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ABSTRACT 
 

Informed by the words and experiences of 41 Division I-Football Bowl 
Subdivision (FBS) student-athletes, this qualitative study reveals the complexities 
of the student-athlete academic experience shaped by the expectations of their 
athletic role, the campus climate, and the NCAA Academic Reform Package. 
Using role-identity as a theoretical framework, it examines how, over time, these 
student-athletes have shaped their athletic and academic role-identities, and the 
roles played in such shaping by those in their academic and athletic role-sets. The 
study critically examines the academic decisions made by these student-athletes, 
questions the isomorphic academic and athletic rubric, and proposes suggestions 
for the enhancement of the student-athlete experience within the confines of the 
academic reform policies. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

Faced with the “dumb jock” stereotype and assumptions that athletic promise was 

the only reason they were accepted into a university, college athletes, specifically those in 

the high-profile sports of football and men’s basketball, arrive on campus often under the 

assumption that they are not there for academic purposes (Edwards, 1984; Gragg, 2000; 

Harrison, Stone, Shapiro, Yee, Boyd & Rullan, 2009; Sailes, 1993; Stone, Lynch, 

Sjomeling & Darley, 1999).  For African American student-athletes this experience is 

further compounded by historically racist stereotypes of intellectual inferiority, and 

substantially lower graduation rates than Caucasian students (Edwards, 1984).  

Additionally, those African American student-athletes attending predominantly White 

institutions face challenges brought on by the campus climate and a lack of African 

American academic role models on campus (Furr & Elling, 2002; Hurtado, Milem, 

Clayton-Pederson, & Allen, 1999).  Some student-athletes may be the first in their 

families to attend college, arriving on campus lacking the cultural capital needed to 

successfully navigate the university system (Walpole, 2003).  While their coaches are 

committed to seeing that these students are successful on the field, what systems are in 

place to support these students in their academic pursuits and encourage them to graduate 

from the university with a diploma in a field of their choice?  How will these student-

athletes come to see themselves as athletes and students?   

Often considered the most in-depth study of the student-athlete experience, Adler 

and Adler’s (1987, 1991) compelling and frequently cited ethnographic study of the 

interplay between athletics and academics amongst Division I basketball players was a 
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sobering look at the impact of athletics on student-athletes’ college experience.  With a 

sample of 38 students, Adler and Adler observed the solidification of the athletic role as 

the primary role for these students; over time the students’ commitment to academics 

waned as they became more entrenched in their sport.  The student-athletes’ commitment 

to basketball led to an overemphasis of their role as athletes at the cost of their sense of 

identity as a student, and a commitment to their academics.  Adler and Adler (1991) used 

the term “role-engulfment” (p. 27) to describe the shift that occurred when student-

athletes began to conceptualize their identity as primarily athletic, and reduced or 

separated themselves from their academic identity.  They noted in their conclusion,  

Athletes’ role conflict resolutions were accomplished by realigning, reducing, or, 

in extreme cases, dropping their academic role. […] College athletes 

reconstructed the identity salience of their academic role because of several linked 

conditions: (1) an overwhelmingly demanding athletic role and powerful role-set 

members;  (2) a peer subculture that emphasized both athletics and recreation 

while devaluing academics;  (3) a series of frustrations and failures in the 

academic realm caused by their poor academic training, their lack of proper study 

skills, the perceived irrelevance of their courses, and their gradually diminishing 

effort; and (4) a paucity of role reinforcing others in the academic sphere. (Adler 

& Adler, 1987, pp. 451-2) 

Slightly lower than the current NCAA (National Collegiate Athletic Association) 

statistics on graduation rates for Division I men’s basketball players, which lists the 
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graduation rate at 59% (NCAA, 2006)., less than 50% of the sample earned a college 

degree.   

In addition to Adler and Adler’s work, numerous studies have been conducted to 

explain why high-profile student-athletes are not persisting in higher education at the 

same rate as student-athletes involved in other intercollegiate sports.  As the NCAA 

reports, 77% of all Division I athletes graduate from college within 6 years, however 

football and men’s basketball have the lowest graduation rates of any teams, graduating 

65% and 59% respectively (NCAA, 2006).  Many of these studies focus specifically on 

African American student-athletes, who graduate at significantly lower rates than their 

White teammates.  For example, only 47% of all African American college football 

players (Divisions I-III) graduate within 6 years as compared to 63% of their White 

teammates (Harper, 2006).  Be it the mind and body seen as dichotomous (Coakley, 

1990; Sailes, 1993; St. Louis, 2005; Watt & Moore III, 2001), stereotype threat (Steele & 

Aronson, 1995; Stone et al., 1999), an unwelcoming campus climate (Braxton, 2003; 

Gragg, 2000; Hurtado et al., 1999; Rendon, Jalamo & Nora, 2000; Solorzano, Ceja & 

Yosso, 2001; Tierney, 1992), microaggressions (Solorzano et al., 2001), or a team culture 

with role-set members who emphasize excelling solely in athletic endeavors (Adler & 

Adler, 1987, 1991; Benson, 2000; Simons, Van Rheenen & Covington, 1999; Terenzini, 

Pascarella & Blimling, 1996), all of these constructs are used to explain the low levels of 

academic performance of student-athletes, and in some cases, students of color in higher 

education.   
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 Although the NCAA was founded at the turn of the century, in part to prevent 

unethical recruiting practices, it was not until 1986 that it began to tackle years of 

complaints about academics for student-athletes.  The most recent NCAA academic 

reforms include the Academic Reform Package, adopted in 2004, and an increase in 

minimum admissions requirements (high school GPA and standardized test score 

standards), passed in 2004 (discussed in detail in Chapter Two.)  In 1991, restrictions on 

the amount of time spent on athletic endeavors and the percentage of athletes allowed to 

occupy a single dormitory were also passed.  Additionally, bylaw 16.3.1.1 was enacted 

that year, which mandated that general academic advising and tutoring be made available 

to all student-athletes (NCAA, 2008).   All of these bylaws were crafted to enhance the 

student-athlete experience, by ensuring academic preparedness for incoming student-

athletes, increasing retention and graduation rates, and finally ensuring that college 

student-athletes were more engaged with the student body.  However, the impact of such 

reforms, specifically the Academic Reform Package, are under review, and have been 

directly examined in few recent studies (Kulics, 2006).  This dissertation study, while 

predominantly interested in perceptions of the academic role for student-athletes, also 

seeks to address the impact of these academic reforms on the student-athlete experience 

and identity development, and is one of the first of its kind to do so.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how high-profile, Division I-FBS 

football student-athletes negotiate their academic role expectations while immersed in the 

athletic culture on campus.  Guided by three of Adler and Adler’s (1987, 1991) identified 
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linked conditions that led student-athletes to deemphasize their academic role (athletic 

demands, athletically-focused peer subculture, and a lack of academic role-set members), 

this study examines the presence of these issues for current Division I football student-

athletes, and seeks to investigate how the NCAA’s influence over the student-athlete 

experience has also played a role in identity formation.  Results of this study demonstrate 

the complexities of the student-athlete experience today, and note the ways in which the 

Division I college football system leads student-athletes to de-emphasize major selection, 

and to experience significant physical and social disconnect from the general student 

body.  This study is a significant contribution to the literature because it is one of the 

largest qualitative studies of Division I student-athletes in revenue generating sports since 

the passage of the Academic Reform Package.  Additionally, the study is unique because 

it compares and contrasts the experiences of football student-athletes across five public, 

Division I-FBS institutions in four major conferences.   

Methods & Procedures 

 To explore academic identity development of Division I-FBS student-athletes, 

semi-structured interviews with 41 football student-athletes, at 5 Division I-FBS 

institutions were conducted during the spring and summer of 2008.  Participants were 

also asked to quantify their academic and athletic identities by completing the Academic 

Identity Measurement Index (AIMI) and the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale 

(Brewer, 1991).  Interviews were conducted in person, and campus visits lasted two to 

three days.  These site visits allowed the interviews to be conducted in person, and also 

provided a chance to spend time in each campus’s athletic department, and to tour the 
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campus to understand where the athletic department was situated in relation to the 

academic core of the campus.  Descriptive statistics about each interviewee, campus 

enrollment and graduation rates, and team Academic Progress Rate (APR) and graduation 

rates were also collected to provide a comprehensive understanding of the football 

student-athlete population as compared to the general student body.   

Terms & Definitions 

Terms used frequently in this study, many of which are specific to Division I 

college athletic departments, are outlined below.  It is hoped that defining these terms 

will assist the reader in interpreting the foundations and results of this study.   

APR (Academic Progress Rate). 

APR is a measure constructed by the NCAA to assess annual progress for student-

athletes on each Division I team.  Each sports program receives two points for each 

student-athlete who remains eligible and remains at the institution.  A student-athlete who 

was eligible to compete, but transferred to another institution or was drafted into the 

professional leagues would yield one point; a student-athlete remaining at the institution, 

but academically ineligible for a season, would also yield one point; a student-athlete 

who left the institution (either to transfer or ceased his pursuit of higher education) and 

upon leaving was ineligible for competition (GPA was too low, or student withdrew 

without completing courses), would yield zero points.  The total number of points for 

each team are added together and divided by the total number of possible points.  Teams 

must have an APR of 925 (.925) in order to keep all of their possible Division I 

scholarships.  The NCAA believes that an APR of 925 translates to an approximate 60% 
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graduation rate for each team.  It was hoped that establishing team penalties for poor 

academic performance, would hold teams and athletic departments “accountable for at 

least making sure student-athletes are academically eligible during their college tenures” 

(NCAA, 2007a, para. 5).   

Athletic Identity. 

People who identify themselves as athletes, or who see being an athlete as a role 

they perform in their daily lives, have an athletic identity.  While a more thorough 

discussion of identity and its theoretical underpinnings is presented in Chapter Two, a 

student-athlete’s athletic identity can be measured by the level to which he identifies with 

his role as an athlete. Those highly absorbed in their athletic identity allow this to 

influence their experiences—decisions they make, friendships they form, how they 

interpret interactions with others and the emphasis placed on other roles they are 

expected to play (Adler & Adler, 1987, 1991; Brewer, 1991).    

Academic identity. 

Those who identify themselves as students, or who see “student” as a role they 

perform in their daily lives, have an academic identity. Academic identity is not 

oppositional to other identities held by a person, but simply as one of the many identity 

groups to which a person might belong.   

Division I-FBS. 

The FBS (Football Bowl Subdivision), formerly known as Division I-A, 

encompasses the 119 Division I football programs that have the opportunity to compete 

in the postseason bowl system (the 32 NCAA-licensed events which includes the Bowl 
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Championship Series).   This is the most athletically competitive division, and the FBS 

distinction refers only to the football programs at each of these institutions.  (During the 

2009-10 season, the number of FBS schools will rise to 120, as Western Kentucky 

University will join this subdivision.) 

GSR (Graduation Success Rate). 

The NCAA’s GSR is a measure of the percentage of student-athletes who enter 

institutions of higher education and graduate within six years.  Even if students transfer, 

their subsequent graduation from another institution of higher education within six years 

of their initial enrollment in higher education benefits the GSR calculation of the 

institution where they originally matriculated.   

High-profile Sports. 

  Collegiate sports with the designation of high-profile, which include men’s 

basketball and football, are those which have the ability to generate revenue on college 

campuses.  These sports also have highly profitable and well-established professional 

leagues in which some of these student-athletes will one day complete. 

Student-athlete. 

The hyphen between student and athlete is intentionally used to show that all 

intercollegiate athletes, at all times, are students too.  This study avoids referring to 

student-athletes as “players” or “athletes,” because such these terms only refer to one 

aspect of student-athletes’ intended role on campus, and ignores the many other 

components of these students’ identities, interests, and passions.  Also, at times, such 

terms allow people (insiders and outsiders) to forget or ignore that these student-athletes 
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have obligations as students, and that they have the same right to academic and student 

services as other college students.   

Organization of the Study 

The study is presented in five chapters.  Chapter One briefly presents the problem, 

states the purpose and significance of the study, highlights the methods employed, and 

identifies terms and definitions used within the study.   Chapter Two provides the 

historical background of the relationship between sport in American society and the rise 

of intercollegiate athletics.  It then outlines the various systems and conditions that may 

shape the academic and athletic role-identity development of the student-athlete.  It 

specifically highlights conditions that have been shown to impact such development for 

the African American student-athlete, which are in addition to those faced by Caucasian 

student-athletes.  The chapter includes an examination of the mind-body dichotomy, 

implications of stereotype threat, role of campus climate and team culture and 

requirements, and academic and athletic role-set members. The theoretical framework 

used in this study is also presented.  Chapter Three defines the research questions guiding 

the study, presents the methodology, and explains how specific football programs and 

their student-athletes were selected for the study. Descriptive statistics about each 

university, the history of the football team, and demographic data collected from the 

participants are also presented.   The chapter also includes discussions of the author’s 

positionality, limitations of the study, significance of the study, and preliminary findings.  

Chapter Four presents the findings from the semi-structured interviews, and the dominant 

themes that arose within the interviews are emphasized.  Results from the Academic 
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Identity Measurement Index and the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale are also 

presented where appropriate within the findings.  In that chapter the participants’ 

perceptions of campus dynamics are explored, and perceptions of the athletic role’s 

influence on the academic experience is discussed.  Additionally, the relationships with 

athletic and academic role-set members and their influence on the academic experiences 

of the student-athlete in high school and college are also examined.  Chapter Five 

concludes the study, and contains a discussion of the findings as they relate to broader 

concerns about the student-athlete experience.  Recommendations for policy and practice 

are proposed, and suggestions for future research are made as well.   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

College student-athletes pursue both athletics and academics while on campus.  

Many Division I and II student-athletes are recipients of NCAA scholarships, including 

approximately 85 student-athletes on each Division I football team.  These athletic 

scholarships waive the fee of the students’ college tuition and cover room, board, and 

book fees.  However, many student-athletes, particularly those recruited to be on high-

profile, Division I sports teams, often arrive at college with unrealistic expectations about 

their future in their sport, which may prevent them from taking their academic 

opportunities seriously.  Research demonstrates that this can be particularly true for 

African American student-athletes.  A 1990 poll of high school student-athletes found 

that 59% of the African American students believed that they would play sports in 

college, and 43% believed that they could succeed in professional sports (Snyder, 1996).  

Additionally, a 1989 survey of college student-athletes nationwide found that on Division 

I campuses, 36-44% of African American student-athletes anticipated a career in 

professional sports (Snyder, 1996).  However, only eight in approximately 10,000 high 

school senior boys playing varsity football will be drafted by the National Football 

League, and three in 10,000 can expect a career in professional basketball (NCAA, 

2007b).   

Despite these incredible odds, the amount of media-generated publicity received 

by those who do go on to professional athletic careers downplays the importance of 

academics, especially when some students enter the professional league draft while still 

enrolled in college.  As Simons, Van Rheenen and Covington (1999) noted, “The 
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motivation to succeed academically is further weakened by well-publicized accounts of 

athletes leaving school early to launch professional careers.  For these few athletes, 

receiving a degree has been eliminated as a prerequisite for economic success and 

security” (p. 159).  Understanding these odds, and the potential for student-athletes to 

struggle to balance their academics and athletics, it is important to explore the 

construction of their athletic and academic role-identities, and the factors that may 

influence such development if we truly want them to succeed in higher education and 

earn a degree.  As Killeya-Jones (2005) concluded in her study of role discrepancy 

amongst male student-athletes, having a positive evaluation of their role as a student 

played a key role in the adjustment of these students to college life.    

This chapter begins with a broad examination of the history of sport in American 

culture, and then narrows to explain the historical development of college athletics, and 

the role of academics in college athletics.  It then will outline various systems and 

conditions that may shape student-athletes’ perceptions of their academic and athletic 

role-identity.  Conditions that have been shown to specifically impact such development 

for the African American student-athlete, which are in addition to those faced by 

Caucasian student-athletes, are also addressed.  Through examining the mind-body 

dichotomy, implications of stereotype threat, role of campus climate and team culture and 

requirements, and academic and athletic role-set members, the reader will be provided 

with a better understanding of previous research conducted about student-athletes and 

role-identity development.  The chapter will conclude with an explanation as to why 

identity was the theoretical framework used throughout the study. 
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THE HISTORY OF SPORT IN AMERICAN SOCIETY 

The end of the Civil War marks the time at which sports began to make their way 

into mainstream American culture.  After football and baseball had been played on both 

sides of the battlefields, many men returned home with the hopes of continued 

participation.  In 1869, the first intercollegiate football game was played between 

Princeton and Rutgers, and spectator sport became a sudden revenue generator (Edwards, 

1973).  As more universities began to form football teams, and intercollegiate games 

were played, there came a call for game standardization.  In 1888, the Amateur Athletic 

Association was founded to ensure standardization of game play and enforcement of rules 

for football and baseball.  In the 1890s, Americans began to spend more money on leisure 

activities, and college and university presidents realized that they could generate revenue 

and increase visibility of their institutions by investing in athletics programs.  Almost 40 

years later, in 1929, the United States became the first country to spend over four billion 

dollars within a decade on tickets to sporting events (Edwards, 1973). 

While athletics in higher education was becoming more popular, recreational 

sports were also gaining prominence in communities and public schools.  With the rise of 

industrialization and the shift from an agrarian society, it was believed that many values 

and attributes needed for success in industry could be fostered through participation in 

sport (Miracle & Rees, 1994).  As sport sociologist Jay Coakley noted,  

People interested in economic expansion tended to see organized sports as tools 

for […] introducing untrained workers to activities emphasizing teamwork, 

obedience to rules, planning, organization, and production; they promoted sports 



 21 

for the purpose of creating good workers who could tolerate stressful working 

conditions. (Coakley, 2004, p. 79) 

Because sport was seen as a training ground for future workers, leaders in industry began 

to invest in athletic programs.  The Public School Athletic League in New York was 

financed by J. P. Morgan, J. D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie, and because of these 

men and their financial support the YWCA and Playground Association of America were 

also founded (Gerdy, 2000).    

World War I also played a significant role in the importance of athletics in 

American society.  During wartime, athletics became seen as a way to build public 

morale and a sense of national pride and unity (Coakley, 2004).  In order to have this 

impact on the nation as a whole, the definition of athletic participation was modified, and 

being a “fan” and cheering for your team became a means of sport participation.  Before 

this time, one needed to physically take part in a sport to be considered a participant, but 

this shift dramatically expanded the number of people who were involved in sport 

(Edwards, 1973).  The belief that sport was good for the nation also justified the Federal 

government’s funding of intercollegiate athletics.   

Also at the time of WWI there was cause for national alarm as men of military 

age from urban areas tested as physically unfit for combat upon entering the military 

(Edwards, 1973).  In response, the Federal government mandated that all college students 

take courses in Physical Education (PE), and provided funding to implement such 

programs.  This mandate increased the number of students physically participating in 



 22 

college athletics, because joining a sports team in college counted towards a student’s PE 

requirement, and such participation was more popular than the other PE course options.   

As the popularity of college sport increased at the turn of the century, so did the 

controversies surrounding college athletics.  In 1905, the Intercollegiate Athletic 

Association (now the NCAA) was founded after a decade of complaints about unethical 

recruiting practices and unsafe conditions for college athletes, particularly those in 

football (Edwards, 1973).  That same decade, large universities’ athletic programs 

became known for their annual “raiding campaigns” at smaller colleges, where they 

enticed the top athletes to transfer to their universities.  At this time, some athletes also 

had “special student” status, which allowed them to enroll in only one course and still 

play on the collegiate team, and also permitted ambitious student-athletes to play on more 

than one university’s team at a time (Edwards, 1973, p. 29).  Thus, a tension between 

college athletics and academics is almost as old as collegiate sport itself.    

In 1927, Yale began to charge five dollars per ticket to football games.  This same 

year, The Ohio State University’s athletic competitions earned almost $276,000.  Of 

these earnings, $13,000 went to the PE department, and none was documented as going 

to other academic departments.  In 1924, Fordham University earned nearly half a million 

dollars from their football ticket sales.  While $300,000 of this money was used to pay 

coaches salaries, uniforms, travel and publicity, there is no record of whether or not the 

rest of the money benefited the university in other ways.  Considering the tension over 

the delegation of such funding between athletic and academic departments, it should be 

of no surprise that in 1927 the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 
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published a report critical of commercialization and professionalization in college sports.  

But such reports did not lead to changes in the funding structure.  In fact, because of 

advancements in the 1930s in the areas of transportation (both vehicles and roads) and 

communications, college teams became able to travel longer distances to play one 

another and the first radio-broadcasts of games occurred.  Sports were seen as a way for 

universities to gain national visibility and prestige, and so athletic departments became 

more heavily funded, further intensifying the tension between the academic and athletic 

realms (Gerdy, 2000).  

Although the NCAA was founded at the turn of the century, in part to prevent 

unethical recruiting practices, universities still struggled to take the ethical path when 

trying to build their programs.  Accounts of corruption, including acts of gambling and 

providing gifts to student-athletes who agreed to enroll, grew just as the athletic programs 

were gaining national visibility (Zimbalist, 1999, as cited in Watt & Moore, 2001).   This 

led the NCAA to adopt the Principles for the Conduct of Intercollegiate Athletics, also 

known as the Sanity Codes.  Having set the ground rules for collegiate athletic conduct, 

the NCAA threatened to expel any team that broke such rules (Watt & Moore, 2001).   

In the 1950s, further advancements in communications allowed television to rise 

in popularity and availability.  Television only promised more economic gains for 

universities as football and basketball games were broadcast, and the universities had a 

new venue to showcase their campuses.  Such visibility also increased the pressure on 

those televised teams to recruit the best talent.  Conversely, the promise of such visibility 

also made it easier to recruit students to campuses far from their homes.  For example, 
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African American athletes, sensing greater post-college athletic career options, began to 

leave their Historically Black College or University in the South to attend larger 

Midwestern institutions in search of fame that could be brought by television appearances 

(Edwards, 1973).   

The early 1970s saw additional NCAA legislation, which has shaped college 

athletics into what it remains today.  In 1971, freshmen were allowed to participate in 

varsity athletics, and in 1973 Divisions I, II and III were established, and athletic 

scholarships for Divisions I and II (Division III cannot provide athletic scholarships to its 

students) became renewable one-year contracts.  The NCAA remained fairly quiet for the 

next decade, until 1986, when it began to tackle years of complaints about academics for 

student-athletes. 

Facing allegations of increasingly low admissions standards for student-athletes, 

remedial courses specifically designed to keep athletes eligible to play, allowing students 

to major in “eligibility,” and low graduation rates for student-athletes, the NCAA passed 

Proposition 48 in 1983, which went into effect during the 1986-87 academic year.   

Proposition 48 applied specifically to Division I athletes and required that they enter 

college with a minimum GPA of 2.0 in 11 core academic courses and a minimum SAT 

score of 700 or ACT score of 15 to be eligible for “competition, practice and athletically 

related aid immediately upon enrollment” (NCAA, 1998). A student who did not meet 

such standards could be admitted as a freshman and if he or she met the satisfactory 

progress rules he or she could compete as a sophomore with four years of eligibility.  

Also, under Proposition 49-B, a student with sub-par SAT or ACT scores but a 2.0 GPA 
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could be admitted and given an athletic scholarship, but could not practice or play until 

his or her sophomore year and only after meeting the satisfactory-progress rules.  

However, this student would only have three remaining years of athletic scholarship 

eligibility (Edwards, 1984).   

Almost a decade later, the NCAA again tightened its academic requirements.  

Proposition 16, initially conceived in 1992, but implemented in the academic year 1996-

97, required all student-athletes to enter college with a GPA of 2.0 in 13 courses, and also 

introduced a sliding scale for required SAT and ACT scores, based upon high school 

GPA.   In this new scale, a student-athlete with a 2.0 GPA was required to have an SAT 

score of 1010 or an ACT sum score of 86.  However, for those student-athletes with 

GPAs of 2.5 and above, a minimum SAT score was set at 820 and the ACT was set at 68.  

This proposition was not without controversy, and in 1999 a group of African American 

students who were ineligible for college athletic teams because of this rule, took the 

NCAA to court, saying it was a violation of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, because of 

the bias in standardized tests in favor of Caucasians.  Although they won their case, the 

Third Circuit Court reversed the ruling, saying that Title VI was inapplicable to the 

NCAA, and Proposition 16 was upheld (“Recent Cases,” 2001).  

In 2005, the NCAA further refined its sliding scale for GPA requirements and 

standardized test scores with bylaw 14.3.1.1.2 (NCAA, 2008).  This scale holds today, 

and requires that students who began their college career in 2008 or later enter with a 

GPA of 2.0 in 16 core courses.  The new scale requires that those with a 2.0 must also 

have a combined SAT score of 1010 or ACT score of 86; those with a 3.550 or above can 
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have a combined SAT score of 400 to be eligible for athletic scholarships (NCAA, 2008).  

In addition to legislation regarding freshman eligibility standards, the NCAA Board of 

Directors adopted the Academic Reform Package in 2004, which began to take into 

account APR when distributing athletic scholarships at Division I schools.  This measure 

is a calculation that awards points to each sports program for each student-athlete who 

remains eligible and remains at the institution (see Chapter One for an extended 

definition). The total number of points for each sport is added together and divided by the 

total number of possible points.  Teams must have an APR of 925 (.925) in order to keep 

all of their possible Division I scholarships (NCAA, 2007). 

This historical overview of sports in the United States, and more specifically the 

further refinement of the institution of college athletics over the past century, is important 

background for this study.  The expanding role of the NCAA from standardizing rules of 

play, ruling on ethical standards, to determining academic criteria, and its more recent 

role in boosting retention and graduation rates amongst student-athletes, is important to 

consider when examining the athletic and academic experiences of student-athletes.  With 

this in mind, we now examine broader social realities, which shape the student-athlete 

experience.   

THE MIND-BODY DICHOTOMY & STEROTYPE THREAT 

The struggle for student-athletes in maintaining both an athletic and academic 

identity may be attributed to the historical understanding of the mind and body as a 

dichotomy.  Because the roles are seen as distinct, if not incompatible, Settles and Sellers 

(2002) have argued that if “one role is considered much more personally relevant than the 
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other, the individual is likely to resolve the conflict rather quickly by reducing his or her 

involvement in the less important role” (p. 7).  But why is a student-athlete forced to 

choose between being an athlete and being a student?  To explore this question, it is 

important to understand the historical underpinnings of the mind-body dichotomy.   

The dichotomy of mind and body, brains and brawn, is an age old concept, which 

can be traced back to 500 B.C., when Greek athletes were thought to spend too much 

time training and not enough time pursuing scholarly matters (Sailes, 1993).  Even then 

philosophers considered these athletes “useless and ignorant citizens with dull minds” 

(Coakley, 1990, as cited in Sailes, 1993, p. 89).  This “dumb jock” stereotype persists 

today, despite evidence that current student-athletes tend to have higher GPAs than their 

non-athlete peers (Sailes, 1993), and graduate at a higher rate (NCAA, 2006).   

Howard-Hamilton and Sina (2001) noted that this “dumb jock” stereotype forces 

many student-athletes to function within a negative educational environment because of 

the assumption by peers, faculty and administrators that while these students are 

athletically gifted, they lack academic abilities.  As Sailes (1993) demonstrated in his 

survey of almost 1,000 students at a Division I university, this “dumb jock” stereotype 

remains deeply embedded; 45% of those polled believed that student-athletes were not as 

intelligent as other students. Students in such a negative academic environment may not 

perform to the best of their academic abilities, due to the effects of stereotype threat 

(Steele & Aronson, 1995).   

Steele and Aronson (1995) defined stereotype threat as “being at risk of 

confirming, as self-characteristic, a negative stereotype about one’s group” (p. 797).  A 
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fear of confirming a negative stereotype has been found to inhibit a person’s performance 

both academically and athletically, depending on the context of the stereotype (Steele & 

Aronson, 1995; Stone, Lynch, Sjomeling & Darley, 1999).  Such influences on 

performance are important when exploring issues of academic identity development for 

student-athletes threatened with the “dumb jock” stereotype.  As Steele and Aronson 

(1995) explained,  

As this threat persists over time, it may have the further effect of pressuring these 

students to protectively disidentify with achievement in school and related 

intellectual domains.  This is, it may pressure the person to define or redefine the 

self-concept such that school achievement is neither a basis of self-evaluation nor 

a personal identity.  This protects that person against the self-evaluative threat 

posed by the stereotypes but may have the byproduct of diminishing interest, 

motivation, and ultimately, achievement in the domain. (p. 797) 

Although their initial study examined the effects of the stereotype of African American 

intellectual inferiority on standardized test performance, their findings are applicable to 

any group for which there exist stereotypes of academic or intellectual inferiority.  

Recently, the impact of stereotype threat on student-athlete populations has been explored 

by Dee (2009) and Harrison, Shapiro, Yee, Boyd, & Rullan, (2009).   

For African American student-athletes, the “dumb jock” stereotype is just an 

additional stereotype that must be encountered in academic settings.   Many scholars 

(Edwards, 1984; Ladson-Billings, 2000; Sailes, 1993, Steele & Aronson, 1995; Stone et 

al., 1999) have noted that African Americans have been historically characterized as 
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unintelligent and genetically inferior to Whites, although there is no scientific basis for 

such racist assumptions.  Such beliefs remain pervasive and carry over into the field of 

education and individual classrooms. Notions of cultural deprivation and disadvantage 

are frequently embedded in discussions of African American education, locating these 

students in a “deficit paradigm” (Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 206).  

Sport sociologist Harry Edwards (1984) admonished low academic expectations 

for African American student-athletes, and wrote that “dumb jocks are not born…they 

are being systematically created” (p. 8).  He highlighted that African American athletes 

have three stereotypical strikes against them, and that in addition to the “dumb jock” 

stereotype, they also face stereotypes of Black athletic superiority, and “the more 

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

intellectual inferiority” (p. 8). An example of such assumptions was demonstrated in 

Sailes’s (1993) study on campus athletic stereotypes at Indiana University.  Sailes found 

that 37.3% of 869 undergraduate and graduate students agreed with or were undecided 

about the statement that African American athletes were less intelligent than White 

athletes.  Additionally, when disaggregating the sample by race and gender, males and 

Anglo Americans felt more strongly than African Americans and women that “White 

athletes were more intelligent than African American athletes” (p. 93).  Although this 

study was specifically examining athletic stereotypes, the willingness of 37.5% of these 

students to be undecided or to agree that African Americans athletes were less intelligent 

than White athletes demonstrates their willingness to link intellectual outcomes to race, 

revealing the racism that remains on college campuses.   
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The stereotype of African American athletic superiority, as Stone et al. (1999) 

noted, has been perpetuated since the 1800s.  Whether scholars, medical professionals, 

coaches or sports writers believed that African American athletic superiority was 

attributed to nature or nurture, this stereotype flourished, and when understood in the 

context of the mind-body dichotomy, this stereotype has implicitly assumed African 

American intellectual inferiority (Edwards, 1973).  Interestingly, despite the overall 

“dumb jock” assumption, it appears as though the assumption of African American 

intellectual inferiority, and thus Anglo American intellectual superiority, trumps the 

“dumb jock” assumption.  As Stone et al. (1999) noted, people “have a pervasive 

tendency to assume that if a Black athlete does well in sports it is because he or she is 

better physically outfitted, and that if a White athlete does well, it is because he or she 

uses superior sports intelligence to overcome physical deficits” (p. 1214).  No matter the 

stronger stereotype, each of these stereotypes involves a negative assumption about these 

student-athletes’ capabilities in the classroom, and may prevent or hamper the 

development of academic identity. 

CAMPUS RACIAL CLIMATE 

Steele and Aronson (1995) observed that lifting stereotype threat dramatically 

improved a student’s performance.  If the aim is to improve the educational experience of 

African American students, student-athletes, or more broadly, all students threatened by 

negative stereotypes, the campus climate must be taken into consideration.  Solorzano, 

Ceja and Yosso (2001) noted that examining the campus racial climate is necessary when 

considering the educational experiences of African American students.  A campus with a 
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positive racial environment would be composed of students, faculty and staff of color, a 

multicultural curriculum, recruitment and retention programs for students of color, and a 

college mission that espoused a commitment to racial diversity (Solorzano et al., 2001).  

A campus with a negative racial climate would not have these characteristics, and would 

be a more hostile environment for students of color.   

Considering campus racial environments, scholars in the field of higher education 

link the persistence of racial groups in higher education to the students’ perception of 

whether or not they are socially integrated into the college community (Braxton, 2003; 

Hurtado et al., 1999; Rendon, Jalamo & Nora, 2000; Tierney, 1992; Tinto, 1993).  They 

believe that when students come from a minority culture and are confronted with a 

dominant culture on campus that is other than their own, and a negative campus racial 

climate, they face a great deal of uncertainty, feel marginalized, and subsequently choose 

to depart if they are unable to become integrated socially.  African American males 

attending predominantly White institutions are likely to find themselves at universities 

with very few African American students, but an over-representation of African 

Americans on the football and basketball teams (Bray, 2005; Harper, 2006).  According 

to Harper (2006), 4.3% of all students enrolled in higher education in 2002 were African 

American males, yet African American males made up 54.6% of the football teams at 

Division I schools in 2004.  Because of this disparity, students of color, particularly 

African American student-athletes at these schools, may have more barriers in the way of 

developing an academic identity.  If the academic arena is where they encounter few of 
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their peers, and if they do not perceive themselves as fitting into the academic culture, 

they may feel a greater affinity towards their role as an athlete.   

Although blatant acts of racism are no longer tolerated on campus, implicit 

stereotypes and prejudice often surface on campus in the form of microaggressions.  As 

defined by Solorzano et al. (2001), microaggressions are “subtle insults (verbal, 

nonverbal, and/or visual) directed toward people of color, often automatically or 

unconsciously” (p. 60).  These microaggressions negatively impact a campus’s racial 

climate, and the students’ educational experience.  In their study of microaggressions on 

college campuses, Solorzano et al. (2001) elicited numerous examples of 

microaggressions from their sample population of African American students at three 

predominately White institutions.  These students had experienced microaggressions both 

in the classroom and in social environments, from students, faculty and staff.  Some 

students and faculty assumed that the African American students had been admitted 

because of athletic scholarships, or due to affirmative action, not academic merit.  Some 

had stories of advisors who tried to talk them into choosing a less challenging major, or 

of students who stared at them when they entered the library.  Others had experienced 

tokenism when faculty or students expected them to contribute “the Black perspective” to 

class discussions.  In each of their stories the students felt marginalized by their 

experiences, and stress caused by the situation impacted their grades and attitude toward 

their college experience.  Such considerations should be taken into account when 

exploring the campus climate’s impact on a student’s decision of whether or not to adopt 

an academic identity.   
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TEAM CLIMATE, CULTURE, & REQUIREMENTS  

Campus racial climate and stereotypes aside, Adler and Adler (1991) made a 

strong case for the impact of team culture and athletic expectations on athletic and 

academic role saliency.   Their study found that student-athletes who arrived on campus 

with academic aspirations made adjustments to these expectations because of their 

athletic commitments and expectations.  Scholars (Adler & Adler, 1987, 1991; Benson, 

2000; Bowen & Shulman, 2001; Simons et al., 1999; Terenzini et al., 1996) have 

suggested that these conditions are not brought upon by the student-athletes alone, but are 

part of a larger culture surrounding Division I athletics.    

In 1996, Terenzini, Pascarella and Blimling studied the first-year academic 

experiences of college athletes.  They found that football and basketball players, 

regardless of division, when compared to non-athletic males and males in other varsity 

sports, demonstrated a decline in math and reading comprehension during their freshman 

year.  They concluded that the disadvantages of playing these sports during a student’s 

first year of college might be due to the environmental culture of the team, which might 

promote a set of academic values and ideals that are different from other varsity sports 

(Terenzini et al., 1996).    

Team Requirements 

Low rates of academic progress among high-profile male student-athletes can be 

attributed to the intensity of the athletic requirements and expectations, which may not 

allow enough time for academics (Carodine, Almond, & Gratto, 2001; Hill, Burch-Ragan 

& Yates, 2001; Hood, Craig & Ferguson, 1992; Miller & Kerr, 2002; Simons et al., 
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1999).  These requirements and expectations are particularly great for those involved in 

Division I athletics, because of the enormous financial benefits and costs of wins and 

losses, lucrative media contracts, product endorsements, in addition to public and media 

attention and scrutiny (Watt & Moore, 2001).  In 1991, the NCAA implemented 

regulations that attempted to limit “structured athletic activities" to no more than 20 hours 

per week (NCAA, 2008).  Before this ruling, student-athletes reported spending more 

than 30 hours per week on the practice field and in team meetings.  The new regulations 

stipulated that athletes could not participate in structured athletic activities for more than 

four hours a day (including practice, games, lifting and team meetings), and that athletes 

must have one day a week with no athletic commitments (Carodine et al., 2001).  That 

same year the NCAA also ruled that no more than 49% of students living in one dorm 

could be student-athletes, thus hoping to prevent the student-athletes from feeling isolated 

from the student body, and to expose more non-athletes to student-athletes to combat 

stereotypes students had about the student-athletes on campus (Watt & Moore, 2001).  

Both of these ruling were given in hopes that the student-athlete would have a college 

experience more like their non-athlete peers, and would not become overly immersed in 

athletics.  Despite these restrictions, student-athletes continue to struggle to manage their 

time between athletic, academic and social expectations, as many athletic teams find 

ways around the NCAA regulations, and institute “voluntary” athletic activities. 

Travel. 

The hours spent traveling are not factored into the NCAA twenty hours per week 

regulations, and must be taken into consideration when trying to determine the time 
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student-athletes devote to their sports. Travel schedules interfere with the student-

athletes’ academic responsibilities.  Athletes are expected to travel great distances for 

games and competitions, often via airplane. Such travel typically requires football 

student-athletes to be ready to leave before noon on Fridays, resulting in missed classes 

for some. Additionally, occasionally Division I-FBS football teams have weeknight 

games that are scheduled by television networks.   As current and former student-athletes 

reported to the Knight Commission in 2006, “a weeknight game out of state might 

prevent [an athlete] from returning to his own campus until 4 a.m. on a day that he has a 

class—and a test—at 8 a.m.” (Lipka, 2006, para. 4).  Such a schedule prioritizes athletics 

over academics, thus sending a clear message as to where the media believes the student-

athlete’s priorities should be.  

Injuries. 

In addition to travel and practices, a student-athlete’s time may also be invested in 

healing injuries.  Due to the high degree of physical contact in football, these athletes are 

prone to major injuries (concussions, torn ligaments, and broken bones) and minor 

injuries (strained muscles, painful bruises, cuts and scrapes).  Pain caused by such 

injuries can decrease a student-athlete’s ability to concentrate in the classroom, and the 

rehabilitation required also impacts his already full schedule (Howard-Hamilton & Sina, 

2001; Simons et al., 1999).  With the intensity of travel schedules, high probability of 

injury, and large amount of time devoted to practice and conditioning it is hard to argue 

that the student-athlete’s welfare and academic goals are not compromised in some way. 
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ROLE-SETS 

In her study of academically at-risk African American student-athletes, Benson 

(2000) concluded that the low academic achievement of these students was not their fault 

alone, but had been perpetuated by attitudes and behaviors exhibited by teammates, 

coaches, academic advisors, and college professors.  These individuals would be 

characterized as members of the student-athlete’s “role-set” (Merton, 1957).  A role-set is 

the group of individuals with whom a person interacts within the context of his different 

roles.  Coaches, teammates, trainers, members of the athletic administration, would all be 

part of a student-athlete’s athletic role-set.  Faculty, classmates, and academic advisors 

would be a part of a student-athlete’s academic role-set.  As Benson (2000) and Alder 

and Adler (1987, 1991) have shown, these role-set members often play dramatic roles in 

determining the salience of a student-athlete’s academic and athletic role-identity.  The 

following sections further examine literature on the impact of a student-athlete’s 

academic and athletic role-set on his college experience.  

Athletic Role-set 

Many studies have recognized that cultural factors specific to high profile, 

revenue generating athletics often lead to low academic expectations and results, and are 

perpetuated by coaches and other players.  Simons et al. (1999) noted that although 

NCAA rules stipulate that coaches must excuse practices missed for academic reasons, 

players are far more likely to skip academic events that conflict with practice schedules, 

electing to do make-up work rather than miss a practice or team meeting.  “Coaches 

possess the power to decide which athletes will play or start in the games, [and] many 
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students believe, correctly or incorrectly, that they will be penalized by their coaches for 

choosing academic commitments over athletic ones” (p. 158).   The coaches, often the 

most powerful members of a student-athlete’s role-set, can play a prominent role in 

defining a student-athlete’s role salience in both athletic and academic domains.   

Teammates. 

Peer influences also have a powerful impact on student-athletes’ academic 

decisions and strategies.  Because high profile athletes spend an average of 20 to 30 hours 

per week with their teammates, and in many cases live with one another, these athletes’ 

primary peers, and closest friends, are fellow members of the team (Watt & Moore, 

2001).  This is especially salient for African Americans, who elect to live with athletes 

more often than their White teammates (Snyder, 1996).   Students who choose to miss 

practice because of a field trip or review session, may feel that they are not just letting 

down the team, they are letting down their friends who were counting on them (Simons et 

al., 1999).  Simons et al. (1999) explained, “As the team often represents the central peer 

group for the student athlete, peer pressure to favor athletic demands over academic ones 

plays a strong role” (p. 159). This absorption into team culture and peer influence begins 

from the moment student-athletes set foot on campus.  As one of Benson’s (2000) 

interviewees noted, “I remember when I was being recruited, there was a couple of 

players, […] and they said, ‘You don’t have to go to school, because the teachers are 

going to take care of you’” (p. 229).   

In my previous research, student-athletes have also given examples of how their 

peers on the football team had helped them navigate the academic system.  When I asked 
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one student about his Greek Mythology course he said, “To tell you the truth, I haven’t 

been to class.” I asked him how he was faring in the course, and he smirked, “B, 88%.”  

His peers at our table laughed.  He went on, “There’s two tests.  It’s not about going to 

class, it’s about knowing what to take because others [on the team] have taken them, and 

referred to them as, well, easy” (Bell, 2006, p. 13).  In this case the student-athlete’s 

teammates were sharing duties, serving as members of both the student’s academic and 

athletic role-sets.  However, it can be assumed that the emphasis would be on their place 

in the student’s athletic role-set.  Encouraging the student to take easy courses 

deemphasizes the importance of academics, perpetuating the message of doing what you 

need to “get by” and remain eligible.  Thus, the emphasis on athletics over academics 

may not only be perpetuated by coaches, but also by other student-athletes, who play 

prominent roles in the student-athlete’s athletic role-set.  

Academic Role-set  

Adler and Adler (1987) concluded that the student-athletes’ shift away from their 

academic roles was due to a “paucity of role reinforcing others in the academic sphere” 

(p. 452).  While the students had a powerful athletic role-set (coaches, trainers, advisors, 

boosters, and peers), there were few to no role-models in these students’ lives pushing 

them to succeed academically.  Others have also explored the role of the academic role-

set members in student-athletes’ academic performance, examining the role of academic 

advisors, faculty, and classmates as outlined below.   



 39 

Academic advisors. 

Athletes’ academic advisors have been at times considered to be a part of the 

culture that deemphasizes academic success amongst student-athletes. As one of 

Benson’s (2000) interviewees noted, his academic advisor consistently stressed the 

minimum that needed to be achieved to remain eligible, giving the student the perception 

that the advisor expected no more of the student than meeting that baseline.  Some 

student-athletes who do not have a support-structure providing academic motivation look 

to their academic advisors and expect them to provide guidance, set academic goals, and 

serve as motivators.  As Benson (2000) also found, 

The idea that others were more responsible for their academic programs than they 

were themselves was communicated right away by the advisor practice of 

choosing their classes for them.  From this the athletes perceived that they were 

not considered capable of performing well academically, were not expected to do 

so, and that they were not cared about as individual persons….David [an 

interviewee] felt that advisors chose classes for athletes based on assumptions 

about their abilities that were developed without real knowledge of the athletes as 

individual persons. (p. 230) 

The studies on student-athletes conducted by Benson (2000) and Simons et al. (1999) 

highlight the negative effects that occur when advisors focus on minimum academic 

requirements.  Because the NCAA mandates that all student-athletes maintain a 2.0 to 

remain eligible, the focus is often on achieving that 2.0, not exceeding it.  However, 
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because the advisor is the one consistent member of all student-athletes’ role-sets, their 

relationship with the student must be taken into consideration.  

Faculty. 

The degree of faculty-student interaction has been positively correlated to a 

student’s “intellectual orientation” (Wilson, 1975, p. 180).  Additionally, Vincent Tinto 

(1993), known for his work on student persistence and attrition, found that faculty 

involvement was one of the greatest predictors that a student would graduate within six 

years.   Similarly, in a longitudinal study of student persistence, Stoecker, Pascarella and 

Wolfe (1988) found that faculty interaction was a predictor of persistence for African 

American students.  However, when examining the role of faculty in the experience of 

student-athletes, studies have tended to focus on the negative perceptions that faculty 

have towards the academic potential of student-athletes (Simons et al., 1999), and not the 

positive role faculty can play in a student-athlete’s intellectual development.  Studies by 

Comeaux (2005) and Comeaux and Harrison (2001), have exposed such a gap in the 

literature, and have provided a cursory look at this relationship, noting that student-

athletes’ relationships with faculty should be considered as an important part of their 

college experience, and that these relationships can often serve as a predictor for college 

success.    

Non-athlete peers. 

In Horton and Mack’s (2000) study of marathon runners they found that those 

runners with a highly developed athletic identity experienced the negative consequence 

of isolating themselves amongst peer-groups made up of fellow-runners, often at the 
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expense of their relationships with family and non-running friends.  These running peers 

enhanced their athletic role-set and worked to further solidify their athletic role, but at the 

expense of other relationships.  It is hypothesized that those student-athletes able to 

balance friendships and social relationships with athletes and non-athletes alike may also 

be able to balance their roles as both student and athlete, and may have created a peer-

group for themselves that is supportive of an academic identity.  However, while 

numerous studies examine the affect of teammates on a student-athlete’s academic and 

athletic experience (Adler & Adler, 1987, 1991; Benson, 2000; Watt & Moore, 2001; 

Simons et al., 1999; Snyder, 1996), little literature can be found that explores 

relationships with non-athlete peers.  It would be important to examine this component of 

the student-athlete experience to see how such relationships may impact how student-

athletes construct and/or maintain an academic role-identity.  

Summary of Role-set Discussion 

Understanding a student-athlete’s role-set, and the influence both the academic 

and athletic role-sets have over the student-athlete’s college experience is a crucial 

component when examining identity development and role maintenance.  As studies have 

shown, coaches, peers, faculty, and academic advisors play major roles in a student-

athlete’s daily experience, and can often set or influence the direction and/or choices a 

student-athlete makes about his college experience.  However, while much research has 

been conducted on the athletic role-set, gaps remain in the literature examining the 

academic role-set, and their influence on the student-athlete. 
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IDENTITY AS A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The concept of identity, as understood in sociological terms, links the individual 

to society, and defines the roles a person takes on in his or her life.  The term identity and 

role are frequently used together, and often are used interchangeably (Adler & Adler, 

1987, 1991; Killeya-Jones, 2005; Stryker & Serpe, 1982; Turner, 1978; Watt & Moore, 

2001).  McCall and Simmons (1978) link the two terms as they defined the concept of 

role-identity in their book, Identity and Interactions.  They explained that a person’s 

various role-identities provide a lens for how he interprets his experiences in the past, 

present and future.  They noted, 

Role-identities therefore constitute an important set of those perspectives or 

frames of reference for appraising one’s thoughts and actions that we have 

previously called the “me.”  [….]  Our whole daily routine is colored and 

embellished by [role-identities].  In fact, they give the very meaning to our daily 

routine, for they largely determine our interpretations of the situations, events, and 

other people we encounter. (p. 67) 

London, Downey, Bolger & Vellila (2005) also note the multiplicity of roles that 

constitute a person’s identity, calling these roles the “core features of the self” (p. 46).  

These authors note that such roles not only provide a lens for interpretation, but also 

reflect how people perceive others view them.   For male student-athletes such roles 

might include son, brother, student, friend, member of a religious institution (i.e. Muslim 

or Baptist), athlete, etc.   
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Salience 

McCall and Simmons (1978) note that not all roles are of equal prominence in a 

person’s life at a given time: 

These several factors determining the prominence of a given role-identity—its 

degree of self- and social support, one’s degree of commitment to and investment 

in it, and the extrinsic and intrinsic gratifications associated with it—undoubtedly 

differ in their relative importance. […] The weighting almost certainly varies 

from person to person.”  (p. 76) 

This hierarchical ranking of a person’s role-identities, known as role-identity salience, 

determines the chance that this identity or role will be performed in a given situation 

(Stryker & Serpe, 1982).  The salience of an identity is not static.  As Chatman, Eccles, & 

Malanchuk (2005) note, “[Identity is] a dynamic process by which individuals establish, 

evaluate, reevaluate and reestablish who they are and are not relative to others in their 

environments […] Such a process is inherently dependent on the contexts in which 

individuals find themselves” (p. 117).  Therefore, depending on context and circumstance 

one aspect of a person’s identity may gain and lose salience over time.  For example, a 

quarterback who has become a campus hero after leading the university to a Bowl 

Championship, may see athlete as his most salient identity at the close of the season.  

However, after suffering three concussions early the next fall, and being forced to sit out 

for the rest of the season, this quarterback’s hero status, and salience of his athletic role, 

may shift.   
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Role-set Theory 

Because self and social support for one’s role-identity are essential, it is important 

to understand the influence of the role-set, another construct that impacts identity 

development.  A person’s role-set is the group of individuals a person associates with his 

roles in various situations (Merton, 1957), who help him define that role, and influence 

his actions in that role.   

The power of the role-set was demonstrated in Stevenson’s (1999) qualitative study of 

international athletes.  He found that their commitment to their sport developed and 

deepened as their identity as an athlete became more solidified.  This happened as they, 

formed a web of personal relationships connected with their participation and 

gradually established personal reputations and identities as athletes in their sports 

[.…] As people who were important in the lives of these young people gave them 

recognition and respect as athletes, they become more deeply committed to their 

sports and to living the life of an athlete. (Cited in Coakley, 2004, p. 101)   

For these athletes, it was the actions and perceptions of others that shaped the saliency of 

their athletic role. 

Role Strain 

Although individuals have numerous role-identities, and order and re-order the 

salience of these role-identities, there are still times when people cannot fulfill all of the 

obligations of their numerous roles.  Stress felt trying to negotiate these obligations is 

known as role strain (Goode, 1960).  Synthesizing roles, compartmentalizing roles to 

avoid simultaneous “conflicting expectations,” modifying expectations, neglecting or de-
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emphasizing roles, and withdrawing from situations where role conflict is present are all 

ways of dealing with role strain (Coakley, 1990, as cited in Killeya-Jones, 2005, p. 169).  

Most often the tension between the student-athlete’s athletic and academic identities is 

role strain due to the conflict between student and athletic obligations, and the time 

needed to meet these obligations.  

Athletic Identity 

A student-athlete’s athletic identity is the level at which he identifies with his role 

as an athlete (Brewer, 1991).  Those highly absorbed in their athletic role allow this lens 

to influence their experiences—decisions they make, friendships they form, how they 

interpret interactions with others and the emphasis placed on other roles they are 

expected to play (Adler & Adler, 1987, 1991).  Additionally, those committed to their 

athletic role may spend a high proportion of their time with coaches, teammates, and 

others in the athletic realm—their athletic “role-set” (Merton, 1957)—further enhancing 

their commitment to such a role (Horton & Mack, 2000; Watt & Moore, 2001).  

Additionally, as Stryker and Serpe (1982) note, if those within a person’s role-set also see 

this given identity as particularly salient, this will only increase the salience of that role 

for the individual.  For student-athletes on teams where their teammates place high levels 

of salience on their athletic roles, the more salient this role will be for the student-athlete.  

This is the power that team culture can have in athletic identity development.   

Academic Identity 

Those who identify themselves as students, or who see “student” as a role they 

perform in their daily lives, have an academic identity. As Mehan, Hubbard and 
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Villanueva (1994) and Flores-Gonzalez (1999), note this role-identity is not oppositional 

to other identities held by a person, but simply as one of the many identity groups to 

which a person might ascribe.  However, for student-athletes there might be a tension 

between their roles as students and athletes, as other scholars (Adler & Adler, 1987, 

1991; Pascarella, Bohn, Nora & Terenzini, 1995; Watt & Moore, 2001) have noted.  All 

student-athletes must participate in academics on their college campuses in order to 

remain eligible for their sport.  This study was designed to explore how these student-

athletes define and negotiate the salience of their academic identity or role as a student.  

It also explores how their perception of themselves as a student shapes their decisions, 

motivations, and interactions with others on campus, and their own academic progress 

and success.   

Identity Theory Literature Summary 

The sociological construct of identity and role-identities informs this study, 

allowing for the examination of academic and athletic identity development of student-

athletes.  Exploring the salience of these role-identities in both the academic and athletic 

realms provides a framework for understanding the experiences of student-athletes.  

Finally, exploring how role saliency can be shaped and changed during the student-

athlete’s college experience by factors including campus climate, team culture and role-

set members is central to this study. 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

As demonstrated, numerous studies have been conducted to explain why students, 

specifically high-profile student-athletes are not persisting in higher education.  Be it the 
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mind and body seen as dichotomous, stereotype threat, an unwelcoming campus climate, 

a team culture that emphasizes excelling solely in athletic endeavors, or an influential 

athletic role-set,  all of these constructs are used to explain the low performance of 

student-athletes in higher education.  Little has been done to examine the success of 

student-athletes, more specifically those playing high-profile sports who succeed 

academically and earn their college degree. Using role-identity as a theoretical 

framework, this study explored factors that played a role in the development of an 

academic role-identity amongst student-athletes, in hopes that the findings can be used to 

improve the academic experiences of student-athletes in years to come. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 

Guided by the literature outlined in Chapter Two, this study investigated how 

high-profile, Division I-FBS football student-athletes negotiate their academic role 

expectations while immersed in the athletic culture on campus.   To answer this question 

the following sub-questions were addressed: 

a) Has the campus climate influenced a solidification of their athletic and/or 

academic role identities? 

b) What impact has their role as an athlete had on both their high school and 

college educational experiences? 

c) What impact have their athletic role-set members had on their educational 

experiences in both high school and college? 

d) What impact have their academic role-set members had on their educational 

experiences in both high school and college? 

e) What role have their peers had in the construction of their athletic and 

academic identities? 

To explore the answers to such questions, semi-structured interviews of 41 

student-athletes at five Division I-FBS institutions were conducted.  Additionally, 

participants were asked to quantify their academic and athletic identities by completing 

the Academic Identity Measurement Index (AIMI) and the Athletic Identity Measurement 

Scale (Brewer, 1991). Descriptive statistics about each interviewee, campus enrollment 

and graduation rates, and team APR and graduation rates were also collected, and are 

further detailed below.  Semi-structured interviews were the focus of this study to 



 49 

intentionally give the student-athletes a chance to tell their stories about their athletic and 

academic experiences.  Each participant was asked to speak about how he conceives of 

his role and constructs his identity as a student and an athlete, because his personal 

perspective would provide far more information and lead to greater understanding of this 

process than relying solely on AIMS and AIMI scores.   

Before interviewing the student-athletes, each was asked to complete the survey 

instruments, which took approximately five minutes. During the semi-structured 

interview, each student-athlete was asked a series of open-ended questions (see Appendix 

A) about his athletic and academic experiences both in high school and at the university.  

These interviews were digitally audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded in 

NVivo8 by emergent themes.  Additional statistical data gathered included information 

about the participants (high school GPA, parents’ level of education, scores on the AIMI 

and the AIMS), institutional data gathered from NCES (institutional graduation rates, 

percent of applicants admitted, and the racial demographics of the student body) and data 

gathered from the NCAA (academic progress rate (APR) and graduation success rates 

(GSR)).  These data were used as descriptive statistics in order to contextualize the 

qualitative data. 

Participants 

 
Participants selected for this study were student-athletes, specifically football 

players at five public research universities with Division I-FBS football programs.  

Students on the football team were selected because football, like men’s basketball, is 

considered a high-profile sport due to its ability to generate revenue and because there 
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exists a (highly profitable and well established) professional league in which some of 

these athletes might one day play.  Universities with Division I-FBS football teams were 

selected because this is the division that is the most athletically competitive and selective, 

and thus recruits the most promising athletic talent.  All universities were also classified 

as “selective” or “more selective” research universities using the Carnegie Classification 

system, in order to maintain consistency.   

The sample was further limited to those student-athletes who have been recipients 

of full athletic scholarships since their freshmen year.  These athletic scholarships are 

reserved for the most promising athletes, most often those recruited directly out of high 

school.  These students are of particular interest because as Adler and Adler (1991) 

found, these heavily recruited students often begin college overemphasizing their roles as 

athletes.  They wrote,  

While their roles were much more blurred (they did not think of them as separate) 

in high school and there was not as great a gap between them, many individuals’ 

early experiences had rooted their dreams and identity in the athletic realm.  (p. 

117) 

In another study of Division I athletes, Settles and Sellers (2002) also found that receipt 

of an athletic scholarship was related to a student’s greater identification with the athletic 

role and a decreased emphasis on being successful academically.  These students, seen as 

those most deeply settled into their athletic role-identity, are of particular interest when 

exploring the development of academic role-identity, because such development may be 

difficult to achieve due to the demands of athletics.  However, if specific social or 
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environmental factors assist these students in finding balance between their academic and 

athletic roles, knowledge of this might be used to increase graduation rates and enhance 

student-athletes’ college experiences.   

In addition to selecting students from these five universities who were NCAA 

scholarship recipients, the sample was further restricted to eight students from each 

university’s football program, four from the sophomore (2006 NLI) and senior classes 

(2004 NLI) as determined by the year they signed their National Letter of Intent (NLI).  

However, because Human Subjects prohibited contacting these student-athletes directly, 

the athletic departments at each participating university had to be contacted in order to 

gain permission to use their campus as a research site and to gather participants (see 

Appendix B).  At each participating institution the athletic department was sent a list of 

those students in the recruiting classes of 2004 and 2006 (found at 

http://footballrecruiting.rivals.com/commitlist.asp) who had signed their National Letter 

of Intent and remained on the Fall 2007 roster.  While most of the students interviewed 

came directly from those lists, six participants in the sample signed NLIs in years other 

than 2004 and 2006.  This included four participants in the class of 2005, one in the class 

of 2003 and one in the class of 2007.  However, each of these participants still met all 

other criteria of study participation.   Because this study was designed to also take into 

account both African American and non-African American student-athletes’ experiences, 

four participants at each institution were African American, and four identified as being 

of a race other than African American, this included Caucasian (N=16), Latino (N=1), 
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Multiracial (N=2), Asian/Pacific Islander (N=1), and African1 (N=1). Student-athletes 

who met the criteria of the study were included in the final sample based on their 

willingness to participate in the study and availability (see Appendix C for participant 

information).  

Sites 

 
While the student-athletes in this study were selected based upon race, academic, 

and scholarship status, the five participating institutions were also intentionally selected 

(see Appendix D).  All participants in this study attended a public, Doctoral granting 

university and all were members of a Division I-FBS football team. Because institutional 

environmental factors were anticipated to have an impact on the development of a 

student-athlete’s academic identity, each university in the sample was selected based on 

its campus culture and environment.  The factors that led to the selection of the 

universities were primarily selectivity, emphasis on and national status of the football 

program, and racial makeup of the campus.  However, two of the institutions originally 

selected to participate in the study declined access to their student-athletes.  As a result, 

19 other public, doctoral granting, Division I-FBS institutions were contacted in the 

process of solidifying the final two institutions. 

Atlantic Coast University.  

In consideration of selectivity, one of the universities in the sample was an 

institution in the East with a strong academic reputation.  Named Atlantic Coast (AC) 

                                                 
1 Although this participant noted that he was phenotypically Black and frequently 

labeled by others as African American, as an African immigrant he did not identify as 
African American, and noted how distinctly different his background was from that of 
African Americans. 
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University for the purpose of this study, the institution is less well known for its Division 

I-FBS football program, which nonetheless has participated in three bowl games since 

2000 as a member of the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC).  With an overall graduation 

rate of 83%, and a graduation rate of 76% for African Americans, this more selective 

university, which admits only 34.1% of all applicants, has a history of academic 

excellence and high rates of persistence (NCES, 2008). Such graduation rates are 

arguably among the highest for all public universities in the United States. Although a 

predominantly White institution (PWI), this university has a higher number of African 

American students on campus than most other schools in the sample with 11% of the 

student body being African American (NCES, 2008). 

Big 12 South University. 

In contrast, Big 12 South University, is famous for its football tradition, and less 

so for its undergraduate academic reputation.  A member of the Big 12 Conference, this 

Division I-FBS football program has made five bowl appearances since 2000.  This 

university is located in a state known for its passion for football and the emphasis it 

places on athleticism.  In addition to Big 12 South University’s athletic success, their 

graduation rate of 78% for all undergraduates and 65% of African American 

undergraduates is above the national average in both categories.  A PWI, only 3% of the 

undergraduates attending this university are African American (NCES, 2008). 

Pac-10 University. 

A Division I-FBS school located in the Northwest has also been selected for this 

study.  Pac-10 University is nationally known for its football program, with over 20 



 54 

consecutive bowl appearances between the late 1970s and the early years of this century.  

At this institution, Caucasians make up 51% of the student body, while 26% of the 

student body is of Asian descent, and 3% is African American.  Pac-10 University is 

moderately selective, admitting 64.5% of those who apply, and graduating 75% of the 

student body within six years.    

Big 12 North University. 

The fourth school selected for this study is a member of the Big 12 Conference.  

Amongst the top thirty universities for all time bowl game appearances, Big 12 North 

University had the highest acceptance rate amongst the sample, admitting 81.5% of all 

applicants.  This university sees 67% of all students graduating within six years, and 51% 

of African American students doing the same.  While Caucasians make up 78% of the 

student body, African Americans make up only 2%, which is the smallest percentage in 

the sample (NCES, 2008).   

USA University. 

The fifth school selected for this study was selected because of its relatively high 

percentage of African Americans on campus.  Located in the Southeast, and a Division I-

FBS football program in Conference USA, USA University differs from the others in the 

study because although it remains a PWI, 29% of all students on campus are African 

American, which is almost triple or ten times the percentage of the other universities 

within the study.  While at Division I schools across the country African American males 

make up 54.6% of the roster for football teams and 60.8% of the student-athletes playing 

men’s basketball (Harper, 2006), only about 9% of all students on Division I campuses 
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are African American (Sellers, Chavous & Brown, 2002).  With one in every nine 

African American males on Division I campuses receiving NCAA athletic scholarships, 

as opposed to one in every 50 white males (Sellers et al., 2002), the assumption that the 

African American males on campus are athletes is made on a daily basis.    

USA University was specifically included because on this campus African 

American males have less of a chance of being labeled as athletes because of their greater 

representation amongst the student body in contrast to other Division I schools.  

Considering the decreased chance that African American males on this campus will not 

be stigmatized as being admitted solely because of their perceived athletic abilities, this 

university is important to the study, especially when considering the academic role-

identity development of African American males.  This university’s overall graduation 

rate is lower than the national average, but it has a slightly higher than average graduation 

rate for African Americans, with an overall graduation rate of 48%, and a 44% percent 

graduation rate for African Americans (NCES, 2008).  According to IPEDS data, 

compiled by NCES (2003), 56% of all college students nationwide graduate within 6 

years, and 40% of all African American students complete their degree during that time 

frame, while only 32.4% of African American males complete college within six years 

(Harper, 2006).  Interestingly, the football student-athletes attending USA University 

have the highest graduation success rate (GSR) of all teams in the sample, and amongst 

the highest in the football bowl subdivision.  The GSR of the team is 80%, about 1.7 

times that of the student body.   
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Measure Construction  

In this study, descriptive data about each university and its football team was 

gathered.   Such data included enrollment and graduation rates from each campus, as well 

as the football team’s academic progress rate (APR) data reported to the NCAA.  

Personal data was also gathered from each interviewee to allow for comparison amongst 

interviewees across campuses.  This data included high school GPA, college GPA, 

parents’ level of education, first-generation status, and the results from the AIMS and 

AIMI survey instruments.   

High School GPA. 

In a nine-year study of persistence in higher education, Stoecker, Pascarella and 

Wolfe (1988) found that high school academic achievement was one of the strongest 

predictors of persistence for both African American and Caucasian males.   In order to 

determine high school achievement, they examined two different figures—the student’s 

high school GPA and his class-rank by quartile.  Hood et al. (1992) and Comeaux (2005) 

also found that high school GPA was a strong predictor of academic success and 

persistence in college.  However, Young and Rogers (1991) found that using high school 

grades as a predictor of college GPA was not as successful of a prediction measure for 

African American students as it was for Caucasian students (cited in Furr & Elling, 

2002).   In this study, participants’ high school GPAs were collected from most every 

participant.  Under the rules first established in NCAA Proposal 48, all student-athletes 

must enter college with a high school GPA of 2.0 in core courses in order to be 

immediately eligible to practice and play on a college team, and to receive an NCAA 
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scholarship (Toner, 1984), thus all of the participants had a high school GPA of at least 

2.0, and the average high school GPA amongst the sample was 3.14.  

Parents’ Level of Education. 

Participants in this study were asked about their parents’ level of education, 

specifically their mother’s level of education.  Scholars have frequently found that a 

predictor of academic performance in higher education is a combination of high school 

GPA and parental education levels. Lang, Dunham and Alpert (1988) determined a 

mother’s education to be one of six variables to predict academic performance for 

football student-athletes.  Although they initially selected father’s education as a 

independent variable, it was not found to have a significant effect.  Paulsen and St. John 

(2002) also used mother’s educational attainment as a variable in a college persistence 

study, explaining that “previous research indicates that mother’s education predicts 

persistence better than father’s education or parent’s education […and] because many 

students are from single parent homes, […] a larger percentage of students are likely to 

be influenced by their mothers on a day-to-day basis” (pp.199-200).  

First-generation Status. 

Typically, college students whose parent(s) have not completed a college degree 

are considered first generation (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak & Terenzini, 2004).  This 

variable is considered to be critical when examining college retention and degree 

attainment, because parents who have completed degrees often share similar expectations 

for their children’s academic future, and have knowledge, more specifically the cultural 

capital (Bourdieu, 1986), to navigate the college-going process (Dennis, Phinney, & 
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Chuateco, 2005; Pascarella et al., 2004).  In this study, 17 of the participants, or 41.5% of 

the sample, are true first-generation students, with neither parent possessing a college 

degree of any type.  Additionally, five of the participants are also considered first-

generation for the purposes of this study, because both parents’ (N=2), or only one 

parent’s (N=3) highest level of education is an Associate’s Degree.   These five 

additional students have been considered first-generation for the purposes of this study, 

because of their parents’ lack of knowledge about the four-year, residential university 

experience.   

Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS). 

For his dissertation examining the impact of athletic injury on athletic identity, 

Brewer (1991) developed the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS).  Since that 

time, Brewer’s scale has been used in numerous articles as a measure of athletic identity 

(Cornelius, 1995; Griffith & Johnson, 2002; Horton & Mack, 2000; Murray, 2001; Settles 

& Sellers, 2002).  The AIMS is made up of 10 survey items, where athletes rank their 

responses on seven point Likert scale (see Appendix E).  For each question, a score of a 

seven predicts a strong athletic identity, and a score of one predicts a low athletic 

identity.  For example, question four is “Sport is the most important thing in my life” 

(Brewer, 1991, p. 105).  The respondent would give an answer between a one (strongly 

disagree) and a seven (strongly agree).  Thus an AIMS score of 70 would yield the 

highest possible athletic identity, and a score of 10 would be the lowest possible score.   

It is difficult to know at what point on the AIMS measure a student will 

demonstrate engulfment in his athletic role at the cost of other roles and identity 
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components.  In Brewer’s (1991) study, the mean AIMS score for college football players 

was 51.1, and the average for all nationally and internationally competitive athletes 

(which included intercollegiate student-athletes) in the sample was 54.1, as opposed to 

the score of 32.4 for recreational/fitness athletes.  In this study, the average AIMS score 

was 52.5.  The AIMS scores were considered supplemental to data gathered from 

participant interviews, and were compared to participants’ scores on the AIMI scale, to 

determine whether these scales could accurately demonstrate how student-athletes 

negotiate these roles. 

Academic Identity Measurement Index (AIMI). 

Using Brewer’s (1991) AIMS as a guide, an Academic Identity Measurement 

Index was constructed for this study (see Appendix F). The AIMI is also a 10-question 

survey, but one that focuses on students’ actions and feelings towards their academic 

experiences, rather than their feelings and actions toward athletics.  Like the AIMS, it 

asks participants to rank each statement about academics on a scale of one to seven, one 

being “strongly disagree” and seven being “strongly agree.”  Thus, a total score of 70 

would be the highest possible score for academic identity, and a score of 10 would 

demonstrate the greatest disassociation with the academic role.  Amongst the participants, 

AIMI scores averaged 44.7.   

Qualitative Measure Construction 

The majority of data collected for this study was qualitative data from digitally-

recorded interviews that were transcribed and coded for emergent themes.  The 

interviews were semi-structured in nature, because this interview format is best when a 
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researcher is only able to interview a participant one time (Bernard, 1994).  The 

interviewees were asked about their athletic experiences, both in high school and college, 

their academic experiences in high school and college, role-set members both in their 

athletic and academic realms, and whether or not the campus climate affected their 

academic experiences (see Appendix A).  Such measures are more thoroughly outlined 

below.   

Role-set Members. 

In this study, student-athletes were asked to describe key players in both their 

athletic and academic role-sets in high school and college.  They were asked to describe 

the nature of their relationships with their teammates and coaches in high school and 

college, peer groups, and teachers, professors, and others who had played a large role in 

their academic and athletic development. Members of the athletic role-set included 

coaches, trainers, teammates, parents, siblings and boosters, and members of the 

academic role-set included parents, extended family members, advisors (both from the 

athletic department and their major program), tutors, professors, classmates, and mentors. 

Faculty Interaction. 

Participants were asked about the quantity and quality of faculty interaction, to 

explore what role such interaction might play in academic identity development.   As 

Harrison, Comeaux and Plecha (2006) have demonstrated, faculty serving as 

“‘intellectual’ coaches” (p. 277), can play a positive role in student-athletes’ commitment 

to academic pursuits.  The authors also emphasized the need to look at the quality of 

faculty-student interactions, in addition to the frequency, because “the quality and nature 
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of formal and informal communication and faculty interactions with student athletes is 

also essential to both academic achievement and overall college experience” (p. 282).    

Mayo, Murguia and Padilla (1995) have also recognized the importance of faculty 

interaction, and found it particularly salient for African American students attending 

PWIs (as cited in Furr & Elling, 2002).  The participants were asked about such 

interactions not only in college, but also with their high school teachers, because high 

school experiences set the tone for college expectations and occurrences.    

Non Student-athlete Peers. 

Students in this study were asked to describe their non-athlete peer relationships.  

Much like the questions about faculty interaction, they were asked to quantify and qualify 

their relationship(s) with non-athlete peers.  However, the extent of the influence by non-

athletic peers was not defined by number of peers, but the importance and influence that 

these identified peers have on the participant.  The student-athletes in the sample were 

asked to indicate whether or not they had non-student-athlete friends, and to describe 

these relationships and the amount of time spent with these peer(s).  These data were 

gathered to understand the role a student-athlete’s peer relationships might play in his 

development or maintenance of an academic role-identity.  Such inquiry is in part 

inspired by Adler and Adler’s (1987, 1991) lament that the student-athletes in their 

sample had a “paucity” (p. 452) of academic role-set members, and Crosnoe, Cavanagh 

and Elder’s (2003) study of adolescents, which found that students who had academically 

successful friends, or friends who liked school, had more academic success than students 

with non-academically-oriented peers.   
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Data Collection 

In order to collect the data for this study, Human Subjects approval was obtained.  

To gather data, a two-to-three day visit was planned for each campus.  Because of the 

small window of time available for these students-athletes between their academic 

requirements and football commitments, two to three days was needed at each site to 

schedule the necessary hour-long interview slots in a way that did not interfere with the 

student-athletes’ academic or football schedule.  Additionally, because private space was 

needed to conduct these interviews, which was made available at each site’s athletic 

complex, two to three days was usually just long enough to collect data without 

becoming an inconvenience.  Because assistance from the campus athletic departments 

was essential, and required by the University of Arizona’s Human Subjects Protection 

Program, site approval for the study was required from each athletic program.   

To obtain site permission, an email with attached .pdf letter was sent to the head 

of athletic academic support services or the person in charge of academic services for the 

football team to explore the possibility of conducting the study (Appendix B).  In each 

case but one, the final approval to conduct the study came from the director of athletic 

academic support services.  At three of these schools, the athletic academic director 

would not approve the visit without the permission of the head football coach.  At Big 12 

North University the athletic academic director declined the request and suggested 

contacting the head coach directly.  This was the case with many of the universities that 

declined participation, however, this was the only university where a reply was received 

from the head coach, accepting the research request.  Additionally, this was the only 
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campus where all of the interviews were coordinated with the assistance of the football 

operations staff, and conducted within the football department’s offices, and not within 

athletic academic support services.  

When permission was received to conduct the study at each site, and a primary 

campus contact was identified, the contact was sent a letter outlining the requirements for 

participation, a list of eligible students who had signed a National Letter of Intent during 

the years of 2004 and 2006 and remained on the 2007 football roster.  Additionally, a 

flier soliciting participation in the study was also sent to the contact to assist in his or her 

recruitment (please see Appendix G and H for related documents.)  During the campus 

visit each participant signed up for an hour-long research time slot.  In that hour the 

consent form was explained and signed, the AIMS and AIMI instruments were taken, and 

the semi-structured interview was conducted.  These interviews lasted an average of 40 

minutes, with the shortest being only 22 minutes, and the longest lasting 71 minutes.  

Interviews were audio-recorded using a digital voice recorder, and later transcribed and 

coded for themes in NVivo8.  

Positionality 

Traditionally, the disciplines of anthropology and sociology placed value on the 

studies of “others,” pressing researchers to look outside their own communities, to 

explore the unknown, and to report back with unbiased, empirical findings.  More 

recently, those interested in conducting research in their own communities have been able 

to do so, and have been able to bring an “insider” perspective to their research, and in 

many ways have reframed the way research is conducted and co-constructed (Smith, 
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1999).  However, my research interests position me firmly in the outsider camp. Division 

I-FBS football is a male sport, it also brings together some of the most elite athletes in the 

country, and a majority of the student-athletes on these Division I teams are African 

American (Harper, 2006).  As a Caucasian female, who never was an athlete on a school 

team, I have no insider knowledge of football, intercollegiate athletics from an athlete’s 

point of view, or the experience of African Americans.  

Upon entering the Higher Education master’s program at the University of 

Arizona, I designed my first study around the academic and athletic experiences of 

football student-athletes. I wanted to know more about their experience as student-

athletes in a high profile, revenue generating sport, both in the classroom and on the field. 

To gather data for that study, I conducted nine semi-structured interviews with football 

student-athletes at the University of Arizona.  In contrast, this study was purposely 

designed not to include participants from the University of Arizona.  My reasoning for 

this is that I worked as a tutor in the athletic department during the 2005-2006 academic 

year (after conducting my preliminary study), and did so because I was (and remain) 

genuinely interested in helping these student-athletes succeed academically.  I did not 

want anyone to question my intentions or motivations in working with these students, and 

was aware that including them in my study would be a conflict of interest.   

Although I am still an outsider in the football community, I have become familiar 

with the language associated with the sport.  I often feel that my understanding of the 

time it takes to “view tape” and the difference between that and “getting taped” (by the 

athletic trainer), helped affirm to these student-athletes that I was interested in listening to 
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their stories, and that I was not oblivious to their experience. My interview protocol was 

intentionally designed to demonstrate to the students that I was aware of the culture and 

language of college football.  For example, my fourth interview question (refer to 

Appendix A) asked the participant if he had redshirted during his time at the university. 

Redshirting is a term used to describe a student-athlete who is a member of a team, and 

eligible to receive an athletic scholarship, but does not compete during that season.  

Because Division I athletes are eligible to receive their athletic scholarship for five years, 

but are allowed only four years of competition, many student-athletes redshirt for a year.  

While some are asked to redshirt during their freshman season, giving them time to 

mature, or allowing for veteran athletes to exhaust their eligibility, other student-athletes 

are forced to take a medical redshirt as they are recovering from an injury or illness.  

When a student affirmed that he had redshirted, I asked if it was during his first year, or if 

it had been a medical redshirt, again to affirm to him that I not only understood the term, 

but the difference between the two.  Overall, this question was not of importance to the 

study, but was used to establish my credibility and knowledge of the sport.  This strategy 

was repeated in question 17, when I asked the participant about who helped him negotiate 

the NCAA Eligibility Clearing House.  In order to participate in intercollegiate athletics, 

students must go through the NCAA Eligibility Clearing House to determine that they are 

eligible to participate in college athletics.  This question was asked not only to see which 

member(s) of this student-athlete’s role-set assisted with the needed paperwork, but also 

to demonstrate my knowledge of this “insider” term.   
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In addition to using language in the protocol that demonstrated familiarity with 

the culture of football and intercollegiate athletics, the protocol was also structured in a 

way to ease the participants into sharing their stories.  Because each of the participants 

was a recruited Division I athlete, it was guaranteed that these men were stars on their 

high school football teams.  As such, I began the interview asking them to reminisce 

about their high school football experience—memorable games, teammates, coaches, or 

anything else they wanted to share.  While the stories they told about high school 

athletics were not significant to the study, they gave the participants a chance to speak 

with confidence about positive experiences in their past, and eased them into the many 

stories they would be asked to tell during the remainder of the interview.  While they 

answered this question, additional probing questions were intentionally asked, to affirm 

that I was indeed listening and interested in their stories, and also to encourage them to 

expand on their answers.  I wanted to set the tone that the interview process would be 

centered around sharing their stories about their experiences as students-athletes, rather 

than simply eliciting short answers to my questions.   

Although I strove to prove my knowledge of the college football culture, I believe 

that my “outsider” status may have been an advantage.  For student-athletes who were 

constantly under the scrutiny of the athletic coaching and academic staff, they were able 

to speak to me about their athletic and academic experiences knowing their responses 

would be kept anonymous.   I also found that the student-athletes seemed to enjoy 

reminiscing about the days of high school football, sharing their stories of struggles in 

finding balance between athletic and academic expectations, discussing future plans, and 
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lamenting the stereotypes student-athletes on campus face.  These students seemed quite 

candid with me, even when meeting with me for the first time.   An example of this was 

shown in my interview with Shaun: 

L. Bell:  Are you involved in any other clubs or organizations here on campus? 

Shaun:  Oh now, well, my name's not going to be with this, is it? 

L. Bell: No.   

Shaun: I'm in an, there's an…I'm in a fraternity, a Black, a historically Black 

fraternity, we got a step team, that's about it.  Uh, that's about it. 

L. Bell: That probably takes some time […] Would you...are some of those 

[fraternity members] guys on your team or are most of them not on your team? 

Shaun: Uh, there is, there, some of em, yeah, some of em are on my team, matter 

of fact one you interviewed today is on there, I know he didn't tell you though 

[…] 

L. Bell:  Is this fraternity already here? [One of the interviewees had told me 

about bringing a former historically Black fraternity back to campus.] 

Shaun: We're bringing it back. 

L. Bell:  He did tell me. 

Shaun:  He did?!  That's what I'm talking about! 

It was experiences like this one, and others I had while traveling from campus to campus 

that led me to believe that the participants were fairly comfortable with me, and felt that 

they could safely share their stories.   
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While I believe that I was able to make the student-athletes comfortable during 

our interviews in order to allow them share their experiences honestly, there were 

numerous examples throughout the interviews that acknowledged my outsider status.  At 

USA University, located in the South, I was addressed as “ma’am” throughout the 

interviews by a majority of the participants.  Additionally, of the 41 interviews 

conducted, only four interviews, when transcribed, contained expletives, demonstrating 

that the participants were certainly conscious and cautious about their language during 

the interviews.  In my time spent in more casual settings at the various sites, the language 

used by the student population was not free of such terms.  Answers to my questions 

about the campus racial climate and how comfortable the participants felt both in the 

classroom and on the field based on their race also highlighted my status as a White 

woman.  When I asked Keondra whether or not his race affected how comfortable he felt 

in the classroom, he said, 

Most of the time teammates will sit together, like I know that you see a bunch of 

football players sitting together you know that, probably think they wouldn’t get 

nothing done, but it just made us feel more comfortable ‘cause, like I said, just 

one person, you got one Black, and the rest of ‘em…just more comfortable, that’s 

always why we sit beside each other. 

On Keondra’s campus, Big 12 South University, African Americans make up three 

percent of the student population, while Caucasian students make up almost 80 percent.  

Analyzing this quote, I speculated that Keondra’s use of the term “rest of ‘em,” with the 

pause before he completed the answer, was prompted by my race.  However, I cannot be 
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sure that is the case.  Perhaps more important is that despite my continued reminder at the 

beginning of the interview that the participants could elect not to answer any question 

they did not feel comfortable with, or elect to end the interview at any time, neither ever 

occurred.  In each interview, I was able to ask all of the intended questions, and the mood 

always remained positive.   

Beyond the impact my positionality had on the interviews themselves, I am 

mindful of my outsider status and the assumptions I might be making in my research.  I 

am also acutely aware that as a White woman who will make recommendations regarding 

the experiences of student-athletes, and perhaps more specifically for African American 

student-athletes, my credibility might be in question.  I have presented research stemming 

from this dissertation at the College Sport Research Institute’s 2008 Annual Conference, 

the 2008 Annual Meeting of the North American Society for the Sociology of Sport, and 

the 2009 Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association.  At each of 

these conferences I have sought out others regarded as more senior researchers in the 

field to discuss my findings and have always been met with positive feedback. 

Limitations 

Because this study was conducted using qualitative interviews, the student-

athletes who agreed to participate in the study did so on a voluntary basis, without 

compensation.  Additionally, because potential participants could not be contacted 

directly, the athletic department was relied upon to line up participants.  Originally there 

was concern that the departments would select their most academically promising 

student-athletes for this study, or those who had the most positive opinion about their 
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experiences.  However, after examining the demographic data from the participants, and 

reviewing the interview transcripts, this did not appear to be the case. When examining 

the self-reported college GPAs of the sample, they ranged from 1.9 to 3.1, and averaged 

2.59.  Additionally, these student-athletes spanned the depth chart2, with 19 participants 

amongst the first string, 12 in the second string, three in the third string, one in the fourth 

string, and six who were on the practice squad.  These statistics alone led to confidence 

that the athletic department made participating in this study available to a wide range of 

students who fit the criteria.  While a lack of a random sample may impact the results, the 

attempt to limit the sample to only student-athletes who had been NCAA football 

scholarship recipients throughout their time on a Division I-FBS football team, and those 

who signed national letters of intent in 2004 or 2006, yielded a sample from which 

definitive themes were successfully identified and extracted.   

Another limitation to this study, briefly discussed in the above positionality 

section, is the concern that as an outsider, how could I be confident that these participants 

were being authentic and honest in their responses?  While it is impossible to ascertain 

the truth behind every statement, I enacted various methods to confirm the validity of 

portions of their interviews.  In describing their high school and college football 

experiences and accolades, schools, and the racial mix of their high schools, such data 

were verifiable through various sources, such as the college football media guide 

                                                 
2 The depth chart determines in which order athletes rotate on and off the field.  

Those in the first string are typically the most promising athletes who start the game.  
Those on the second string serve as substitutes for first string players.  Third string 
players do not always see playing time, but are on hand in case of injury.  Finally, those 
on the practice squad play an important role in practice, but almost never see action 
during competition. 
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published annually by each campus, which recount these students’ athletic achievements 

in both high school and college, and through NCES demographic data for each high 

school across the nation.  Additionally, when reviewing qualitative data from each 

interview, findings were compared against data from the other interviews, and the 

experiences that these student-athletes had in many cases mirrored those had by other 

athletes within the same campus, and across the Division I-FBS campuses in the sample, 

again assuring confidence in the authenticity of their responses.   

A final limitation of this study is that by including only five institutions in the 

study, the data are in no way representative of the Division I-FBS programs in the nation. 

Such differences prevent postulating about the experiences of Division I-FBS athletes as 

a whole, but that is not the intention of qualitative research.  It is my hope that this study 

will inspire more comprehensive future exploration of role-identity and campus climate, 

and how they shape the experiences of student-athletes.   

Significance of the Study 

As demonstrated in the literature review, there is nothing novel about studying the 

student-athlete.  Hundreds, if not thousands of studies have been published examining the 

experiences of student-athletes and the realm of college athletics.  However, I found few 

studies that directly include the experiences and voices of these student-athletes (with the 

exception of Adler & Adler, 1987, 1991 and Benson, 2000).   Numerous studies also 

place these student-athletes, and more specifically African American male athletes, in a 

deficit paradigm and seek to explore why they are not persisting in higher education 

(Braxton, 2003; Coakley, 1990; Simons et al., 1999; Solorzano et al., 2001; Terenzini et 
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al., 1996).  It is hoped that this study, which is designed to look at perceptions of 

academic role-identity development amongst student-athletes, and not the lack thereof, 

may be used to further understand the academic experience and rates of persistence for 

student-athletes nationwide. 

Preliminary Findings  

In interviews conducted with three Division I-FBS football student-athletes, none 

of whom attend the universities included in the study, one of the most significant findings 

was the importance of the students’ academic role-set members in the construction of 

their academic identities.  Each of these students was on track to graduate, spoke of his 

intention to complete his degree, and had been a recipient of an NCAA scholarship since 

his freshman year.  All three interviewees were starters and prominent student-athletes on 

the football field, and none expressed his intention to simply remain eligible; all stressed 

the importance of degree completion. 

Two of the interviewees highlighted their families as being strong motivators for 

their academic success.  For Chris it was his mother who played a prominent role.  He 

said, 

She’s just, just motivates me everyday to get up and do it no matter how tired I 

am, just get up and do it, and complete my studies [...] I can hear her in the back 

of my mind, I talk to her a lot, like maybe three times a week, we have a good 

relationship.   

Ron also credited his family for being his academic motivators.  He explained,  
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That’s why I work so hard in school […] so I get the scholarships so I can help 

out my family […] cause they always you know, put that pressure, they always 

stress, “get that degree, get that degree cause it’s gonna help you out in the 

world.” 

Although their families were not the only members of their academic role-sets pushing 

them to succeed, these results inspired me to learn about the families of those interviewed 

for this study, to explore in which role-set they are placed by the student-athlete, and to 

see how this might be connected with aspirations for academic success and degree 

completion.    

Another preliminary finding was the role of faculty members in the student-

athlete’s academic role-set.  As mentioned in the literature review, little research has been 

conducted on the relationships of faculty and student-athletes, and these preliminary 

results inspired hope that future research might be sparked as a result of this dissertation.  

For both Derrick and Ron faculty members had played large roles in motivating them to 

succeed academically.  As Derrick explained, “I’ve had a lot of experiences with 

[faculty] actually wanting the student to do well, not just come to school and breeze 

through, they actually motivate you to work, they make you earn what you get.”  

Speaking about his favorite professor on campus, Ron noted,  

It was one of the courses like, work was tough, but man, I don’t know, it was just, 

I wanted to do the work. [… The professor is] down to earth, there’s not that 

teacher/student barrier.  It’s like, she’s there with us.  It’s like yeah, we have to do 

her work, yeah we have to hand in stuff to her, yeah, you know she’s the teacher 
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and she runs the class, but at the same time she’s like, you know, I mean she 

understands where we’re coming from, you know, as college students because she 

was there once.  I mean it’s just one of them things, she relates to students really 

well.  She’s really passionate about what she teaches. 

These findings suggested that faculty could play an important role in a student’s 

academic role-set, and have the ability to encourage these students to excel in academics 

and go beyond the minimum required.  Such findings demonstrated the importance of 

asking these student-athletes to define both their academic and athletic role-sets, to 

uncover the influence these actors had on the students’ identity development.   

Chapter Summary 

I am confident that this study uncovers new ground in the realm of research on 

football student-athletes.  Using qualitative data gathered at five Division I-FBS 

campuses to explore pre-college academic experiences, the impact of campus climate on 

a student-athlete’s role-identity, and the power of a student-athlete’s role-set in shaping 

his college experience, is a unique research design.  Additionally, a qualitative study 

conducted with 41 student-athletes in an uncommonly large sample.  It is my sincere 

hope that data and the implications that result from this study can be used to improve the 

academic experiences and graduation rates of student-athletes in the years to come.   
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CHAPTER 4:  ROLE, ROLE IDENTITY, & THEIR IMPLICATIONS 

This study was designed to investigate how high-profile, Division I-FBS football 

student-athletes negotiate their academic role expectations while immersed in the athletic 

culture on campus. The sub-questions that guided the study were: has the campus climate 

influenced a solidification of their athletic and/or academic role identities; how has their 

role as an athlete shaped or influenced both their high school and college educational 

experiences; how have their athletic role-set members assisted in shaping their 

educational experiences in both high school and college; how have their academic role-

set members assisted in shaping their educational experiences in both high school and 

college; and finally, what role have their peers had in the construction of their perceptions 

of their athletic and academic roles?  

  In this chapter, the findings from both the quantitative and qualitative data 

gathered are presented. First, the results of the quantitative portion of the study will be 

discussed.  In addition to the results from AIMS and AIMI instruments, this data will be 

further interpreted using the results from the qualitative portion of the study that explored 

the perceived salience of the participants’ roles as both athletes and students.  The impact 

of the campus climate on perceived roles will also be presented.  In addressing the 

subquestions, the impact of the athletic role on the participants’ high school and college 

educational experiences will be examined. Following that, those within the participants’ 

athletic and academic role-sets both in high school and college will be explored.  The 

findings include a discussion about the significant physical and social disconnect from 
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the general student body experienced by the participants, and the ways in which college 

football often leads to a de-emphasis on major selection.                          

EXAMINING THE AIMS & AIMI RESULTS 

When asked to quantify the importance they placed on their roles as athletes and 

students, the average AIMS score for all participants was 52.5.  In Brewer’s (1991) study, 

the mean AIMS score for college football players was 51.1, and the average for all 

nationally and internationally competitive athletes (which included intercollegiate 

student-athletes) in the sample was 54.1, as opposed to the score of 32.4 for recreational  

athletes.  In comparing the two studies, those who participated in this study seem to 

perceive the importance of their athletic identity at levels comparable to those in 

Brewer’s 1991 study. However, because this study was mainly a qualitative study with 

only 41 participants, no statistical significance can be drawn from the data.   

The AIMI scores, which attempted to quantify a student-athlete’s academic 

identity, yielded an average of 44.7; the average athletic identity was quantified as being 

stronger than participants’ academic identity.  Through further examination of the AIMS 

and AIMI scores, average scores for both measures were compiled for variables that have 

been identified in the literature as predictors of academic performance (parental 

involvement, presence of faculty role models, participation in extra-curricular activities in 

addition to football, high school GPA, and first generation status) and athletic focus 

(father’s experience as an athlete, string status).  Interestingly, the variable that resulted in 

the greatest variation of the AIMI average of 44.7 was high school GPA.  As noted in 

Chapter Three, high school GPA has been found to be a strong predictor of academic 
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success in college (Stoecker et al., 1988), however, in this study those who had a high 

school GPA of 3.0 or below were found to have an AIMI average of 47.4, and those with 

a high school GPA that was above a 3.0 had an AIMI average of 42.4.  At the same time, 

those with a high school GPA of 3.0 or less had a college GPA averaging 2.48, while 

those with a high school GPA above 3.0 had an average college GPA of 2.66 (Appendix 

I).  So, while the students with more academic success in high school had a slightly 

higher average GPA, their academic identity score was not a predictor of their GPA.  

This result seemed surprising; again, with only 41 participants, no statistical significance 

can be demonstrated.  While it might be the construction of the AIMI that is problematic, 

perhaps more salient is that it is only through these qualitative interviews that we are able 

to begin to understand the different ways the role-identity of student-athlete is 

constructed, and how the campus dynamics influence the student-athlete experience.  

Such was the goal of the study at its conception.  

CAMPUS CLIMATE 

Labeled as an Athlete 

As London et al. (2005) have noted, people’s identities are in part shaped by how 

they believe others perceive them.  To explore how the participants believed they were 

perceived by others on campus, they were asked, “How do students on campus see you?  

To them are you another student, an athlete, [or] a football player?”   In answering this 

question, 33 of the participants (80%) reported “always” (N=21) or “usually” (N=12) 

being identified as athletes, and most often, as football players specifically.  Of the eight 

students who reported “rarely” being identified as athletes, all identified as White and 



 78 

their median weight was 192 pounds.  Conversely, the median weight of the seven 

Caucasian students who “always” or “usually” felt identified as athletes was 270 pounds.  

Most significantly, all of the students of color in the sample reported being “always” or 

“usually” identified as athletes.  For the Black students in the sample (which includes the 

student who identified as African, not African American), their median weight was 225 

pounds, and the median weight of the four non-African American students of color in the 

sample was 252 pounds.   

Passing as a Student. 

These weights have been shared to demonstrate that for the White students in the 

sample, only those who were significantly larger than the general student population felt 

immediately stereotyped as athletes.  In fact, according to the 2007 Gallup health poll, the 

average American male weighs 191 pounds, just one pound less than the average of those 

in the sample who rarely felt identified as an athlete (Newport, 2007).  Being able to 

“pass” as a student, allowed these student-athletes to selectively choose how they wanted 

to identify and be identified on campus.  Tom explained, 

I’m the punter, so I mean punters don’t get like a bunch of recognition, I guess.  

And I don’t really look like a football player, so I’m just kind of a average size 

[…] I’m not big and giant. […] And I don’t really like sport like football gear all 

the time, that’s just not who I – I mean, you know, that’s not [my] personality, so 

I’m just – kinda dress different, I guess, or whatever, but I don’t – I’m not typical. 
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“Always” or “Usually” an Athlete. 

At 190 pounds, Tom was able to blend in on campus.  Dan, a 305 pound offensive 

guard, was not able to do the same: 

I mean one, I hate to say something like this, but I just make a lot of people look 

really little.  I’m 6’4,” 310 pounds, and it’s actually like, “Dude, you have to play 

football,” it’s usually like.  And of course I’m wearing team issue most of the 

time, too, ‘cause […] I’m getting team issue stuff for free and it fits.  I mean I’ve 

outgrown most of my own clothes.  I can’t wear – I mean, I swear XX’s are too 

small now.  The shirt I’m wearing right now is too small for me, but I got no clean 

laundry.  So I get team issue stuff and it fits.  I mean we get it a lot and I can just 

throw that in my laundry bag here even and have them wash it.  So I wear team 

issue all the time.  So yeah, it’s pretty obviously when we’re walking around that 

we’re athletes. 

Dan believed that it was his size that signified to others that he was a member of the 

football team.  At the same time he conceded that he wore issued gear (t-shirts with the 

Big 12 North Football logo, sweat pants, etc.) around campus.  However, unlike Tom’s 

decision not to wear issued gear because it was not his “personality,” Dan felt obligated 

to wear team issued clothing because with the athletic cut, these were the pieces that best 

fit his wide, athletic frame.  Dan’s sense of fashion limitation is understandable.  

Garments cut for obese men often have a roomier fit in the abdomen area of the garment, 

in contrast to clothing designed for extra-extra large athletes that provides more room in 



 80 

the shoulders, upper arms, and chest, to accommodate a muscular, athletic build, and not 

an obese belly.  

Ben, a 220 pound offensive linebacker, who identified as Asian Pacific Islander, 

but phenotypically could have been misidentified as White (as he explained, “My baby 

brother’s this big Hawaiian-looking kid with, like, long black hair.  And then, you just 

see me, and it’s just like, ‘Where’d you come from?’”), spoke of his attempt to not wear 

issued gear, but still found himself unable to escape the student-athlete label.  He 

lamented, 

 From the time I wake up until class is over, I’m a student. So, I mean, but, you 

know, I’ll walk into class and people are like, you know, they’ll already just label 

me. Oh, he plays football. […] I try never to wear any of my workout stuff to 

class.  You know, I always just try to, you know, put on my other clothes. And, 

like, somehow […] just because I think I’m bigger than the more average student.  

They can tell.  I mean, like, I hang out with my friends and I kind of look around.  

I’m like, “Man, I am a lot bigger than you guys.”  […] Okay, now I get why 

everybody can label me so quick. But I try to, you know, when I first meet people, 

like I don't tell them I play sports at all.  […] Because, I mean, it’s a gift, but I 

don't usually, you know, like to be labeled as an athlete. 

Unlike Dan, Ben was able to find non-athletic apparel that fit him well, but he believed it 

was his size and build that led to such labeling. 
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Implications for Students of Color. 

For the students of color on these predominantly White campuses, it seemed that 

the shade of their skin, and perhaps the over-representation of African American male 

student-athletes on Division I campuses, was what led others to always or usually identify 

them as athletes; this was a label they could not avoid.  Specifically for the Black 

students in the sample it was not their unusual size (they weighed an average of 45 

pounds less than the identifiable White athletes), but the color of their skin that prompted 

others on campus to make such assumptions.   

The awareness of how their skin color led to their labeling as an athlete was not 

lost on the Black participants in the study.  In most cases, they directly expressed a belief 

that their race prompted such assumptions.  Below is a conversation with CJ, a student at 

Big 12 North University, where two percent of the campus is comprised of African 

American students: 

 L. Bell: So what do you think tips off these students that you play football? 

 CJ:  Honest truth? 

 L. Bell: Yeah. 

 CJ: Not a lot of Black people that go there, so I mean – 

 L. Bell: So you think that that’s one of the first things they assume? 

 CJ: Mmhmm, the first thing they assume is that you an athlete.  Yeah, for the 

most part they think we athletes. 

James, also a student-athlete at Big 12 North gave a thorough reflection for the reasons 

behind such labeling,  
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 One thing [that tips people off] is that you're Black.  There are not very many 

Black people on campus, and although I want to say we make up somewhere 

between 1 and 3 percent of the total population of campus, and of that 1-3 

percent, 95% play sports.  So, the probability is that if you see a Black person 

walking around campus they play sports.  So that's one thing.  Another thing is 

branding.  What do I have on right now?  They give you tons of clothes, it's free, 

you can't go wrong.  Just grab a shirt, it's probably going to say [Big 12 North] 

Football, or [Big 12 North] on it, Sports and Nutrition, it's just huge.  Branding's 

huge.  Another thing is just the fact that you're, you know, your size, size tips 

them off.  "Why are you big?"  People are not big for no reason.  Like, "What do 

you do?"  The fourth thing I would say is, the clothes that we wear.  Even if I 

didn't have this [Big 12 North football] shirt on, I would still have a regular T-

shirt on, in the winter I would have sweatpants on, right now it's mesh shorts.  It's 

just the whole comfortableness of the situation.  A lot of people dress up for class, 

a lot of people wear jeans and a shirt, belts. I'm going to wear sweats.  Sweats and 

a shirt.  And maybe some Crocs.  I want to be comfortable.  I don't care what it 

looks like, I don't care if it matches, I want to be comfortable.  There're things like 

that that tip them off that you're an athlete. 

For James, it was not only his race, although that was the primary factor, but also size and 

clothing that signified his student-athlete status to the rest of campus. 

At Pac-10 University where three percent of the student population is African 

American, the Black student-athletes described a similar situation.  As Derrick noted, 
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Even as a freshman before I got all swoll, people can tell.  It’s funny because a lot 

of people say – especially being Black – people are like you are either on here, 

this campus for athletics or – so if you’re Black and you’re on campus, you’re 

pretty much an athlete.   

Tyrell, a participant of African American descent, also noted that at Pac-10 he has always 

been identified as an athlete, but when asked what he believed contributed to this 

assumption, he attributed it to weight and height, and did not mention race.  

When a person sees me on campus for the first time, they usually think, “Oh he’s 

tall and big,” which they usually tell me, and then they go straight to the other 

thing, “Oh, he must be an athlete, he must play football or basketball, he so tall.” 

That’s the first thing that comes out of their mouth.  “But I’m also a student,” I 

like to say.  Like sometimes I’ll get approached on the street, and they say, “Oh 

you play football for UW,” and I say, “No” I kind of say, “No, I’m just a student 

trying to get my education,” ‘cause that’s also what I’m doing too. 

Notably, at USA University, where 29% of the student population is African 

American, although all of the African American student-athletes felt that they “always” 

or “usually” were identified as student-athletes, or football players, not one listed his race 

as the reason for such an assumption.  Eddie’s response was typical of his peers, 

They immediately know I'm an athlete 'cause of my size, I'm real tall, 6'7", so 

most people think that I play basketball, so when I tell them I play football 

they're, "Oh, oh."  And then, I kind of like to joke myself, so I like to tell people I 

play golf, just to see the reaction they give.   



 84 

The significance of being labeled as a football player is not the label itself, but the 

stigma often attached to the label.  As Alex, a student at Big 12 South University 

explained, 

I think since I'm big and since I'm an African American, people automatically 

assume that I'm a football player […] sometimes it bothers me and sometimes it 

doesn't.  I mean, the way that they think of football players is as lazy, always 

tryin' to get by, don't wanna go to class, and it's not like that.  I think I've missed 

maybe three classes since I've been up here. 

For Alex, it was not being identified as an athlete that was most troublesome, but the 

assumptions about his character that came along with the label. 

Stereotypes Attached to the Football Athlete Label 

Every participant interviewed could easily list off stereotypes held by the student 

body about football players that they had confronted during their time on campus.  While 

the most prevalent stereotype across all of the interviews was the “dumb jock” stereotype 

(N=23), other stereotypes that spanned the five campuses included a sense that they were 

spoiled by the university (N=19), cocky (N=15), players or “man-whores” (N=15), 

partiers (N=15), and intimidating or violent (N=14).  On four of the campuses the 

student-athletes were stereotyped as benefiting from easy grading policies (N=7).  For the 

student-athletes who could not escape the label, the implications behind the stereotypes 

attached to the label dramatically impacted their college experience. 
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The Dumb Jocks. 

In the interviews, 23 of the participants noted that the students on campus viewed 

athletes as “dumb jocks,” unintelligent and not academically motivated.  As Jake 

bemoaned, 

It is hard being a student-athlete because people do perceive you as being dumb 

and all you care about is football and it’s not really the reality that we do care 

about other things and that we have families that we care about and that we do 

care about school. And I think it’s a pretty bad perception that we get brought on, 

and it’s hard to break it, it’s very hard for us to break that thing that I mean it’s 

kind of like you perceive that and people think that. 

James, Jake’s teammate at Big 12 North concurred, 

One thing [they think] would be that football is the only thing that matters.  So 

from that you get, you're gonna be lazy in the classroom, you're not gonna do your 

work, you're not gonna pay attention, you're not gonna sit in the front, you're 

gonna sit in the back somewhere, you're going to be talking, you're gonna be 

disruptive.  Other things about your character are that you're a meathead, so you 

don't want to study.   

A senior at AC University, Tom noted, 

 I guess they pretty much assume we’re dumb.  A lot of the times they – I think a 

lot of them just assume that – yeah, I would say they assume that we’re not very 

smart, not very smart guys and just the whole stereotypical jock thing and jocks 

are dumb and stuff like that.  Pretty much I think they think that a lot.  But of 
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course, I mean they can’t think that [and at the same time] see me in their 

psychology class and I’m a senior and I’ve obviously – I’ve gotten this far so. 

For Tom, his frustration was rooted in still having to confront assumptions that he was 

dumb, even though he was a senior and had proven he was able to be successful in the 

major. 

George, a sophomore at Pac-10 University, was discouraged by the student 

body’s assumptions.  He sighed when asked what types of stereotypes the student body 

had about student-athletes, and said, “Just, a meathead, you know, stupid, big dumb, big 

dumb person.  I can see a lot of people thinkin’ that, but, whatever; they can think 

whatever; I’ll prove ‘em wrong.”  As a sophomore, George seemed determined to correct 

assumptions, however, James and Tom, both seniors, seemed to accept the situation as 

something they could not change, regardless of the inaccuracies behind the stereotype.   

The pervasiveness of the “dumb jock” stereotype amongst those in the sample is 

an important issue to explore because of the impact such negative stereotypes can have.  

As discussed in Chapter Two, Steele and Aronson (1995) have demonstrated that 

stereotype threat can negatively impact one’s academic performance when he identifies 

with a group for which there exist stereotypes of academic or intellectual inferiority, and 

that identity is activated.  Because the “dumb jock” stereotype was found at each campus, 

and because over 80% of the sample felt “always” or “usually” labeled as an athlete, for 

most of these participants their association with their athletic identity seems to be almost 

always activated, creating a situation ripe for academic underperformance due to 

stereotype threat. 
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Spoiled by the University. 

At each university, the participants spoke of times when students had accused 

them of being spoiled by the university.  Such stereotypes were reported by about half of 

the sample (N=19).  For Kurt, what frustrated him the most was that while students told 

him how envious they were of the advantages athletes received, they could not separate 

fact from fiction, and did not realize that they also had access to many of these services.  

Kurt explains, 

Some kid was like, "Man, you all got it made up there, tutors takin' notes for ya 

and like givin' you all the exams," and it's pretty much - that's totally not the case.  

I mean, everybody has access to all the exams, and I don't know one student-

athlete that has someone take notes for them.  Just ‘cause we're required to be up 

here [in the athletic academic support services area], other people can come up 

here too, it's not just limited to us or just for us.  Everybody has access to tutors, 

they just don't take advantage of the opportunities they have. 

While at two other campuses, both Donald and Kevin also faced accusations that they did 

not do their own work.  Kevin said, “[Students think] I’m an athlete. I’m spoiled. I don’t 

do anything in class. My grades are given to me.  Stuff like that.” Intent on dispelling 

such rumors, Donald noted,  

Uh, a lot of people think that athletes have it easier, they think people do our work 

for us, and all that type of stuff, and actually we do our own work.  Everybody 

thinks we have people to write our papers or do stuff like that, but we do our own 

work, but a lot of people don't know that.  So. I wish we could clear that up. 
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In addition to facing accusations that the university pays others to do their work 

for them, other student-athletes were labeled as spoiled because they had received full 

athletic scholarships. As Chris explained, 

I know once people find out [I’m an athlete] it’s just – people see, especially as a 

scholarship guy, that everything just got handed to us.  Do we get benefits?  Yeah.  

But we also do a lot of stuff that no one else has to do.  Like I said, we had 6:00 

a.m. meetings for like three weeks straight.  

 So yeah, my school is paid for.  We can get tutors and stuff, but we also – 

people don’t know, like I said, we have 6:00 a.m. meetings, 6:00 a.m. runs, 

workouts every day, practices for about four hours.  So on game days we’re in the 

hotel, practicing through Friday night, all the way through Saturday.  I think their 

perception is we have it easy.  We have everything given to us.  We have it made.  

You know what I mean.  In some aspects we do, but in a lot of aspects we don’t. 

Chris believed that while the athletic scholarship was beneficial, a great deal of often 

unrecognized work had to be returned in exchange.  Jontay believed that if students 

looked at his athletic scholarship as a campus job, they might have been more 

understanding.  He noted, 

[They believe] that we have a silver spoon in our mouths.  We just got everything 

given to us.  I mean, we’re the lucky ones, we’re not paying, which is a give and 

take.  We are blessed to be in the situation that we’re in, but there’s no way that 

like if you go to work after school, [that] I don’t like you for going to work.  

That’s how you earn your living while you’re going to school.  Like me playing 
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football, that’s how I’m earning my education.  So, I don’t knock you so you 

shouldn’t knock me.   

While Greg shared similar sentiments with Chris and Jontay, he also wanted students to 

consider the long-term effects of his athletic scholarship, and to think about how they 

were spending their time in college. 

I’ve had classes with like, “Oh, the athletes, you always get everything.”  I’m like, 

you know, “Everything’s for free,” and I’m like, “Well, okay, when you can run 

around with your kid when you’re 35, you enjoy that and I’ll be probably limpin’ 

or somethin’.”  So, you know, like I’m – we’re payin’ the price, and I just – I 

really wish like I – we read newspapers and stuff like that, like, you know, about 

like they – our student paper, and I just get kinda sick of readin’ that stuff or 

hearin’ it, like, oh, you get all that free stuff. 

 L. Bell:  But like free stuff, what do they mean […]? 

 Greg: Like beer, or you get free meals, like – I’m like, man, it ain’t, you know, if 

I was – if I didn’t have – you don’t even have a job and you’re a student, like, 

your parents are just payin’ for you to go to school, that’s free, too, you know.  

Like, you know, my personal opinion, you know, they go out doin’ coke and 

gettin’ drunk every night of the week and failin’ out of college.  Okay, you’re the 

one wastin’ your life, you know, I’m – I’m workin’ my butt off here, like get off 

my back, you know.  
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Greg’s frustration was two-fold, while he believed he was putting in a great deal of work 

for his college scholarship, he was also frustrated with the way he perceived other 

students to be spending their free time and living off their parents’ money.   

Cocky. 

In addition to the accusation that the university had spoiled them, 15 of the 

participants noted being accused of being cocky or over-confident.  Ben stated, 

I’ve heard it all.  I’ve heard guys say it to my face, like, you know, “Oh, you think 

you’re just so big, just because you play football.”  I’m like, “Dude, I didn't even 

tell you I played football.  What the heck?” 

For Donald, one of the most athletically promising and recognizable football student-

athletes at USA University, he noted students’ surprise at his friendly demeanor, “A lot of 

people think I'm stuck up before they approach me.  They say that, ‘Man, I thought you'd 

be stuck up because you're good in football’ and this and that, but I'm just a normal 

person.” The desire to be a “normal person,” to not be lumped in to a stereotype, but to be 

known as an individual was an overall theme in the conversations about such stereotypes.  

As Alex reminded us,  

 We get the persona we're cocky.  I mean necessarily not - we're not all like that. 

Like, I've had people tell me, "Hey, I'm glad you're not like the other football 

guys."  And I'm like, "Well, how can you say that if you haven't met every single 

football guy if you're gonna say that?" 
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Players & Man-whores 

Although being cocky or overly confident can be seen as a negative personal trait, 

many of the participants were also frustrated with the assumption that they were sexually 

promiscuous.  The terms they used to describe this stereotype included “man whores,” 

“'ho’s,” “sluts,” and “players.”  As Daryl lamented, “It’s a real bad stereotype they have 

here is that all football players are 'ho’s and stuff like that.  So I mean that’s one 

stereotype that we get a lot; or, you know, they’re nasty or things like that.”  The 

consequence of this stereotype often made it hard for these participants to successfully 

date women in whom they were interested.  As Jamel bemoaned, “Girls think you talk to 

a lot of other females, like, not all of us are like that, but we all have to deal with it.”  It 

also made some of them uncomfortable to be labeled this way, because of the morals by 

which they were raised.  Derrick explained, “I’ve always been a one woman man.  I 

never – I’m not the type to swindle females or anything like that.  I never have, never will 

be.  My mom didn’t bring me up like that.”  Derrick was not alone in being ashamed to 

be associated with such a stereotype.  However, not all of the participants seemed as 

distraught to be labeled as a “man whore.” Carson explained,  

[They think that] we pretty much are like man-whores, you know.  They all think 

that […] and sometimes that’s true in like some cases, but it’s not like all there is.  

Well, I mean, but like, the thing is, like, it’s funny because it’s always like – it’s 

always the girls that say [that]– and then it’s always the girls that are headin’ off 

with the guys.  So it’s kind of like, well, stop doin’ it if you don’t want to have 
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that be your reputation or whatever.  And it’s like fine, because we’re guys so we 

don’t care.  And we’re like, those girls, they’ve been going on and on, so.  

For Carson, it was annoying to be called a man-whore, and to have to hear this “on and 

on” from women, but at the same time, he believed most men were not bothered by such 

an accusation.  This demonstrates how a consistent stereotype can impact people in 

inconsistent ways.   

Intimidating & Violent. 

Perhaps it is the aggression associated with football as a sport, but across all 

campuses the participants also faced accusations of being intimidating or violent.  Davis 

gave a general overview of students’ perceptions, 

[People think that] guys that are here to play football, and that’s it.  Just like 

meatheads, that are just football, fighting, drinking, partying, you know, and like 

school’s not involved in that; fun, just good old fashioned fun, is not involved in 

that; um, being nice, to girls especially, is not involved in that—I just don’t think 

they see those three things.  I guess that’s what they don’t see.  I’ve actually had a 

lot of people, not the majority of people that I meet, but just a few people just say 

like, “Oh, before I met people on the team I thought totally different.” 

In some cases the participants expanded on what Davis meant by not being nice to 

girls, noting that stereotypes of being violent or intimidating also encompassed an 

assumption of sexual violence towards women.  Dan made this clear when he said,   

I know now for the people who just don’t like the program, of course they’re 

gonna be like, “Oh you play football.  What?  Do you go out and rape girls on the 
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weekend?”  But in general, most of the people are really just like, “Oh, you play 

football?  Dude, you should come party with us.” 

It is hard to imagine not being offended by accusations of rape.  Vince, also alluded to 

violence against women when he noted,  

Females think—we got a dorm we stay in—they just think for some reason it's a 

bad place to stay in because there’re football players there and all we do is treat 

females wrong. […]  They'll talk to us, but when we're in a group and stuff they 

say they're scared to approach us, but if we're sitting by ourself, they'll talk to us.   

Being viewed by the student body as violent or intimidating is a daunting stereotype to 

face, and is likely to further distance the student-athletes from the general student 

population. 

Partiers. 

Perhaps slightly more innocuous is the assumption expressed by 13 participants, 

and spanning all campuses, that football players are “partiers.”  Alex summed up the 

sentiment of the majority when he explained, 

Well, they're gonna expect that we're gonna all drink.  They're gonna expect that 

we're all goin' out every day of the week, and there are some guys that go out 

every day of the week, but it's not the majority of us.  I mean, the majority of us 

do what we need to do.  We go to study hall, we come up here [to the athletic 

academic services area] and we, I mean, we don't have much free time, but in our 

free time, we try to have fun, ‘cause you have to; if not, you'll be a wreck.   
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While this stereotype might not have negative social consequences, it again is indicative 

of a general assumption that student-athletes are not in college for educational purposes.  

The dumb jock stereotype also is a product of that assumption, which fuels the belief that 

football student-athletes’ main purpose for being in college is to play college ball. 

Easy Grades. 

The final pervasive stereotype identified by seven of the participants at all but 

Pac-10 University, was an assumption that these student-athletes were graded on a curve 

of their own, or had their grades simply given to them, without effort. At USA 

University, Aaron, who worked very hard for an A, had to deal with such assumptions, 

when he instead should have been proud of his accomplishment.  He explains, 

They make statements to us all the time, like I had one instance in a class, like I 

studied real hard and I got an A on a test, and they were like, “They give you all 

those grades,” you know, just made that comment and it kind of upset me, you 

know, like if they gave us grades, why do we have people failing out of school, 

you know?  People that go home and stuff, you know.  I don’t know, it’s crazy.   

Dan also identified such assumptions at Big 12 North University, and shared a somewhat 

wistful sentiment, 

I will say a lot of students have the common misconception of like classes are 

easy for us, like we get hooked up, and really it’s not like that at all.  I’ll be 

honest, I wish it was.  For crying out loud, college football back in like the ‘80s 

and ‘90s, those guys didn’t even pretty much need to go to class.  Now it’s 

definitely not like that at all.  I mean of course there’s a couple professors who 
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like the football team, just because they enjoy football.  But trust me, they’re not 

hooking up any grades for free, and there is definitely that misconception is pretty 

common out there. 

Like it or not, none of the participants admitted any truth to this stereotype.  For those 

who noted easy grading as a common stereotype, what bothered them the most was that 

when they did put effort into studying and succeed academically no one credited them 

with being intelligent or working hard.  Such stereotypes, while potentially a product of 

the dumb jock stereotype, simultaneously function as a means of perpetuating the 

stereotype.  

Campus Racial Climate 

In addition to examining how campus dynamics shaped how student-athletes were 

perceived, this study also investigated the perceptions of the campus racial climate on the 

level of comfort participants felt both on campus and within the team.  Of particular 

interest was how the climate’s impact might or might not have affected African American 

athletes differently than non-African American athletes.  This question was of particular 

interest because of the paucity of African American males amongst the general student 

population on college campuses, yet the dramatic overrepresentation of African 

American males on college football teams.  Research has demonstrated that when 

students come from a minority culture and are confronted with a dominant culture on 

campus that is other than their own, and a negative campus racial climate, they face a 

great deal of uncertainty and marginalization  (Braxton, 2003; Hurtado et al., 1999; 

Rendon et al., 2000; Tierney, 1992; Tinto, 1993). Because of the striking differences in 
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racial makeup between the student body and the football team, this might also present a 

barrier for students of color, particularly African American student-athletes, to embrace 

their role as a student.   If the academic arena is where they encounter few of their peers, 

and if they do not perceive themselves as fitting into the academic culture, it has been 

speculated that they may feel greater affinity towards their role as an athlete. 

For African American interviewees who attended more mixed or predominantly 

Black high schools, the majority White campus was an unsettling environment that took 

getting used to.  As Bart, a biracial student who identifies primarily as Black explained, 

I’d say [I was uncomfortable] when I first got here, yeah.  ‘Cause I mean you – as 

a like a new – an incoming athlete, I think you kinda have that in the back of your 

head.  Like, “Okay, I’m a Black athlete now.  I’m in the Division I university.”  

You know, now, that’s just like there’s already so many things that’s been added 

onto me without even you knowing.  

For Bart, when matriculating into Pac-10, a predominantly White university, he became 

cognizant of how many assumptions would be made about him, both as an athlete, and a 

Black male.  Jamel, another student-athlete at Pac-10 who came from a high school made 

up of over 95% students of color (majority Hispanic), struggled with assumptions made 

by the general student body.  He said, “I’m not like a mean person.  People see like, that 

I’m Black, and have tattoos, so they assume like, I’m with a gang, or I’m just like a mean 

person, but I’m not a mean person at all.”  Jamel felt that students on campus were afraid 

of him, he noted, “I feel like sometimes, if it’s nighttime and I walk, a lot of people get 

like scared [of me],” which might have been attributable to both negative media attention 
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about young Black males, and also a lack of interaction with members of the Black 

community amongst the general student body.  Such assumptions are examples of 

microaggressions (Solorzano et al., 2001), and although students on campus might 

subconsciously perform these actions, such acts perpetuate a sense of marginalization for 

students of color.   

James, a senior at Big 12 North, shared his strategy for preparing incoming 

African American student-athletes for a predominantly White classroom, 

The issues that many encounter, coming from South Central LA, to [Big 12 

North], where the tables have been turned, it's stuff that I dealt with early, and 

then I just felt like, the things that they're dealing with now, maybe all at once, 

like a shock, are things that I dealt with, maybe all at once, but I didn't have the 

capability to understand what was going on, and slowly began to kind of figure 

things out.  I've had more time.  And, I just tell people, that I think it's up to 

people like me, who may understand what they're going through, and also people 

who might not understand what they're going through.  Like the example I always 

use is that, there's a White kid in class, a White woman in class, [and] a Black 

male.  Okay.  So, Black male, goes "Why is a White woman lookin’ at me like 

she's never seen a Black person before?"  Chances are, maybe she hasn't.  Now 

why are you lookin’ at her like, "Why are you lookin' at me?"  I think she's 

probably lookin' at him like "Why is he lookin' at me like that? Like he's never 

seen a White person before."  Maybe he hasn't.  And maybe you guys grew up 20 
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minutes away from each other.  I think it's our job to, break down those walls by 

communicating.  That's the only way you can do it.  

When James arrived at Big 12 North it was not his first time in a predominantly White 

school.  As he notes, that is something he “dealt with early.”  James attended a high 

school that was predominantly White (75%), and faced a majority White academic 

setting before he came to college.  However, it is worth noting that although his high 

school was predominantly White, 20% of the student body was African American, 10 

times that of the student body at Big 12 North, where only two percent of the student 

body is African American. 

A student at Big 12 South, Keondra came from a high school that was 58% white 

and 40% students of color.  Despite attending a fairly racially mixed high school, he still 

found Big 12 South’s racial makeup to be a surprise, 

By now I’m used to it, but when I first got here I didn’t think it was going to be 

like it was, ‘cause like I said I go in a room and I’m the only Black, and it’s a 

room full of different…you know what I’m saying. 

L. Bell: So it made you uncomfortable when you first got here? 

Keondra: Yeah, it did, ‘cause I never been in an environment like that, but I got 

used to it.  I should’ve known in a way it was going to be that way anyway.  I get 

used to it, it’s not big deal no more.  

Keondra’s discomfort in being the only Black person in a classroom was sentiment 

shared by two other participants.  Daryl explains,  
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My race…Mmmmmm, yeah, I think sometimes [it affects my comfort level].  I 

think when you walk into the classroom, the first thing you’re looking is, “Okay, 

where is another Black person I can sit by?”  You know.  I mean especially being 

at [AC University] you know.  There’s a lot more, you know, other races than 

Black here. 

James also noted the consequences of being one of the only Black students in a 

classroom, when he explained, 

You still have moments where it's like maybe the spotlight is on you.  Whether 

other people say it or not.  Sociology class: "75% of all Black males have been 

incarcerated at one point in their lives."  Everybody's gonna eventually start 

looking at you.  They might not all be at once, but you can definitely feel the 

tension in the room change.  You're like, "Wow, what can I do?"  You better 

crack a joke.  You better raise your hand and ask a question.  You better get to the 

part in that chapter about institutional racism or something [laughs], like 

something has to give.  So, I just feel like, yeah, you can definitely get that. 

It is moments like these when students’ desire to not be the token person of color in the 

room is understandable.  Additionally, as Solorzano et al. (2001) note, such acts of 

tokenism are further examples of microaggressions, which foster a negative campus 

racial climate for students of color.  Keondra notes his strategy for increasing his level of 

comfort in the majority White classrooms at Big 12 South,  

Most of the time teammates will sit together, like I know that you see a bunch of 

football players sitting together you know that, probably think they wouldn’t get 
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nothing done, but it just made us feel more comfortable ‘cause, like I said, just 

one person, you got one Black, and the rest of ‘em…just more comfortable, that’s 

always why we sit beside each other. 

All participants who reported feeling uncomfortable in the classroom noted that they felt 

more comfortable amongst the team, because of the greater racial balance, and because of 

a powerful, shared experience that tied all teammates together. 

Unsurprisingly, the only campus where all of the participants reported feeling 

comfortable in both the classroom and on the team was USA University.  As Donald 

explained, 

I mean, our race is like, it's pretty equal on campus I would say, it's like 50/50 or 

something, so I don't see that being a problem on this campus really.  But I'm 

mixed so, so I kind of, I don't have either way to go, but I probably hang out more 

with Black people than I do White people, but I don't think it's a problem, like 

being comfortable or not. 

Although 29% of the student body at USA University is African America, Donald 

thought the campus’s racial mix seemed “pretty equal,” and noted his comfort in this 

balance.   

For the students of color who felt comfortable in the classroom, most credited 

attending a predominantly White high school, or growing up in a predominantly White 

community for elevating that level of comfort.  As David noted, “I grew up and went to 

predominantly White high schools, uh, high school, elementary school, all that, so, I’ve 

learned to live with it.”  A few of the White students in the sample also noted the relative 
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homogeneity of the campus racial makeup at AC, Big 12 North and Big 12 South 

universities, and were also taken aback when they arrived on campus.  As Rex explained, 

In high school, I think it was the opposite way around, it was kind of a melting 

pot, there was all types of people.  And that really helped me out to blend in with 

the different races.  I don’t see that as a problem here.   

L. Bell: So when you got here were you kind of surprised by how White it was? 

Rex: I was. I was on my recruiting visit.   

L. Bell: But it hasn’t made you feel uncomfortable on campus? 

Rex: Not at all. 

What is important to note, is that despite Rex’s surprise about the lack of diversity on 

campus, he nonetheless felt very comfortable on campus as a member of the majority. 

Summary of Campus Climate Findings 

In the eyes of the participants of this study, campus dynamics influenced the way 

in which student-athletes were perceived to behave and the role they were believed to 

play as student-athletes.  Whether it was being labeled as an athlete or football player, 

and confronting the subsequent stereotypes about their character and academic 

inadequacies, or the campus racial climate, the participants confronted these issues on a 

daily basis.  It seems that for student-athletes of color, specifically African American 

students, such campus dynamics played an even more significant role, as none of those in 

the sample were able to avoid being labeled as a student-athlete, and many experienced a 

racial imbalance in their classrooms that made them feel uneasy, in addition to various 

microaggressions that also led to feelings of marginality in the academic setting. 
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PHYSICAL & SOCIAL DISCONNECT FROM THE STUDENT BODY  

Perhaps as a result of the campus climate, but also because to expectations placed 

on the participants due to their football commitments, a common theme amongst the 

interviewees was the distancing they felt between themselves and the student body, 

whom many termed “the regulars.”  As the participants used “us” versus “the regulars” 

language, it was apparent that even off the field these student-athletes did not feel that 

they could take on the role of student, because that was a group to which they did not and 

could not belong.  Twenty-eight of the interviews included themes of distance, both 

physical and emotional, between the participants and the general student population.  For 

many of them, the only time they reported spending with the general student body was in 

the classroom.  All other academic obligations (meeting with an advisor, getting 

academic assistance from a tutor, first-year success programs, and completing their 

homework) were typically completed within the athletic complex.  The distance between 

the location of the athletic complex and the academic core of the campus was also 

significant at each site, and contributed to a feeling of distance as well.  At each 

university, the athletic complex was on the periphery of campus, far from the academic 

core.  In addition to the physical distance the participants felt from the student body, they 

also experienced social distancing.  In many cases their athletic roles seeped into the 

classroom and made it impossible for them to put football aside when in the academic 

realm. 
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Physical Distance: Time Spent in the Athletic Complex 

Participants spoke a great deal about the extensive time requirements of both their 

football and academic schedules.  They noted that such requirements made it nearly 

impossible for them to socialize with those outside of the athletic realm.  As James 

explained,  

When you’re not in class you have obligations to either lift or work out and then 

practice, watch film.  Practice is no longer two or three hours now [like it was in 

high school].  Practice is like four and a half, five hours.  You include team 

meetings, you include shower time, you include meals.  It’s a whole different ball 

game.  We get out of class, I believe, our latest class that we can have during the 

season is a 1:00-1:50 class because meetings start at 2:30 and we don’t get off the 

practice field until 6:30, 7:00 and then you shower and eat, you’re done at 8:00, 

8:30.  There goes six hours of your day.  Like when people are like, “Oh, it’s 

noon.  It’s lunch time.”  You’re about to get started on the rest of the physical part 

of your day.  You know what I mean?   

For Alex, the student body’s lack of knowledge about, and respect for, the football 

schedule frustrated him, he complained, 

They don't see our daily routine, they don't see how we wake up at 5:00 to be at 

6:00 a.m. meetings, and they don't see how we don't leave here 'til 7:30, 8:00 

‘cause we're up watchin' a film.  And that's a constant, that's like every day, that's 

all the way throughout the day, we're - if you're not workin' out, you're in class or 

you're in study hall [in the athletic complex]. 
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Greg was also upset with the student body’s lack of understanding about football, he said,  

I think some people just have the misconception that we just show up on Saturday 

and put on our jersey, and that’s not it.  […] I’m doin’ the same stuff you’re doin’ 

in the classroom, plus football, plus rest and, you know, I’ve gotta eat so many 

calories a day so I’m just spending – a lot of it is force-feedin’ myself […] And, 

man, I gotta study just like you do whenever – you don’t even have […] jobs.  

They go home.  Like, I’m like, “How do you not – if you don’t play in a sport, 

how do not have like straight A’s?”  I don’t get it.  You go to class, you schedule 

‘em from like 10:00 to 1:00, you know, you take 15 [credit] hours, or whatever, 

and then you’re done for the rest of the day.  I know kids that do that, and they 

don’t do anything all day.  They go home, they sit around.  I’m like, “Are you 

kiddin’ me?”  Like I’d go crazy. […]And they’re the same ones that are [saying], 

“y’all get all that help,” or whatever.  I’m like, “Well that’s why I’m doin’ the 

same stuff that you’re doin’ in, you know, one hour and you got seven,” you 

know.  So I mean that’s just – I just wish people could see that and really 

understand what student-athletes across the nation do, ‘cause, I mean, there’s 

various, you know, work schedules but everybody’s puttin’ in the same sweat and 

blood. 

While Alex, James, and Greg were at different campuses, Big 12 South 

University, Big 12 North University, and AC University respectively, all had very similar 

schedules, with classes scheduled for the mornings and the rest of the day spent either 
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academically or athletically in the athletic complex.  The same was true for Andre at 

USA University, who discussed the monotony of the schedule, 

When I do a basic Monday schedule, I get up at 8:00.  I got class at 9:00, 10:00 

and 11:00.  Then I try to do some study hall in between 12:00 and 1:00.  Then you 

gotta get something to eat.  Then you got meetings.  Then you got football 

practice.  And after that, you gotta go to study hall after that.  And by that time, 

that’s about 9:00.  And that’s from 8:00 to 9:00.  And that’s like a full job.  And 

then you gotta do that Monday through Friday.  And then you gotta game on 

Saturday.  Then you got Sunday, actually a day of rest.  Then you right back at it 

again.   

These participants felt that the way their time was structured was incomparable to the 

way the rest of the student body spent their time, again demonstrating the distancing they 

felt between themselves and the rest of the campus population. 

Considering the way these student-athletes were required to allocate their time 

between the classroom and the athletic complex, it is unsurprising to find that most of 

them spent little time with non-athletes on campus, and a majority of time with their 

teammates specifically.  Derrick put this into perspective when he commented, 

The amount of time that I spend with my football team is – in these past few years 

– has probably been equal to the amount of time that I spent with my family in the 

18 years that I was at home. […]I mean football is year round.  You’re always 

around these cats and even when you’re not around these cats, somehow you find 
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yourself around them because if you’re not doing football, you’re off campus 

chillin’ at one of the dude’s house and you’re all together. 

Jose felt similarly about the amount of time spent with athletes, he explained that because 

they all have such similar schedules, they could not help but spend a majority of time 

with one another,   

My best friends are on the team.  Yeah, they’re my brothers, my family.  They’re 

your teammates and then your next closest friends are people from other sports. 

They got the same schedule […] We always run into each other in the training 

room, in the ice bath, just right in the building, even here [athletic academic 

services], we meet here also, and people date and hook [was going to say “hook-

up,” but decided he had said enough]...it’s college you know, with the same 

athletes, so it’s fun. 

Aaron offered a slightly different perspective when he noted, 

[My friends are] pretty much all members of the team, cause we’re around each 

other all the time.  You pretty much, I mean, like you don’t have much time to 

just be out, like, just make friends.  ‘Cause if you make friends that don’t play 

ball, you know, like it just won’t work out too well.  ‘Cause when you got 

practice and you got this and you got that to do, and it’s lasting all day, you know, 

they doing nothing, and if they got to wait for you, you know, it can get kinda 

testy.  It don’t work out. 

For Aaron, he was closest with the student-athletes on campus not only because of the 

time they spent together, but also because of the student body’s lack of understanding 
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about their time commitments.  His argument that other students did not have the 

patience to schedule their friendships around athletic commitments demonstrated another 

way that student-athletes were distanced from the student body due to their athletic roles.  

Finally, perhaps Donald articulated the sense of physical distance best, when he noted, 

“Football is more natural for me, that's what I do all the time, it's just all day every day.  I 

spend all my time over there [in the athletic facility] than I do on campus.  Yeah, I feel 

more natural over there.”  For Donald, the athletic department and campus were two 

completely separate spaces, and he felt far more comfortable, and more himself, in the 

athletic complex.   

Physical Distance: Size 

In addition to feeling distanced from the study body because of the time spent in 

the athletic complex, a few of the participants talked about how their size separated them 

from the student body.  They felt that they could not fit in, or pass as a “regular” student 

because they were so large.  As Dan explained, “I just make a lot of people look really 

little.  I’m 6’4”, 310 pounds […] I mean I’ve outgrown most of my own clothes.”  Rob 

felt the same way, again using “us” versus “regulars” terms.  He noted, “There are so few 

of us and so many of [the] regular students, and then I think it is kind of easy to see a 

person as an athlete whether it’s […] just size or like what I’m wearing [issued athletic 

apparel] right now.”  This sense of being separate from the student body was not 

expressed in these interviews alone, but in those of many of the participants in the 

sample. 
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Social Distancing  

While coding the interviews, 13 participants made references to feeling socially 

disconnected to the student body.  As Kurt explained, policies for student-athletes, which 

were intended to encourage their success in their academic roles, often blatantly 

separated them from the student body,   

We have to sign in and out of every one of our classes, and we have to do a lot 

more that they don't have to, and we just - it makes it that much more, it makes 

you that much more mad when they come to class once a week and then they say 

stuff like [football players are not taking academics seriously]. 

At Big 12 South University, Kurt, and the other student-athletes were required to sign in 

and out of their classes to verify their attendance.  At USA University the students noted 

that the athletic department had hired individuals to check classrooms to verify their 

attendance.  These attendance records were maintained by the athletic academic support 

services departments, which have been explicitly “designed to protect and enhance the 

educational experience of student-athletes and to assure proper emphasis on educational 

objectives,” (NCAA, 2008, p. 347.)  However, such requirements were but one of the 

daily expectations of these student-athletes that separated them from the general student 

body, and was demonstrative of how their athletic role seeped into the boundaries of the 

classroom.   

In addition to attendance policies for student-athletes, Ben noted that new 

technology, specifically “texting” via cell phone, has also allowed athletics to enter the 

academic part of his day.  He explained, 
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Coach is like, you know, “Come pick up, you know, the game plan for week.” Or, 

“Pick up the scouting report for the week.” “Go watch film.”  And, like, they’ll 

text me this at, like, 8:00 in the morning.  I’ll be like, “What are you –” Like, I’ll 

be going in, like, my history class or something.  And I’ll be like, “Okay.”  And 

then, I’ll sit in class.  And I’ll think, you know, we’re playing these guys this 

week.  They do this. And I’ll be, like, sitting in class, and I’ll stop writing notes.  

And I’ll just be like, “Oh, man.”  You know?  So I think that’s, I mean, I’m not 

going to call them a distraction.  I mean, I understand their intentions are good, 

and sometimes, I think, I don't know about everybody else, but that’s where I just 

get kind of lost. 

For Ben, who like many student-athletes balanced the student-athlete role by being a 

student by morning, athlete after classes, text messaging allowed his coaches to infiltrate 

his student time.  And as he noted, such interruptions, despite their best intentions, made 

it difficult for him to concentrate on his academic tasks.   

However, when discussing his ability to balance his roles as both student and 

athlete, Dan noted where he believed his priorities as a student-athlete were expected to 

be, 

I feel like I’m definitely a student-athlete, but I mean when it really comes down 

to it I’m getting paid to play football.  You know, they’re paying for my college.  

They’re paying for my education.  So yeah, that really does take priority.  It’s the 

kind of thing where even your coaches will always tell you, “Well school comes 

first,” but let’s be honest, it really doesn’t. […] When they’re putting that much 
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money and investment in you, especially for our coaches, their job is to rely on us.  

So I mean there’s definitely a huge emphasis on school.  It’s not like we’re just a 

bunch of meatheads and just play football, but I mean, in all honesty, football 

comes first. 

James felt similarly, 

You have to understand that – if you’re on a full-ride scholarship, you realize that 

the reasons you’re here and you don’t have to pay anything is because you’re 

playing football.  So you realize that and you don’t wanna compromise that so 

much that that’s gone, because if that’s gone school’s gone, basically. 

In viewing the situation in this way, the student-athletes were able to justify the need to 

put football before academics.  They were not dismissing the importance of academics, 

but noted their willingness to make compromises about their academic goals due to their 

football priorities.  At the same time, they were also able to rationalize why they were 

distanced from the student body both physically and socially—it was because they were 

recruited to the university to play a role not expected of “the regulars.”   

As a football student-athlete at the highly selective AC University, Antoine also 

spoke about the differences between how football students were admitted and how the 

general student body was admitted.  He told the following story, 

Most of the students here have had to work; you know what I’m saying?  Had to 

study or do a lotta, putting [more] man hours in just to get in here, than I did.  So 

they, okay, they be like, “Okay, well, you’re a athlete.  You got in […] ‘cause you 

– you got in here because you play sports.” […]  But then, again, I can’t help that 
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one of my talents helped me get into here.  So I mean a lotta – you get that from a 

lotta students, too. “Oh, well, you got in ‘cause you play football.”  Or “I got in 

‘cause I’m smarter.”  This and that.  Well, you already know that; because we – I 

know what it took for you to get in here.  I mean you just can’t get in here off, you 

know, being regular.  So I understand that.  They don’t think we understand that, 

but we do. 

Much like the stories that Dan and James gave about where a student-athlete’s priorities 

should lie, Antoine noted the social distancing between the student body and the student-

athletes over admissions policies and how this created a tension between the two.  His use 

of “we” when referring to student-athletes and “you” referring to the general student 

population explicitly demonstrates the distancing he felt between himself and those 

admitted as non-athletes.  Such distancing was also seen through the eyes of Rob, a 

participant from AC University, who lamented, 

I think there’s kind of a big misunderstanding between regular students and 

athletes that we don’t deserve to be here because they do.  We’re not as smart but 

they’re not as athletic, so maybe they don’t deserve to be here. 

While this quote also notes the distance by using “we” and “they,” it also demonstrates 

that Rob had internalized the messages from the student body about the academic 

abilities of the football team, noting “we’re not as smart.”   

At Pac-10 University, Jose felt that he and the other student-athletes had to 

socially separate themselves from the student body, in this case for moral support, 
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 It’s a smaller community because we have to separate ourselves because all the 

regular students see us as athletes. […] They just go “He’s an athlete” you know, 

“not tryin’ to learn,” you know, so we have workouts in the morning and go to 

class and just pass out, so they think like “they don’t care, they suck” so we have 

to kinda separate ourselves from all those naïve, dumb people that label us and 

don’t take the time to know us individually, making judgment for themselves, you 

know, quick to judge.  So we separate ourselves from them, find comfort in each 

other and have no complainin’, you know.   

To Jose, separation was necessary because of the pervasive stereotypes about student-

athletes on campus, and in order to avoid such accusations the student-athletes spent most 

of their time with one another.   

 In summary, the participants’ athletic role often led to physical and social 

separation from the general student body, which was a result of, and further resulted in, 

an emphasis on their athletic roles.  As demonstrated in the experiences of the student-

athletes shared in this section, their athletic expectations often resulted in spending a 

greater amount of time in the athletic complex on campus.  At the same time, a lack of 

understanding about the time needed to concentrate on their athletic expectations led to 

greater distancing between the student-athletes and the general student population. 

PERCEPTIONS OF THE ATHLETIC ROLE IN HIGH SCHOOL EDUCATIONAL 

EXPERIENCES 

 As noted previously, one of the goals of this study was to explore how the 

participants’ role as athletes shaped or influenced both their high school and college 
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educational experiences.  In high school these students’ athletic ability afforded them 

scholarships to play Division I football, if they qualified academically.  For some, their 

athletic role and their abilities on the field made college an option not previously 

considered.  For those academically unmotivated in high school, the chance to play 

college ball forced them to take their academics more seriously.  As George noted, “I was 

sort of struggling to get into some of the universities that offered me scholarships [… 

When I] realized it at the end of my sophomore year; my junior year my GPA kind of 

picked up.”  James explained the recruitment process:  

Once you found out you were being recruited, there are stipulations on where you 

can get in, what you have to do as far as ACT scores, SAT scores, the sliding 

scale for GPA, register with the [NCAA] Clearinghouse, all kinds of stuff.  So, 

that in itself kind of became another incentive not to just kinda do what everybody 

else was doing, but to actually do well.   

As noted in the literature review, the NCAA has been enforcing Division I-wide 

academic standards for incoming students since the 1980s.  The required 2.0 GPA in core 

courses also includes a sliding scale for required SAT or ACT scores, based upon high 

school GPA.  In order to be offered a Division I athletic scholarship, these student-

athletes had to register with the NCAA Eligibility Clearinghouse during their senior year 

of high school, which is an organization set up to specifically determine whether or not a 

student-athlete is academically eligible for athletic scholarships. During recruitment, the 

student-athletes were made aware of such requirements, and as James explained, it was a 

multi-step process, which in many cases motivated students to increase their GPA. 
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For students who are not academically eligible for Division I athletics, another 

option is attending a junior college (referred to as a JC or JUCO by the participants) to 

continue their football careers, and in the hopes that they can transfer to a Division I 

school after proving their academic worth.  However, as Andre explained, his coaches 

used the threat of attending a junior college as academic motivation: 

It all goes back to them telling me, “Look, either you can get your grades or you 

can go to a JUCO.  Which JUCO is not a bad thing, but if you know you got a 

chance to play on a D-I level, why not do all you can do to get there?”  So, I 

mean, I thought about it.  I didn’t want to play at a JUCO.  If I did, I’d still like it 

or whatever, but if you had a chance to play on a D-I level, why not play it? 

For Khalil it was also his high school coach who put academics into perspective, 

My freshman year in high school, I absolutely cared nothing about grades.  I just 

thought I was – I mean I was one big-headed kid.  Like, I was playing varsity.  I 

mean talking to girls that were way, age-wise, above me.  So I really didn’t, you 

know, care about what my grades were. And then finally, you know, my – right 

with the summer of my sophomore year, my coach sat me down, and they had a 

real serious talk with me.  And my grandma, my mom and dad, my little – even 

my two little sisters — like they told me I needed to get my act together.  And 

after that, a lot changed, and I started getting real serious.   

The same was true for Antoine, who moved to a new high school in a new state his 

sophomore year.  While living in Missouri, Antoine’s coach had little to say about 
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academics, but when he moved to North Carolina, his new coach saw that he had 

Division I potential, and was someone who would not qualify for college admission:   

 In Missouri, I didn’t pay a lotta attention to my grades.  I was just all football.  So 

when I got here, it was just like, “Look, if you wanna go to college, you gotta 

really buckle down.”  […] I really didn’t know the extent until like my coach 

really sat me down and just showed me what I needed and showed me where I 

was at, […] told me the courses I’m gonna have to take and how hard it was 

gonna be for me to do it; but in order for me to do it, I had to put a lotta time into 

it.  So there were just constantly academics, academics, then football, academics.  

It was mostly – it was really – it was hard, but I did it. 

For those participants who were already academically motivated and college-

bound in high school, they noted that being recruited did not have a dramatic impact on 

their academic experiences—positively or negatively.  As Shaun explained,  

I say [I was] nerdy because I was like the dude who was like, "I gotta do this, I 

gotta fuckin' study, gotta get good grades," because I was like, my grades were 

going to get me into college, so I always had that mentality.  So I was like, fuck it, 

even if I'm getting recruited like, I was just like, "my grades are going to get me in 

college, my grades are going to get me into college, gotta study, gotta study." So I 

was always like, “I need to stay on my grades.”  I don't think recruiting changed 

that.  Mainly because my parents had instilled that in me so much, like, you gotta 

get these good grades. 

When asked if being recruited impacted his academic experience, Tom explained,  



 116 

No, I just looked forward to getting those [recruitment] letters every day, like 

from the coaches […] but I mean, no, not really. I mean, I was always a good 

student; I had a 3.8 in high school. So, I mean, even in my senior year I didn’t 

really slack off that much, you know, didn’t have senioritis or whatever they call 

it. So, no, it didn’t really affect it that much. 

While in high school, athletics led each of these participants to be recruited by 

universities.  Whether they were academically motivated or not, the opportunity to play 

football at a Division I school required academic effort in order to receive their athletic 

scholarships.   

PERCEPTIONS OF THE ATHLETIC ROLE IN COLLEGE EDUCATIONAL 

EXPERIENCES 

Major Selection 

After enrolling in college, many participants found their role as an athlete played 

a part in their major selection.  Similar to Adler and Adler’s (1991) finding that student-

athletes who arrived on campus with academic aspirations made adjustments to these 

expectations because of their athletic commitments and expectations, 29% of the 

participants in this study spoke of their decision to change their major because of athletic 

requirements and regulations.  Additionally, another 12% of the respondents decided to 

change their major because they deemed their first choice too difficult, and noted that 

with their football commitments, they did not have the extra time necessary to pass the 

more difficult courses in their major. As scholars (Carodine, Almond, & Gratto, 2001; 

Hill, Burch-Ragan & Yates, 2001; Hood, Craig & Ferguson, 1992; Miller & Kerr, 2002; 
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Simons et al., 1999) have noted, the intensity of the athletic requirements and 

expectations may conflict with academics.  In this study, four of the participants spoke of 

changing their major solely because some of the required courses in their major were 

only offered at the same time that they had football obligations.  As Shaun explained, 

 I was in Astrophysics for two years and um, I couldn't do it, just because of 

football.  There's classes I needed to take and labs I needed to take, and programs 

I had to get through that were only given at certain times of the year and certain 

times of the day, so it was times when my practice schedule was, so if I was going 

to stay with Astrophysics, I would have to wait until I get done with football, it 

was going to take me like 6 years to graduate, something crazy, and I was like, "I 

really don't want to do that."  I mean, I loved it, it was some of the funnest classes 

I've ever taken in my life, it was just like crazy stuff we got to talk about, but I 

couldn't do it, so I went over to my second pick, Economics, with a business 

emphasis.   

Although it is doubtful that Shaun could have been formally dismissed from the team for 

majoring in Astrophysics, Daryl explained how student-athletes who chose to keep a 

major, despite occasional conflicts between class schedules and football obligations, 

faced serious consequences: 

 To be honest with you, I wanted to get into B [Business] School.  That’s what I 

wanted to do coming outta high school; but I got here in school and football, and 

it just really doesn’t mix a lot if you’re trying to give a lot into football.  And most 

guys that come here trying to be, you know, a medical doctor or, you know, 
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things that take a lotta time away from football, I mean they don’t really play.  

You know, and football, you know, the love of my life right now.  So I mean I 

have to play; and I figured that out; and B School is here [brings right hand 

parallel with his mouth], and Management in Society is right under it [moves 

hand parallel to chin], you know.  So I mean that’s why I kinda got in that major. 

Football players know that attendance and effort on the practice field translates into 

playing time, and in Daryl’s case, it was more important for him to get playing time than 

keep the major of his choice.  Daryl, like 80.5% of the sample (N=33) hoped to play 

football professionally when his college career was over, so it was no wonder that he was 

willing to compromise his desired major in hopes of increasing his chances of pursing his 

desired career.   

However, it was not only the students in the sample who expressed a desire to 

play professionally who were willing to compromise their academics.  Jose, whose goal it 

was to pursue a career in real estate after college, expressed similar sentiment: 

I’ll be late to class, but never late to anything that has to do with football and 

that’s how it is, and that’s how they taught us, and that’s how it should be.  That’s 

the rule we play even now.  Like the classes we take, if that conflicts with 

practice, you don’t take it.  If the majors you choose conflicts with scheduling it, 

you don’t take those.  So, that’s stuff that we have to deal with, stuff like that, but 

I think that it’s all […] organized for you to be successful, with limitations.   

As a senior, with his college football career behind him, Jose’s interview was an 

introspective journey through his football career.  However, his devotion to the sport and 
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the rules of college athletics—both stated and implied—were clearly shown in the above 

quote. 

In addition to students who changed their major because of athletic scheduling, 

eight other participants spoke about changing their major due to the NCAA regulations 

regarding major completion passed as part of the 2004 Academic Reform Package.  This 

stipulation requires that student-athletes have declared a major and completed 40% of 

their major requirements by the end of their sophomore years.  As CJ explained, this rule 

forced him into his second choice major, 

I was in communications and what happened – I’m still gonna try to do 

communications, but right now for football by the end of your sophomore year 

you have to be accepted into a major and that was gonna take me too long to get 

into communications and history was my next thing, so I just wanted to do history 

and see if I can try to get back into communications later. 

Because of the NCAA requirement, CJ had to make a less than ideal major selection in 

order to stay eligible to compete.  However, for CJ, and many of the student-athletes in 

the sample, the choice to select a major other than their first choice was preferable to 

violating NCAA regulations, which would have made them ineligible to compete, and 

most-likely resulted in the discontinuation of their athletic scholarship, which is a one-

year renewable contract.  While taking his AIMI and AIMS, CJ gave the highest score of 

seven or “strongly agree” to the statements “I would be very depressed if I were injured 

and couldn’t play college football,” and “I would be very depressed if I were unable to 

complete my college degree.”  For CJ, and many others in his position, the desire to 
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participate in college football and receive a degree, led him to compromise his desired 

major.   

For Kurt, it was not only that he felt that he had to choose a less than desirable 

major, he described feeling tracked into his major in the College of Agriculture.   

 I didn't really pick it.  I was in general studies, and I was just taking classes that 

my [athletic academic] advisor gave me.  And when it came time to pick a major, 

‘cause you have to have a certain percentage completed, if I would've - I wanted 

to do like marketing or somethin' like that, but if I woulda chosen that, I woulda 

lost like 16 or 18 hours, and so that woulda made me blow the percentage, so I 

just been put in that with everybody else.   

 L. Bell: So, you really didn't pick your major. 

 Kurt: No, not at all. 

In this statement, Kurt not only noted that the NCAA requirements led to his major 

choice, but placed the responsibility of such decisions solely on his athletic academic 

advisor, relinquishing accountability for his academic progress.  These findings regarding 

the impact of the Academic Reform Package on major selection complement Kulic’s 

(2006) finding that because of the increased requirements for degree completion in 

sophomore, junior and senior years, student-athletes felt that they could not explore 

majors, and that they were “trapped” (p. 124) in their current majors.   

Finally, as previously noted, five of the participants revealed that they changed 

their major because they found their first choice to be too difficult.  Because of their time 

commitments to football, student-athletes who found themselves struggling in courses did 
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not have additional time beyond that already allocated to devote to mastering tougher 

subjects.  Ellis explains,  

I came in wanting to be a Pharmacist, but once I got to that class…what class did 

I have to take?  I had to drop it.  I think it was bot...no it was calculus or 

something that I had to take, it was like three levels and I was like, no way.  No 

way.  Like with football, you get done with football, it’s late, like right now, I’m 

tired, I got work to do, I need a nap, sometimes that nap overlaps, and you wake 

up and you’re like, “Oh my god.”  

L. Bell:  So calculus wasn’t going to work for you. 

Ellis: No, it wasn’t. 

Consequently, Ellis changed his major to communications.  After discussing the major 

with his teammates, he learned that the time required for the communications major was 

more manageable for football student-athletes, and it did not require passing calculus.  

Although many college students decide to change their majors due to a lack of interest or 

courses they have trouble passing, for student-athletes like Ellis, his story implies that 

had he not been so exhausted from his football workouts and practices, he might have had 

the mental energy to tackle calculus.  In his example, and the others in this section, it is 

clear that for nearly half of the sample (41.5%), these student-athletes were unable to 

pursue the academic majors of their choice due to athletic commitments and regulations, 

which is a significant finding. 

  The participants’ athletic roles profoundly shaped their educational experiences 

both in high school and college.  In high school, their athletic abilities opened doors to 
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higher education, which forced some of them to become more academically motivated so 

they could qualify academically for their scholarships.  For those who were already 

academically motivated and college bound, their athletic role and exceptional athletic 

abilities resulted in heavy recruiting efforts by universities’ football programs, a unique 

college selection process.  Once in college their athletic roles were shown to shape two 

significant areas, their relationships with the general student body (discussed in the 

previous section) and major selection.  Some students in the study chose a major 

unrelated to their career goals, due to athletic requirements: the football schedule and 

NCAA academic regulations.   Next, we turn to examine how the participants’ athletic 

role-set members have assisted in shaping their educational experiences both in high 

school and college. 

THE ATHLETIC ROLE-SET 

 A role-set is the group of individuals with whom a person interacts within the 

context of his different roles (Merton, 1957).  Coaches, teammates, trainers, and members 

of the athletic administration, are all considered to be part of a student-athlete’s athletic 

role-set.  In some cases, a student’s parent, sibling, or mentor might also be a part of his 

athletic role-set, depending on the role this person plays in the context of the student-

athlete’s football career.  In this sample, members of the athletic role-sets included the 

head coach, position coach, strength coach, trainer (health professionals who work with 

physicians to prevent and treat injuries), mentor, parent, sibling, former teammate, and 

boosters (community members who financially support the team).  However, when 
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speaking about the roles played by those in their athletic role-set in shaping their 

academic experiences, those in the coaching staff were most often discussed. 

High School Football Coaches 

Every participant noted that his high school head coach took a stance on 

academics, however the stance taken differed from high school to high school.  In some 

cases, high school coaches pushed students to do their best to increase their GPAs to 

improve their chances of being accepted into a Division I university, and to prepare them 

for the athletic department’s academic oversight in college.  In other cases the main 

concern of the coach was simply to keep his student-athletes eligible for the season.  The 

actions of both types of coaches are explored below. 

High School Coaches: College Preparation Emphasis. 

In Chris’s high school in southern Texas, his coaches were not only worried about 

high school eligibility, but also emphasized eligibility for college athletics.  He explained,  

 Grades were probably really pushed throughout my high school, just by my 

coaches as stuff.  Like I said, those two coaches, I mean they don’t only care 

about you on the field, but they also care about you off the field, and they wanted 

to see you successful and go to college. […] That really helped people who really 

didn’t care about going to college.  Just the fact that these coaches were there, 

they could help them push themselves and do better in the classroom. 

Ben’s coaches, one of whom was his father, also emphasized high school grades in hopes 

that this would make college admissions easier for the students on the team: 
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They were like, “You guys need to have 3.0.” Of course, it was all so that the 

SAT was a lot easier on us because it was stressful. They were not like, “Just get a 

C- would be good.” They were like, “We want A’s and B’s.”  My dad was like, “I 

want all A’s.” And I was like, “I’m only human dad. I tried my best.” The coaches 

weren’t lenient at all with us. We had double study hall if you were in any kind of 

hole. If you had a C, we had one study hall before practice. If you had a D or 

below, you had a study hall before and you had a study hall after, which was kind 

of bad. It was kind of rough. 

Ben’s experience also highlights that the coaches did not solely preach the 

importance of good grades, but developed systems to ensure academic focus.  The same 

was true for Dan’s high school coaches in Southern California.  As he noted, 

Once we got further into the semester and stuff we always had to – we had weekly 

progress reports we had to get filled out by our teachers and take them back to the 

coaches and everything.  If you got – and I mean they’re not gonna be really mad 

at your for getting Cs, but if you got anything less than Cs of course they’re gonna 

work your ass off or something, do something, but they were pretty involved to 

make sure everything was at least eligible.  You could definitely tell they wanted 

people to more than just be eligible. 

Cal’s coaches also had a system for academic progress checks.  As he explained, “We got 

a grade check every week. Every class. […] They kept on you no matter what. If you had 

an 89, they’d be like, ‘Get that grade up to an A,’ that’s how our coaches were in high 

school."  The strategies that these coaches used mirrored the way the university athletic 
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departments' academic support offices monitored student-athletes' academics in college.  

Many commented that such scrutiny in high school helped to prepare them for the system 

of academic oversight at their Division I institutions.   

 High School Coaches: Eligibility Emphasis. 

Some coaches were not as focused on the future for their student-athletes, but 

were concerned with the present condition of the team.  At Bill’s school the message was 

simple, “It was mainly just don't get into trouble, you know, stay eligible, and if you did, 

you couldn't play.”  Ashanti felt his coach’s message was similar, “Stay eligible, stay out 

of trouble. That was it."  Greg believed that his coaches gave similar straightforward 

messages about academics because other than the hope that their athletes would remain 

eligible, playing a larger role in academics was not an expectation of a high school coach.  

He explained, "If you were failin’ class, I mean, they’d probably get on some guys, but, 

you know, for the most part they stay in their area."  However, Erik felt that his high 

school coaches should have played a larger role in academics.  He noted,  

I mean, they wasn’t on us as much as these college coaches are. So, I don’t think 

they stayed on us enough. Because my high school, we have many athletes. Like 

my year we had a lot of people that coulda went but they didn’t have the grades to 

go. But I don’t think the coaches got on them well enough and probably in enough 

time and put in their head in advance to tell them what’ll happen if they don’t get 

the grades. So that happened to a couple players that didn’t have the grades and 

coulda went. So I think they coulda got on them a little more. 

Although Jose did not say that he believed that his high school coaches should have spent 
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more time focusing on academics, he mentioned that his coaches wanted the athletes to 

value hard work on and off the field, but that academics was often left out of the picture: 

Those were the coaches that really kind of prepared us for football and then kind 

of for life, in a way.  Taught us how to work and taught us like the value of hard 

work on and off the field. But when they said “On and off the field” […] that 

really didn’t mean the school for us.  They’d tell us to go to class and get those 

grades, but they did be content with us being 2.0 eligible. 

Interestingly, both Erik and Jose are first-generation college students, who 

graduated from high schools predominantly attended by students of color, which also had 

over 64% of students eligible for free or reduced lunch.  Although college-going rates for 

high school graduates from these high schools were not readily available, one might 

wonder whether the message given to these student-athletes about focusing on the 

present, and not emphasizing college preparation, was a result of assumptions about the 

future of these students from low-income communities of color.  This would be an area of 

research to explore in the future.   

College Coaches: Eligibility Emphasis 

In sharing their stories, the participants felt that college coaches devoted a great 

deal of attention to students who were on the cusp of eligibility.  The system was based 

mainly on punishment and rewards, typically involving physical punishment for missing 

classes, intense one-on-one meetings about academic underperformance, or either public 

shaming or applauding student-athletes during team meetings, depending on GPA.  As 

James described,  
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They reinforce, they’re more of the – "This is what you need to do or the standard 

that you need to live up to. If you don’t there will be consequences because you 

are a part of this organization and when you don’t do what you’re supposed to do 

you get punished." They’re more of the enforcer or re-enforcer and they – if 

you’re not doing something right they let you know. I’ve had coaches put names 

of people who got below 2.0 and who are on academic probation up in front of the 

entire team in the team meeting. That’s stuff that they can do. 

In noting his own experience with the coaches' punishment system, Ben recounted what 

happened when he decided to skip a class: 

I missed a class last fall. And my coach, man, that was the biggest mistake I ever 

made in my life.  I go — Practice was over.  You know, I’m thinking, “Yeah,” 

and I started walking off the field.  And the coach goes, “Hey, come back.”  And 

he was like, “You missed class.”  So I had to do something called rolls from 

sideline to sideline until he felt like I was [done].  So what rolls are, is you lay 

down [and] you just roll.  And, I mean, it sounds easy, but I think that’s the most 

dizzy thing you can ever do. 

While both James and Ben were students at Big 12 North, such punishment for missing 

classes was common at all institutions in the study.  While only Ben talked about doing 

“rolls,” other students claimed to be deterred from missing class by the stair-climber, 

5:00 a.m. lifting sessions with a disgruntled strength coach, and post-practice sprints. 
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The students in the study had a GPA average of 2.6, and most of them commented 

that their coaches were far more concerned with students on the cusp of eligibility than 

they were about those above a 2.0.  As Matt succinctly stated,  

The coaches, that they have—and I'm not, I'm not saying this to be derogatory to 

anybody on the team—but they have a lot more to worry about than somebody 

who makes B's and C's.  […] I'm one of the people they go, “Man, I can just leave 

him on his own.” 

Erik explained that while the coaches concentrated on football, sometimes eligibility 

rules required that they also focus on academics to keep the team together,  

They want to keep everybody on the team. And it takes everybody to be eligible 

to get where we have to go. They don’t want to lose no players. So it’s not like 

they just stay on football all the time. I mean, it’s most of the time. But they 

gonna talk about academics when they have to. So if they see a player doing 

poorly or anything like that they have a meeting with them, try to talk to them, 

you know, to make sure that they get right. 

This statement again emphasized that the role of the college football coach was mainly 

confined to the athletic realm, but occasionally he had to also involve himself in his 

student-athletes’ academics in the team's best interest.   

College Coaches: Graduation Emphasis  

At four of the participating universities, AC University, USA University, Big 12 

North and Big 12 South Universities, the participants discussed their coaches’ emphasis 

on the importance of graduation.  The participants noted that their coaches were very 
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direct with the student-athletes about their chances of playing in the NFL, and 

emphasized the importance of getting a degree.  When asked about the message his coach 

gave about the importance of academics at Big 12 South University, Kevin explained, 

He says grades are important.  He says he can care less about what you do sports-

wise when you leave here just as long as you get your degree and graduate. […] 

He pretty much stays on you—if you miss class he’ll run you, if you’re late he 

runs you.  He just wants you to handle your business like a man. 

Alex’s response demonstrated that Kevin was not alone in his interpretation of Coach’s 

message, 

They don't punish us for doin' bad, but it's very much encouraged that you take 

care of business. They're very much about business, and doin' your grades is 

really part of like taking care of business. Like, you have to have grades to play, 

and so I think Coach […] brings it up in just about every meeting. […] "You guys 

really need to take care of y'all's grades, ‘cause it's more important than y'all to be 

successful in football, I want whenever y'all come back three or four years from 

now for me to be proud ‘cause y'all graduated.” So he's real proud of his 

graduation ratings. 

Chris felt similarly, but also noted that Coach tried to impress upon the team why he 

believed a college degree was important: 

[He says] that you need to get your degree, and not only for you, but for your 

future family, ‘cause degrees do help you earn higher income. That’s statistically 

proven. He says over and over again that it would really bother him if we don’t 
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get a degree from here. So it’s really good when you have a coach that actually 

cares about your degree. All the coaches here know that you’re here to get your 

education first. If we have a test during practice, we’re gonna go to that test. 

This demonstrates the consistency of the message given by the head coach at Big 12 

South about the importance of graduation.  Not only did he express how important it was 

to him that his players graduate, but he also gave them messages about the long-term 

importance of the degree. 

At USA University, the head coach, who had been hired less than a year before, 

like his predecessor, used the statistical probability of his players making it into the NFL 

as motivation for earning a degree.  Additionally, because USA University’s football 

program had one of the highest graduation rates in the nation for over a decade, and one 

that was almost double the general student population (Appendix D), graduation rates 

were a useful recruiting tool for the coach.  Eddie explained,  

They put emphasis on tellin' us that football is not guaranteed, it's like, probably 

like 3% of people that play [college] football have a chance of playin' it at the 

next level, so they really enforce that, tell us that you really have to get your 

education 'cause, I mean, education is important as anything, cause you could get 

an injury or whatever, and then what would you have to fall back on, ‘cause you 

didn't really hit your books and get your degree. 

Trip corroborated this statement, noting that both the former and current head coaches 

focused on the chances of playing professional ball as a reason to work toward a degree, 

He [the former coach] knew the reality of the real world because everybody 
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comes in thinking they’re gonna play at the next level and that’s not true.  I mean 

you might have one or two a year from the team get drafted or have a free agent 

shot – and he knew that so he would tell you from when you were a freshman, 

“All of you aren’t gonna make it, but all of you can get an education,” and he 

would push it and push it, and if you were falling behind in school he would make 

it where you had more time to do the school, or make it necessary for you. If you 

weren’t doing good in school he wouldn’t be – I mean it wouldn’t be anything for 

him to give you 10 hours study hall a week just to make it where you had to 

study. […] He [the new coach] wants to uphold that graduation rate because that’s 

kind of a recruiting tool that you can, you can kind of put to the parents, to push 

the kid to come here. 

Aaron also noted the temporariness of a football career, versus the permanence of a 

degree: 

[Coaches] preach about going to class, going on time, sitting in the front, 

introducing yourself to your professors, making sure they know who you are, and 

just doing the best that you can, you know. So you can have something to look 

forward to when you leave here, you know. This is just temporary, you know. 

At USA University the coaches’ messages seemed to make a difference, as noted 

previously, the program enjoyed one of the highest graduation rates in the nation.  Andre 

confirmed that such graduation rates were a strong recruiting tool, 

Yeah, you can say it’s a way of recruiting. ‘Cause now when people go talk, most 

of them, your momma gonna make the decision of where you going in the first 
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place. So, most likely, your momma gonna want you to have a real good degree. 

And know if you playing football, you gonna have the good grades to go along 

[…] They sell it to moms. They told my grandmom.  She said “Naw” to half the 

schools I was talking to. 

As Andre explained, often times when student-athletes are on recruiting trips, coaches 

work on not only recruiting the student-athlete, but are also aware of the need to recruit 

the family as well.  In the case of USA University, the coaches seemed to believe that 

their graduation rate was one of the strongest parental recruiting tools they had.   

Finally, the student-athletes at AC University and Big 12 North University also 

mentioned that their coaches emphasize graduation.  While their discussions of their 

coaches’ sentiments were not as in depth as those participants at Big 12 South and USA 

University, Antoine at AC, and both Ben and Dan at Big 12 North, commented about a 

degree emphasis.  Antoine said, “They want you to graduate. That’s the big thing, ‘cause 

they was pushing a lot about us graduating, doing this, and doing that.”  Ben 

complimented his coaches’ interest in graduation, when he explained, “I feel like coaches 

here do a good job at, you know, getting us to graduate, pushing the concept on us at, I 

mean, I’m not walking out of here empty-handed.”  Dan’s comment again related the 

importance of graduation because of the slim chance of playing professional football, 

“They’re trying to keep people eligible, and they really want people to graduate. They 

really want people to graduate, because they know in the long run not everybody can go 

to the NFL.”   

Despite coaches’ efforts to downplay student-athletes’ beliefs that they will make 
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it to the NFL, and the participants’ reiteration of the probability that anyone on their team 

would have the chance to play professionally, a majority of these same students, when 

asked about their professional careers, hoped to make it to the NFL.  In fact, only eight 

participants had future plans that did not involve an attempt at being drafted into the 

NFL.  Even more interestingly, of the students who planned to give the NFL a try, 17 

were not even first-string athletes, meaning that they were not recognized as having the 

most promising talent on their college team.   

Also, while college coaches stressed the importance of getting a degree, the 

majors some of these students were pursuing were often not in areas in which they 

expressed a career interest.  The message that a degree was important to their futures was 

well received, yet some expressed a belief that a degree, even if it was not related to the 

profession to which they aspired, would still yield a long-term benefit.  For Ellis, his 

secondary career interest, should the NFL not be a possibility, was to return to his family 

farm, and work with his family.  While he decided to attend AC University on a football 

scholarship, he did this knowing that the university did not offer a degree in agriculture.  

Another university in the conference had also offered him a spot on their football team, 

and offered a degree in agriculture, however, because Ellis perceived the degree at AC 

University to be more prestigious, preferred the weather, was better courted by the AC 

University coaches, and because AC University was two hours closer to home, he chose 

to attend that university.  While academic prestige played a role in his decision, he chose 

to attend a university that could not prepare him for his desired career in agriculture.  

However, Ellis might have believed that attending AC University would improve his 
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chances of making it to the NFL.  Ellis explained the trade off,  

That was another reason that I was about to go to [the other university], because I 

was gonna do agriculture, but then again, I mean that was big, but the way I was 

looking at it is if I get my, if football doesn’t work out, get my degree here and 

then get my master’s in something to do with farming.  So it wouldn’t be that bad. 

Greg, another student-athlete at AC University also extolled the virtues of a degree from 

that university.  A communications major, Greg admitted that this degree might not be a 

perfect fit for his post-NFL goal of owning a sports bar, but still felt that it would be 

advantageous.  He explained,  

If I’m lucky enough to play at the next level that’d be awesome, but heck, most 

guys only play two or three years and then they’re on their own, so.  You know, 

what are you gonna do without a, you know, degree or – especially from a great 

place, so, you know.  That’s one thing I really looked into.  […] I feel like I’ve 

got a good degree, you know, just get my foot in the door somewhere and start 

working. 

Unlike Ellis, Greg had the opportunity to major in something directly linked to his career 

goal, such as management or business.  However, he relied on the idea that a degree was 

the most important accomplishment, the major was not as important.   

At Big 12 South University, both Kurt and Kevin also reflected on the importance 

of a degree and major choice.  Kurt, a senior, unhappy with the major he believed he had 

been tracked into by his athletic academic advisor, noted, “I'm happy with the degree 

period, but I kinda wish it would've been somethin' different, just somethin' with a little 
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bit more prestige, I guess.”  Kurt was graduating with a degree from the College of 

Agriculture, despite his interest in real estate.  Kevin, a sophomore, still had not picked a 

major.  He had a month left to do so, and was asked what he might select.   While Kevin 

too aspired to a future in real estate, he speculated that he would probably select Sports 

Management as his major.  When asked why he would choose a major unrelated to his 

career goal, he explained, “I don’t know.  I heard you can just, like now a days, I heard 

you can get a degree in something you’re not gonna be a job in or something like that.”  

This again demonstrates these participants’ beliefs about the importance of a degree and 

the relative irrelevance of major, which might have been a result of the NCAA’s 

emphasis on graduation rates as the indicator of academic success. 

THE ACADEMIC ROLE-SET 

One of the subquestions addressed in the study examined how the participants’ 

academic role-set members have assisted in shaping their educational experiences both in 

high school and college.  In high school the major actors in student-athletes’ academic 

role-sets were teachers and parents.  However, in college the student-athletes’ academic 

role-sets became dominated by the athletic academic support staff, and in most cases 

parents played smaller roles in the participants’ academics.  The following sections 

address the differences between high school and college academic role-sets.   

High School Academic Role-set: Teachers 

When asked about teachers or counselors who played an important role in their 

high school experience, 31 of the participants could name a favorite teacher or teachers.  

A majority of these memorable teachers were high school teachers, but two students 
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mentioned elementary teachers with whom they maintained contact, and another 

mentioned a middle school teacher with whom he remained close.  Seventeen also noted 

that they continued to visit these teachers when they went home, and three of them also 

maintained contact with these teachers via email.  

These favored teachers most often either were viewed as “no nonsense” teachers 

who pushed these students to achieve, or teachers who were personable and demonstrated 

an interest in these students’ lives.  Many of their toughest teachers were also their 

favorite. As Ben reminisced,  

My trig teacher […], she was a fireball, man. She actually lived like three houses 

down from me. If I forgot to do three questions on my homework, she would 

knock on my door and say, “Finish this.” I be like, "Oh! I’m sorry," because I try 

and rush it and I forget to do these three problems. She will knock on my door and 

be like, “Finish this right now.” […] I actually keep in contact with Mrs. _______ 

a lot […] I email her because she is a big football fan too. […] Of course, she 

watches us on Saturday and stuff.  It’s fun. She emails me. I remember I played 

my first game last year she emailed me right after it. It was funny because it 

wasn’t like a good job. “You missed this. You forgot to do this.” I’m like okay, 

thank you. 

For Ben, this high school teacher was memorable because of the effort she put into her 

relationship with him, and because she was someone who continued to maintain an 

interest in his life.  Khalil also shared a story about two of his high school teachers who 

played a significant role in his life, both academically and socially,  
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There’s a couple teachers who I had just a absolute great relationship with. One 

lady […] I met her in my junior year. She was my English teacher my junior year 

and my senior year. And we had a real good relationship. She pretty much told me 

no girls, like she was like the, a big sister-type to me. […] Then I had my Spanish 

teacher, Ms. _____. She would just tell me flat out anything that she wanted to 

say. Like if I was messing up, screwing around, she would pull me by my ear and 

tell me exactly what I needed to do. So them two had a real big effect on, you 

know, how I looked at things as far as grade-wise when I needed help; ‘cause they 

showed me the right way. 

Khalil believed these two women were important not only because they challenged him 

academically, but because of the motherly or sisterly roles they played in shaping his 

character. 

For other students, the teacher they believed played a large role in their high 

school academic development was one of the toughest teachers in the school.  As Davis 

noted, "He was the hardest teacher easily in our school, but he just made things fun. And 

that’s what I think got me through all the hard classes. It’s like, things were actually 

really fun."  Keondra shared similar sentiment when he said, "One [teacher] I really 

connected with was my pre-cal teacher, because she was very hard and she just stayed on 

us, and kept us focused.  Like the rest of the teachers were laid back, but she was hard on 

us, which helped." 

To some of the participants another characteristic of a great teacher was one who 

did not engage in favoritism, but emphasized earning grades on a student's own merit.  As 
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Vince explained, "Mr. ____, he teach American Government, [laughs] he was one that 

didn't care what you did, you had to earn your grades, so I kind of liked him for that."  

CJ elaborated, 

I would say my history teacher. He was cool because he was a football coach, but 

in class he didn’t treat me no different than anybody else. That’s what I liked. It 

was just, “Okay, you gonna have to do your work and you gotta earn your 

grades.” So I would say that was probably one of my favorite teachers.  See what 

else? My English teachers, two of my English teachers, they was just – they made 

me work, so I enjoyed that. Two of them had my older brother, so that’s what 

made it worse. They made sure I had to get them good grades like my older 

brother. 

Finally, some of the participants' most memorable teachers were those who the 

students perceived to be a challenge because of their professed attitudes against athletes.  

When they were able to successfully challenge these teachers' stereotypes about athletes, 

the participants remembered these teachers fondly.  Andre explained his challenge, 

Back in high school, my English teacher, she did not like athletes, ‘cause she said 

when she was in high school, when she was in college she always thought they 

got away with a lot more things than everybody else, she never liked athletes. So, 

she always treated us the worst out of everything. But she taught... 

L Bell: But you liked her... 

Andre: I like most hard things, but you gotta really work for her, and things you 

really gotta work for are things that you're gonna value a lot. 
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L. Bell: Do you think you won her over by the end? 

Andre: Yeah, cause when I go back up there and visit now, she's like, "Ah, you're 

my favorite little pupil." 

L. Bell: So maybe she doesn't hate all athletes now? 

Andre:  Nah, but she treats them, probably makes them work hard, and make 

them. I tell you, she got me more ready for college than any of my other teachers, 

‘cause she says she already know, like in college, that sometimes a college 

football player probably think he'll probably have it a whole lot more easy than a 

student probably have, and that's the wrong way to come into a classroom. 

Bart shared a similar story about a teacher with whom he still kept in touch, 

She was the hardest teacher I ever had, and she didn’t like student-athletes at all, 

because the ones that came to her class were always the jocks stereotype. Didn’t 

do anything, and so she gave me a hard time. She was actually one of the classes 

that I had to go in after school with her and kinda beg her to give me the grade so 

I can go to college-type thing. […] But in the end, she ended up being one of the 

teachers that I keep in touch with. [To get the grade] I did my work; but like she 

just – anything I did, I just felt like she wasn’t satisfied with it; and I really feel 

like it was just the whole athlete, student-athlete-type thing. She just wasn’t for it.  

L. Bell: So why did you keep in touch with her? It sounds like she was like the 

toughest on you. 

Bart:  Just ‘cause like – I don’t know. Just the times we spend after school.  

Kinda the way she forced me into my academics, ‘cause it was more so the 
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writing part that I was struggling with.   

For interviewees like Bart and Andre, who challenged stereotypes, and the other 

participants who favored the toughest teachers, perhaps being the competitive athletes 

they were made them appreciate the challenges these teachers posed.  Most importantly, 

these participants were able to identify teachers who helped them develop as students, 

and in many cases remained in contact with these academic role models even into 

college. 

High School Academic Role-set: Parents 

Twenty-two of the interviewees commented that one or both of their parents 

played a large role in academics during high school.  These parents set their own GPA 

requirements, decided with whom their son could spend time, and were involved in 

helping their son complete his forms for the NCAA Eligibility Clearinghouse. David’s 

mother was one who had her own eligibility standards for participation in football: 

My sophomore year, um, because to be eligible you have to have a 2.0, my mom 

said I had to have a 3.0, and so I actually ended up getting a 2.75 overall GPA for 

that semester, quarter, whatever, and she actually almost pulled me from playing 

football, so grades have always been there. 

For Tyrell it was his father that gave a consistent message about the importance of 

academics,  

My father, he pushed me every day. […] In everything.  He would make sure I 

was on my Ps and Qs, making sure I did my homework; he would give me rides 

to school.  I was at school every day, had perfect attendance, I was there.   



 141 

Some of the participants had one parent firmly camped in their athletic role-set, while the 

other was in the academic role-set.  Matt’s story demonstrated this, 

My dad was strictly [football].  I'd get home and eat dinner and my dad was 

always football.  “How was practice?  How was, what'd coach say?  What about 

the game this weekend?”  And I had mom in the other ear going, “Do you have 

any homework, any tests?” 

Despite the family dynamics, once these students were in college, only 15 of the 

participants mentioned their parents’ role in college academics.  The 15 participants who 

had parents in their college academic role-sets consisted of only 12 of the 22 student-

athletes who noted parents in their high school academic role-sets.  The three others with 

parent(s) in the college academic role-set had not mentioned parents playing a role in 

high school.    

College Academic Role-set: Parents 

As noted, the extent of parental involvement in the academic role-set of the 

college student-athletes was noticeably less than the involvement seen in high school.  Of 

the 10 participants whose parents were involved in high school, but did not mentioned 

parents in their college academic role-set, five of them had at least one parent with a 

Bachelor’s degree, and five were first-generation college students.  Perhaps more 

interesting is that of the 14 who never mentioned parental involvement in academics in 

either high school or college, 10 were first-generation college students.  In college, 

parents stepped back from their involvement in academics, and the participants’ academic 

role-set was dominated by their athletic academic advisors and learning specialists, as 37 



 142 

of the 41 participants listed these people as to whom they went when they had questions 

about academics.   

College Academic Role-set: Athletic Academic Support Services 

In the college academic realm, a vast majority (90%) of the participants retreated 

to the athletic complex to deal with their academic issues.  Because each athletic 

department in the sample dealt with the NCAA mandated academic support programs 

internally, student-athletes overwhelmingly relied on those within athletics to assist them 

in their academic pursuits.  As Ben explained, his athletic academic advisor could handle 

any academic concern, 

I actually go to our [athletic] academic counselors we have right over here [down 

the hallway from the football office]. […] And if I’ve got a question about a class, 

or if I need a tutor, you know, or if I’m going to be late for something with him, 

or, you know, a lot, like, a lot of the academic stuff, I go through him. And I just 

ask him.  If I have a question about anything, I’ll just go through him. 

Interestingly, although many of these student-athletes were not seeking academic advice 

from their parents, they commented on the parental nature of their athletic academic 

advisors.  Bart explained that the two main people he went to with any academic issues 

were his athletic academic advisor and his learning specialist.  He said, “If I have any 

questions about what am I doing in this class, or should I stay in it, or should I 

[substitute] it, or things like that, I ask them too. [… They’re] like my second moms.”  

Jose also noted the parental role played by his athletic academic advisor his freshman 

year, 
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[My athletic academic advisor] is a family man and he just basically tried to give 

the most advice as far as academics.  The times that I struggled, he’s the one that 

was there to lift me up after telling me not to do that.  You know what I’m saying 

when I’m struggling.  My freshman year I was out one night so I was on 

[probation], so he’s the one that he was riding my ass for the first year and he is, 

even now, I thank him for that.   

Such comments from the participants signified that their athletic academic advisors have 

in some cases filled the parental role in these students’ lives. 

While almost all interviewees credited the athletic department’s academic 

services office for their assistance in selecting courses and majors, and helping them hone 

their study skills, in many cases the students also revealed that they had little autonomy in 

major or course selection because of the intense involvement by the athletic academic 

staff.  Additionally, some spoke about being tracked into specific majors by these staff 

members.  Tom said, “[My athletic academic advisor] was the one […] told me what I 

needed to do to get here, you know, with my classes and what to sign up for.”  Greg, who 

attends AC University with Tom, also commented on the same advisor, “[She] usually 

deals with more my schedule[…] She usually helps me out, figures out a different way if 

somethin’s not fittin’ my schedule she’ll, you know, at least work her hardest and try to 

find a way.”  A more extreme case of academic involvement, noted previously in this 

chapter, was Kurt’s belief that the athletic academic department chose his major for him. 

It is obvious from Kurt’s story that he felt that many others had been put in similar 

situations and tracked into the same major.  However, examining those from the sample 
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at Big 12 South University, where Kurt attends, of the eight student-athletes in the 

sample, three were majoring in agriculture, while three others were majoring in sport 

management, and the other two participants were in unrelated majors.  With such a small 

number of participants involved in this study, it is not possible to draw any conclusions 

about major clustering, however, this has been discussed in the literature (Benford, 2007), 

and is an area worth further inquiry.   

College Academic Role-set: Faculty 

When prompted, 27 of the participants noted that in their time at the university 

they had managed to cultivate a relationship with at least one faculty member.  This was 

a faculty member with whom they believed they had made a connection and was, in most 

cases, someone they believed they could ask for a letter of recommendation.  The 

inclusion of faculty in their academic role-set was important, because as Harrison et al. 

(2006) found, cultivating a relationship with faculty members plays a positive role in 

student-athletes’ commitment to academic pursuits.  However, as Harrison et al. (2006) 

also noted, the quantity of faculty interaction was not nearly as predictive as the quality 

of faculty interaction.  In their interviews, 15 of the student-athletes spoke of having 

strong relationships with professors on campus.  These relationships were characterized 

as strong because they involved multiple interactions with the professor, contact that 

extended beyond the classroom, and lasted more than one semester.  While eight of the 

participants mentioned having a good relationship with faculty, and one that revolved 

around academic and career discussions, they did not characterize the relationship in a 

way that could be recognized as being strong.   Finally, four of the participants’ 
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relationships with faculty mainly centered around the faculty member’s interest in 

football, and involved lenient policies that benefited the student-athletes.   

Jose was one of the students who had a strong relationship with a Geology 

professor at Pac-10 University.  He first met this professor on his recruiting trip, during a 

luncheon for the student-athletes and their families.  What most impressed Jose was the 

interest the faculty member took in him as a person.  As he explained, 

He knew everybody’s name and he was a great professor, he was Geology 

professor, but he cared for not us as student-athletes, but he cared for his students.  

He didn’t really care that we were student-athletes.  He gave us the grade that you 

earned.  He was fair, but he kind of motivated us to kinda like step away from 

being an athlete versus being a student.  He always tried to enlist the value of 

education, the value of how important it is to get good grades and how much fun 

it is to get a good grade that you earned for it, so he’s the one that kind of helped 

me out.  I took a few independent study class with him because he was cool and 

he knows what we go through. 

As a senior, Jose looked back fondly on his relationship with this professor, and noted 

how impressed he was that the professor genuinely cared about him as an individual.  In 

describing his relationship with his history professor, Dan noted that this professor 

influenced his academic direction, 

I took him actually, just like, last spring, in Latin American history.  And I’ve 

always been kind of emphasized in like American Twentieth Century, that’s just 

kind of what I liked, ‘cause it’s where I came from.  And I took Latin American 
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history just ‘cause we have to have like world areas, and I was like, okay, Latin 

America.  That was pretty close to where I am at.  I guess it had more relevance.  

And he was actually really cool, a really good teacher, and it was really 

interesting.  And now actually I just took history in Mexico in the summer, and 

I’m kind of even thinking about taking my senior seminar eventually in some sort 

of Latin American history.  So it was really interesting.  So he actually had a 

pretty good influence in my kind of direction. 

In this case, Dan’s experience highlighted how his relationship with this professor 

enhanced his academic experience, and exposed him to an area in which he had not 

previously considered to be of interest to him.  His enthusiasm for the course content was 

evident. 

For Jake, the most influential professor at Big 12 North was a finance professor.  

While he loved her class and found it personally relevant, even more important was the 

unofficial advising role she played in his college experience since she had him as a 

student.  He explained,  

She’s a business teacher, she’s really, she’s helped me […] she’s just kind of 

helped us like, “Here’s the teacher you want to have, he’s very good.  Here’s what 

he can do,” stuff. So, she’s kind of pointed us in the right direction. […] I’ve 

asked her what’s the best class, what can I do to get like my, work my Master’s or 

what not and she’s like, “Here’s who you have to talk to,” and all that type of 

stuff. 
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As an unofficial advisor, this professor was someone Jake identified as one to whom he 

could pose questions about his academic future.  This important member of his academic 

role-set helped to shape Jake’s future outside of football, and is an excellent example of 

the strong relationships fifteen participants had with faculty.  

For those whose relationships were not coded as being strong, many took the form 

of the relationship that Vince described having with a former professor, 

There's one professor I had a couple of times; I could go ask her a question. 

L. Bell:  Would you consider that professor someone you trust, or is that someone 

you've just had a few times? 

Vince: I trust her because she, let me see, she um, she keep us ahead of things.  

She let us know if something that we need to do, she let us know about it so I 

think I could pretty much trust her. 

L. Bell:  Is she a good teacher too?  What makes her a good teacher? 

Vince: Yeah.  Cause if you don't do your work, she's just like my high school 

teacher, she ain't just gonna give you a grade.  

In this example, Vince demonstrated that he knew a professor well enough that if he had 

a question about academics he could have gone to her to seek academic advice.  He 

trusted this woman, and also respected how fairly she treated her students.  However, 

unlike those with strong relationships to faculty members, Vince only suspected that he 

could go to this professor, if needed.  He did not note that he had actually sought her 

council, which is why this relationship was not classified as particularly strong. 



 148 

 As noted previously, four of the students felt that they had strong relationships 

with faculty, but in characterizing these relationships, they revealed that such 

relationships were more tied to their role as athletes, than students.  Keondra extolled the 

virtues of many of the faculty in his major, when he said, 

For the most part they know what we go through, know how busy we stay, we 

talk to them about it too, and they understand it, and they give us, they’re lenient 

with papers.  If we gotta do something we can call them and tell them that the 

paper gonna be a little late and they’re cool with it.  That’s why, I guess they 

really understand what we go through, like time wise, and how hard it is to get 

stuff done when we got football. 

While these faculty seemed to be very understanding and sympathetic individuals, it did 

not seem that they were cultivating Keondra’s academic pursuits in a positive way.  

Bart’s story of his relationship with a memorable professor fell along a similar vein, 

The one teacher that I do remember, and I did keep in touch with ‘til he left, I 

forget his name; but he was like a sports junkie.  So he told me to come after class 

during his office hours and work on my papers and stuff, but then it would end up 

just us talking about sports. […] But he would talk to me about – I had a couple 

teachers before that I felt like didn’t give me a fair shot with my grade ‘cause of 

the athlete thing.  And he was one of the teachers that I could kinda vent to about 

it.  And I don’t know. He kinda, just kinda washed that out of my mind about 

thinking about what the teachers think about me. Just kinda putting it out there. 

You know, bringing my work and having it done well, that kinda thing. Don’t 
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give ‘em an option. 

While this professor seemed to emphasize academics, at least verbally, his actions 

prevented academic pursuits from materializing in his office because he mainly wanted to 

talk about sports.  Such a mixed message about the importance of academics prevented 

this relationship from being characterized as a quality academic relationship.   

College Academic Role-set: Non Student-athlete Peers 

While the academic role-set was dominated by the athletic academic support 

services staff, faculty, and in some cases parents, six of the participants also credited non-

athletic peers for academic motivation and assistance, three of whom were the 

participants’ girlfriends.  Bart explained how important his long-time friend had been to 

him in his academic pursuits at Pac-10 University,  

I still consider him my best friend, but he joined a fraternity.  We – he was part of 

the deal when I came to [Pac-10] that normally you’re put in with another student-

athlete in the dorms, but I said, “If I come, I want him to be there.”  So I stayed 

with him.  He joined a fraternity; but for whatever reason, I don’t ever see him, 

but he still calls me and checks on my school.  If I need – most of the classes that 

I’ve taken, he’s taken. […] So every once in a while, I’ve had a couple classes, 

and I’ll go to him for help.   Or to just gimme ideas on papers.  Like he’s one of 

those guys that doesn’t have to work for anything in school.  He’s just smart.  And 

so I’d say like he’s been my biggest role model, which was – I – it would – it was 

hard to admit that at first – to have, you know, one of your friends be, you know, 

the upper hand, got the upper hand on you and stuff like that. 
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For Bart, even though he rarely saw his friend on campus, he admitted that this non-

athletic peer had played a significant role in his academics.  It was also interesting to note 

Bart’s strategy in requesting that this peer be his roommate freshman year, rather than 

being paired with a fellow-athlete.  Being paired with an academically successful role 

model might have played a role in Bart’s own progress toward degree completion, which 

supports the findings of Crosnoe et al. (2003) in their work on the impact of academically 

motivated peers. 

In discussing the role of their girlfriends, the participants either noted the 

academic assistance provided by these women, or the motivation the girlfriends provided 

through competition.  Trip’s girlfriend was helpful to him as a writing tutor.  He 

explained, “She’s really good in school, […] school kinda came easy to her.  If I had a 

paper […] to do, she would help me out and if I’d do it or she’d read it and she’d re-do 

it.”  Champ’s girlfriend provided motivation, 

It’s a competition between me and her [… we] got a class together, I don’t want 

her to do better than me, even though she still is, but I don’t like her doing better 

than me, it kinda upsets me […] Yeah, she does motivate me.  I mean, when I’m 

going through stuff, she’s there for me.  So I mean, she’s a regular person.  So I 

appreciate that. 

While it seems as though Trip’s girlfriend might have overstepped the rules of academic 

integrity to assist him in his studies, Champ described the motivation and support given 

to him by his partner.  However, what might be most important about this finding is not 

the role played by non-athletic peers in the participants’ academic role-sets, but the lack 
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of non-athletic peers mentioned by these student-athletes during this study.  While 

previous research has demonstrated the important role academically motivated peers can 

play in influencing their friends in similar pursuits, the physical and social distance 

between the student-athletes and the general student body appeared to prevent strong 

relationships from non-athletic, academically motivated peers from forming more easily. 

College Academic Role-sets: Fellow Athletes 

Academically motivated peers were not found solely outside of the student-athlete 

population.  In fact, nine of the student-athletes in this study had higher scores on their 

Academic Identity Measurement Index (AIMI) than their Athletic Identity Measurement 

Scale (AIMS) (for individual results, consult Appendix C).  In the interviews, nine 

participants mentioned fellow athletes playing a role in their academics.  However, in 

most cases this role was much less substantial than those played by faculty and athletic 

academic advisors.   

For five of the participants, fellow athletes were consulted in both major and 

course selection.  When Ellis was asked how he decided to change his major, he 

explained, “I talked to one of my upperclassmen, and they told me that Com wasn’t a bad 

major, you know, so I talked to someone who had already taken it and was on their last 

couple of classes.”  For Kevin, fellow student-athletes provided motivation to remain 

academically eligible.  As he noted, “Your teammates push you just because they want 

you playing and they feel that the team needs you and stuff like that.”  These participants 

noted the role peers play in their academic decision-making, however, the final four 

participants who credited fellow student-athletes as playing a role in their academic 
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development shared stories that seemed indicative of far stronger relationships.   

Both Davis and Alex credited a fellow athlete for their academic development, 

and discussed the usefulness of having a “study buddy.”  As Davis explained,  

A [women’s] volleyball player, […] she’s actually helped me out a lot, ‘cause um, 

we’re taking kind of the same subjects, she’s actually taking a harder schedule 

than I am, like way harder, so it kind of puts me in perspective, like “well I’ve got 

it easy,” so.  But she helps out a lot like, just going over different stuff for like 

different tests, for what we think is going on, and what to study and all that stuff, 

so I think she’s helped me a lot. 

For Alex, it was a teammate who helped him academically.  He said,  
   

My roommate and I had the same major, and so we started off takin' a lot of the 

same classes like at the same time, ‘cause we had the schedule.  I mean, we were 

both in football and so we both had the same kinda time schedule.  […] And then 

now that we've picked our field of study and they're different, I think that kinda 

threw us off ‘cause I still have two classes with him this semester, and so I think 

those are classes we're doin' [good] in too, because I have somebody who keeps 

me on track. 

In both cases, these participants received assistance from fellow student-athletes who 

shared similar coursework, and similar schedules.  These relationships also hinted at 

being reciprocal in nature, and were very positive for these two men.   

Jose and Ashanti had stories that differed from the others in this set.  For these 

two men, both had former athletes play a significant role in their lives.  In many ways, 
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these former student-athletes, who graduated a few years before these participants, served 

as key mentors with whom the men shared their goals and dreams, and from whom they 

sought significant advice.  In Jose’s case, his mentor was a former teammate who 

graduated just before Jose’s arrival, but remained at Pac-10 University as a graduate 

student.  Jose explained their relationship, 

I say “brother” because you’re [teammates] for life and it’s family. So a brother 

on the team played in 2001, finished in 2003, but he studied abroad in 2001 

because he wanted to do something, some big trip. He talked to somebody and 

they said “Go. We’ll pay for you.” He said “I’m going.” And he had two more 

years of football. The coaches, […], [coach]’s like “If you leave,” you know what 

I’m saying, “you’re quitting the team.” [Coach]’s like “You can’t quit. You’re on 

the team.” So he kind of broke that. He broke it for us, you know? So he went and 

then he had a great time. You know, he learned so much. […] He went over there 

and it changed his life. 

 My freshman year he said “I wanna take you to Africa, to the motherland, 

Africa.” Oh, that’s cool. That’s cool, but I’m not Black, you know? I’m not 

African American so my history is not there. 

 Last year [he’s] like “Man, I’m gonna do it, gonna take you guys, man.” 

He had like 80 people and he wanted to take 10, 12 first. And when it came down 

to it, even my best friend […] he dropped out. He said “I can’t go. Coach [said] 

like if you go you’re quitting.” [….]   

 It’s actually never been done before except for him and now us all. 
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They’re trying to do that like not a yearly thing, but [student-athletes] never get 

that opportunity and they gave us the opportunity and I went and I’m glad that I 

did. I learned so much from that. 

For Jose, this former teammate, with whom he now has a very close relationship, paved 

the way for Jose and other student-athletes on Pac-10 University’s campus to be able to 

study abroad.  In many ways, this former teammate’s willingness to ignore his coach’s 

wishes in order to experience a semester abroad, challenged the academic parameters for 

the student-athletes on that campus.  Jose talked at length about what he gained from this 

academic experience, however it is important to also note that the academic quarter 

system on this campus allowed for the flexibility to make this study abroad experience 

possible.  It might be more difficult to find such trailblazers at institutions with semesters, 

rather than a quarter system.  Regardless, this is a powerful example of how a former 

teammate can ignite a passion for academic inquiry amongst his fellow “brothers.” 

In Ashanti’s case, his mentor was a former basketball student-athlete, who was a 

student-athlete when Ashanti first arrived on campus, and worked on campus.  During his 

interview Ashanti noted, 

I know this guy, he went here, he played basketball […].  I talk to him about – as 

far as what I wanted to do and he – if I’m looking for a recommendation I know 

who to go to and all that stuff. […] So I really – I talk to [him] a lot about 

everything I wanna do, I tell him what my plans are, what my goals are. […] They 

push me to do graduate school here, it sounded great, but I was gonna do that, I 

was gonna go ahead and graduate this May and start graduate school.  [But] I  
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realized that’s not what I wanna do, so I figured you have to do what you wanna 

do otherwise you’re not gonna be happy. […] He’s pretty cool, gives me advice 

on that stuff. 

In this case, Ashanti’s mentor helped him make decisions about his academic future, and 

served as a sounding board with whom he could weigh the wishes of his academic 

advisors and his own plans.   

These two stories underscore the powerful role that can be played by athletic 

peers in a student-athletes’ academic role-set, and perhaps more importantly, the value 

placed on the opinions and advice of an academically successful upperclassman.  In all 

nine instances of discussing the role played by fellow student-athletes (seven of which 

directly referred to teammates) in a student-athletes’ academic role-set, the influence of 

such support was demonstrated.  However, while these nine participants counted 

teammates or fellow athletes in their academic role-set, it was only in the cases of Jose 

and Ashanti where a fellow teammate seemed to play a significant and powerful role in 

influencing these student-athletes’ learning experiences.  Conversely, when asked who 

had helped them grow as an athlete since arriving in college, 29 of the participants in the 

study (71% of the sample), credited their teammates with playing a significant, if not the 

most important role, in such development.  This demonstrates that while fellow 

teammates played a role in the academic development of fellow athletes, their influence 

was largely athletic and not academic.   
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In an attempt to understand how these football student-athletes negotiated their 

academic identities and balanced their role as student-athletes, the findings exposed a 

complex tale.  Ideally, the term student-athlete depicts the dual role of college athletes, 

who must be both students and athletes simultaneously.   However, these 41 participants 

revealed that attending to the demands of Division I football most often requires a 

renegotiation of the demands of a student.  While the possibility of playing Division I 

football often motivated the student-athletes in high school who were not as committed to 

their academics previously, once in college, academics often took a backseat to the 

priorities of football.  In order to maintain their eligibility and meet the demands of the 

football schedule, almost half of the participants changed their desired major.  

Additionally, the demands of college athletics caused these participants to experience a 

dramatic distancing from the general student body, which unsurprisingly hampered the 

embracing of the student role.    
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 

As the study found, the participants felt that the campus dynamics influenced the 

ways in which student-athletes were perceived to behave and the role they were believed 

to play as student-athletes.  Whether it was being labeled as an athlete or football player 

(and confronting the subsequent stereotypes about their character and academic 

inadequacies), or the campus racial climate, the participants faced these issues on a daily 

basis.  It seems that for student-athletes of color, specifically African Americans, such 

campus dynamics played an even more significant role, as none of those in the sample 

felt able to escape the athlete label.  Additionally, at four of the five campuses, the 

African American participants experienced a drastic racial imbalance in their classrooms 

that made them feel uneasy in that setting.  This lack of comfort in the classroom, in 

addition to various microaggressions, led to feelings of marginality in the academic 

setting. 

While the campus climate played a role in shaping the experience of these 

student-athletes in higher education, the participants’ athletic role expectations often led 

to physical and social separation from the general student body.  This was a result of, and 

further resulted in, an emphasis on their athletic roles.  As demonstrated in participants’ 

interviews, their athletic expectations often required them to spend a majority of their 

time in the athletic complex on campus.  Additionally, a lack of understanding from the 

general student body about the time needed to concentrate on their athletic expectations 

led to greater distancing between the student-athletes and the “regular” students.  
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Looking beyond the participants’ perception of physical and social distancing 

from the general student body because of their athletic role expectations, their athletic 

roles have further shaped their educational experiences both in high school and college.  

In high school, their athletic abilities opened doors to higher education, which forced 

some to become more motivated in the classroom so they could academically qualify for 

their scholarships.  For those who were already good students and college bound, their 

athletic role and exceptional athletic abilities resulted in heavy recruiting efforts by 

universities’ football programs, a unique college selection process.  Once in college their 

athletic roles were shown to shape two significant areas, their relationships with the 

general student body (discussed previously) and major selection.  Many participants 

chose a major unrelated to their career goals due to athletic requirements; more 

specifically the football schedule and NCAA academic eligibility bylaws.    

In examining how those in the participants’ athletic and academic role-sets 

assisted in shaping their educational experiences, high school and college coaches were 

found to be the athletic role-set members who played the largest role in shaping academic 

experiences.  High school coaches took one of two stances: they either focused on the 

present and emphasized academic eligibility in order to keep everyone on the field, or 

they used their role as coach to focus on the future, emphasizing college preparation, both 

athletically and academically.  In college, the participants believed their coaches played a 

similar role, either emphasizing present eligibility, or emphasizing the importance of 

graduation.  However, as noted in depth in the results chapter, while the coaches 

emphasized graduation, and the importance of a college degree, the degree was the 
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central goal, and there was little connection between major choice and future aspirations.    

A degree in any area, regardless of connection to future personal goals, was the focus of 

the conversation. 

In their academic role-sets the participants identified many key players who 

helped to shape their academic experiences.  Reflecting upon their high school 

experience, a majority of the participants were able to identify teachers who helped them 

develop as students, and in many cases remained in contact with these academic role 

models even during college.  While a little over half of the sample noted parental 

involvement in their high school academic experiences, in college, parents stepped back 

from their involvement in academics, and these students’ academic role-set was 

dominated by their athletic academic advisors and learning specialists housed within the 

athletic complex.  While almost all interviewees credited the athletic department’s 

academic services office for their assistance in selecting courses and majors, and helping 

them hone their study skills, in many cases the participants also perceived that they had 

little autonomy in major or course selection because of the intense involvement by the 

athletic academic staff.  Additionally, some spoke about feeling tracked into specific 

majors by these staff members.   

Faculty also played a significant role in the college academic role-set.  Fifteen of 

the participants spoke of having strong relationships with professors on campus.  These 

relationships were characterized as strong because they involved multiple contacts with 

the professor, contact that extended beyond the classroom, and persisted for more than 

one semester (Harrison et al., 2006).  In some cases these relationships prompted major 
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exploration, independent studies, and career exploration.  Because of the strength of some 

of these relationships faculty were shown to play a significant role in shaping the 

participants’ perceptions of their academic role and their future aspirations.   

Finally, in examining the role that peers played in shaping the participants’ 

academic experience, the results demonstrated that both athletic and non-athletic peers 

were able to influence the participants’ academic experiences.  However, it is important 

to note that only six of the participants identified non-athletic peers who had played a role 

in their academics (as mentors, tutors, and academic motivators), which might be a result 

of the general distancing from the student body felt by the majority of the participants.  

Additionally, while nine participants noted that fellow athletes had played a key role in 

helping them develop as students, 29 of the participants in the study (71% of the sample) 

credited their teammates as playing a significant, if not the most important role, in their 

athletic development.  Thus demonstrating that while fellow teammates may play a role 

in the academic development of fellow athletes, their influence is largely athletic and not 

academic.   

Despite the number of individuals in the participants’ athletic or academic role-

sets who emphasized the importance of academics, or the quality of these relationships, 

the physical and emotional disconnect from the general student population seemed to 

play a more salient role in how the participants negotiated their roles as both students and 

athletes.   Unfortunately, for Division I student-athletes, the term student-athlete has 

become simply a reflection of the role accretion shouldered by these athletes as more and 

more academic-related requirements have been tucked under the management and 
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supervision of the athletic department.  The student-athletes in this study, despite the 

wishes of some, did not feel like students, most could not visibly blend in with students, 

and they were not treated like “regular” students.  For a majority of those in the study, the 

only time they spent with non-athlete students was in the classroom, where their 

attendance was monitored in a fashion inapplicable to other students.  After class they 

trekked away from the academic and social core of campus to the peripheral athletic 

complex, which in many ways seemed to be a satellite branch of their university. 

The NCAA’s changes to the initial eligibility requirements of student-athletes 

have undoubtedly brought in student-athletes more prepared to handle the rigors of 

college.  As noted earlier, the students in this sample arrived on campus with a GPA 

averaging 3.14.  Many of these participants truly enjoyed their time in the classroom, had 

cultivated positive relationships with professors, and felt that their academic skills—

particularly their writing—had dramatically improved.  However, the NCAA’s 

commitment to enhancing the student experience of student-athletes has in many ways 

backfired.  While the time permitted for athletic activities was restricted to no more than 

20 hours per week, college coaches have implemented numerous “voluntary activities,” 

which some student-athletes joke are “voluntold.”  When the NCAA mandated that 

college dormitories must not have a student-athlete population greater than 49%, student-

athletes were still roomed with teammates, which did little to increase their interaction 

with non-athlete students.  Most importantly, while the NCAA mandated academic 

support services to enhance the academic experience of student-athletes, such enhanced 

services were overwhelmingly conducted within the athletic complex, mandating that up 
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to 10 more hours per week be spent within the confines of athletics, in order to complete 

academic requirements.  At the same time, the academic progress of the student-athletes 

began to be monitored to such an extent (tracking daily attendance, documenting all 

assignments due, requesting monthly progress reports from professors, mandating the 

40/60/80 progress toward degree rates), that the academic autonomy afforded to the 

general student population was usurped from the student-athletes.  Because these 

concerns about the academic experience of student-athletes were handled through the 

athletic structure, and were replicated nation-wide, it only resulted in an expansion of the 

athlete role, and not a shift toward a student-athlete balance.  

But, who is to blame?  As Division I-FBS football has become a billion dollar 

industry, these teams in many ways mimic professional athletics, with the exception that 

the athletes are unpaid amateurs.  Amongst the five head coaches in the study, their 

annual income averages $1,382,980.   This figure includes both the salary provided by 

the athletic departments and “other income,” which is a combination of contracts with 

sportswear companies, country club memberships, media contracts, etc., which are all a 

part of their official contracts (“Compensation,” 2007).  While each of these coaches also 

receives contractual bonuses for academic performance (usually based upon graduation 

rates or average team GPA meeting a specific goal) these bonuses are typically half the 

size of the bonus the coach receives for leading his team to a BCS Bowl Game.  The 

coach’s priorities are clearly outlined by the university in his contract—the student-

athletes’ athletic performance is literally worth more than their academic performance.  

According to the participants in this study the coaches do care about the student-athletes’ 



 163 

academics.  This is demonstrated by the coaches’ messages about the importance of 

graduation, and grounding student-athletes’ NFL dreams in statistical realities.  However, 

when it comes down to the coaches’ day to day activities we see an emphasis on keeping 

their teams eligible, because they recruited the best athletes they could, and they want to 

make sure these men can suit up for Saturday’s game, and improve the team’s chance of 

winning.  But is there anything wrong with this?  The coach was hired to win games, not 

to cultivate scholars.   

Perhaps one of the best examples of this occurred last season when Myron Rolle, 

a football student-athlete from Florida State University received a Rhoades Scholarship, 

to complement his 3.75 GPA.  Even with this elite honor, which has brought a great deal 

of academic limelight to Florida State, Rolle’s position coach was heard just the season 

before saying that he did not believe that Rolle prepared for games “‘like he was trying to 

get an A’ in the classroom” (Dodd, 2008).  Despite the fact that Rolle had been identified 

as a top NFL prospect and a talented scholar, the coach still wished he had put in more 

effort on the field.  But again, these coaches receive Bowl game bonuses, and rarely are 

rewarded for athletes’ individual academic accolades. 

Understanding that the coaches’ central focus is on winning, another area to 

explore is that of the academic support services within athletics, the individuals who the 

participants primarily went to with any and all academic questions.  While some 

participants explicitly noted or hinted that they perceived that they had been tracked into 

majors by these individuals, it is easy to see how in many cases these athletic academic 

advisors were working in the best interest of these student-athletes.  Consider Shaun’s 
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story from Chapter 4.  Here was a student-athlete who was enthusiastic about his major in 

Astrophysics, but two years into the major he realized that the courses he would need to 

take to satisfy the major were only offered at times that conflicted with football.  Shaun 

understood that completing these courses in the off-season meant it would take up to six 

years to complete his degree, which was something he did not want to do.  

Shaun’s advisor was aware that he was an out of state student from a middle-class 

family with six children.  The advisor believed that he and his family probably could not 

afford to attend Big 12 North University without his athletic scholarship.  Therefore, 

choosing to leave the team for his Astrophysics major was not an option for him—no 

football, no guaranteed scholarship at Big 12 North.  However, the advisor was also 

aware that Shaun could not postpone completing courses toward his Astrophysics major, 

because according to NCAA eligibility rules Shaun had to complete 60% and 80% of his 

degree program by the end of his junior and senior years, respectively.  To keep Shaun at 

Big 12 North, the advisor was obligated to suggest selecting another major.  The coach 

could not be asked to change practice times for one student.  The Astrophysics 

department could not be asked to rearrange the course schedule for one student.  It was 

understandably a better option to help Shaun select another major of some interest to him 

that would keep him eligibly on the team.  It is arguable that this athletic academic 

advisor did his or her best under the schedule constraints of the university, as well as the 

powerful overarching eligibility rules set for Division I athletes by the NCAA. In many 

ways, these NCAA regulations dictate a very similar experience for student-athletes 
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across the country, regardless of institutional affiliation, as seen in the shared stories by 

the participants in this study. 

Implications 

With these challenges in mind, either the reality that student-athletes will not have 

a college experience that mirrors their non-athletic peers will have to be accepted, or 

universities will need to make changes at the institutional level that impact the 

experiences of these student-athletes.  However, making university-specific changes that 

might impact the athletic program’s competitiveness is undoubtedly risky.  Athletic 

departments rarely craft policies without consulting peer institutions to make sure their 

athletes are not advantaged or disadvantaged in a way inconsistent with other athletes at 

Division I institutions nationwide.  Two recent examples of this can be seen in the traffic 

over the N4A (National Association for Athletic Academic Advisors) listserv this year.  

In late January 2009, a message went out over this listserv asking, “Would you mind 

sharing athletic departments [sic] policy if a student athlete is arrested for DUI.”  This 

message, written by the Associate Athletic Director of a Division I-FBS institution in the 

Southeastern Conference, demonstrated the institution’s unease in crafting a policy 

without consulting peer institutions to avoid penalizing the athlete or the team in a way 

inconsistent with other institutions.  Another example of this made its way across the 

listserv in early March of 2009, when an Assistant Athletic Director of an institution in 

the Atlantic Sun Conference posted the following question to the listserv, 

Currently, it is a policy at [our university] that the Athletic Department cannot 

practice or schedule any competition dates whatsoever during the period of 
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FINAL EXAMS.  We are researching any/all policies at other Division I 

institutions in which schools are permitted to practice and/or compete during the 

final exam schedule.  If possible – can you please provide any examples of your 

protocol and or department policy on this? 

In this case, it appears that this institution wanted to explore the possibility of practicing 

or competing during final exams, and was looking for other universities that already 

allowed this practice.  This institution was exploring whether or not their current policy 

was restricting their teams in ways inconsistent with other Division I institutions, to 

ensure a level playing field.  These examples are used expressly to demonstrate the 

complexities of crafting unique policies for athletic departments that must compete on a 

national scale.   

Considerations for Campus-specific Change. 

Should institutions be brave enough to consider policies for their student-athletes 

that might enhance their academic experiences, but not be indicative of a national trend, I 

would suggest the following: Consider pairing student-athletes with non student-athletes 

in the freshmen dorms.  This could reduce the distancing between both groups, and might 

also work to chip away at some of the stereotypes about student-athletes.  Consider 

offering orientation for the student-athletes in conjunction with orientation for the general 

student body, and organize chances for interaction.  Currently the NCAA mandates 

orientation for football student-athletes before their first semester of college (bylaw 

17.11.2.2), however, there is no stipulation that this orientation must be exclusively for 

football student-athletes (NCAA, 2008).  When redesigning space for the athletic 
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academic support services offices, consider moving this department into a building away 

from the athletic complex, and more central to the academic core of the campus.  Perhaps 

even consider making study space and computer labs available to the general student 

population, or putting other academic support units overseen by the university within the 

same building.  Such space redesign might decrease the physical separation of student-

athletes from the general student population, and could also provide a space that is 

conducive for interaction between student-athletes and their non-student-athlete peers.   

Areas for Future Research 

While these are simply suggestions, areas for further research would include an 

investigation of the Division I institutions that have crafted novel approaches to enriching 

the student-athlete experience.  Although the five sites in the study dealt with the student-

athlete population in incredibly similar ways, there are over 100 institutions in the 

Football Bowl Subdivision, and it would be a worthy study to seek out and evaluate 

unique programs.  Another area for further study, as discussed in Chapter Four, would be 

a more thorough look into the major clustering of student-athletes to examine if this is 

truly a result of NCAA bylaw 14.4.3.2, “Fulfillment of Percentage of Degree 

Requirements,” which enforced the 40/60/80 degree completion requirements for student-

athletes beginning in 2003 (NCAA, 2008).  The first group of student-athletes who came 

in under this rule has just begun to graduate, which allows research examining the 

longitudinal impact of this rule to begin.   

Finally, to further explore student-athlete academic identity development, it 

would be advantageous to replicate this study with football student-athletes attending 
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universities that are Scholar-Baller institutions, to compare and contrast their experiences 

with those from the study.  Dr. C. Keith Harrison, Cliff Parks, and Jean Boyd developed 

the Scholar-Baller program to instill an academic identity in college student-athletes.  

This unique program combines curriculum and an incentive program to encourage 

student-athletes to embrace their academic identity.  Currently, there are over 50 colleges 

and universities in North America that have embraced the Scholar-Baller program for one 

or more of their collegiate teams, which includes a handful of Division I-FBS football 

teams (www.scholarballer.org).  This unique program is of particular interest because it 

aims to cultivate an academic identity amongst student-athletes.  Although three of the 

institutions contacted to participate in this study had Scholar-Baller football member 

teams, none consented to participate.  However, this is not an indication that future 

attempts for research should not be made.     

Concluding Thoughts 

This study was conducted with the intention of investigating how high-profile, 

Division I-FBS football student-athletes perceive their academic role while immersed in 

the college athletic culture.  It was designed to explore how these student-athletes 

balanced their simultaneous roles as student and athlete during their time on campus.  

What it revealed was that although the student-athletes clearly cared about academics, 

and were able to identify faculty and courses they found meaningful, their role as student-

athletes did not allow them to simultaneously be students and athletes.  While there was 

clearly an academic component to the student-athlete experience, at no time could these 

students shed their athletic roles and embrace the role of a “normal” or “regular” college 
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student.  Additionally, there were times when these student-athletes had to make football 

and its requirements a priority over their academic pursuits, in order to remain eligible 

student-athletes. 

It is necessary to understand that these football student-athletes’ college 

experience was completely unlike that of their non-athlete peers.  This provokes a larger 

question: Is the goal to have these student-athletes graduate with a degree in any major, 

or to graduate after having had a college experience that allowed them to feel that they 

were both a student and an athlete?  It is interesting to consider that the participants in 

this study would have a stronger bond with one another regardless of the institution 

attended, than they would with non-athlete students at their alma mater, simply because 

the structure of their college experience was nearly identical.  I am not convinced there is 

a right answer to this question. But certainly this is a conundrum worth further academic 

debate and inquiry.  I only hope that I have furthered the discussion in some way, and 

have provided a forum to authentically honor the experiences and perspectives of these 

41 football student-athletes who took the time to have their stories told. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

1. Please state your name.   

2. I’m going to be using pseudonyms for this study.  If you’d like, you can pick your 

own, what would you like your name to be in this study?  

3. What year are you in college? 

4. Have you red-shirted?  If yes, which year?  

5. Where did you go to high school?  What town is it in? 

6. Tell me about your high school football career—your teammates, coaches, etc.  What 

memories do you have?   

7. When did you know that you were being recruited by D-I schools?  Did this affect 

your high school experience? 

8. Can you remember when people first identified you as an athlete or a football player?   

9. Were you involved in any other sports/clubs in high school? 

10. Tell me about your academic experiences in high school.  What memories do you 

have about teachers, counselors, homework assignments, etc.? 

11. What role did your high school coaches play in academics?  

12. Who were your role models in high school?  

13. What was your high school GPA? 

14. Tell me about your family’s academic background—parents’ level of education, any 

bother and sisters you have, etc.   

15. Did your parents play sports in high school or college? 

16. Why did you choose to come to _________________?   
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17. Who helped you negotiate the NCAA Eligibility Clearing House?  Coaches, high 

school administrators, athletic staff from this campus?  

18. Since you arrived at ________, how have you changed as a football player? 

19. When you think about football and the athletic department here at ________, which 

people come to mind as those who play a large role in your athletic development?  Are 

there specific coaches, teammates, trainers, counselors who play a prominent role in your 

life and the decisions you make? 

20. What are your future goals?  Where do you see yourself in the next few years?   

21. Do you expect to graduate from _________ University?  

22. How many of last year’s seniors graduated?  What do you think prevented the others 

from graduating?  Do you think any of those barriers will be an issue for you?  

23. Since you arrived at ________, how have you changed as a student?  How is being a 

student here different from high school?  

24. What’s your major?  How did you choose this major?  Has is changed?   

25. Who do you go to when you have questions about academics? 

When you think about academics and your major here at ________, which people come 

to mind as those who play a large role in your academic and educational development?  

Are there specific professors, advisors, friends or classmates who play a prominent role 

in your academic life and the decisions you make? 

26. What role do your coaches play in your academics here?  Are there any athletic 

penalties for grades or missing class?  Are these effective?  Do your coaches or athletic 

department staff offer any rewards for high GPAs? 
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27. What is your current GPA? 

28. Tell me about any faculty members on campus that you have a good relationship 

with, maybe you go to them for advice, have worked with them on a project, or know you 

could ask for a letter of recommendation because they know you well.   

29. Tell me about your friends on campus who aren’t on your team.  Would you consider 

any of these friends to be closer friends that your teammates?    

30. Are you involved in any other clubs or organizations on campus?  

31. The term student-athlete means that while you’re a football player here you’re also a 

student too.  Do you feel like you’re able to be both a student and an athlete here?  Or, do 

you feel that you’re able to put an equal emphasis on both roles?  If not, where do you put 

the emphasis?  Is that a choice you’ve made, or it is an expectation?  How should D-I 

student-athletes juggle both roles? 

32. Do you think your physical appearance has anything to do with how others on this 

campus see you? 

33. How do students on campus see you?  To them are you another student, an athlete, a 

football player, or something else? 

34. How do your professors see you?  If needed: to them are you another student, an 

athlete, a football player, or something else? 

35. Do you think your race impacts how comfortable you feel in the classroom or on the 

team?  

36. How do you see yourself?  How would you like others to see you? 
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APPENDIX B: SITE REQUEST LETTER 
 

Dear ___________, 

I am writing to you to ask for your assistance as I gather data for my dissertation.  

The study, Balancing Act: Constructions of athletic and academic role-identity salience 

among Division I-FBS football student-athletes, has been designed to understand the 

experience of Division I football student-athletes, in balancing and developing their 

athletic and academic role-identities.  It is my hope that the results of this study, which 

would be made available to the athletic departments of the 5 universities where the study 

is conducted, might be used to enhance the academic experience and rates of persistence 

for student-athletes nationwide.   

In order to gather data needed for the study, I would like to interview 8 football 

student-athletes at your campus.  The criteria for participation in my study are as follows: 

• Participants must be 18 years of age or older 

• Participants must attend a Doctoral-Extensive, public institution of higher 

education  

• Participants must be student-athletes and members of a Division I-FBS team 

• Participants must be recipients of an NCAA scholarship, and must have received 

NCAA football scholarships since their admission into the institution 

• Participants must be classified by their institution as either sophomores or 

seniors  

• Four participants from each school will be African American 

• Four participants from each school will be of a race other than African American 
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  If your athletic department consents, I will travel to your campus to 

conduct these interviews in person, and will be available for interviews during a 2-3 day 

period.  I intend to interview each participant for no more than 1 hour. Interviews will 

explore 4 subject areas: academic and athletic experiences in high school, academic and 

athletic experiences in college, athletic and academic role models, and future career 

aspirations.  All information shared by participants will remain confidential, as will the 

institutions they attend; any identifying information will not be shared with any person or 

organization.  Participants will be asked select pseudonyms for their interviews. 

If permission is granted, I ask that someone in the athletic department assist me in 

distributing information (fliers and/or email) about the study to the students who are 

eligible to participate.   I would also request assistance in finding a classroom, office or 

meeting room where I can conduct my interviews on campus.  I intend to schedule 

campus visits during the summer of 2008, at a time convenient for your athletes and 

academic support staff. 

If you believe your athletic department or academic division would be willing to 

allow me to conduct my research with the football student-athletes on your campus, 

please let me know by  ________ 2008.  This project has been approved by the 

University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program. 

Thank you for your consideration.  I look forward to working with you. 

Sincerely, 

 
Lydia F. Bell 
Doctoral Candidate, Department of Language, Reading & Culture 
College of Education 
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The University of Arizona 
lfbell@email.arizona.edu 
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APPENDIX C: PARTICIPANTS 
 

Pseudonym^ Site Race% NLI 

Class 

String

* 

Father’s 

Edu** 

Mother’s 

Edu** 

HS 

GPA 

College 

GPA 

Major*** AIMS AIMI 

Shaun Big 12 North AA 2004 1st BA/BS BA/BS 3.1 2.75 ECON 49 41 

James Smith Big 12 North AA 2004 1st Mil SC 2.4 2.9 Int'l Affairs 46 43 

Jontay Williams Big 12 North AA 2004 1st BA/BS Cos 3.97 2.8 SOC 40 44 

Bill Big 12 North C 2004 1st MA/MS BA/BS 3.2 2.8 ECON 49 49 

Jake Big 12 North C 2006 1st BA/BS SC 3.85 3 Finance 47 34 

Dan Big 12 North C 2005 1st SC SC 3.2 2.2 HIS 54 41 

Ben Big 12 North API 2006 3rd SC HS 3.2 2.6 EDU 36 44 

CJ Big 12 North AA 2006 4th SHS HS 3 2.4 HIS 57 61 

Donald USA AA & C 2006 1st N/A SC 3 2.7 Coaching 47 37 

Trip USA C 2004 1st AA/AS Cos 2.6 2.55 Coaching 54 48 

Andre USA AA 2006 2nd SHS HS 2.9 2.3 Bus Law 53 61 

Eddie USA AA 2004 2nd N/A SC 2.8 2.45 Coaching 56 65 

Matt USA C 2003 2nd AA/AS AA/AS 3.4 2.97 Arch Engr 57 41 

Aaron USA AA 2006 3rd/PS BA/BS MA/MS 3.7 2.5 Coaching 57 32 

Vince USA AA 2006 PS SHS HS 2.3 1.9 Coaching 65 41 

Champ USA AA 2006 PS HS AA/AS 2.7 N/A Sport Mgmt. 58 41 

Donald USA AA & C 2006 1st N/A SC 3 2.7 Coaching 47 37 

Alex Big 12 South AA 2006 2nd HS SC 3.6 2.4 Kinesiology 58 49 

Kevin Big 12 South AA 2006 2nd Mil BA/BS 3 2.4 Sport Mgmt. 59 48 

Ashanti Big 12 South African  2004 2nd BA/BS HS 2.3 2.4 PSYC 37 44 

Kurt Big 12 South C 2004 2nd HS BA/BS 3.7 1.9 AG 61 40 

Rex Big 12 South C 2004 2nd BA/BS HS 3.2 2.6 AG 53 49 

Cal Big 12 South C 2006 2nd BA BA/BS 3.7 2.6 Sport Mgmt. 53 46 

Keondra Big 12 South AA 2004 PS BA/BS BA/BS 2.5 2.35 AG 47 57 

Chris Big 12 South C 2006 PS BA/BS BA/BS 3.64 2.8 Sport Mgmt. 54 48 

Khalil AC  AA 2006 1st HS AA/AS 2.65 2.73 COM 53 48 

Antoine AC  AA 2006 1st SHS HS 3.2 N/A EDU 67 52 

Greg AC  C 2005 1st BA/BS BA/BS 3.4 2.9 COM 62 43 

Rob AC  C 2006 1st MA/MS MA/MS 3 2.5 COM, SOC 56 47 

Carson AC  C 2005 1st HS BA/BS 3.2 2.5 Kinesiology 59 29 

Tom AC  C 2007 1st SC SC 3.8 3.1 PSYC 54 47 
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Daryl AC  AA 2006 2nd N/A AA/AS 3.5 2.9 MGMT 54 28 

Ellis AC  AA 2006 3rd HS SC 3.6 2.9 COM 61 61 

Jamel Pac-10 AA 2006 1st HS HS 2.8 2.7 COM 52 47 

Derrick Pac-10 AA 2004 1st BA/BS MA/MS 3.6 N/A SOC 47 37 

Bart Pac-10 AA & C 2004 1st Mil SC 2.7 N/A Interdis 62 43 

Davis Pac-10 C 2006 1st BA/BS Unk 3.72 N/A BIO 50 41 

George Pac-10 C 2006 2nd BA/BS BA/BS N/A N/A HIS 48 43 

Jose Mendoza Pac-10 L 2004 2nd LTHS SC 2.6 N/A SOC 32 34 

Tyrell Pac-10 AA 2004 PS SC SC 2.58 N/A Interdis 47 50 

David Pac-10 AA 2006 PS N/A MA/MS 2.7 N/A Interdis 44 43 

 
^Pseudonyms were used for each participant, unless otherwise requested.  Participants were asked to determine their own 
pseudonym, and many did, while others left it up to the researcher.  Only one participant asked that his name be used, and in 
this case only his first name was used in the study.  Last names were given unless requested by the participants.   
% AA=African American, African=Student identified self as an African immigrant, and noted feeling racially distanced from 
African Americans, API=Asian/Pacific Islander, C=Caucasian, L=Latino 
*PS = Practice Squad 
**LTHS= Less than high school, SHS = Some high school, HS = High school diploma, Cos = Cosmetology certificate, Mil = 
Enlisted in military, SC = Some college, AA/AS = Associate’s degree, BA/BS = Bachelor’s degree, MA/MS = 
Graduate/professional degree or higher, Unk = Did not know, N/A = father does not play a role in his life 
***HRM = Human Resources Mgmt., Arch Engr = Architectural Engineering, AG = Agriculture, Interdis = Interdisciplinary 
studies 
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APPENDIX D: SITES 
 
 

Site Carnegie Classification@ % White 

enrolled^ 

% Black 

enrolled^ 

% grad 

w/in 6 

years^ 

% Black 

grad w/in 

6 years^ 

%  

Admitted 

Conference Bowls 

between 

2000 & 

2008#   

Team  

APR* 

Team 

GSR** 

Big 12 
North 
University 
 

• FT4/MS: Full-time four-
year, more selective 

• RU/VH: Research 
University (very high 
research activity) 

78% 2% 67% 51% 81.5% Big 12-
North 

5$ 929 75 

Pac-10 
University 
 

• FT4/MS: Full-time four-
year, more selective 

• RU/VH: Research 
University (very high 
research activity) 

51% 3% 75% 68% 64.6% Pac-10 3$ 948 65 

Big 12 
South  
University 
 
 

• FT4/MS: Full-time four-
year, more selective 

• RU/VH: Research 
Universities (very high 
research activity) 

78% 3% 78% 65% 72.1% Big 12-
South 

5$ 932 56 

AC 
University  
 

• FT4/MS: Full-time four-
year, more selective 

• RU/VH: Research 
University (very high 
research activity) 

72% 11% 83% 76% 34.1% ACC 3$ 947 78 

USA 
University 
 
 

• FT4/S: Full-time four-year, 
selective 

• RU/H: Research University 
(high research activity) 

65% 29% 48% 44% 57.6% Conference 
USA 

7 958 80 

National 

Average 

 

-- -- 9% (for 

Division I) 

56% 40%  -- --  -- 
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*2006-07 Team APR from NCAA 5/2/08  http://www.ncaa.org/wps/ncaa?ContentID=329 
**1998-2001 Cohorts GSR (Graduation Success Rate) from NCAA 1/6/09 http://www.ncaa.org/wps/ncaa?ContentID=5652 
^From http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/ Accessed 8/16/2008 
#From http://www.collegefootballpoll.com/bowl_games.html Accessed 8/16/08 
@From http://www.carnegiefoundation.org/classifications/index.asp?key=782  Accessed 8/16/08 
$Among the top-30 universities with the most all-time bowl appearances 
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APPENDIX E: AIMS (ATHLETIC IDENTITY MEASUREMENT SCALE)* 

Please circle the number that best reflects the extent to which you agree or disagree with 
each statement in relation to your own sports participation.   

* Adapted from Brewer, B. W. (1991). 
 
1.  I consider myself an athlete. 

Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

  

2.  I have many goals related to football. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

3.  Most of my friends are athletes. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

4.  Football is the most important thing in my life. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

5.  I spend more time thinking about football than anything else.  
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

6.  I need to participate in sport to feel good about myself. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

7.  Other people see me mainly as an athlete. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

8.  I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in football. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

9.  Football is the only important thing in my life. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

10.  I would be very depressed if I were injured and couldn’t play college football. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 
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APPENDIX F: AIMI (ACADEMIC IDENTITY MEASUREMENT INDEX)* 
 

Please circle the number that best reflects the extent to which you agree or disagree with the 
following statements in relation to your academic experience at this university. 

* Adapted from Brewer, B. W. (1991).  
 

1.  I consider myself a student. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

2.  I have many goals related to school/academics 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

3.  Most of my friends are students that I met in class or through academics/studying. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

4.  School/academics is the most important thing in my life. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

5.  I spend more time thinking about school/academics/studying than anything else. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

6.  I need to be in college or pursuing my education to feel good about myself. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

7.  Other people see me mainly as a student. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

8.  I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in school. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 
 

 

9.  School/academics is the only important thing in my life. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 

 

10.  I would be very depressed if I were unable to complete my college degree. 
Strongly   Strongly 
Agree  7 6 5 4 3 2 1  Disagree 
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APPENDIX G: LETTER TO SITE CONTACT 
 
Dear ____________, 

I am excited that _____ University has agreed to participate in my dissertation 

research study on student-athlete academic identity.  I intend to interview 8 football 

student-athletes (4 sophomores and 4 seniors, as determined by the 2007 roster and 2004 

& 2006 NLIs); each interview session will last no more than 60 minutes. 

Please let me know when you believe it would be best to plan my visit to 

_______.  I could be there the week of ________________.  I will only need to be on 

campus 2-3 days in total.  

Based on 2004 & 2006 national letters of intent and your fall 2007 roster, I've 

listed the student-athletes eligible to participate in my study below.  I have flyers that I 

can send to you either electronically or via US mail for you to give your student-athletes 

to let them know about my visit.   

I'm looking forward to meeting you and working with you as I plan my visit.  I 

am thrilled that _______ will be a part of this study! 

Best wishes, 

  Lydia Bell 

 
Sophomores Eligible for the Study: 
 
 
Seniors Eligible for the Study: 
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APPENDIX H: PARTICIPANT FLIER 

Have your story told! 
 

Most studies about football players focus on stats, GPA and 
graduation rates, but this will focus on YOU and your 

experiences as a football student-athlete at __________ 
 

Participate in a 1-hour interview and tell me stories about 
your high school and college experiences, both on the field 

and in the classroom 
 

Be a part of this important nation-wide study! 
 

*Interviews take place on campus [day 1] & [day 2]* 
 

Participation criteria: 

 

• Must be at least 18 years old 

• Must be a student-athlete on the football team 

• Must have been recruited to play college ball during high school 

• Must be a rising junior or 5th year senior 

• Must have received a football scholarship each year that you’ve been on the team 
 

Interested? 
Sign up for an interview time with [site contact] 

Questions?  Contact Lydia Bell, at lfbell@email.arizona.edu 
or [phone number] 
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APPENDIX I: AIMS & AIMI RESULTS BY VARIABLE 

Variable College GPA 

Average 

AIMI Average AIMS Average 

First Gen (N=19) 2.59 (=) 46.3 (+1.6) 53.7 (+1.2) 

Not-First Gen (N=21) 2.59 (=) 42.9 (-1.8) 51.2 (-1.3) 

    

African American (N=21) 2.54 (-.05) 47 (+2.3) 53.7 (+1.2) 

Not African American (N=20) 2.63 (+.04) 42.4  (-2.3) 51.3  (-1.2) 

    

First String (N=19) 2.7 (+.11) 42.5 (-2.2) 52.9 (+0.4) 

Not First String (N=22)  2.49 (-.10) 46.6 (+1.9) 52.1  (-0.4) 

    

HS GPA 3.0 and below (N=19) 2.48 (-.11) 47.4 (+2.7) 51.2 (-1.3) 

HS GPA above 3.0 (N=22) 2.66 (+.07) 42.4 (-2.3) 53.6 (+1.1) 

    

In Major Related to Career Interest 
(Other than NFL) (N=20) 

2.55 (-.04) 44.7 (=) 53.9 (+1.4) 

In Major Unrelated to Career Interest 
(Other than NFL) (N=21) 

2.64 (+.05) 44.8 (+0.1) 52.2 (-.03) 

    

    

Faculty Role Models (N=27) 2.56 (-.03) 44.6 (-0.1) 53.2 (+0.7) 

No Faculty RM (N=14) 2.64 (+.05) 45 (+0.3) 51.2 (-1.3) 

    

Parents Involved in Col (N=16) 2.62 (+.03) 46.6 (+1.9) 49.6 (-2.9) 

Parents non Involved in Col (N=25) 2.57 (-.02) 43.6 (-1.1) 54.4 (+1.9) 

    

Extra Curricular in Col (N=12) 2.67 (+.08) 42.8 (-1.9) 49.3 (-3.2) 

Football Only in Col (N=29) 2.55 (-.04) 45.6 (+0.9) 53.9 (+1.4) 

    

Dad-Athlete in College (N=10) 2.67 (+.08) 43.3 (-1.4) 49.5 (-3.0) 

Dad-Athlete in HS (N=17) 2.6 (+.01) 45.1 (+0.4) 54.3 (+1.8) 

Dad-Not an Athlete (N=14) 2.55 (-.04) 45.3 (+0.6) 52.5 (=) 

    

Average (N=41) 2.59 44.7 52.5 
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