associated course requirements determined how 

academic tracks were delineated for student athletes. Marvin explains his encounter 

with this system of tracking at State University (SU): 

 

I had some idea of what I wanted to major in when I got here [arrived to 

campus as a student], but I got put on that eligibility track smooth like. 

Really, I had kind of been planning to major in political science since I had 

started high school like my brother. I knew that my school didn’t offer pre-

law, so I figured poly-sci would be my next best bet. But when I got here they 

weren’t feeling that major [did not like that major]. They said that most 

brothas [Black male student athletes] be struggling to get through the first 

year. Joe [pseudonym for academic counselor] said that he would think about 
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finding a course for me to take that would give me a taste of what to expect if 

I wanted to continue in political science. I got my schedule a few days later 

and he had put me in speech class, revolutionary history and some other 

wash classes that semester and the next. I think speech was supposed to be 

my taste, you feel me. But come to find out that I was already behind because 

I didn’t have the pre-requisites or even the time to catch up with poly-sci 

majors. Only choice…got to choose another major. I feel like, damn, they got 

me and ain’t nothing I can do. They [athletic staff] so worried about eligibility 

that I can’t even get an education that I wanted. I’m getting that get-through 

education. 

 

Marvin went on to explain that his “get-through” education primarily meant 

that he was “just on track to get through these classes and get to graduation and 

then get on with life.” Troy, also a student athlete from SU, corroborated Marvin’s 

description of being tracked with his own narration. Troy acknowledged that 

academic tracking was not an uncommon practice at his institution.  Troy states: 

 

Some guys are able to make the most of their academics while they’re playing 

ball at this school, but it’s pretty clear that that ain’t the norm for all of us. I 

wouldn’t say it’s completely easy, but I know I’m on that chill track…I’m just 
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chilling and going to class and then playing ball. My counselors know it 

because she’s the one that picked my classes so that it [academics] ain’t going 

to really interfere with me playing ball. I was a good student in high school, 

but they ain’t trying to hear all that. Don’t get me wrong, I think my academic 

adviser and coaches want the best for me…for me to get the best 

education…but they got to make sure we are going to be on the field on game 

day and not sidelined because of grades. It’s not like I’m not learning, I am. 

But you can definitely tell that me and my roommates be taking certain 

classes and them White folks be taking any class they want. I think they 

[academic staff] just trust them more and that ain’t right. 

 

Evidence of a tracking system spanned the institutions as described by 

participants. The student athletes seemed to recognize that they were on some sort 

of academic track as they progressed through their course work. However, none of 

the participants were initially conscious of being tracked at the onset of taking 

classes at their institutions. Several student athletes acknowledged that being 

tracked academically wasn’t outwardly explained, rather it happened more 

coercively.  Quinton, a sophomore at Sigma University explains:  
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It’s not like they [academic staff] ever come out and be like you [a student 

athlete] going take these courses because you can’t handle these other 

classes. They just sell you on starting out on a good foot in college and 

adjusting to college life and all that bullshit. I came in early, during the 

summer, not really knowing anything about college. My mom went to college 

but I didn’t really know a lot about it. I took the classes that my advisers gave 

me…I thought that was what I was supposed to do. Now, two and half years 

in, I realize they been trying to help my GPA, but that don’t really mean they 

helping me. I ain’t doing bad in the classes I take, but…I can only take the 

classes they give me and hope they looking out for me. 

 

Graham, from Tech University: 

 

We were sitting down in the office talking about what I wanted to major in. I 

told them both that I wanted to work towards engineering or becoming a 

pilot. They were happy to hear that, but they said that we usually start guys 

out with certain classes to guarantee a strong start and then reevaluate at the 

beginning of the sophomore year. So I started out with the same classes as 

the other boys. It’s like I never got a shot, because they got such low 

expectations for us all and we can’t go telling them how to do they job.  
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Denard, a Sigma-U freshman: 

 

…this just my second semester. Them older guys was telling me to pick my 

classes and then tell them what I want to take. I did that. I walked in with a 

schedule, but they kept recommending other professors and other classes 

because it didn’t fit my football schedule. It’s like I didn’t have any choice but 

to take what’s left. I don’t know what they will have me major in, but I guess 

it will be in whatever matches up with my our schedules, like practice and 

stuff… 

 

Participants signaled several factors played a key role how they perceived to 

the tracking system to systematically operate. The student athletes claimed that 

deficit-oriented beliefs about student athlete academic preparedness, abilities, and 

academic and career aspirations often fueled how student athletes were 

academically tracked. Sociocultural factors such as race and socioeconomic status 

perceptions were also identified as prime delineators for how individuals were 

tracked. Vincent, a senior at State University, explained how the labeling process of 

student athletes upon their arrival impacts one’s educational experience: 
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It is happening during recruiting and once you walk through the front door at 

two-a-days. They are looking at your neighborhood and where you went to 

high school, if you got a single mom or grandma that raised you and dropped 

you off, if you Black and act like you from the hood or Black and act like you 

from the nice part of town…it’s crazy how them first impressions determine 

if you about to get that education they promised you or if you about to just 

major in football. If you Black, you more than likely going to be majoring in 

football unless you come in here in a suit and tie…and who really does that… 

 

Delonte, a junior from Tech University, also described the impact of student athlete 

labeling through his own experience: 

 

When got to camp as a freshman I was immediately labeled Black. Like, I 

know I’m Black, but a lot of negative stereotypes about Black people and 

Black athletes was assumed about me. They assumed I had one parent, 

assumed I was a bad student, assumed I grew up in the hood and be chasing 

all these females, you know what I mean. Man, I grew up everywhere because 

I’m a military brat…so I seen it all…it ain’t all like that for me and my pops 

ain’t having that. I got straight A’s and B’s before college...and still do. I just 

feel like I got labeled Black in a bad way and could never shake that stigma… 
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Recourse to Lane Assignment. 

In three cases, student athletes explained that they were not necessarily 

encouraged follow an academic track that depicted lowered expectations and 

negative stereotype beliefs about ability and competence. Rather, these student 

athletes proclaimed that they had received quality advising by academic counselors 

from within or outside the athletic academic support staff. Floyd: 

 

I had heard a bunch of horror stories of players coming to this school and not 

really getting the type of education they hoped. I really appreciated that my 

host [a current upperclassman athlete] during my recruiting trip gave me the 

lay of the land about that, so I knew what to expect and how to stay on track. 

They gave me a schedule at first, but I didn’t like the courses, so I remember I 

was like negotiating for those classes that fit with what I wanted to do. But I 

did have to press him a bit to do it that way because I think he was scared I 

was going to eventually slip up. Once I proved myself, they let me go. But I 

think I’m definitely like on some different path then most guys probably. 

 

Brandin: 
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Man, I ain’t fooling with them academic counselors we got with football. They 

know I ain’t trying to hear all that about taking some golf and eligibility 

courses. My counselor is in my sports administration major. Dr. Park [Black 

female professor] don’t play! I only take the courses I need unless I got room 

to take some kind of elective class. If I don’t make it to the league then them 

football counselors will be having me work at the mall or something like that. 

I’m trying to do big things so…I got to stay away from them counselors. But 

they know how I am, so I think they just allow me to do my own thing.  

 

Jermaine:  

 

My counselor is Jack [pseudonym]. He actually is one of the good ones 

around here because he be trying to get you on track and keep you there till 

you graduate. He’s usually straight up with you when it comes to everything. 

He let me know my options when it came to majors, how to work around 

scheduling issues and how classes are – easy or difficult. But he really works 

to get you the help you need if your struggling…he don’t just drop you from a 

class or not schedule you like Melissa [another academic counselor]. She 

f**king up dudes in school and they don’t realize it till late. I was recruiting 

my roommates to work with Jack so they get on…and stay on the right track.  
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Although they seemed to have eventually identified the covert process of tracking 

taking place, participants described the challenge in becoming conscious of the fact 

that they had been put on a particular track that seemed less rigorous and 

advantageous for their personal and academic goals. Keith explained, “…it’s so under 

the radar that you barely notice. You just follow the rules, do as your told because 

you would never imagine that what they telling us ain’t for our benefit. Then 

suddenly your like, this ain’t right, this ain’t all that I signed up for.”  

A Lane of Human Agency. 

Many of the student athletes often spoke about situations in which they had 

attempted to alter their perceived educational track. In doing so, some participants 

faced unexpected backlash by their athletic and academic staff and, while others 

were supported. Marvin: 

 

I tried to go outside of football to get advised on courses last semester. Them 

counselors reported me to Coach Harris [pseudonym: football position 

coach] like I was trying to undermine the program. We had a ‘commitment’ 

meeting with Tom and Coach Harris. I just wanted a second opinion or 

something. Now its like they don’t trust me and I cant feel they really caring 
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about me either. I was just trying to be up front, but now I do what I got to do 

and don’t say anything… 

 

Delonte: 

 

I dropped and added a class because my professor said I would need it more 

than this other class I had. I knew it would be a lot of work, but I needed it. 

Joe was telling me that I shouldn’t have because it was the fall and during 

season, so I was just making things hard on myself. He said I needed to stick 

to the plan. I didn’t even know we had a plan…I was wondering what his plan 

was…I figured I made the best move, but not according to his plan… 

 

Troy discussed some of the support he felt to choose his own coursework: 

 

I got a good mentor on campus who is a professor. He be telling me when I’m 

slipping [figuratively falling behind academically] and encouraging me to get 

mine because they gonna get theirs. I go to him first and then come over here 

to talk with these counselors. They’ve been cool with it and I know they 

know him so it ain’t too much trouble. Sometimes they be like, ‘What did Dr. 

Basin tell you?’ I think it’s better like that for me. You know, he Black and he 
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definitely be looking out for me. Well, Casey [is] Black too, but she work for 

the football team and you know how that go. She looking out for me, but it 

ain’t really the same. It’s kind of like they [the academic support staff and Dr. 

Basin] compliment each other. I think, in all, they kind of working together so 

I stay eligible, will graduate and get the most out of school while I’m 

here…And it’s kind of refreshing to get away from football too. I think I like 

Dr. Basin too because he brings like a different perspective to it all too. 

Negotiating Sense of Self in My Lane. 

An evolving product of the tracking system that was covertly functioning 

within the participants’ athletic programs was a clandestine discourse impacting 

student athlete self-beliefs. In several discussions, the participants discussed that 

the experience of being a college student athlete and feeling like you were on a less 

rigorous academic track or being encouraged to take “the path of least resistance 

academically,” as described by Delonte, could make one question one’s sense of self. 

In other words, participants had to negotiate their identity in the contexts of how 

they viewed themselves converging with the external influences and social climates. 

In these moments of discussions, the issue of race also played a significant role as an 

undercurrent to the evolving discourse about self-beliefs as a result of tracking. As 

participants described how they perceived themselves as students, many often 
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described personal negotiations about issues of race. Graham described how he saw 

himself as a student as: 

 

I think I’m good student. I have a 2.9 GPA. If I weren’t playing football then I 

would probably be doing much better in school because of the time and being 

able to get more into what we talk about in classes. I had a 3.6 in high school, 

but these classes are much harder. When I got here, we got some 

accommodations for some classes to help me out. I probably don’t really 

need them, but they come in handy for some classes. They say its better to 

have them accommodations than not. Don’t tell them, but I think they just be 

pushing them accommodations on us [Black players]. I don’t like using them 

because then the teachers just think we another dumb athlete in class. And 

you know that ain’t good look for us [Black players], especially. But we get 

yelled at if they be slipping and they find out we didn’t use them. It’s like a 

leash… 

 

Quinton: 

 

…it’s not like we all bad in school, but school just ain’t really why we here and 

for us all. We come here to play football and try and get that money. These 
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classes is just something we got to do. I came in trying to get all A’s, but they 

was like that ain’t going to happen. And they was right for the most part. My 

coaches know that, so they ain’t trippin if I ain’t getting all A’s…everybody 

just makes sure I pass and then keep it moving. They got me taking some of 

these classes because they know we ain’t about to be passing them real hard 

classes. That’s cool with me as long I get that degree, right!  

 

Floyd cited that the tracking system often changes how Black athletes see 

themselves and causes many to become less invested in school: 

 

I see most of the Black players get pushed to find an easy way through school 

even if they come in here as good students in high school. Once they get 

encouraged to take the easy route, then they think they aren’t even good 

students really and they really struggle when before they could have done 

well. I try and tell my boys that ‘y’all aren’t dumb.’ They just need some 

people to quit selling them that Black people are bad at school and only good 

at catching the rock [playing football]. Because you Black, they expect you to 

be a great athlete and average student. They don’t say it, but that’s how it 

plays out. Then we start to believe the hype…its like a self-fulfilling prophecy.  
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Theme 2: Allegiance to the Game versus Classroom 

 According to participant responses, the primary role for which the student 

athletes were expected to fulfill throughout their collegiate tenure was the role of 

being an athlete above all else. All participants noted that inherent in the role of 

being a collegiate student athlete was that they were students, yet they 

acknowledged that they were incessantly socialized to distinguish themselves from 

the general student body. Drawing from the data, clear distinctions exist between 

being a student at their institutions and a student athlete. Keith describe this 

difference saying: 

  

We live a completely different life than the students. The students go to class, 

maybe work or not, can study or meet up whenever they want. But athletes, 

we live on a regimented schedule. It’s not a completely bad thing, but it does 

mean that athletes don’t get the luxury of doing things on your own time. We 

are on our coaches’ time. That means we jump when told to jump. Like, I 

mean we have a time set for us to practice, go to class, watch film, lift, and 

study. Sometimes we are even told when we can relax and hang out…like if 

we played well or during a bye week, coach will say, ‘All right, go enjoy 

yourselves tonight, but be ready to work again come Monday!’ Us athletes are 

always on schedule…the students aren’t. 
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 A particular point to note, the student athletes reserve the title of “student” 

for other students outside of the athletics program. They referred to themselves as 

“us” or “athlete,” signifying a clear and distinctly perceived difference in the 

experience between the student athletes and non-athlete students. Delonte 

explained how his coaches socialize him and his teammates to distinguish 

themselves from the general non-athlete student body: 

 

Our coaches always be saying ‘You represent Tech!’ So they be telling us you 

got to be different. He say, ‘You are the special ones. You are different 

because can’t everybody go through and do what you do. That means you got 

to be different, see different, live different and think different than them 

[others outside of athletics] out there!’ I believe that, you know. I get we 

probably look different, but more than that, we really ain’t the same when 

you think about it. We don’t even get treated the same. Cause people either 

hate us or love us. But like, they know us no matter what. Don’t nobody pays 

attention to the students like the way they do us…it can be blessing and a 

curse to be different. 
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Players Play, Students Watch. 

Marvin points out that coaches and staff in his athletic program are quite 

explicit when speaking about why the football players were recruited to their 

institution: 

 

…I don’t really like it, but it’s just they way it is. Coach Bishop always be 

saying to us when we got to miss a meeting or leave practice or come a little 

late to something…he say ‘Son you need to remember that you told me you 

wanted to play for State. You do what you have to do, but remember that you 

are on my time and right now you’re wasting my time.’ He always make us 

feel bad for us trying to keep up or do well in school, but then he get heated 

[upset] when we ain’t passing class or show up on the no show [missed class] 

list. He always telling me, ‘You need to figure out what you want and get your 

priorities right.’ He don’t want me to forget about school, but you know then 

that you are here to play football and not be a student. 

 

Brandin also spoke of an incident involving his coach in which he used to explain 

that “the line is drawn in the sand” between being a student and being a student 

athlete at his institution. Brandin explained that he knew where he fit with regard to 

his role at the institution after hearing his coach challenge him after asking to be 



 

 149 

excused from a training session during the weeks of spring training drills in his 

sophomore year:  

 

Coach started off kind of joking, but then I think he really tried to make a 

statement to me and the rest of us that were working out in the morning that 

day. I had lifted but had to miss conditioning because my class started before 

we always finished conditioning. I had missed classes already so I asked to 

get out early so I didn’t miss anymore. He said go, but as I was walking out he 

started getting loud like, ‘I guess we see where your heart is. We see your 

commitment to this program.’ It wasn’t even like that. But then he kept going. 

He tried to make an example out me talking about, ‘…players play and 

students watch. I hope you ain’t watching us kick PSU’s ass in the season 

opener!’ At that point, I was just like f*ck it. I went back, ran and was late to 

class. That’s what they do. They say it without saying it…your here to play 

football not to be a student. It happens like that all the time…we just learn to 

deal with it. 

 

Delonte and Graham, teammates of Brandin, both reiterated the comment 

that “players play and students watch” in the course of their interviews. The phrase 

was later describe as a “running joke” on their team that was written on a message 
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board in their locker room for a period of time and often quoted by players, both 

Black and White, to primarily tease Black players on their team. Delonte wasn’t 

particularly sure when he had first learned of the slogan-like comment, but said 

“only the brothas be saying it to each other because we be making fun of how 

everybody be thinking about us. It’s just a joke, but true too…that’s what makes it 

funny.”  

Graham added that some of his White teammates, on occasion, jokingly 

taunted “…some of the brothas on the team saying it to us. They see how they be 

treating us.” Graham acknowledged that his sentiments about the treatment of some 

Black athletes on this team were shared across racial lines. According to Graham, 

some of his White teammates took notice of the covert expectations and were 

observant of the overt pressure on some Black student athletes to direct more of 

one’s focus to their sport and less toward academics.  

According to participants, pressure to fulfill one’s responsibility of being an 

athlete above their student role was charged to all members of the team. However, 

participants articulated the degree of pressure was perceived as higher and there 

was a heavier price to pay for Black athletes on their team compared to White 

teammates. Jermaine expressed that by virtue of many Black players playing in 

starting roles or as second string backups in their individual positions and often 

contributing substantial playing time in their roles, the Black players received 
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significantly more pressure to invest “time and focus” toward football at the expense 

of their academics: 

 

You can probably tell that the starters for the most part are Black or at least 

most of us play right out the gate. I would say that most of the Black players 

are going to be in the game more than the White players. We got good White 

players, but most the people that play a lot are Black, except for Kenny and 

them. That means the coaches see that too and they be getting on us if we 

miss practice or anything. So because we be playing, we can’t miss nothing. 

And they be thinking we don’t really care about school so, it gives them more 

reason to keep us at practice or in film. I think just cause we Black and most 

of us play, then we get it harder than the White players for trying to go to 

class…even from some of the Black coaches. They always holding something 

over our head…I don’t think anybody see that but us… 

 

Troy also articulated: 

 

…like the White players are hassled some, but they either let them go or 

when they come back to practice they just jump right in, no questions asked. 

They ain’t really worried about Tyler or John [White players] missing 
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practice or meetings. But don’t let it be me or Chris or Jamison talking about 

missing anything. If that happens then they trying to hate on us, trying to 

threaten us with missing practice reps which means getting less tick [game 

day play]. Most the time it’s never that serious, but just cause you know you 

going to hear they mouth, we don’t miss much when it comes to football…  

 

For many of the student athletes, missing football related meetings or 

sessions wasn’t considered much of an issue because they had designed a class 

schedule to fit their training, film and practice schedules. However, a common 

thread to emerge out of participant data was that their role as a football player 

demanded more attention than other aspects of their life. Their educational 

development was often described as being important, yet a lesser concern at the 

moment in comparison to their sport because they believed they were expected to 

be athletes before students.  Participants asserted that there was a particular 

understanding and unannounced expectation to exude an elevated degree of 

devotion to playing their sport and contribute to the cohesiveness and dynamics of 

the team. These understandings and expectations were conveyed through a nuanced 

socialization process that was a product of team dynamics and interrelationships 

between players, coaches and players and within the context of environmental and 

structural conditions of the athletic program and institution.  
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Identity Construction. 

Participants’ perceptions were significantly framed and defined by the 

socialization processes in the sport culture at their institutions. The student athletes 

were asked if they perceived the sport culture of intercollegiate athletics at their 

PWI to shape how they viewed themselves based on their student athlete 

experiences. Floyd states: 

 

We are here to ball out. I want to get a good education, but I would rather 

play football for a living than work a nine to five doing something. I could 

probably do better in school, but then I might also be watching from the 

sidelines. That’s what I see. School takes up too much of your time. I want to 

be on that field…so I just play the balancing act with school and football. I 

make decent grades and then I’m always thinking about football because I 

want to always be getting better… 

 

Vincent asserted: 

 

I think you got to make a decision at some point of who you want to be. Like 

some can be all-academic and all-conference or all-American, but you ain’t 

going really see that that much…I try hard in my classes, but I’m here to play 
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football at the highest level I can and make this school and program better 

and keep up the, kind of, winning traditions. I try and do it all, but football is 

most important to me honestly. 

 

Quinton states: 

 

I try hard to make being a student athlete most important but its too hard 

sometimes. I guess I try to be a student athlete, but no one really cares if I am, 

they expect me to be an athlete-student. Like I said, I think I’m a student 

athlete, but I’m only encouraged to be an athlete or people only know me 

(pause)…speak to me about football. I got some teachers who hate I play 

football and others just don’t care. I think it’s always about football. We have 

to eat, breath and think about football all day, everyday. Don’t get me wrong I 

love it. But people don’t always realize I’m a good student cause it just ain’t 

that important as much to most people. 

 

In contrast, some participants’ perspectives of how intercollegiate sport 

culture has shaped their perspectives about being student athletes were 

conceptualized differently. Troy proclaimed:  
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I would say that being a student athlete here really causes you to find out 

who you are and who you want to become, like the man you got to be to be 

successful. We learn how to work hard, work with others and stuff like that. I 

see a lot of people believe all them stereotypes about us, but we are in 

position to change they minds if we handling our business on the field and in 

the classroom. I think people probably thought I was this regular old Black 

athlete coming in here to play and go pro. But now people really see me as 

someone who care about his education and is a good player too. I think 

playing here has helped me earn the respect of people who may have thought 

less of me before seeing all that I can do with my mind and body. 

 

Marvin described that the experience of being a college student athlete allowed him 

to reflect on how he perceived himself in relation to social factors (e.g. race and 

gender) and his role in society: 

 

I have realized that I am in a great position to impact people like me. I want 

people to see me as a Black man that is moving up in the world, not only 

because I play football, but also because I got an education. People be looking 

up to us, especially Black kids. So we got to show them the right way even in 

the face of adversity. We all face it, even me, here at this school. But we got to 



 

 156 

react like a man, gain that respect as a Black man and do right by our people. 

It’s hard because we don’t always look like we [Black football players] doing 

right or trying hard, but I think we are, at least I am. I would say I’m an 

decent athlete and I guess we always playing sports, but I also feel like I got a 

responsibility to my people…like my family, friends, where I come from and 

just Black people in general.  

Theme 3: Race Matters?? 

 Participants were asked to discuss if they perceived the sociocultural 

construct of race to be a considerable factor in their experiences and apart of 

intercollegiate sport culture. The data generated by participants unveil an 

assortment of interpretations about the role that race plays in their experiences as 

intercollegiate student athletes. The theme that race matters?? was discerned to 

illuminate the continuum of responses offered by participants.  

Racial Obscurity. 

Data reveals some participants view race as inconsequential in their 

experience and a social factor that has diminished with the passing of time. Denard 

articulates how he believes race to have become a trivial factor in his frame of 

reference: 
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No, we don’t have to worry about race anymore. Nobody sees race…well I 

mean that people don’t pay attention to what race people are really. It’s good 

these days because people just see people, players are just players and not 

seen in terms of Black and White. People just treat me as Denard, not that 

they all know me, but I don’t think they see me just as Black, but equally as 

any other person. So we don’t have to deal with race or racism anymore.  

 

Vincent also expressed that race was not an issue of concern based on his 

relationship with teammates and some knowledge of past racial relations in society: 

 

I am so glad that I play football now and that didn’t play back then. Things 

are so much better now. Like, we don’t have worry about racism or Black or 

White differences because we are all on the same team and fighting for the 

same thing. I get along with everyone and I don’t see anyone treating me 

different because I’m Black because I get the opportunity to play as next guy. 

There are sometimes when it kind of looks like Black players and White 

players are different, but we really all get along and I guess we just express 

ourselves differently. We learn from each other now, which is good because 

there isn’t racism that separates us. 
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A sentiment related to the perception that race plays an increasingly insignificant 

role in the lives of some Black student athletes was that the nature of racism was 

perceived to have faded away. Linked to the viewpoint of race as trivial or a lesser 

issue of concern in current conditions of sport culture and society was the concept 

that arguing race or racism as the culprit to any injustice was unimaginatively 

“playing the race card.”  Floyd explains why he believes race is incidental in the lives 

of Black persons in sport: 

 

You can’t really say race is a problem because there are Black people all 

around the program now…I think things are equal…I just see when people 

start playing the race card they are making crap up or making excuses…that 

hurts us…White people aren’t trying to hear that no more. I wish we would 

stop saying things like when I hear ‘…race is holding me back because…or 

this or that happen because I’m Black.’ It just isn’t true anymore…I don’t 

think it’s because we’re Black, but more the case that we don’t work hard 

enough or aren’t willing to put in the time for whatever. Laziness in the most 

often the issue for us which causes a lazy gripe like saying racism is the issue. 

Racism is a thing of the past. We go to get over it.  

Hold on! Race and Racism Anchored in Sport. 
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Although acknowledging the notion of a contentious race card, Quinton 

slightly diverts from an unequivocal view that race is a trivial factor in the 

experience of Black persons in sport and speaks ambiguously about race and racism 

in the context of sport: 

 

I don’t really like to pulling the race card, but you know, I think that things 

aren’t fair or for some reason we’re [Black athletes] not really done right all 

the time. I never really had anybody coming up to me calling me a nigger or 

anything, but…(pause)….it’s really hard to explain. Some people don’t have to 

say anything, but you can read their face and kind of read their minds and 

know that they see you as different or don’t really care for you. I’m sure race 

has some effect in that, but I figure that most people have gotten over our 

racist past…I’m not trying to call folk racist per se…but I don’t know what 

you would call it now. Like why aren’t there a lot of Black coaches? I think 

there are more now, but maybe some racism has to do with that or because 

of a little racism, we haven’t been given enough opportunity to prove 

ourselves as owners and coaches. I guess something is there, but racism, I 

don’t know…that’s a really strong word to swallow.  
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As mentioned, not all participants shared the same perspectives on race and 

racism based on their experiences as student athletes. Drawing from the data, some 

participants cite race as an important, ongoing issue that conjures up particular 

feelings toward others and highlights inequities and differences between people. 

Keith states: 

 

…you can’t trust these White people even if they our coaches, teammates or 

anybody, you know. They White and they just got it different…they live by a 

different set of codes [chuckling] than how we live. I think they cool for the 

most part, but give them any reason, and they be treating you like any ole’ 

nigga. I see these White people as trying to always capitalize on me because I 

can play ball and once they catch us slipping for anything then, damn, they 

just be hitting us hard and making you feel like you don’t belong. I got some 

White people I consider friends here, but I guess I just don’t really hang out 

with some of my [White] teammates because we don’t have much in common 

outside of being on the same team. 

 

When asked what it meant to be treated “like any ole’ nigga,” Keith explained, 

“…Black people are like second-class citizens compared to Whites, for the most part. 

So that means being treated like a nigga is like your treated like second-class and 
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have little worth…I mean they love us, but only when we doing what they 

want…playing ball and not causing no trouble.” Keith also elaborated that the “set of 

codes” perceived for Whites afforded them more social latitude than is available to 

people of color.  

Race Taboo. 

Data suggests that some participants conceived race to be a construct often 

misunderstood and misrepresented in sport contexts. In addition, two participants 

reflecting on the role of race in sport, articulate that some people become 

uncomfortable with adequately addressing issues related to race and that progress 

toward racial equity is not as simplistic in nature as often portrayed in various 

media. Marvin proclaims:  

 

When you start talking about problems that are an effect of or related to race, 

I see some folk just clam up. Race is one of those things that it goes 

unmentioned around here, but I think it’s really a bigger issue than we or 

some want to make it out to be. You can just look around and see that we 

might get along in some cases, but we are clearly divided at other times. I 

think that most the Black people know that the issue of race still plays a big 

part in our lives, but I would say that even a lot of us see it different. I had to 

read this book in class called something like ‘Why are Black kids sitting 



 

 162 

together in the cafeteria.”…That’s what it’s like, I wrote a paper about that’s 

what its like, kind of, in football too. Race is still important because we tend 

to gravitate to like-minded people who are often the same color because we 

share the same experiences. But not all Black people see it like that. I bet 

some get fooled into thinking that racism don’t exist or that race don’t effect 

us anymore because that’s what they see. I don’t see it like that, but for some 

reason I think others do. I was arguing in class that’s how we told to think 

about race, like its just skin color and nothing too real.  

 

Graham reflected on a popular film to illustrate his perception of the significance 

and portrayal of race in sport: 

 

Have you seen that movie Blind Side? It’s a good movie in all, but that movie 

be showing folks that race don’t matter no more, but that ain’t real. I think we 

be getting blind-sided by race because we trying to somewhat disregard that 

race is still important to people…like people like me for instance. Them 

White folks just be taking care of Black people because they athletes and 

telling them they going be athletes. I see White people only looking out for 

me when they find out I play sports or play for Sigma. But if they don’t know I 

play football then they aren’t feelin’ me. So race is still important because we 
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just fitting the stereotypes that people have of us just by playing the sport I 

think. I don’t think we can escape the past as easy as some folk think we can, 

especially because of movies like Blind Side and stuff. That’s what I was 

trying to tell my boy when he was saying that race don’t matter…Don’t you 

think race matters when your not being told the truth about how people 

really think about you because they don’t want to talk about it… 

 

The data reveals that participants perceived that race was often a suppressed 

topic of discussion between different racial group members within the athletic 

environments at their institutions. The perceived absence or irregularity of race-

centered dialogue within their intercollegiate athletic climates influenced 

participants to develop particular understandings and discern the significance and 

way in which race should be considered within the context of sport. Participant’s 

shared that they perceived it commonplace in large part to reserve race dialogue for 

settings outside their sport environments.  

 

Troy: 

I think some of my coaches know that race is important, but they don’t bring 

it up really. I figure they think that if they bring it up then they just stirring 

up problems they don’t want to deal with. So I guess you could say that there 
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is a time and place for everything and that includes something like race being 

brought up at the right time around here.  

 

Vincent: 

 

When we talking about school and classes, I think we definitely have to 

include race and culture in the mix of the conversation. But I think in football, 

it can be dangerous, kind of, because it don’t really make sense to people 

since we all play the game now. Its more equal now so I guess it really has to 

be the right time to make it an issue and I think the time has fortunately 

passed us by.  

 

The previous comments highlight a common discourse in sport that yields 

fragmented sociocultural understandings of sport and society. Vincent suggests that 

the increased access to play sport in racially mixed sport settings and the increase 

numbers of athletes of color over time render discussions of race and culture mute 

in sport contexts. If such discussions do surface concerning sport, Vincent appears 

to suggest that the credibility of one’s argument is devalued due to an ignorance of 

critical analysis. Also noted within his comment, Vincent proclaims that justifiable 

catalysts stimulate dialogue concerning issues of race and culture in sport. His 
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comment doesn’t completely dismiss the possibility that such dialogue could not 

happen, yet he optimistically sees that society has previously visited, dealt with and 

moved beyond the opportune, justifiable catalyst. This discourse in sport creates a 

challenge for individuals that venture to have conversations about issues of race and 

culture in sport contexts. Jermaine states: 

 

It’s kind of weird to talk about race around here. It’s just not something that 

ever comes up. They wouldn’t understand what we talking about even if we 

did say something.  

 

The Veil Over Race. 

 A veil of a practiced ideology in the culture of sport impacts the perceptions 

and experiences of the participants with regard to issues of race. Participants 

described how the discussion of race or aspects of culture occasionally surfaced 

when interacting with athletic coaches, support staff and peers. However, a color-

blind ideology appears to be the default ideological practice in which individuals 

learn to revert towards to deal with racial and cultural difference that exists within 

the sport settings. 

 

Delonte: 
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I remember when I was recruited they were really pumping up how 

culturally diverse the program was and how they really look out for us. But I 

think that was all for show. I don’t see much or hear much about that now.  

 

Quinton: 

 

…I want people to treat me like I treat them. So I keep it simple…I just don’t 

pay attention to race really and that’s what good about this team. We keep 

race from being any kind of issue. I want to get along with everyone and I 

don’t think that thinking about race makes that too easy… 

 

Denard: 

 

Once and a while we be talking about what’s going on with us with our 

coaches and academic people, but really that just don’t happen that often. I 

guess we don’t really ever have any cause to bring it up like other folk. We all 

get treated the same. Everyone is color-blind to race and them sort of issues. 
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Theme 4: Conformity 

 The concept of conformity is drawn from the data of participant’s discussing 

issues about negotiating the sociocultural structures that exist on their campuses, 

and on a larger scale, society. According to the participants, there exist a prevailing 

system that delineates an unannounced social hierarchy among groups of people in 

accordance to race. Due to this perceived social hierarchy linked to racial groupings 

of people, several participants expressed their struggles in finding acceptance and a 

possible seamless fit within the dominant sociocultural norms and values on both 

campus and in society.  

Blending. 

Keith describes both his struggles and those of other Black student athletes 

trying to find acceptance within a White-centric sociocultural world: 

 

You know how some guys just fit in better...they’ve learned the system and 

know how to make it work for them. Some guys come in reppin’ 

[representing] they [neighbor-]hood, but figure out that you got to leave the 

hood mentality behind to get ahead around here. It’s not like they all ghetto 

before, but it’s a White world and you got to do things the way White people 

do to get through it. I see some figure it out and most never really get it. I 

don’t try and act White like some of my boys joke around. I’m just presenting 
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myself in a respectable way so that I’m not perceived as a nigga from the 

hood…cause that don’t work. 

 

 Keith and other participants immediately acknowledge a functioning system 

governed by particular values and beliefs that present potential challenges to Black 

student athletes unfamiliar with this sociocultural system. Apparent by participants’ 

description of this sociocultural system is that the Black athlete is initially 

positioned as an outsider to the system or at the least on the periphery of its 

structure. Therefore, the participants proclaimed that gaining acceptance within 

such a sociocultural systemic structure requires strategic planning of conduct and 

an expression of one self to others perceived to be inherently apart of the power 

structure of the sociocultural system. Marvin proclaims that part of the struggle for 

Black athletes to gain acceptance to this perceived system happens outside the 

arena of sport: 

 

One of the hardest things for a lot of us, me included, is to learn when we get 

here is how to play the game off the field. Most of us been playing football 

forever, but football is kind of like the easiest part of college. The hard part is 

figuring out how to act around these White folk because it is kind of 

completely different then being home for most of us. You got to learn to walk, 
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talk and breath the right way. I always tell guys that we got to figure out how 

to play their way if we going to survive and make it through here.  

 

Troy also asserts that Black student athletes may find it more difficult to adjust to 

the college atmosphere because of potential social and cultural incongruity:  

 

College is just a different place for most players…probably different for any 

student, but it can be really hard for some of us to adjust to the way things 

are done here. I would say that when guys aren’t or don’t seem like they 

taking advantage of their potential or opportunity at State [university] it’s 

probably because they struggling to fit in with the way things are and the 

standard of expectation. They been doing things a certain way they whole 

life, but then you get here and people telling them that that way was all 

wrong. It just makes it hard… 

 

The data revealed that some participants felt pressure to conform with 

regard to aspects of their personality, speech patterns and physical appearance in 

an effort to be perceived as more acceptable to Whites and lessen uncomfortable 

tension between others and themselves. These efforts to conform appear to create a 
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negative affect for some participants. Graham expresses his feelings as he reflects on 

how he has tried to fit in with the White community on his campus:  

 

…Some of us be struggling because we ain’t used to being in this type of 

environment. Everything I do is usually misunderstood by these White folk. I 

remember my coach told me when I first came here that ‘we going have to 

change your look and fix your attitude’ because he thought I was about to 

scare all the White people on campus [chuckling]. I’m not a big talker, so 

when I don’t speak all the time some of these White people act like they 

scared. I feel like you got to act like someone you ain’t so that most these 

White people will speak to you or don’t think you going do something to 

them…I hate having to put on my White act all the time. 

 

During the dialogue with Graham he made several suggestive body 

movements to emphasize what he meant by putting on his “White act.” These 

movements included adjusting his posture with a straight back position and 

swaying his head side to side with a pompous expression on his face. He elaborated 

on his description of acting White saying, “…it’s like you have to act kind of fake…” 

and he used a slang term, “high-sadity,” to convey a perception of pretentiousness.  
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In Character. 

Participants spoke regularly of the influence from significant others to create 

alternate identities that were believed to be more acceptable within the perceived 

sociocultural structure of the social climate on their campuses and in the local 

community. These alternate identities were generally described as oppositional to 

how they perceived themselves. Jermaine narrates how he sees a difference with 

some of his peers and the influence to relinquish part of his identity around 

particular groups of people:  

 

If you ain’t the cat [Black person] that’s talking all proper and real 

comfortable around the White people on campus then we have a hard time 

fitting in, you know what I mean. Them [White] students come from a 

different world than I do and I don’t really understand them like they don’t 

understand me. But we got to learn to do it their way…I know it sounds 

wrong but that’s real. It’s kind of like when we start classes every semester, 

the coaches always tell us to ‘learn the ropes so that we don’t get tripped up 

from not knowing’...Coach Rob [a Black coach] used to play here so he knows 

how it is…He tells me all the time, ‘leave Swoop [nickname] at the house and 

put your game face on around these people because your always on. Only let 

Swoop out at the club and around your boys.’ 
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Portraying one self in a tolerable manner in the presence of White peers and 

particular authority figures (e.g. coaches, athletic administrative and academic staff, 

professors) was a common thread throughout participant data. In the case of 

Jermaine, he was encouraged by a former Black student athlete who is now his 

coach to negotiate a sociocultural climate by using a constructed identity that is 

believed to better align with the social norms of Whites. In doing so, he experiences 

acting out an identity which translates that he, as “Swoop,” is unacceptable within 

the dominant sociocultural structure. Participants suggested that Black student 

athletes and Black people in the larger context of society are systematically 

compelled to express certain personas of their Black identity that has restrictions, 

yet is most accepted within the sociocultural structure of the campus climate and in 

society. Vincent articulates:  

 

…what they’re looking for is the guy that don’t seem too threatening to the 

fans and other people. You’ve got to be articulate and personable so that 

you’re relatable and endearing to the media, the boosters, the fans and 

whoever. It’s understandable because they have an image that they want to 

portray and uphold, but the truth behind it all is that they need you to act like 

the right type of nigga, you know what I mean. You got to be the upstanding 
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nigga, you know what I mean, that plays well but also is best suited for 

interviews and what not, but can be trusted to not taint their image.  

 

Another participant, Keith, contends: 

 

…if your not the right type then you don’t get all the hype. It’s about being the 

right nigga for the job. I’m just saying…[pause]…you got to usually play the 

part to get the recognition…you know, to be one of the main guys. I don’t 

know who made the rules, but that’s what attracts them and what you learn 

eventually… 

 

Water and Oil Don’t Blend. 

The concept of conformity represents how several participants experienced 

pressure from significant others to adhere to a demeanor and identification with a 

White-centric worldview early on in their experiences. None of the student athletes 

articulated completely shedding their Black identity, rather they discussed having to 

unmask a “…hidden and silent…” system of beliefs representative of a White-centric 

worldview. The Black males conveyed the difficulty in ascertaining the best feasible 

ways to navigate the White-centric sociocultural climate for which they felt 

encapsulated. In many of their attempts to navigate the sociocultural climate in their 
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PWI settings, they communicated that their behaviors and perceptions were 

purposely altered to dissociate themselves from being “…too Black for these White 

folks.” Meaning, that they developed an acute consciousness of how they 

represented themselves in the presence of others so to steer away from any 

associations with negative Black stereotypes or being accused of representing 

negative tropes of the Black male and of Black male student athletes. Nevertheless, 

some Black student athlete participants revealed they had been accused of “acting 

White” as product of their attempts to conform within the perceived sociocultural 

system. One athlete describes this experience as being “…a victim of the double edge 

sword.” He expounded saying: 

 

 On one hand I’m just doing what I got to do. I’m not trying to be White or 

anything, but I realize that I have to act a certain way to get the respect I 

want and deserve from the White folk on campus. But on the other hand, I get 

accused of acting White by them [Black peers] for just doing what everybody 

else who’s not Black does. Sometimes there’s no winning. It’s kind of a weird 

spot, but I don’t know… 
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Brandin describes his challenge to navigate the sociocultural system of his 

institution in addition to his belief that it is apart of the Black student athlete 

experience in a PWI setting and apart of the Black experience in society:  

 

I’ve changed a lot since I got here. I think that when I came to school here I 

thought I could get by doing and acting the same. But it don’t work like that. 

I’ve matured a lot. It’s not acting White, although I get accused of that all the 

time, but its just maturing and understanding how to work with certain 

people in certain situations. I think I am just as Black as the next guy, but I 

also understand that sometimes the things I do can be misread. It’s difficult 

to have to always be aware of how I come off to people while trying to be my 

self, but I think that most Black people understand that that’s the way the 

world works and we have to, at some point, work within the rules to get 

where we want to be.  

 

Double Conciousness. 

Participants revealed that in their attempts to conform within a sociocultural 

structure configured by inherent ideas of race they had come to realize significant 

barriers and inevitable challenges for themselves and other Black student athletes 

to overcome. Realizations of barriers and challenges to ever fully assimilate to a 
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White-centric sociocultural structure were described through their experiences of 

differential treatment from their White athlete counterparts and implicit social and 

cultural boundaries or limitations perceived between Whites and themselves. 

Delonte describes his experience of differential treatment and how his experience 

translates particular meanings about being a Black student athlete: 

 

We’ve been getting the speech ever since we got on campus. Matter of fact, 

I’ve probably heard different versions of the same speech a hundred times. 

It’s the same message all the time. ‘We are looking for guys that we can trust. 

We need guys on the this team that are about Tech and not about 

themselves’…A couple of the coaches and some other people on the staff 

always make these snide remarks to me and some us because they don’t like 

what we’re wearing or how we’re wearing it or the way we talk to each other. 

I don’t ever see them commenting to any of the White players about their 

country boy look, but my English and my style is somehow offensive 

sometimes to the team! We are always being judged if we’re trustworthy or 

not. It’s like you can be as Black as you want on the field, but be as White as 

possible off of it.  
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Quinton illustrates his experience interacting with White peers and the limitation of 

these relationships that have caused an unsettling discomfort: 

 

I try to get down with White folk on campus, but it just ain’t me. I don’t have 

much in common with them and I hate feeling like the token Black guy in the 

group. We look like flakes of pepper in a pile of salt! We just stand out so 

much that you never can really fit in because we are always different. We get 

along, but we’re different too. Sometimes when I start hanging out with some 

of my White friends, I feel like they get to comfortable with me that they start 

to cross that line [racial boundaries], you know what I’m saying. Then it 

becomes awkward because I can’t really explain to them that they crossed it, 

but I know it and I try to avoid them…or the situation for the most part.  

 

Vincent summarizes his perspective of the complexity and difficulty that 

arises in the experiences and development of Black student athletes trying to 

navigate their way through a sociocultural system in PWI settings.  

 

…some got the ability to blend in and you don’t really notice that they’re able 

to get along better than others...they just do. I would say it’s kind of like 

they’re more accepted because they don’t come off too Black or fit any 
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stereotypes. And then you got others that can’t never really fit the mold 

because they either got dreads and tats [tattoos] all over, or they just wear 

the baggy clothes, you know what I’m saying…all that…they got our look and 

carry themselves like us…they will never be accused of acting White. 

Sometimes I see these guys try to blend in, but it just ain’t happening because 

they can’t pull it off to White folks and you look like a sell out to us…I guess 

that’s why you see most of us hang out with each other more than we do with 

them.  

 

Theme 5: Still at Work 

 The student athletes emphasized a significant degree of racial progress 

concerning the Black experience in sport, individually and in a collective sense. 

However, the theme of still at work represents an affixed sentiment of participants 

about both the needs and experiences of Black student athletes in the current state 

and future of intercollegiate sport in PWI settings. The concept of still at work 

describes how participants underscored an ongoing need to attend to and foster 

developmental issues (i.e. identity, educational, personal, and career development), 

equitable conditions, culturally sensitive and relevant support, and the 

interpersonal relationships with other racial group members (i.e. athlete and non-
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athlete peers, teachers, coaches, support staff) for the betterment of the Black 

student athlete experience in intercollegiate sport.  

Standing on Empowering Shoulders. 

Floyd highlighted the sacrifice and contributions of efforts from those such as 

Jackie Robinson, Muhammad Ali and Jesse Owens to promote social justice and 

equitable social relations as a catalyst to the nature of present day sport culture, yet 

states that these efforts are unfinished: 

 

The work that was started long ago when they segregated us in sports has to 

still be continued today. I wouldn’t say that we have made it to any promise 

land, but we have taken some big steps toward that place though. I think that 

it is important for me and other Black athletes to set an example for young 

people that want to be in our shoes one day…like if they want to play football 

or just be able to go to school. We got to show them that it’s possible. So I 

think we need to get back to being good role models for Black kids, you know 

what I’m saying… 

 

  Emerging from Floyd’s prior reflection is that he believes he and current 

Black student athletes have been figuratively charged with taking the reins of the 

fight for social justice and equitable conditions and carrying this torch as a model 
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for generations that follow. Participants expressed that “…some Black kids just don’t 

think that they will ever go to college. They just figure it’s out of their reach.” Thus, 

modeling was viewed as an inherently significant responsibility of the Black student 

athletes in college to respond to what was seen as Black youth having come to 

believe, because of inequitable conditions, a college education is unavailable to 

them. The student athletes suggested that the agenda as Black collegiate student 

athlete role models was to model more than being athletically talented, but to model 

“ being good students and taking advantage of them [college athletic programs] by 

getting that degree if they take advantage of us playing.”  

 Participants expressed a sense of optimism when discussing the 

opportunities available to Blacks in the present day as a result of the past efforts for 

social justice. However, based on their experiences the student athletes stated 

concerns about the failings of the educational development of Black student athletes 

within a systemic culture of sport that de-emphasizes education for the promotion 

of athletic (i.e. records, championships), social (i.e. status, popularity) and monetary 

gains. Brandin expresses his concern of the educational development: 

 

We have come so far. It can’t be denied that we as society have made great 

strides in the way we treat one another and the opportunities that Blacks 

have today. But I would say that there is a lot of work that still needs to be 
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done. Many of us [Black student athletes] still think that going pro is our only 

hope for something better. I worry that we aren’t taking full advantage of 

education opportunities that we get in college. But I also worry that we, more 

than others, are really not taught how or encouraged...you know what I 

mean...to really focus or think about school as more than a stepping stone or 

hurdle to just get by. I wish that we start to see more of us get that 

degree...I’m sure more can be done to improve a lot for us.  

Hook a Brotha Up! Cultural Support Systems 

Keith indicates a need for the support systems in place in his athletic 

program to be more attuned to the social and cultural backgrounds of student 

athletes. Keith discusses the positive elements of what he named as the “support 

staff, ” yet further described the involvement and attitudes of some key individuals 

of the support staff as deficit-minded and discouraging with regard to the how his 

potential is perceived by significant others. Positive support perceived by Keith was 

also linked to many limitations because of an inability to relate to the culturally 

relevant and sensitive issues related to Black student athlete experiences. He states:  

 

We get a lot of support in my opinion from the staff here at State, but there 

are times when even they can’t really help because they don’t understand 

where we’re coming from, you what I mean…like being Black on a campus 
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like this. I wish we had someone that understood where we were coming 

from and what it’s like. I think we’ve always got to deal with people hating on 

[speaking negatively about] us when they don’t really know us, you what I 

mean…Even some around here [athletic program]…They just put us in a box 

and never question if we don’t even fit in it. It’s what I got to deal with all the 

time and it wears on you… 

 

Keith draws attention to the necessary considerations of the uniqueness of the Black 

experience as a student athlete at a PWI. Participant data reveal that the support 

systems for student athletes, personally and academically, lack robustness in terms 

of sociocultural relevance that is available and responsive to the unique Black 

student athlete experience.   

Vision Development: Holistic, Next Level Training. 

Broadening perspectives for long term career and educational development 

was also a topic discussed by participants as an area that needs to be continually 

addressed. Participants acknowledged that graduation was an important goal for 

student athletes, however the data also reveals that participants felt that Black 

student athletes in revenue generating sports were rarely, if ever, encouraged to 

pursue an education beyond an undergraduate degree. During this point of 

interviews with participants, my presence as a researcher seemed to play an 
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influential role in how several participants considered the development of Black 

student athletes in intercollegiate sport. The rapport built with the student athletes 

before and during interviews surfaced as a useful tool for some athletes to begin 

thinking more critically about their own career and educational development. 

As participants discussed potential career options outside of sports, they 

were asked if they were aware if any of the careers they hoped to possibly pursue 

would require additional training such as graduate school. Graham personified how 

many of the athletes had not given much thought, nor had he been necessarily 

encouraged to consider a post-undergraduate education. The student athletes 

seemed quite inquisitive in the moment of the interview as they realized that I was a 

former student athlete: 

 

I didn’t know that there are athletes that go on to graduate school. I’ve only 

seen some of the White boys do that when they finish…go to business school 

or law school or something like that. But look at you, you a professor! I 

wouldn’t even know where start to begin trying to do what you doing. So 

help me do that. That’s what we need, you know what I saying? The message 

can’t keep being about making millions in the league…We got to start 

showing us other careers and examples…maybe even trying to go to graduate 

school…like steps to get their from day one.  
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Graham confesses a shrouded perspective of who chooses to pursue a post-

undergraduate education based on whom he has noticed continues on with regard 

to race. As I probed to further clarify the prior response, Graham explained that not 

knowing “where to start” included being unaware of entrance examinations, grade 

expectations or even the process searching for potential programs of study. 

Furthermore, Graham was asked to clarify his comment of “We got to start showing 

us…” by explaining who he was referring to and why. His response was,  

 

I’m talking about us. We need Black people and especially Black athletes that 

used to play, like you, and have been through it to be the one that can let us 

Black athletes now, know what the next steps can be. It’s about helping us 

out can we all can go pro, but we need someone like knows what we ain’t 

getting told and fill us in. 

 

Jermaine expressed his frustration in not knowing about many options available to 

him at the end of his college athletic career and graduation near closer. Jermaine:  

 

How can I be someone like you? I been here for four years and ain’t never 

heard about no grad school or you know what I’m saying. What do you got to 
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do to get where you at? We got a lot of football and basketball players, but 

none of us know anything else. We know that we might not all play and are 

going to have to get a job in something. But what? I’m going to graduate. 

That’s important and first and foremost. But Cam [a teammate] and I really 

been tripping [stressing] about what we’re going do after that. My life is in 

they hands for the most part. I want to be you. [Chuckling] I just want to be 

successful! 

 

In the Need: Embrace Black Role Modeling. 

The data also showed that participants contend that there is a lack of 

representation, advocacy and a sympathetic support system in which they felt 

comfortable speaking in confidence too about circumstances of their experiences. 

The student athletes felt there is a need to increase the presence of athletic staff that 

shared in their experiences athletically, socially and culturally. Troy shared his 

opinion of how he believed the environment of the athletic program could be 

changed to suit the needs of student athletes: 

 

I wish we had more Black people around here. I bet if we did then it would 

just be different, because they would know how we be feeling and what it’s 

like. I’m sure it wouldn’t be easy around here because this game is hard and it 



 

 186 

ain’t never really meant to be easy to play at this level. But having to deal 

with everything else, I wish we had more Black people to confide in and just 

talk to…like if you [the researcher] were here all the time or we could talk 

about this stuff more when we had too.  

 

Keith describes that the complexity and extent of the issues that continue to effect 

Black student athletes in high profile intercollegiate sport: 

 

The problem is that we got a whole bunch of Black players, but we don’t have 

any Black people making some of the big decisions for us or many Black 

coaches that haven’t sold out to the program. It seems like playing and being 

equal with White people hasn’t really been an issue for a long time. The 

problem is worse because it ain’t so easy as adding numbers to program. We 

got to keep working on changing the way people think. That includes us too. 

Some coaches and people be mentoring us and others just see us as another 

ole’ player. They forget that we going through what they went through. If the 

program was run by the right Black person…or maybe just someone like you 

who understands then I could see things might be different and better!  
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  CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

 
The participatory contributions of Black athletes have long stimulated and 

continue to sustain the impetus of intercollegiate athletics in the sport culture of 

American society. Black male student athletes are principal stakeholders in the 

revenue production of high profile sport programs for athletic departments and 

university institutions nationwide. In these contexts, the development of the Black 

male student athlete is, to a large degree, shaped by their experiences as a student 

athlete in intercollegiate sport culture. Therefore, the aim of this dissertation was to 

explore the relationships of pertinent psychosocial factors and critically analyze the 

psychosocial and sociocultural development of the Black male college student 

athlete in revenue-generating intercollegiate athletics at PWIs. In this chapter, the 

findings in aggregate are presented to revisit the guiding research questions. 

Following the summary of findings, this final chapter and dissertation will conclude 

with an interpretation of data findings, discussion of the delimitations and 

limitations of the study, and suggestions of future directions for research.  

Summary of Findings 

 The overarching objective of this research was to examine the relationships 

and development of relevant psychosocial and sociocultural perceptions central to 

the experiences of Black male college student athletes. Conducting this study using 
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mixed methodology provided a broader, yet nuanced perspective of how identities, 

academic self-concept, and the consciousness of race and perceptions of the athletic 

environment are linked and constructed based the experiential knowledge of the 

participants (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007).  

Athletic Identity, Academic Self-Concept, Racial Identity Attitudes 

A key finding in this study was that participants highly identified with being 

an athlete. The student athletes involved in the case study described that identifying 

with the athlete role was a product of the socialization of significant others (i.e. 

coaches, peers, family) and the time demands required for training and preparation 

to compete athletically. The discovery of an elevated athletic identity is consistent 

with existing literature (Adler & Adler, 1991; Harrison et al., 2011). However, 

evidence of this study shows that the elevated athletic identity of participants was 

negatively correlated with their academic self-concept and academic performance. 

The academic self-concept reported by participants ranged from moderately 

low to a moderately high academic self-concept. The range of participants’ academic 

self-concept perceptions appear consistent with existing research that has only 

sampled non-athlete African-American students (Awad, 2007; Cokley, 2000, 2002b). 

However, the student athlete sample in the present study reported a lower mean for 

the variable of academic self-concept. Thus, the findings of the present study suggest 

that the overall sample of Black male student athletes exhibited an elevated athletic 
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identity that associated with having lowered attitudes and beliefs about their 

academic intellect and ability relative to their role as a student. Additionally, the 

elevated identification with being an athlete was linked to moderately low academic 

performance (i.e. GPA) in this study.  

Participants’ racial identity attitudes were also examined in the present 

study. It was hypothesized that pre-encounter assimilationist attitudes would be the 

most dominant of all racial identity attitudes of this sample. Evidence revealed 

perceptions of all six measured racial identity attitudes, yet the most prominent 

attitudes of this sample included pre-encounter assimilationist, pre-encounter 

miseducation and internalization-multiculturalist-inclusive attitudes. Only pre-

encounter assimilationist and pre-encounter miseducation attitudes correlated with 

both athletic identity and academic self-concept. The racial identity attitudes of pre-

encounter self-hatred, immersion-emersion anti-White, and internalization 

afrocentricity did not appear to dominate like the former attitudes. Pre-encounter 

assimilation attitudes positively associated with an elevated athletic identity and 

moderate academic self-concepts. Pre-encounter miseducation attitudes positively 

associated with an elevated athletic identity, yet negatively associated with 

moderately low academic self-concepts. 

The fact that pre-encounter assimilation and miseducation racial identity 

attitudes were dominant attitudes of this sample imply that the culture of 
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intercollegiate sport may have a strong influence in shaping and perpetuating these 

conceptualizations of Blackness for Black male student athletes. Hence, the culture 

of intercollegiate sport possibly constructs an impression or discourse that frames 

race to be insignificant (Brown et al., 2003) in the nature of revenue-generating 

sport for those ascribing to pre-encounter assimilationist attitudes. Thus, some 

Black male student athletes participating in revenue-generating sport in PWI 

settings identify less with being Black, and more so with a super ordinate social 

identity such as being American or being a student athlete in general.  

Akin to the possible relationship of intercollegiate sport culture and pre-

encounter assimilationist attitudes, the dominance of pre-encounter miseducation 

attitudes also indicates the culture of intercollegiate sport possibly constructs an 

impression or discourse that frames a distorted meaning of what it means to be 

Black for Black male revenue-generating collegiate sport participants. Black male 

student athletes in revenue-generating sport in PWI settings are potentially 

misguided to develop meanings of Blackness that evolve from stereotypes or ill-

founded assertions about abilities (e.g. athletic and academic) and intellectual 

capabilities of Black people.  

The findings also revealed that participants exhibited an internalized-

multiculturalist-inclusive attitude, which was in fact the most prevalent of all six 

racial identity attitudes. An internalized multiculturalist-inclusive attitude is 
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characterized by acknowledging one’s Black self in a healthy manner and embracing 

multiple cultural identities in parallel (Vandiver et al., 2002). Accordingly, it is 

plausible that the culture of intercollegiate sport fosters Black male student athletes 

participating in revenue-generating sport in PWI settings to develop healthy 

internalized attitudes. However, this healthy internalized attitude may only align 

with the dominant discourse and accepted ideology of intercollegiate sport culture. 

For example, the development or allowance of internalization afrocentricity 

attitudes may be hindered or possibly discouraged for Black male student athletes 

participating in college revenue-generating sport in PWI settings. A Black student 

athlete’s pro-Black, Afrocentric attitude may manifest in a ways that seem 

threatening to the race-neutral climate that sport implicitly projects thus eliciting 

negative consequences for the individual. Athletes that adopt these particular 

attitudes might be perceived as a radical and disruptive to the norms of his team 

and sport culture. Akin to this point, Bimper and Harrison (2011) postulate that 

intercollegiate sport culture functions to both enable and possibly preclude 

particular racial ideologies that Black student athletes may embrace.  Although the 

Black male student athletes may develop varying internalized racial identity 

attitudes outlined by nigrescence, understanding one’s Black self in conjunction 

with other cultural identities was more prominent than espousing an internalized-

afrocentricity attitude. 
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Student Athlete Experiences  

The socially constructed concept of race was hypothesized to play a 

significant role in the perceptions and experiences of participants of the present 

study. In fact, the data unveiled race as a key social factor in participant ideological 

perspectives, identity constructions, perceptions of self and others, and overall 

experiences and development. The qualitative data in this study highlights that 

participants often perceived their academic experience and educational 

development occurring along predetermined courses or “lanes” as described in 

chapter four. These perceived educational courses illuminate the varied range of 

academic self-concept measured in quantitative nature of the study. Some 

participants (e.g. Marvin, Troy, Graham, Delonte) discussed their academic course of 

educational development occurring along more positive developmental courses, 

while others (e.g. Jermaine, Floyd) described their course of educational 

development occurring in a lane that was less intellectually stimulating.  

 The perceived courses of educational development or “lane assignments” 

rendered particular messages by which participants translated into self-perceptions 

of their academic skills and abilities. These course delineations also conveyed to 

participants how much of their educational experience was focused on maintaining 

a status of eligibility to compete athletically. Student athletes recognizing that they 

were moving along more positive educational lanes discussed that maintaining 
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athletic eligibility was a distal factor in their educational development. On the other 

hand, student athletes in less positive lanes identified their educational 

development and experience to be dominated by the focus of maintaining athletic 

eligibility. The varying degree of focus placed on the maintenance of the athletes’ 

athletic eligibility status demonstrated how the lane assignments contributed to the 

elevated degree of athletic identity for some participants.   

The qualitative data revealed racial microaggressions (Solórzano, Ceja, & 

Yosso, 2000) were commonplace in the interactions with significant socializing 

agents conveying others’ perceptions of the participants’ abilities and Black people 

in general. Keith discussed: 

 

…I was told that I didn’t want to take this one class because school don’t 

mean as much to me like playing football and getting to the league. He said 

that we [Black athletes] can’t handle taking the real hard classes on campus 

and play this game at the same time. He said, ‘Ya’ll just ain’t wired to do both.’ 

I’ve been told at another time that, “I know you don’t care too much about 

these classes, but just push through.” I was caught off guard and didn’t know 

what to say. But maybe they were kind of right… 
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Drawing from CRT literature, racial microaggressions are illustrated as 

disguised insults that are unconsciously or consciously directed toward people of 

color through verbal, non-verbal, and visual modes of interaction (Solórzano, Ceja, & 

Yosso, 2000).  Racial microaggressions are subtle forms of racism transmitted 

through "subtle, stunning, often automatic, and non-verbal' interactions interpreted 

as offensive to marginalized racial group members that serve to preserve social and 

interpersonal racial inequities (Davis, 1989; Delgado, & Stefancic, 1992; Pierce, 

Carew, Pierce-Gonzalez, & Wills, 1978, p. 66). The data suggest stereotyping 

participants as Black and an athlete in negative ways functioned as racial 

microaggressions by communicating disparaging messages about their intellect and 

academic skills. Racial stereotypes and assumptions of socioeconomic backgrounds 

in some cases were viewed as underscoring how lane assignments were discerned. 

In this context, the coupling of racial microaggressions and the stereotypes often 

ushered feelings of inadequacy related to some participants’ academic self-concepts 

(Solórzano, 1997).  

Findings of this study also illustrate that the educational development and 

academic experiences of the student athletes were restrictive. Meaning, participants 

perceived to be bound to the resources offered through the support staff in the 

athletic department. The restrictive perceptions of their educational experience 

thus limited their sense of autonomy and human agency (Solórzano & Bernal, 2001; 
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Solórzano & Solórzano, 1995). Consequently, participants were largely deprived of 

the confidence, skills and abilities to pursue and engage in their educational 

development on their own behalf. Moreover, the restrictive perceptions of their 

educational experiences often bridled participants’ agency to seek out resources 

outside of the athletic department support staff.  

 Evidence in the present study signal that participants endure external and 

internal pressures to align their efforts toward being a student and athlete 

throughout their educational experiences. The pressure to concentrate one’s effort 

toward either the student or athlete role functioned through a systemic process 

often positioning participant interests at odds with the demands and operation of 

intercollegiate athletics (i.e. training and travel constraints, class scheduling, game 

preparation). The theme allegiance to the game versus classroom represents the 

burgeoning conflict between participant interests in their educational experience 

and developmental outcomes juxtaposed to the self-serving interests of their 

intercollegiate athletic program. This ongoing conflict described by participants 

illustrates how the construct of interest-convergence (Bell, 1992; Donnor, 2005) 

accounts for the construction of Black male student athletes’ identities and curtails 

academic self-concept perceptions. The student athletes involved in the present 

study revealed differing experiences relative to the pressures to distinguish 

themselves as either students or athletes. Although, the majority of the student 
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athletes acknowledged an intense coercive pressure to focus on an athletic agenda, 

some did express a sense of agency toward their educational and personal 

development.  

The student athletes discussed their perceptions of the significance of race 

and the role that race constitutes in their student athlete experiences.  These 

perceptions signified a continuum of beliefs, yet underscored the embedded nature 

of race (Tate, 1997), recognized or unrecognized by participants. A dominant color-

blind ideology appears pervasive in the culture of intercollegiate sport and the 

experiences of the Black male student athletes of this study. The normative principle 

of color-blindness is characterized by the extent to which individuals conceive race 

and socially constructed ideas about race are insignificant factors in social discourse 

and interactions between different racial group members (Crenshaw, 1988; Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997). However, the color-blind ideology entrenched in 

the contemporary sport culture yielded varying perspectives and sociocultural 

understandings by the participants. Some participants revealed fragmented 

recognition and understanding of the influential nature of race in their lives and 

how race has and continues to influence sport. Participants that projected or 

disclosed a color-blind ideological perspective offered over-simplified or distorted 

views about the social inequities and interactions between racial groups in sport 

and society. Furthermore, those ascribing to a color-blind ideology perceive that 
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others do not “see” race or espouse racist behavior, either overtly or innocuously. 

For some participants, ideological color-blind ascriptions appeared to preclude 

critical reflections with any profundity concerning their student athlete experiences 

and development in relationship to construct of race.  

Conversely, the majority of student athletes did not exude such a clouded 

view of the role of race and the effects of racism related to their experiences and 

sport culture. A number of the participants recognized the presence of color-blind 

attitudes and beliefs existing in the culture of intercollegiate sport, yet they rejected 

the veracity of one being color-blind concerning race. The student athletes argued 

that others attempted to portray a color-blind ideology, however race remains a 

prevalent and important aspect in sport and in their experiences. Race was 

identified as an important factor in participants’ formation of intimate interpersonal 

relationships that were based on perceptions of shared racial and cultural 

experiences. The issue of perpetuating stereotypes was also associated to the 

sustaining role of race. Discussing issues related to race that seemed necessary to 

some participants was perceived as reserved for discussions to be held with others 

outside of their athletic program. The data highlights the majority of student 

athletes astutely recognized that the attempt to ignore race or passively discourage 

talking about racial issues in order to not create uncomfortable situations 

showcased the unrealistic nature color-blindness.  



 

 198 

Drawing from the findings of this study, the color-blind ideology that 

pervades intercollegiate sport creates a figured world by which participants must 

learn to navigate. Thus, the participants discussed the complexity of recognizing 

that while as athletes they were at the center of the sport world, they felt as if they 

were at the margins of a society and sociocultural system (i.e. sport culture) 

centered by a White worldview of beliefs and values. Participants discussed the 

challenge of feeling the need to conform to such a system of beliefs that afforded 

them cultural acceptance and socially dominant cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 

1986; Carter, 2003) while simultaneously feeling socially isolated and marginalized. 

The sense of feeling like one has to conform or assimilate to particular behaviors, 

cultural values and beliefs constructed what participants perceived as differences in 

the performances of Blackness by these Black male student athletes.  

Similar to the varying attitudes outlined by nigrescence theory and found in 

the quantitative data of this study, Black male student athletes seem to express their 

Blackness in various ways. However, the color-blind ideology of sport constructs a 

hidden curriculum (Jay, 2003) in sport culture that Black male student athletes are 

charged with having to learn and circumvent. Some Black male student athletes 

appear equipped or find ways to recognize and adhere to the hidden curriculum for 

acceptability in a figured sport culture, while others go unaware, naive or 

consciously revolt against the pressure to assimilate. Either way, such a hidden 
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curriculum in a color-blind sport culture creates differences between Black male 

student athletes and perpetuates their marginalization in intercollegiate sport in 

PWI settings.  

  All eleven participants conveyed a generally positive outlook on their 

experiences. There was a consensus and majority understanding that the culture of 

sport has taken significant strides to improve and further equitable conditions in 

sport and society. However, there was also a consensus view that there remains a 

significant degree effort that should be focused toward the personal, educational 

and career development of Black male student athletes in intercollegiate athletics.  

Some participants signified that that these efforts were imperative to reduce 

disparities such as graduation rates and graduate school attendance. Other 

participants viewed these efforts as opportunities to develop positive models for 

following generations of Black youth. The data reveals that participants linked the 

necessity of these efforts to a continued pursuit of social justice and equitable 

conditions for various stakeholders in sport.  

Interpretation of Findings 

 The findings of this study offer meaningful implications to the research and 

literature concerning the self-perceptions, experiences, and development of Black 

males student athletes participating in revenue-generating sport in PWI settings. 

The theoretical implications of the present study are discussed, followed by an 
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interpretation of the practical implications for student athlete development and 

intervention. Overall, the data contributes to the culturally relevant theoretical 

frameworks that ground the present research and illuminate a nuanced 

understanding of the sociocultural construction of Black male student athletes in 

intercollegiate athletics with regard to identity and their personal and educational 

development. 

Theoretical Implications 

Nigrescence Theory. 

 Cross’ (1971) nigrescence theory was an important model of identity used in 

this study because of its focus on identity development in relation to race and the 

Black experience in American society. The currently expanded nigrescence model 

(Cross & Vandiver, 2001) is characterized by four phases by which eight particular 

attitude clusters are representative of one’s possible nigrescence identities. The 

CRIS (Vandiver et al., 2002) was used to measure six of participants’ possible 

nigrescence identities including three pre-encounter attitude clusters, one 

immersion-emersion attitude cluster, and two internalization attitude clusters. The 

present research contributes to nigrescence theory by situating the study of 

nigrescence in the context of high profile intercollegiate sport culture in PWI 

settings. The attempt to capture the scale of elite athlete perceptions of nigrescence 
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identities in this study is among the first to contribute to the nigrescence literature 

in this way.  

 Racial Identity and Sport. The Black male student athletes in this study 

indicated attitude perceptions of all measured nigrescence identities. The identity 

clusters emerging as predominate of this sample, based on descriptive data, were 

two pre-encounter clusters (i.e. assimilation, miseducation) and one internalization 

cluster (i.e. multiculturalist-inclusive). The clustering of these nigrescence identities 

speaks volumes to racial identity development of these Black student athletes. Data 

gathered from non-athlete African American students reveal similar clusters of 

attitudes (Awad, 2007). The similarities of attitude clusters suggest sport culture 

echoes societal influences on the identity development of Black people.  

Cross (1991) describes nigrescence as a fluid process of re-socialization of 

attitudes about what it means to be Black in a racialized society – where race 

functions as an explicit and implicit determining agent. The social and cultural 

influences of intercollegiate athletics potentially impact student athlete attitudes 

and identity construction through such processes of reinforcing distorted 

perceptions of race-neutrality, and constant re-socialization of misguided and 

limited truths concerning race and sport. Seemingly consistent with the 

conceptualization of pre-encounter miseducation, sport culture propagates the 

miseducation (Woodson, 1933) of Black student athletes yielding scant 
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sociocultural knowledge (Brown & Brown, 2010) while ignoring the significance 

regarding the intersection of sport and the psychosocial factor of race. Additionally, 

the race-neutral, color-blind perspective threaded throughout sport culture fosters 

pre-encounter assimilationist attitudes that impart race as a less or insignificant 

feature of one’s identity construction. Thus, the discourse of race in sport, and lack 

there of, influence Black student athletes’ fluid construction and perceptions of their 

identity.  

Worrell et al. (2001) assert that nigrescence theory resembles some aspects 

of stage model theories, yet further advances qualitative descriptions of individuals’ 

frames of reference relative to their view of society and their world. The student 

athlete scores on the CRIS support nigrescence theory by unveiling a variance of 

identity attitudes among Black individuals. The variance in identity attitudes 

highlights that Black athletes are the antithesis to a monolithic group. The 

implication of exploring nigrescence in the context of high profile sport reveals 

insight into how sport may affect the re-socialization process Black student athletes 

give some explanation to behavior patterns. By exploring their nigrescence identity 

perceptions, there may be greater understanding or reasoning linked to behaviors 

that appear assimilative, misguided, or multiculturalist in nature versus acting out 

other descriptive behaviors. The study of their identity development can lead to 

understanding of how sport culture veils athlete perceptions of racial issues, 
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suppresses awareness, consciousness, precludes their involvement and diminishing 

role in athlete activism efforts.  

Identity, Sport, and Agency. For the researcher, two important questions are 

asked when exploring student athletes’ nigrescence processes. The first is what are 

the possible nigrescence identities perceived and then what are the impetuses 

contributing to these identity clusters? Examining nigrescence through a mixed-

method approach in this study permitted the collection of quantifiable data 

operationalizing nigrescence, while also collecting qualitative empirical materials to 

explore the influences and forces that steer the construction of student athlete racial 

identity attitudes. An implication drawn from the use of nigrescence in the present 

study is that nigrescence theory may be laden with an assumed degree of human 

agency that permits one to explore the meaning of one’s Blackness and develop 

their own internalized attitudes. On the contrary, the contexts of society under 

which individuals experience nigrescence, such as sport culture, may curtail human 

agency or at the least, one’s consciousness of their agency to question what it means 

to be Black in a figured sociocultural world.  

Encountering racial microaggressions in sport culture and experiencing a 

relative buildup of self-doubt possibly constricts and suppresses student athletes’ 

consciousness of their human agency to question the meaning of their Blackness. 

The limits of consciousness can constitute the perception, although temporary in 
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cases, to particular nigrescence identity clusters that are both externally influenced 

and internally ascribed. The degree of external control of Black student athletes’ 

time and educational development by significant others, such as coaches and 

academic counselors, bounds one’s degrees of consciousness and human agency to 

question stereotypes and Eurocentric cultural perspectives. The limits of autonomy 

and perception of agency as a Black student athlete could possibly explain the pre-

counter attitude clusters of this sample. Additionally, although the multiculturalist-

inclusive attitudes appeared to be another dominate attitude of the participant 

sample, the limits on one’s consciousness of human agency may steer individuals to 

adopt this internalized attitude above others. Drawing from the findings of this 

research, the study of nigrescence in the contexts of high profile intercollegiate 

sport also provides a capacity to gain a greater understanding of how racial identity 

attitudes are operating as personal defensive or protective mechanisms to 

contemporary racism. In other words, Black student athletes develop particular 

attitudes as a way to consciously or unconsciously deal with contemporary racism 

in sport. Akin to a potential defensive mechanism, the study of nigrescence attitudes 

among student athletes offers some insight into how one’s Black racial identity is 

constructed to navigate the sociocultural environments of college and sport culture.  
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Critical Race Theory. 

 Analyzing and interpreting the complexity of which the social construction of 

race plays in the culture of big-time intercollegiate athletics and throughout the 

experiences of Black male student athletes was a central issue of this study. The 

theoretical framework of Critical Race Theory was employed to aptly ground this 

study and examine race through a sociocultural, analytical lens to explicate the role 

of race in the development and experiences of the Black male student athletes. The 

term sociocultural in this context refers to the manifestation of social, cultural, 

political and historical understandings about social factors such as race, class and 

gender that inform the operation of society and societal institutions (i.e. sport) 

(Brown, 2012; Brown & Brown, 2010). CRT is comprised of at least five elements 

that establish the insights and perspectives of the framework and enable social 

justice scholarship in multiple contexts (Tate, 1997; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) 

including sport, which are applicable to this investigation.   

 CRT is rooted in the perspective that race and the effects of racism are deeply 

inscribed in the interpersonal relations, regulation, and the cultural values and 

beliefs of society. Expounding on this principle of CRT, Russell (1992) asserts that 

race and the effects of racism are “central rather than marginal…defining and 

explaining individual experiences” in American society (p.762-763). Similarly, race 

occupied a central role in the development of the Black student athletes’ educational 



 

 206 

and personal development. Constructed ideas, beliefs and values that were 

associated to being Black impacted the treatment of players, their identity and self-

concept construction and production, and relationships with others. Racism 

manifested through stereotypes, racial microaggressions, limiting opportunities for 

educational development and the perceived dearth of Blacks in supportive and 

executive roles in athletics and academia.  

 Another key element of CRT is that it borrows from multiple epistemological 

frames such as liberalism, feminism, critical legal studies, cultural nationalism and 

poststructuralism (Tate, 1997). Solórzano and Yosso (2002) assert that CRT and 

critical race methodologies challenge ahistoric knowledge and any unidisciplinary 

approaches by enabling transdisciplinary knowledge and methodologies of ethnic 

studies, women’s studies, Black psychology, sociology and other disciplines to guide 

research that advances understanding of the effects of social factors (i.e. race, class, 

gender) with regard to people of color. The conceptual and mixed-methodological 

approach of the present study employed a lens of CRT that borrowed specifically 

from the psychosocial frames of nigrescence theory and the multidimensional self-

concept model.  CRT appropriated through these psychosocial frames illuminates 

the nuances and function of race in the development and experiences of Black male 

student athletes in high profile sport contexts. Thus, the epistemological traditions 
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and theoretical frames afforded greater depth and understanding to how race and 

contemporary racism intersects with the lives of the student athletes in this study.  

 A third tenet of CRT is to challenge social justice laws in the wake of their 

contradictory limitations that subvert legal aims for equitable conditions before 

they come to fruition. The athletes acknowledged that civil rights law has assisted in 

transforming the aesthetics of the landscape of sport (i.e. increased numbers of 

Black athletes from a historical perspective), yet subtle racism continues in their 

experience. Additionally, some participants made links to policies meant to promote 

graduation rates create contradictory paternalistic atmospheres, whereby racial 

beliefs and institutional racism were perpetuated. The paternalism intended to 

foster graduation rates and the educational development of Black male athletes 

operated through means of interest-convergence characterized in CRT literature 

(Donner, 2005; Bell, 1992).  As Donner suggests, the convergence of interests 

undergirding the experiences of student athletes of this study restricted and 

violated their “property interests” and “property rights” of human agency to align 

their educational interests with the interests of significant others in athletics. 

Meaning that student athletes’ human agency and interests in educational 

development are their own property that they have an interest in preserving and a 

legal right to protect. Once the interests of significant others in intercollegiate sport 

infringe upon these interests of student athletes’ then their rights to consciousness 
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(i.e. education for comprehensive understanding) and human agency (i.e. choice), as 

property, has been violated.  

 As a fourth tenet, CRT contests dominant and traditional ideological claims 

that institutions such as sport and educational institutions make toward objectivity, 

meritocracy, race neutrality, color-blindness, and equal opportunity. A dominant 

claim of sport is that it is an institution that operates without the threat of having to 

acknowledge race; making for a level playing field for individuals of different racial 

groups. Sport has evolved into an institution perceived as race neutral and 

progressive in nature due to an adopted and presiding ideology of color-blindness 

as a best means to interact with others, particularly with people of color. However, 

through the lens of CRT, it is evident that some Black males of this study challenge 

the conjecture of race neutrality in sport by unveiling how race operated in their 

experiences, interactions with others, and personal and educational development. 

Most student athletes challenged the color-blind ideology of sport purporting this 

ideology served the interests on Whites and masked race to concede to an imagined 

illusion of raceless beings in sport. On the other hand, some of the participants 

actually agreed with and attempted to enact a color-blind ideology. In these cases, it 

appeared that they adopted such an ideology to manufacture less tense interactions 

with Whites and navigate a figured world of Whiteness – the normalization of the 

values, beliefs, behaviors of Whites that enable an implicit, engrained social 
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privilege (Delgado & Stefancic,1997; McIntosh, 1989; Tatum, 1997). Thus, for the 

Black athletes that adopted a color-blind ideology, they were keenly perceptive and 

conscious of the presence of race.  

 A fifth tenet of CRT is the recognition and value of the experiential 

knowledge of people of color. CRT scholars view the experiential knowledge of 

people often pushed to the margins of society to be legitimate, appropriate and vital 

toward a nuanced understanding, in-depth analysis, and potential to educate about 

oppression in addition to channeling social justice efforts (Bell, 1987, 1992; 

Delgado, 1989). The narratives and counter-narratives of the Black male 

participants of this study were instrumental to provide voice to those whose 

experiences, perspectives, and realities have been silenced in social discourse of 

sport and education. The Black male student athletes were enabled to express their 

lived realities relative to the issues of race and their personal and educational 

development.  

Practical Implications 

The experiences and development of Black male student athletes are 

constructed within sociocultural systems of great complexity. For this reason, 

practitioners should aspire with greater intent to provide support systems that 

attentively account for and aim to address the complexity of Black male student 

athlete experiences. Several stakeholders have an interest in the development and 
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achievement of Black male student athletes in and outside the arenas of sport. In 

many ways, the evidence and results of the present study strongly convey 

implications for these stakeholders to depart from any status quo practices that fail 

to enhance the lives of Black male student athletes in a holistic manner. This study 

illustrates that the culture of sport through ideological claims (i.e. color-blindness, 

race neutrality), socialization (i.e. coaching, peers, educators), and structural 

systems (i.e. time demands, advising, practice and training schedules, travel) have a 

significant influence on the educational and personal development of Black male 

student athletes. Therefore, the implications of this study are far reaching for, but 

not limited too, academic support staff in athletics, coaches, athletic administrators 

and academic faculty.  

The findings of this study reveal that there are implications for athletic 

administers to consider. The role of administration in intercollegiate athletics can 

seemingly position administrators at the periphery of engagement with and in the 

experience of student athletes. However, the decision-making, policy, and 

organization standards and expectations have direct and indirect impacts on 

student athlete development and outcomes. Athletic administrators have an obvious 

responsibility to strive to increase revenue production, enhance the prestige of all 

athletic programs offered, abide by lawful and ethical decisions, and to enable a 

culture of winning in all sports. However, administrations’ aspiration to be in the 



 

 211 

black in terms of revenue must be inseparable from aspiring to be in the black 

regarding student athlete development.  

Accordingly, administrators must direct funding to support holistic 

development initiatives (i.e. community engagement opportunities, education of 

campus resources, professional development, thematic minority hiring, family 

counseling). Administrators must ensure limiting inordinate time allocated to sport 

to balance with the time allocated for educational development. To send a clear 

message of the high standards and expectations of a program concerned with the 

holistic development of its student athlete, there should be more time mandated for 

education over sport. The policies and expectations of an athletic program can 

communicate to a student athlete that they were recruited for there athletic talents, 

but there is an expectation, effective support system, and confidence in their ability 

to perform in the classroom that emanates from the athletic administrative 

priorities.  

Student athletes can be empowered by the administrative support, 

expectation, and structure to develop more positive academic self-concepts and 

healthy identities. Data from this study highlights a positive association between 

academic self-concepts and the academic performance of student athletes. Measures 

of academic success for intercollegiate athletic programs are based on such 

assessments as graduate success rate scores (GSR) and academic progress reports 
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(APR). Thus, coming full circle, it is critical for athletic administrations to make clear 

their expectations of academic priorities and support student athlete educational 

development to enhance athlete academic self-concepts. The potential return on 

investment are elevated and potentially stable rates on the evaluative measures that 

have significant impact on institutional revenue, recruiting, retention, and prestige, 

to say the least.  

Arguably, coaches play the most important role in student athletes’ 

development. Nearly all year long, many coaches spend a large amount of time with 

student athletes either in practice, during film evaluation and while traveling for 

competition. The majority of this time is evaluative or instructional in nature. Even 

the moments of coach-player interactions that happen in passing by coincidence or 

with purpose make for influential moments toward the experiences and 

development of student athletes. The role of the coach is synonymous with being an 

educator as he or she facilitates technical, social, ethical educative and enlightening 

experiences for student athletes to engage as citizens of society. Therefore, coaches 

must be cognizant of the unique needs and experiences relative to student athletes 

of color. Such cognizance requires coaches to develop a critical consciousness and 

progressive cultural competence to effectively engage and forge meaningful 

relationships that foster a healthy, holistic development for student athletes 

(Abrams & Moio, 2009; Harrison, Carson, & Burden, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995).  



 

 213 

Coaches must establish and keep open lines of communication with all levels 

of administrative and athletic support staff to address any and all issues related to 

the quality of experience that are pressing or forthcoming. The student athletes of 

this study perceived that some of their coaches were culturally detached from their 

needs as Black male athletes. In addition, the student athletes viewed that the 

interests of coaches often trumped their interests and needs. Therefore, to remedy 

cultural insensitivity and cultural detachment, the headship of coaching staffs 

should facilitate “think tanks” (i.e. group meetings) to identify the needs and 

appropriate objectives to foster quality experiences and development of student 

athletes. These group meetings must be collaborative efforts that incorporate 

academic faculty, university and athletic administration, student athlete 

representatives, and all student athlete evaluative input of decisions stemming from 

such meetings.  

Participant data indicated that there was a dearth of minority representation 

in key administrative and coaching positions in their athletic programs. This lack of 

representation emerged as a factor that impacts the interactions with and 

experiences of Black male student athletes. Therefore, coaches should be 

encouraged to participate in professional organizations (e.g. Black Coaches 

Association, sport practitioner conference meetings, local chapters of the NAACP) 

that aim to nurture the support and overall experiences of minorities in sport and 
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society. This type of professional involvement can enhance professional networking 

opportunities and elevate individuals’ consciousness of the Black male athlete 

experience and needs within high profile sport. As a measure of accountability, all 

coaches should be required and supported through academic faculty assistance to 

address their teams in a presentational, but interactive format with a focused 

discussion on diversity and sociocultural issues parallel to intercollegiate sport.  

The student athletes in the present study expressed that many of their 

coaches, in particular, projected a conditional and limited degree of caring related to 

their holistic development. Thus, coaches must engender meaningful relationships 

with their student athletes by getting to know their athletes beyond their athletic 

endeavors and toward a profundity of the individual. Thus, coaches should strive to 

build stronger and more meaningful relationships with their players by making 

efforts to care (Noddings, 1988) about their student athlete overall welfare.  

The educational development and academic success of Black student athletes 

is important to the enterprise of intercollegiate athletics. The academic support staff 

and campus faculty play an instrumental role in shaping an environment and 

fostering opportunities that will enable Black student athlete academic achievement 

and maximize their growth potential. Evidence of this study unveils the 

indispensible need to both implement and integrate a culturally relevant system of 

practice that can facilitate and empower student athletes in their development of 
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healthy racial and athletic identities, positive academic self-concept, critical 

consciousness, and acquisition of comprehensive sociocultural knowledge. A 

culturally relevant system of practice of this scope endows a nature of stability 

through pedagogical training, implementation, education and evaluation for Black 

student athlete development.  

Integrating a culturally relevant system of practice in intercollegiate athletics 

is plausibly more effectual than reactionary “drive by” mentoring and “drive by” 

diversity intervention workshops. The “drive by” model of intervention aims to 

hastily respond to and deal with the academic and social plights related to Black 

student athletes. I argue this mode of practice is problematic because the model 

lends to dispositions to over-simplify and dilute the discourse for our 

understandings of complex systems that effect the development of Black student 

athletes. Instituting a culturally relevant and responsive system of practice unfolds 

from a framework that enables a deep read of the contexts of sport culture and the 

supports the needs of student athletes of color. 

The learning experiences for intercollegiate student athletes extend beyond 

classroom settings to their interaction with athletic academic counselors, coaches 

and other significant others within sport settings. Thus, the reach of culturally 

relevant and responsive pedagogical systems must also extend beyond the 

classroom for student athletes. Within classroom settings, Ladson-Billings (1995) 
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calls for a pedagogy centered on cultural relevance. A culturally relevant pedagogy, 

as described by Ladson-Billings, focuses on three key propositions: academic 

success, cultural competence and critical consciousness. In a culturally relevant 

pedagogical frame, developing academic success is derived from improving 

students’ academic self-concept and academic competence. The crux of developing 

academic success is that students must develop literacy, numeracy, technological, 

social and political skills (Ladson-Billings) to elevate their academic self-concept 

and competence. Thus, athletic academic support staffs that employ a culturally 

relevant pedagogical structure can heed to the skills and needs of Black student 

athlete learners to better promote academic success. Similar to the context of the 

classroom, a culturally relevant pedagogy is appropriate for student athlete learning 

in the contexts of intercollegiate sport culture, which encompasses classroom 

learning. With a culturally relevant pedagogical approach within the culture of 

intercollegiate sport, aims to maintain athletic eligibility or bolster graduation rates 

are legitimate but are no longer the priority. The focused priority shifts to getting 

“students to ‘choose’ academic excellence” (Ladson-Billings). 

The proposition of cultural competence in a culturally relevant pedagogy 

encourages the facilitation of maintaining some degree of cultural integrity for 

students along with aspirations for academic excellence. Essentially, aspects of a 

student’s culture are utilized as a hook and then bridge to school learning. In the 
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present study, participants expressed feelings about having to learn to negotiate the 

social and cultural infrastructure or systems on their campus climates. Some 

student athletes described feeling pressure to culturally conform or assimilate to 

what was viewed as a White-centric sociocultural world. To this point, the 

participant, Keith, stated, “… some guys just fit in better…they’ve learned the system 

and know how to make it work for them.” Keith went on to claim that he tried to 

present himself in a self-described “respectable way” to distance himself from being 

a social and cultural outsider, or in his words, “…a nigga from the hood.” Also, 

Marvin asserted, “ 

 

One of the hardest things for a lot of us, me included, is to learn when we get 

here is how to play the game off the field. Most of us been playing football 

forever, but football is kind of like the easiest part of college. The hard part is 

figuring out how to act around these White folk because it is kind of 

completely different then being home for most of us. You got to learn to walk, 

talk and breath the right way. 

 

The predominately White college environment is often a foreign and hostile 

setting, particularly in the classrooms, for Black student athletes. Like the 

participants in the present study describe, these PWI settings present social and 



 

 218 

cultural obstacles for acceptance and learning that are, in essence, incongruent with 

the social and cultural dynamics of Black student athlete learners. In part, for these 

reasons of incongruity, some Black student athletes struggle to develop a cultural 

competence within the PWI and intercollegiate sport settings that best enables their 

personal and educational development. Therefore, a culturally relevant pedagogical 

structure implemented within intercollegiate sport can foster the development 

and/or maintenance of student athletes’ cultural competence to improve their 

experiences in intercollegiate sport and on PWI campuses.  

Lastly, facilitating the development of critical consciousness is vital to a 

culturally relevant pedagogical structure. Nurturing critical consciousness is 

directed at developing learners’ abilities to critically analyze cultural, social and 

historical contexts and challenge the status quo of social normality that directly 

and/or indirectly rears inequities. Ladson-Billings (1995) proclaims, 

 

Culturally relevant teaching does not imply that it is enough for students to 

choose academic excellence and remain culturally grounded if those skills 

and abilities represent only an individual achievement. Beyond those 

individual characteristics of academic achievement and cultural competence, 

students must develop a broader sociopolitical consciousness that allows 
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them to critique the cultural norms, values, mores, and institutions that 

produce and maintain social inequities (p. 162). 

 

The lives and experiences of student athletes function and develop within the 

blended and mirrored worlds of society, the classroom and sport culture. A common 

notion ascribed to academic institutions and sport is that both endeavor to promote 

positive development and prepare individuals to be engaged citizens in society. For 

these reasons, the structure of intercollegiate sport must enact a culturally relevant 

pedagogy to mature student athletes’ critical consciousness to critique the cultural 

norms, values, mores, and institutions (e.g. intercollegiate sport) for comprehensive 

understandings and holistic development. 

Murrell (2002) outlines a culturally relevant system of practice that 

complements cultural epistemological traditions, culturally relevant theoretical 

frameworks, pedagogy and practice that can be appropriated to enable and support 

the academic support staff of intercollegiate athletic departments. Through an 

African-centered system of practice, Murrell illustrates how to enable Black learners 

to 1) develop an inquiry of knowledge situated in sociocultural contexts, 2) assess 

and construct meanings of signs and symbols, 3) engage in meaning-making for 

learning and not just acquisition learning, 4) appropriate signs for adult activity, 5) 

engage in community learning opportunities, 6) develop through practice, capacities 
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to think, reason, communicate and intellectually perform, and lastly 7) reduce racial 

vulnerability that threatens the academic achievement of Black learners, including 

the Black student athlete.  

The academic support staff should collaborate with faculty to incrementally 

implement appropriated strategies that encompass this system of practice that 

services this level of holistic development for Black student athletes. An African-

centered system of practice can be integrated into current developmental initiatives 

such as the Life Skills programming that is currently supported by the NCAA. The 

learning opportunities through Life Skills should incorporate culturally relevant and 

racial/ethnically sensitive interventions in curriculum, mentorship, and community 

service opportunities that align with Murrell’s African-centered system of practice 

principals.  

Academic support staffs should develop additional programming and 

initiatives that are focused on the development and educational experience of 

student athletes of color. Furthermore, faculty should create and provide academic 

courses and programs that prepare future practitioners with an extensive 

theoretical and content knowledge based curriculum to effectively work with 

student athlete populations. There should be a rigorous emphasis throughout this 

curriculum to examine and further understand the needs and impact of psycho-

social factors associated with student athletes of color. Similar to how Ladson-
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Billings (1995) refers to culturally relevant pedagogy as “just good teaching,” 

Murrell (2002) argues that the goal African-centered system of practice “…is not just 

about, for, or by African Americans” (p. 167). Rather, this system of practice is to 

better foster the development of all student athletes, stakeholders, and the culture 

of sport.  

Delimitations and Limitations  

This study was bound by several delimitations to focus the study scope 

(Creswell, 2003). First of which, this research was delimited by sampling 

participants from only Division 1-A, FBS competitive athletic programs of 

predominately White institutions. Data collection was delimited to recruiting a 

Division 1-A sample from this particular institution type to situate the research 

within the existing research and literature aimed at addressing the academic plights, 

experiences, and development of Black male student athletes (see Agyemang, 

Singer, & DeLorme, 2010; Brown et al., 2003; Harrison, Harrison, & Moore, 2002; 

Lawrence, 2005; Melendez, 2008; Singer, 2008). Additionally, the participant 

sample in this study was delimited to Black males participating in classified revenue 

generating sport (i.e. football). The delimitation by race, gender and sport were 

based on the “culturally relevant” theoretical frameworks grounding the research, 

research instruments, and the researcher’s ability gain access and recruit a 

relatively large sample in a feasible manner for both the researcher and the 
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institutions that provided access to conduct this study. Due to focusing the study to 

Black participants, the findings and interpretations are not inferable to other 

persons of color. Furthermore, the delimitation to high profile revenue-generating 

sport does not allow findings to be inferable to limited-revenue generating sports 

(e.g. golf, diving, wrestling). Collectively, these set delimitations were purposeful in 

order to build upon the growing body of literature and research concentrated on 

Black male student athletes participating in high profile revenue-generating 

intercollegiate sport.  

The current study is subject to a few limitations. Despite the sampling 

delimitations previously discussed, sampling is also a limitation of the present 

study. Generalizability of the findings should be made with caution because of 

several sampling issues. The sample of participants that provide data by means of 

the self-report questionnaires ranged from freshman to seniors. Although the range 

of participants is relatively indicative of what would be expected in a sample of 

college student athletes, sophomores and juniors dominated the current sample. 

Thus, the age and academic classification of this sample may not be entirely 

reflective of Black male student athletes at other institutions in similar contexts. 

Akin to most qualitative research, the generalizability of the qualitative findings is 

equally cautioned. The purposive and network sampling were key in the 

recruitment and collective of informative, rich data, but also limit the 
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generalizations about all Black male collegiate student athletes in similar contexts. 

However, the instrumental case study design of the qualitative research was 

employed to offer some insight into a broader issue (Stake, 2000, 2005) relative to 

the experiences and development of Black male student athletes in revenue-

generating sport in PWI settings.  

Participants were drawn from four regions across the country. All 

participants were not necessarily raised or had lived in the area from which they 

were recruited for any considerable amount of time, yet the findings in the current 

study may not be inferred to another persons living in other regions of the United 

States. Another limitation is that this study captures only a cross-sectional 

perspective of data from survey responses to examine participants’ self-perceptions 

of identity and academic self-concept. Although the researcher was able to build a 

meaningful and intimate rapport with each participant who provided qualitative 

data, the qualitative findings could possibly be enriched if the researcher was 

afforded the opportunity to spend more time with each participant and conduct the 

proposed focus group interview. The contexts of a focus group interview could 

potentially enable the researcher to facilitate a dialogue amongst participants that 

challenged and enabled the student athletes to critically consider their responses to 

a greater, richer depth.  
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Two of the eleven interviews were conducted via video-conferencing 

software due to scheduling conflicts. Although, the participants and researcher 

expressed an agreement that these interview formats did not problematize the 

interviews, it is conceivable that the dynamics of the video-conference interview 

formats operated in some unrecognizable, but different manner. Despite the 

delimitations and limitations addressed here, the present study provides greater 

insight and understanding about the self-perceptions, experiences and sociocultural 

construction of Black male student athletes participating in high profile collegiate 

football programs at PWIs.  

Future Directions 

 Although the present study yields informative knowledge to fill some gaps of 

understanding, it is only a catalyst of future research to explore a wealth of 

unanswered questions about the Black experience in sport culture. The design and 

methodological approaches in addition to the limitations previously highlighted 

signal several avenues for this research to move forth. The following suggestions 

propose only a few possible directions for imminent research: 

 

1. Conduct a similar study that includes Black female student athletes as 

participants in the research. This research may be useful to make 
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comparisons and further delineate the uniqueness of experience for these 

student athlete groups. 

2. Another direction might consist of conducting a nearly identical study with 

only Black female student athletes. 

3. Future research should be extended to other student athlete experiences and 

perceptions in other sport and institutional settings such as limited-revenue 

generating sports, other intercollegiate competition levels (e.g. Div. II and 

III), Historically Black Colleges and Universities in addition to investigating 

other racial or ethnic group members.   

4. Conduct a longitudinal study of Black student athletes to examine the 

development of identity and self-perceptions over an extended time period. 

A longitudinal study with a similar focus may allow the research to capture 

student athlete reactions to situational experiences in the present.  

5. Conduct a similar study using other racial identity conceptual frames (i.e. 

Baldwin’s (1981) African self-consciousness; Sellers et al.’s (1998) 

Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity) to examine identity issues related 

to Black student athletes and their experiences in sport culture.  

6. Conduct research investigating nigrescence processes of Black student 

athletes with a focus on examining the concept of recycling (Parham, 1989) 

to provide empirical evidence or empirical materials that advance knowledge 
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about the shifting of nigrescence attitudes and one’s entrance in and 

continuance in the developmental process. 

7. Conduct research that examines the academic self-concept of other student 

athletes. The research should explore this construct by gender, race or 

ethnicities, age, etc.  

8. Explore other potential mediating and moderating variables that may effect a 

relationship between student athlete racial identity attitudes and academic 

self-concept 

9. Conduct research that examines the perceptions of the significant socializing 

agents in the lives of student athletes to explore how they perceive their 

influence on the development of student athletes.  

10. Conduct research that aims to craft and examine the impact of an 

Afrocentric-pedagogical system of practices (see Murrell, 2002) that enables 

significant socializing agents working with student athletes to foster a 

healthy development of student athletes.  

Conclusion 

 Sport is often trivialized to an entertainment source within societies. 

However, the institution of sport is far from trivial and often more complex than 

imaginable. The present study explored the complexity of the psychosocial and 

sociocultural impact that sport culture has on a major stakeholder of high profile 
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intercollegiate revenue-generating sport, the Black male student athlete. Empirical 

findings of this study lend support to employing theoretical perspectives and 

methodological approaches that facilitate a nuanced understanding of psychological 

and socioculturally germane aspects relative to the unique Black experience 

constructed in intercollegiate sport. Additionally, this study departs from existing 

research to unveil the relationships of Black racial identity and athletic identity with 

academic self-concept perceptions. Fostering the development of Black male 

student athletes in positive, meaningful ways requires researchers to be deliberate 

in their approaches to examining the production of culture and pertinent factors 

related to the student athlete experience. Moreover, these deliberate agendas should 

aim to generate critical, transformative knowledge (Banks, 1995b; Murrell, 2002) 

and transformative possibilities that enable Black student athletes to improve social 

equity in sport and exert their agency in their personal and educational 

development.   
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APPENDIX A: Permission Letter to Conduct Research Project 

 

Athletic Director/Counselor Letter to appear on The University of Texas at Austin 

letterhead 
 
[insert date] 

 

[insert name of athletic director/counselor] 

[insert mailing address of athletic director/counselor] 

 

 

Dear [insert name], 

 

My name is Albert Bimper, and I am a Ph.D. student in the Department of Curriculum and 

Instruction at The University of Texas. As a former college and professional athlete (Indianapolis 

Colts), former graduate assistant coach, and student of sport and education, I am deeply interested 

in issues of college sport. For a portion of my doctoral research I am conducting a study of 

college athletes’ perceptions of identity and academic self-concept. With your permission, I 

would like to approach your student athletes about being involved in this research. 

 

The project would entail athletes spending approximately 30 minutes filling out a questionnaire.  

A small sample of potential participants may be randomly selected to participate interviews.  

Interviews will be scheduled according to the availability of potential participants.  Interviews 

may only take up to three hours in one day and may also be conducted on multiple days.  

However, no interview will be conducted or continued if potential participants feel that the 

interview interferes with their daily schedule needs.  I am happy to meet with you to share more 

information about the project, show you the questionnaire, and answer any questions that you 

may have. The project has been evaluated by my advisor, Dr. Louis Harrison, and has been 

reviewed by the Committees on the Use of Human Research Subjects at The University of Texas 

at Austin to ensure ethical treatment of participants. 

  

Thank you in advance for your consideration.  I will phone you as a follow-up to this 

correspondence in a few days, however please feel free to contact me (albert.bimper@utexas.edu 

or 512-###-####) or my advisor (lharrison@mail.utexas.edu or 512-###-####) with any 

questions or comments you may have about the project. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Albert Y. Bimper, Jr., M.S.     Louis Harrison, Jr., Ph.D. 

Doctoral Candidate      Professor 
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APPENDIX B: Participant Consent Form 

(18yr.+) Participant Consent Form 
 

Title: The Black Student Athlete Through the Prism of Sport:  IRB PROTOCOL # 

A Mixed Method Study Examining Identities,  

Academic Self-Concept and Experiences. 

       

Conducted By: Albert Y. Bimper, Jr. 

Of The University of Texas at Austin:     

Curriculum and Instruction   Telephone: (512) 232-4785  

1 University Station     Fax: (512) 471-8460 

Austin, TX 78712-0379 

 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with information about the 

study.  The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and answer all of your 

questions. Please read the information below and ask any questions you might have before deciding 

whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary.  You can refuse to participate without 

penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  You can stop your participation at any time 

and your refusal will not impact current or future relationships with UT Austin or participating sites.  To do 

so simply tell the researcher you wish to stop participation.  The researcher will provide you with a copy of 

this consent for your records. 

 

Research Purpose: 

 To explore the associations of identity perceptions and academic self-concept as well as harvest a 

better understanding of the collegiate sport experience. The number of subjects to participate in this 

study will not exceed more than 500.   

 

Procedure; If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 

 Complete a questionnaire requesting descriptive information (e.g., age, gender, sport, etc.), athletic 

identity perceptions, perceptions of group identity, and attitudes about academics. 

 If randomly selected, and you agree to participate in interviews for this study, you will be interviewed 

in a non-structured format of issues that pertain to your sport experiences. 

 

Total estimated time to participate: 

The questionnaire takes about 30 minutes to complete. Interviews (if applicable) will not last more than 

three hours in one day.  However, in an effort to gain a sufficient understanding of your sport experiences, 

interview may last more than one day.   

 

Risks  

 Risk of participation in this study is minimal, meaning the risk associated with this study is no greater 

than everyday life. Participation in this study may involve risks that are currently unforeseeable. In rare 

instances, you may be uncomfortable with answering the questions. However, you are not required to 

answer questions on questionnaire or in interviews (if applicable) and may withdraw from participation 

at any time. Also, because we are seeking to learn from you, there is no such thing as a “right” or 

“wrong” perspective.  

 If you wish to discuss the information above or any other risks you may experience, you may ask 

questions now or call Mr. Albert Bimper, Jr., the principal investigator, listed on the front page of this 

form. 
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Benefits 

 There are no immediate benefits of participation to you; however, the information we obtain may help 

researchers and academic and athletic faculty better understand the experiences and perceptions of 

ethnically diverse collegiate sport participants. 

Compensation 

 There is no compensation provided to you for participating in this project. 

 

Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 

 Other than departments at The University of Texas at Austin responsible for regulatory and research 

oversight, only Mr. Bimper, Dr. Harrison (advisor), and Dr. Harrison’s research assistants have access 

to your data. Your name will NOT appear on the questionnaire. Questionnaires/consent forms will be 

stored in a secure place in a locked room at The University of Texas at Austin and electronic data will 

be maintained on password-protected computers. Coaches/personnel/faculty involved with your sport 

team will NOT be involved in data collection and will NOT have access to data. 

 Interviews and responses will be recorded on audiotape.  Audiotapes will be coded so that no 

personally identifying information is visible on them.  Audiotapes will be kept in a secure place (e.g., a 

locked file cabinet in Mr. Bumper’s or Dr. Harrison’s office).  Tapes will be heard or viewed only for 

research purposes by Mr. Bimper, Dr. Harrison, and Dr. Harrison’s research assistants.  To make 

possible future analysis Mr. Bimper will retain audio tape recordings. 

 The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers in the future for 

research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the data will contain no 

identifying information that could associate you with it, or with your participation in any study. 

 

The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized persons from The 

University of Texas at Austin, members of the Institutional Review Board have the legal right to review your 

research records and will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  All 

publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to identify you as a subject. Throughout 

the study, the researchers will notify you of new information that may become available and that might affect 

your decision to remain in the study. 

 

Contacts and Questions: 

If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, want additional 

information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers conducting the study.  Their names, 

phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this page.   

 

If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, concerns, complaints or 

wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone unaffiliated with the study, please contact 

the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects at (512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if desired, 

will be protected to the extent possible. As an alternative method of contact, an email may be sent to 

orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to IRB Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail Code A 3200, 

Austin, TX 78713. 

 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 

 

 

 

mailto:orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu
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Statement of Consent: 

I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 

participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 

 

X Signature: ___________________________ X Date: __________________ 

 

 

 

___________________________________________________ Date: ___________________ 

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 

 

 

Signature of Investigator: __________________________ Date: __________________ 

 

 

 

We may wish to present some of the tapes from this study at scientific conventions or as 

demonstrations in classrooms. Please sign below if you are willing to allow us to do so with your 

tape. 

 

I hereby give permission for the audiotape made for this research study to also be used for 

educational purposes. 

 

 

X Signature:________________________________      X Date: __________________ 
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APPENDIX C: Student Athlete Participant Questionnaire 

 

Section A: Demographic Information 

Instructions: If applicable, Please write your answers in the blank spaces provided 
or check the appropriate box. 

 

Personal Information 
 
Your Sex:    Male  Female  

 

Age: ________ 

 

Academically, Are you a…?    Freshman         Sophomore      Junior         Senior       

Graduate Student 

 

What is you cumulative Grade Point Average (GPA)? __________________ 

 

Athletically, Are you a…?  

 ____Freshman  ____ (RS) Freshman  *RS = Red Shirted 
 ____Sophomore ____ (RS) Sophomore  
 ____Junior  ____ (RS) Junior 
 ____Senior  ____ (RS) Senior 
    ____ 6th year Senior 
 
What sport do you participant in? Check sport below. 

Women’s Sports    Men’s Sports 
____Basketball ____ Cross Country ____Basketball  ____ Cross Country 
____Softball ____ Rowing  ____Baseball  ____ Tennis 
____Volleyball ____ Tennis  ____Football  ____ Other, 
____Track and Field    ____ Other   ____Track  and Field specify:___________ 
____Swimming        specify:_______ ____Swimming 
____Diving     ____Diving 
____Gymnastics    ____Gymnastics 
____Golf     ____Golf 
____Soccer     ____Soccer 

 
What is your current Athletic Status?      

Full-Scholarship Half-Scholarship         Partial/Less than half-Scholarship          
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Walk-On  
 
 
Where do you currently rank on the team depth chart in your position? 

____1st Team/Starter  

____2nd Team/Backup or Moderate playing time  

____3rd Team/Reserve/Minimal or less playing time  

 
What is your current major? ___________________________________________ 
 If undecided, Check Box  
 
What is you cumulative Grade Point Average (GPA)? Check Box. 
  0.00 – 1.00      1.51 – 2.00            2.51 – 3.00 3.51 – 4.00 

  1.01 – 1.50      2.01 – 2.50           3.01 – 3.50 

 
Which classifies your RACE? Check beside category. 
____ American Indian and Alaska Native     
____ Asian 
____ Black or African American  
____ Latino or/of Hispanic origin 
____ Native Hawaiian and/or Other Pacific Islander   
____ White 
____ Other    
If other, please explain _______________________ 
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Section B: Athletic Identity 
 

Instructions: This questionnaire is designed to measure people’s attitudes about athletic issues.  Because we are 

seeking to learn from YOU, there is no such thing as a “right” or “wrong” perspective.  Please respond to items as 

honest as possible.  Circle the answer beside each statement that best indicates how YOU feel.  Use the scale below 

to respond to each statement. 

 

1 
Strongly 
Disagree 

(SD) 

2 
Disagree 

3 
Somewhat 
Disagree 

4 
Neither  

Agree nor  
Disagree 

5 
Somewhat 

Agree 

6 
Agree 

7 
Strongly 

Agree 
(SA) 

 

 SD      SA 

1) I consider myself an athlete.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2) I have many goals related to sport.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3) Most of my friends are athletes.   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4) Sport is the most important part of my life.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5) I spend more time thinking about sport than anything else.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6) I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in sport.   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7) I would be very depressed if I were injured and could not compete in 
sport.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Section C: Group Identity 

Instructions: Read each item and indicate to what degree it reflects your own thoughts and feelings, using the 7-point 
scale below.  There are no right or wrong answers.  Base your responses on YOUR opinion at the present time.  To 
ensure that your answers can be used, please respond to the statements as written, and CIRCLE your numerical 
response on the line provided to the left of each question. 
 

1 
Strongly 
Disagree 

(SD) 

2 
Disagree 

3 
Somewhat 
Disagree 

4 
Neither  

Agree nor  
Disagree 

5 
Somewhat 

Agree 

6 
Agree 

7 
Strongly 

Agree 
(SA) 

 
    

  
SD 

     
SA 

1. As an African American, life in America is good for me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. I think of myself primarily as an American, and seldom as a member 
of a racial group. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. Too many Blacks “glamorize” the drug trade and fail to see 
opportunities that don’t involve crime. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4.   I go through periods when I am down on myself because I am black. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. As a multiculturalist, I am connected to many groups (Hispanics, 
Asian-Americans, Whites, Jews, gays & lesbians, etc.)  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. I have a strong feeling of hatred and disdain for all White people.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. I see and think about things from an Afrocentric perspective. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. When I walk into a room, I always take note of the racial make-up of 
the people around me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Section D: COLLEGE ATTITUDE SURVEY 
 
Listed below are a number of statements concerning school-related attitudes. Rate 
each item as it pertains to YOU personally. Base your ratings on how YOU feel most 
of the time. Use the following scale to rate each statement: 
 

SD (Strongly Disagree) D(Disagree) A (Agree)  SA (Strongly Agree) 
 
INDICATE YOUR RESPONSE BY CIRCLING THE APPROPRIATE LETTER(S). Be sure 
to answer all items. Please respond to each item independently, do not be influenced 
by your previous choices. 

 

 
 
Copyright © 1981, 1988 by William M. Reynolds. All rights reserved. This form may 
not be reproduced in whole or in part without written permission of the author.

1. Being a student is a very rewarding experience. SD D A SA 

2. If I try hard enough, I will be able to get good grades. SD D A SA 

5. I often expect to do poorly on exams. SD D A SA 

6. All in all, I feel I am a capable student. SD D A SA 

10. Most courses are very easy for me. SD D A SA 

12. Most of my classmates do better in school than I do. SD D A SA 

18. I feel teachers' standards are too high for me. SD D A SA 

40. I have poor study habits. SD D A SA 
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APPENDIX D: Sample of Semi-Structured Interview Questions  

 
1) How would you describe your experiences as a student athlete throughout your time here 

at the university (or college)? 

2) If your brother or sister were coming play for this school next year, based on your 

experiences, how would you go about advising him or her to manage their roles as a 

student and as an athlete? 

3) Is it difficult to manage these roles? 

a. If so, why? 

b. If not, why not? 

4) Do you believe your roles as a student and an as athlete are equal? 

a. If so, why? 

b. If not, why not? 

5) Does being Black in your experiences as a student athlete add another layer to negotiate 

for you? 

a. If so, why? If so, how? 

b. If not, why not? If not, how not? 

6) Does race play an important factor in your life? 

a. If so, why? If so, how? 

b. If not, why not? If not, how not? 

7) If your brother or sister were coming play for this school next year, based on you 

experiences, how would you go about advising him or her about what it means to Black 

and a student athlete on the campus and in this community? 
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8) Do you think that your experiences as a Black student athlete are unique in comparison to 

other student athletes of different racial groups? 

9) Do you believe that evidence of racism exist in our world today?  

a. If so, why? If so, how? 

b. If not, why not? If not, how not? 

c. What about in sport?  

10) Do you believe that participating in sport has influenced your identity or how you 

see your self in some way? 

a. If so, why? Can you describe a particular event(s) to explain? 

b. If not, can you further explain why?  
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