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1. ABSTRACT  

The members of the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) and their 

university partners consider themselves to be organizations dedicated to the well-being and 

lifelong success of student-athletes. They have measured their dedication to their student-athletes 

through degree attainment. The controversial issue of whether student-athletes should be paid 

has been debated in courtrooms, classrooms, locker rooms, and numerous mainstream media 

outlets. Regardless the debate platform, the NCAA and university partners have relied on the 

argument that student-athletes are amateurs, not employees and in exchange for their talents, a 

quality education is provided and paid for, which is more valuable (in the long-term) than paying 

them. 

This study used the NCAA and university partners’ argument of a quality education as a 

proxy for pay to guide the research. Focusing on the most lucrative and controversial population 

of student-athletes, Black, revenue-generating football players, this study investigated if they 

were in fact being provided with a quality education accompanied with transferable skills that 

would give them success after their football careers were over.    

 This study utilized qualitative research to investigate the pre-college, college, and post-

college experiences and decision making of eight Black, former revenue-generating football 

players. The in-depth research was designed to chronicle the lived experiences of the participants 

in relation to their interaction with what this study has coined, the Infrastructure of College 

Sports (IOCS). 
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The IOCS is the ideological and physical structure that manages student-athletes from 

college entrance to college exit. The IOCS, in correlation with theoretical concepts such as 

Athlete Identity and Social Capital, were used to investigate how the student’s identity as an 

athlete, and social capital acquired prior to college, impacted decision making such as college, 

major and career choice. Furthermore, this study investigated how such factors impacted how 

they perceived themselves as a student.       

An in-depth analysis of the lives of the eight Black, former revenue generating football 

players, revealed that the NCAA and university partners use of degree attainment as the measure 

of success needs further evaluation. Though the majority of the participants did graduate, their 

post-college lives, which were impacted by their decisions made during college, resulted in 

unattainable professional careers. Identity confusion, professional limbo, and a feeling of 

betrayal towards the NCAA and university partners characterize each participant’s current status. 

The participants’ overdependence on their athlete identities impeded their growth as students, 

which hindered their preparation for life after college (i.e., finding a career). These findings were 

consistent with previous research on the topic (Adler & Adler, 1991; Beamon, 2012; Harrison et 

al., 2011; Brewer, Linder, & Raalte, 1993; Marsh & Shavelson, 1985; Sparkes, 1998).  

Additionally, the quantity and quality of social capital acquired prior to college impacted 

their perception of education, which was consistent with Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman’s (1988) 

versions of social capital. The influence of the IOCS is instrumental in the successes and failures 

of student-athletes. Findings revealed that the IOCS, whose gatekeeper is the NCAA and 

university partners, is designed not to educate, enhance, or develop the student, but to engineer a 

stronger, more efficient athlete. The IOCS is organized in such a manner that if a student-athlete 

enters college academically unprepared, and psychologically imbalanced, that is, more an athlete 
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than student, then there are protocols in place to pacify such student-athletes throughout their 

college careers. Student-athletes fitting the above descriptions are placed on a conveyor-belt of 

mediocrity; many important decisions are made for them with little resistance. They are clustered 

in classes and majors of least resistance. The participants’ responses uncovered strong evidence 

that the IOCS takes advantage of student-athletes who are overly dependent on their sport for 

their own future financial gain. Overall, participant responses and descriptions of current living 

situations revealed that degree attainment did not result in complete, “first-class” educations 

because the degrees’ accompanying transferable employment skills were not clearly taught, 

defined, or even practically applicable, when the Black D-1 student-athlete sought employment 

in a post-college career track.       
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2. CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

This study addressed the multifaceted relationships between nine Black, revenue-

generating athletes and the institution of college sports, namely Division I (D-I) football. 1 

Underscoring the influence football culture has, not only on the identity of young Black men, but 

also on the dynamics of their communities, family and friends with which they are associated, 

the author was predominantly interested in how playing college football shaped the ways in 

which these athletes viewed themselves and the environments (i.e., university campuses) in 

which they lived.  The primary interest in these relationships was both personal and academic. 

As a Black, former revenue-generating football player, and therefore an “insider” to the 

population on which this study focused, the author developed research questions based on the 

current claim by the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) and their partner 

universities that student-athletes, in lieu of financial compensation, are receiving “world-class 

educations”. In this study, that claim is emphatically challenged.  

Reaching out to eight Black, former D-I football players, the researcher conducted 

detailed life-history interviews that compelled the revenue-generating athletes to share their 

stories. Desiring to document how their life was prior to attending college, and just as 

importantly, how their life has been since receiving (or not) their world-class educations, the 

research was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How does social capital, and the maturation of the athlete identity prior to college, 

impact Black, revenue-generating football players’ perception of themselves and 

their education during their college careers? 

                                                                 
1 The term “student-athlete” is a label that the author eschews and often replaces with “revenue-generating 
athlete”, attributed to student-athletes who participate in D-I men’s basketball and football. The pertinent issues 
discussed in this study were exclusive to the revenue-generating sports of football and its most noticeable 

population, the Black athlete.   
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2. How do Black, former revenue-generating football players assess the impact of 

being a student-athlete on their current lives? 

3. How do Black, former revenue-generating football players define success 

compared to the NCAA and their university partners’ definition of success as 

measured by degree attainment?   

The following section highlights the major issues currently debated in college sports. 

Student-athletes, their advocates, and NCAA representatives present different arguments. This 

study was framed in response to the NCAAs’ defense.  

Background: Are Student-Athletes Financially Exploited?   

 

In 2014, student-athletes were at the vanguard in the fight for their own rights.  The 

debate regarding whether Division I (D-I) men’s basketball and football players should be 

recognized and paid as employees dominated the dialogue in college sports (Associated Press, 

2014; Bennett, 2014; Gregory, 2014; Price, 2015; Rosado & Tillet-Saks, 2015). This same year, 

D-I revenue-generating athletes sued the NCAA for the right to unionize and receive fair 

compensation for the use of their likenesses. Auspiciously, the judge in both lawsuits ruled in 

favor of the athletes, radically impacting how such athletes must be treated (Associated Press, 

2014; Bennett, 2014; Price, 2015; Rosado & Tillet-Saks, 2015; Strauss, 2014).  Undoubtedly, 

these were great triumphs, yet the fight for the well-being of student-athletes was far from over. 

This study acknowledges that Black, revenue-generating athletes are neither solely 

responsible for the successes of college sports nor are they alone in their concerns for the well-

being of other student-athletes. Nevertheless, these athletes are substantially responsible for the 

monetary gains of the NCAA and their partners (the nub of the well-being debate). Black, 
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revenue-generating athletes represent 57.6% of the athletes on D-I men’s basketball teams and 

46.9% on D-I football teams (Irick, 2014). Black, revenue-generating football players are not 

like any other population; athletically, and value to their team, there is no other population of 

athletes more important in two of the most popular sports (i.e., football and basketball) in the 

United States, both college and professional. The Black male’s impact on revenue in the NCAA 

is undeniable. Therefore, when referencing revenue-generating athletes, this study will 

specifically be referring to Black, D-I football players that participate in the top 5 college 

conferences.2  

The aforementioned lawsuits were just the beginning. Over the past decade, the NCAA 

and their university partners, largely based on those that have big-time football programs, have 

seen their revenue increase into the billions primarily because of television contracts and other 

major sponsorships (Berkowitz & Peter, 2014; Dosh, 2013; Jacobson, 2014). Conversely, those 

chiefly responsible for these huge revenue increase, (i.e. the revenue-generating athletes) were 

not being fairly compensated. The general debate regarding whether or not student-athletes 

should be compensated is not new.  However, unlike past times, technology and today’s 24-hour 

newsreel has made it difficult for the NCAA and their partners to downplay their earnings; the 

money and popularity of college sports had become too big for student-athletes to ignore.  In 

brief, it is difficult to separate the NCAA from the universities that house their teams. Not only 

do big-time basketball and football programs help generate university revenue, but they also 

have a major impact on the overall brand of their respective university (Benedict & Armen, 

2013).  

 Though the courts recognized that revenue-generating athletes were being financially 

exploited, there were many who argued, and still contend, that student-athletes are fairly 

                                                                 
2 Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC), Big Ten (B1G), Big 12, Pac 12, and Southeastern Conference (SEC)  
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compensated via athletic scholarships and education opportunities. The NCAA and their 

supporters were vexed by the courts’ decisions and never wavered from their conviction that 

student-athletes were not employees of their organization, but rather, students who were given 

great opportunities to earn academic degrees from some of the best colleges in the world 

(Morganteen, 2014; Modello, 2013; Price, 2015). NCAA President Mark Emmert argued that 

paying student-athletes would threaten college traditions and that student athletes represent the 

university and are part of the university community (Ganim, 2013). In a CNBC interview, 

Emmert stated that providing student-athletes with a quality education is more valuable than a 

paycheck; he said, “…we want to make sure they get degrees, and that they really have the 

education that sets them up for life” (Morganteen, 2014). On the NCAA’s website under the 

header, Core Values, a statement reflects the organization’s commitment to “…the collegiate 

model of athletics in which students participate as an avocation, balancing their academic, social 

and athletics experiences” (NCAA.org). In short, the NCAA considers the value of an education 

and the skills that the athletes acquire throughout college to be fair compensation. A compelling 

argument may be made that if the NCAA’s stance is that of a quality education over pay, then 

this researcher asserts that Black, revenue-generating athletes should be provided with a salary 

because they are not being adequately educated; not only are they being financially exploited, 

but they are also being academically neglected.  

In the long term, an all-expense paid education accompanied by the new experiences, 

friendships, and transferable skills college has to offer may indeed be better than paying athletes, 

but how does one assess the aforementioned tradeoffs? For example, a college education may 

cost $100,000, but how does one quantify a “quality” education? What does a world-class 

education entail? What are the transferable skills that the NCAA is referring to? This study 
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challenges the NCAA’s key argument by examining critically the educational attainment and the 

post-college success of their prized Black, revenue-generating athletes.  The disappointing data 

related to the graduation rates of Black, revenue-generating athletes and the key concerns of this 

study are presented next.  Also discussed is the researcher’s rationale for focusing on Black, 

revenue-generating athletes, and the key consequences of this study, or rather, the bigger picture.   

 

Graduation Rates 

 The NCAA defines their success by degree attainment. Various metrics are utilized to 

determine student-athletes’ graduation rates, resulting, I argue, in misleading information. The 

two primary metrics utilized are the Federal Graduation Rates (FGR) and Graduation Success 

Rate (GSR). FGR was created by the U.S. Department of Education and measures the percentage 

of first-time, full-time freshman who graduate within six years of entering their original four-

year institution (Sack, Park, & Thiel, 2011; Selingo, 2012). In brief, it determines how many 

students who originally enrolled as a full-time, first-time student at any given university 

graduated within 6 years (Eckard, Southall, & Turner, 2015).  The benefit of FGR is its emphasis 

on student retention; nonetheless, transfer students are treated as non-graduates from their 

original institutions even if they graduated from another institution at a later date (Southall, 

2012). The NCAA expressed trepidation with the FGR metrics because it did not reward schools 

that graduated student-athletes who transferred to their institution (thus resulting in lower a 

graduation rate). As a result, in 2003 the NCAA developed GSR (Eckard, Southall, & Turner, 

2015).  The GSR is similar to FGR except GSR rewards institutions for incoming transfers who 

graduate, and it removes from the calculation transfers who leave the institution in good 

academic standing (Eckard, Southall, & Turner, 2015). A consequence of figures being collected 

from a different sample and using a different methodology, is that the GSR rate is almost always 
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higher than the FGR (Southall, 2012). Furthermore, as Eckard, Southall, and Turner (2015) note, 

“…while the GSR removes athletes who transfer (or leave a school in good academic standing, 

but do not enroll in another school) from a university’s GSR cohort, it cannot shed light on why 

athletes left a school” (p.7).  In certain circumstances student-athletes will transfer if they are not 

happy with the playing time they are given; in addition, students who have a poor academic 

record may either get disqualified and transfer to a community college or others may leave 

because they believe they are ready for the professional level (e.g., NBA)— “In effect, [the 

GSR] treats dropouts as transfers, and so overestimates graduation rates” (Eckard, Southall, & 

Turner, 2015 p.7).  

In 2014 the NCAA announced that the graduation rates for their 2007 cohort was an all-

time high. The study showed (using GSR) that 84 percent of athletes who entered college in 

2007-08 graduated within six years, which was a 2 percentage-point increase over the previous 

year’s high mark (Marot, 2014). However, what was conveniently buried in the general 

graduation data and omitted during the announcement were the low graduation rates of Black, 

revenue-generating athletes.  The academic underperformance of Black, male athletes has 

plagued the NCAA and their university partners for decades (Harper 2013; Lomax, 2000; 

Pearson and LeNoir 1997; Rheenen 2012; Sailes 1998; Snyder 1996). 

 Another convenient omission was the findings provided by the FGR. The NCAA report 

(2014) showed that Black, D-I football subdivision (FBS) players had a 68% graduation rate 

compared to their White counterparts’ 87% graduation rate; conversely, FGR revealed that 

Black, FBS players had a 55% graduation rate compared to their White counterparts’ rate of 

74%.   
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Opponents argued that the NCAA’s numbers are misleading. Critics proposed that the 

increase in revenue has allowed athletic programs to improve their academic support (e.g., more 

tutors and learning specialists) but has created a system that funnels student-athletes into classes 

and degree programs that are less rigorous (Eckard, Southall, & Turner, 2015; Marot, 2004).  It 

has also been suggested (LaForge & Hodge, 2011) that comparing GSRs to FGRs is 

methodologically inappropriate because the two samples are drawn from different populations. 

Critics have suggested that the NCCA has created a perception of success by exclusively 

providing the media with data drawn from GSR, a metric that has no corresponding data for non-

athletes (Eckard, Southall, & Turner, 2015; Gurney & Southall, 2012).  

Revenue-generating athletes are part of an exclusive group in which their education is 

fully compensated combined with an infrastructure that is personalized to their “well-being,” 

(e.g., academics, strength and conditioning, coaching, and medical needs), which brings forth the 

question as to why is the education attainment of Black, revenue-generating athletes at 

minimum, not comparable to that of their white counter parts? In fact, the attainment of these 

Black athletes is not just lower than comparable white athletes, but also even lower than Black 

non-athletes. Harper (2013) revealed that Black, revenue-generating athletes graduate at 5.3 

percentage points lower than their same-race male peers who are not on intercollegiate sports 

teams.  

According to Harper (2013), almost a full half (49%) of Black males in the top 5 

conferences do not graduate within 6 years.  Harper discovered athletic programs that were 

graduating only 30% of their Black athletes—a population that comprises almost half of the 

roster spaces on D-I basketball and football teams. My findings (NCAA graduation rate) strongly 

suggest that the most exploited population in college sports are Black, revenue-generating 
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athletes participating in the top 5 conferences. Surely they are accommodated with a great deal of 

resources, however, their education—an achievement which the NCAA considers essential to 

student-athletes’ success and deems a fair trade for their athletic talents—is not being provided.  

It is the author’s belief that Black, revenue-generating athletes are central to the monetary 

success of the NCAA, that they are, unfortunately, being exploited both financially and 

intellectually, a critical issue that is rarely given a platform in the mainstream media.  

 

Central Concern of Study  

This study is conducted by a scholar whose central frustration has been the convenient 

ignorance of the NCAA and their university partners misunderstanding of the Black, revenue-

generating athlete. The NCAA considers itself an organization that fosters the well-being and 

college education of student-athletes—they are at the forefront of preparing student-athletes for 

post-college professionalism. For reasons to be discussed later, I am apprehensive of the 

NCAA’s monolithic evaluation of success (i.e., degree attainment). Furthermore, the NCAA has 

not provided empirical evidence that demonstrates the post-college success of their student-

athletes. Graduation rates may be at an all-time high but in what fields are they graduating? In 

2014, student-athletes and their supporters argued for fair monetary compensation and treatment, 

yet there was little discussion related to the academic improvement of student-athletes. The 

degree attainment of Black, revenue-generating athletes is clearly low, compared to their white 

counterparts, and has been for quite some time; just as frustrating has been the unknown quality 

of education they receive and the post-college lives of these young men. 

The debate over whether or not revenue-athletes should be paid has taken on an 

inordinate amount of attention, thereby detracting from what I deem as more troublesome. The 

intellectual exploitation and its impact on the post-college lives of Black, revenue-generating 
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athletes has eluded the national discourse. I believe that the absence of research on the post-

college lives of student-athletes has been influential in the NCAA and supporters’ longstanding 

claim that they are about student-athletes’ well-being.  This study challenges the NCAA’s claim 

by investigating the post-college lives of a selected sample of their most prized athletes utilizing 

qualitative methods such as detailed, life-history interviewing, and documenting and analyzing 

first-hand perspectives of Black, former revenue-generating athletes.      

 

Researcher’s Position  

 I am a Black, former revenue-generating athlete who approached this study initially out 

of curiosity and self-reflection. After many years retired from football and many mistakes made, 

my post-college experiences required that I reflect on my life as an athlete. There was a void of 

happiness in my life, and a daily dose of questioning why things were not going as planned in 

my post-football life.  Through self-reflection in combination with a couple years of researching 

scholarship on the topic of identity, I concluded that I was consumed by my identity as an athlete 

resulting in the restriction of my development as a student and as a person.  My identity as an 

athlete was prepackaged: I had a community, a way-of-dress, a unique language, and a set of 

core values. Although great at the time, I was unaware that my athlete identity would come at the 

expense of my development in other areas of life. 

My motivation to attend college was primarily related to sports. In fact, my acceptance 

into college had little to do with academics; I did not earn an academic scholarship, but an 

“athletic” scholarship. I learned quickly that a student-athlete’s life is an agenda dominated by 

sport-related activities—I was not prepared. I had a great time in college, however I was not 

preparing for life after college; my senior year, especially, was the most arduous.   
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Preparation for life after football did not occur until my senior year. Teammates and I 

conversed about life after college, but it was primarily in the context of professional sports; 

“When I get to the league I am going to buy a house…I am going to start a business.” These 

were the type of hollow statements we would make without reality-based plans.   Non-sport 

goals such as becoming doctors, engineers, or teachers were essentially occupations we were 

only aware of via the media (e.g., Bill Gates and Jay Z). There were no concrete plans, no 

exposure to or experience relevant to our field of study, and in some cases, not even a degree in 

the fields of interest we had wanted to pursue.  In brief, we were naïve and misguided about our 

futures; career planning was not engrained in us like sports were. Though I graduated with a 

degree in Political Science, the aforementioned experiences as an athlete made my personal and 

professional transition from college to the real world difficult. I was professed a success by 

family, friends, and, of course the NCAA because I had graduated. I had earned a college degree. 

Nevertheless, I had never been more scared, nervous, and confused than when I graduated. I had 

a degree but had no clue how to use it—I was not sure why I even majored in my field. When I 

shared my frustration with other former athletes I realized I was not alone. There are, indeed, 

thousands of Black, revenue-generating athletes who are struggling to transition out of sports—it 

was not just those who did not graduate, but also those that did, and it was this discovery that led 

me to lead a scholarly investigation into the post-college lives of this population.   

 

Broader Impact of Black, Revenue-Generating Athletes  

 Throughout this section I discuss the broader communal impact of the 

educated/uneducated Black, revenue-generating athlete. The low high school graduation rates, 

low college matriculation, and high incarceration and death rates have plagued Black males and 
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their communities for decades (Cuyjet, 2006; Hattery and Smith, 2014; Lee, Porter, & Comfort, 

2014). Consequently, the growth of social and economic capital in Black communities has 

become stagnant. Researchers of Black men, and the persons who live in many of these 

communities, are not surprised by this revelation. A multitude of studies have addressed the 

consequences of such issue and the educational challenges, struggles, and lack of attainment 

among Black students and Black males in particular (Harrison Jr., et al., 2011; Harrison, 2008; 

Hyatt, 2003; Harper, 2012; 2013; 2014).  However, Harper (2012; 2013) contends that the scale 

of research focused on the obstacles of Black men versus their successes is unbalanced and 

actually borderline counterproductive. Harper (2013) suggests that more research should be done 

on Black men who are successful in college.  As he explains it, “Amplifying the troubled status 

of Black male students at all levels of education has, unfortunately, yielded few solutions…  

those who are interested in Black male student success have much to learn from Black men who 

have actually been successful” (p.1).   

The current study carefully explores what appears on the surface to be the epitome of a 

Black male success story, but it takes a nuanced approach that also addresses the underbelly of 

neglect beneath the surface of that apparent success. There are some truths to Harper’s argument 

that a focus on success is necessary and valuable, however with success comes great costs. There 

is plenty to gain from examining those costs and struggles that accompany the successes 

produced by the participation of Black males in the NCAA. What tends to be absent from 

research are the broader influences and impacts resulting from the success and failures of Black, 

revenue-generating athletes (e.g., community and the future of their families).   Davis (2003) 

stated,  “…the potential loss of resources—intellectual, cultural, and economic—resulting from 

lower achievement reduces the capacity of African American males to be productive, integral, 
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and contributing members of their communities” (p.515). One can argue that the impact of the 

low graduation rates of thousands of Black, revenue-generating athletes has restricted the growth 

of many Black communities —too many are returning to their communities with potentials 

undeveloped. This disheartening truth reinforces the significance of this population regardless of 

numbers, and underscores the need for Black men to earn a quality college education so that they 

can properly contribute the aforementioned resources lacking in Black communities.  

The support and resources provided to Black communities by Black, revenue-generating 

athletes are ideal for improving social and economic capital in Black communities. The 

opportunities that are associated with being an elite college athlete, such as a paid education and 

a platform to showcase their talent for professional sport teams, can have immediate and 

impactful monetary contributions to their communities with the monies earned from their NFL 

salaries complemented with a quality education. The attainment of a college education and a 

NFL career are great resources, however, their identities as superstars are just as valuable. Black, 

revenue-generating college and professional athletes have mainstream visibility that general 

Black-male college students and professionals do not.  

The Black athlete has a commanding presence in the lives of Black youth—especially to 

those who are raised in poor environments. In contrast, the visibility of other types of Black 

professionals that are not athletes is a commodity needed in many poor Black communities. I 

contend the low graduation rate of Black, revenue-generating athletes, and the many that are 

poorly educated is a contributor to the low number of diverse role models.  It is naïve to assume 

that zero Black professionals (that are not professional athletes) reside or visit predominantly 

Black communities (especially poor communities) because some do. However, Black 

professionals that are not athletes do not receive the same mainstream publicity as professional 
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athletes. Entertainers, such as, athletes, musicians, and actors are idolized in American 

households 24 hours a day, 365 days a year and in every way imaginable.  Limited day-to-day 

visibility of Black professionals that are not athletes curtails the belief of what is possible beyond 

what is consistently reinforced, which is that Black males are good athletes.   

Reflecting on this dilemma I contemplate the impact on Black communities if, at 

minimum, Black, revenue-generating athletes’ graduation rates were similar to their White 

counterparts’ 80 percent graduation rates, regardless of their rates of participation in professional 

sports. How would the quality of resources in Black communities’ increase in value (e.g., 

academically and culturally)? I also contemplate by moving beyond graduation rates to 

acknowledge the poor quality of education among those who do graduate. What type of Black 

graduate would communities receive if, while in college, Black, revenue-generating athletes 

were exposed and encouraged to major in fields of their true interest? I conceive that the 

diversity of role models would increase because the diversity in degree attainment would 

increase; a strong message would be sent to Black youth, in particular, that Black males are more 

than entertainers and athletes. In other words, if young Black men were properly educated during 

K-12 and college, and exposed to a consistent dose of role models the standard for themselves 

would be higher.   

I do not suggest that sports are a bad thing, but I do believe many Black communities 

have forgotten the importance of their youngsters balancing their identities as a students and 

athletes. Hoberman (1997), states “Black athleticism has complicated the identity problems of 

Black Americans by making athletics the most prominent symbols of African-American 

achievement. This has done much to perpetuate the invisibility of the Black middle class, by 

making black professional achievement a seldom-noted sideshow to more dramatic media 
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coverage of celebrities and deviants” (p.xxiv). In other words, the Black community has 

consumed too much of the “Kool-Aid.”  We have had so much taken from us, such as family, 

culture, and respect that we have come to believe in the idea that our greatest contribution to this 

world is in the form of entertaining others (e.g., athletes). Yes, sports played a major rule during 

the civil rights movement. Athlete greats such as Muhammad Ali, Jim Brown, Kareem Abdul 

Jabbar, Jackie Robinson, and many more were able to have significant impact on social issues 

because of their balance of intellect and brawn. It was their athletic abilities that provided them 

with paid educations and statuses that commanded the attention of others regardless of their 

ethnic background and political views.  Their attentiveness to their education, either formal or 

informal, equipped them with the tools to enhance their understanding and articulate the issues of 

the time. Comprehending the value of an education does not happen magically, it is not 

happenstance—it is groomed through family, community, and lived experiences.  There was a 

time when being a Black athlete offered little monetary gain, but we had our own businesses and 

strong communities. A prevalent example is the Negro Baseball League, which started in the 20s 

(Beaver, 1996; Rhoden, 2006; Wigginton, 2006). Although the Negro League was considered 

one of the successful Black-owned businesses of its time, in the 1920s, being a professional 

athlete was not lucrative, regardless of race. Additionally, if you were Black, you were assured to 

receive less pay than a White athlete. Through minimal monies were earned through baseball, the 

popularity of the game brought revenue to the Black businesses in the area, and periodical relief 

from the hardships of being Black in America.  To supplement income, athletes for the Negro 

League would often work multiple jobs during the offseason. These things were attained because 

of a strong work ethic and intellect. Today, some Black athletes have riches, but too many have 

minimal understandings of the history behind these isolate stories of success.  
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Rationale to Study Black, Revenue-Generating Athletes  

 Booker T. Washington (1901) defined “Black Belt” as a region of the country 

characterized by populations with a high concentration of Black people. I contend that revenue 

generating basketball and football represent the “Black belt” of college sports. Little can be 

debated over Black males’ impact on the popularity of football, which is why the issues central 

to Black male athletes’ well-being should receive special attention, not simply because of their 

role in sports, but because of the wider communities and athletes that are impacted as well. After 

talking with Black, revenue-generating athletes and reflecting on my own experiences, I have 

concluded that the academic malpractice done by the NCAA and their university partners 

towards primarily Black, revenue-generating athletes is not a myth, and it is not being properly 

investigated. The NCAA promotes a partial truth; they claim to have fairly compensated young 

Black males’ talents with an education, however, they have provided little to no research to 

validate such claims beyond degree attainment—a piece of paper that states you earned a 

credential.  

 Overall, college sports do a fabulous job providing young men and women opportunities 

to fulfill their dreams. However, as it relates to revenue-generating sports, things are different. 

The NCAA and their university partners appear to be self-serving as I shall explain further.  The 

NCAA and their partners cluster the academic achievements, and failures of Black, revenue-

generating athletes with the academic successes, and failures of non-revenue athletes (e.g., golf, 

tennis, and volleyball). Generally presenting the data creates a smokescreen that mask the 

problems isolated within the revenue sports.   The NCAA and their university partners benefit 

more than the athlete because the monies generated by the talents of student-athletes are 
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instantaneous in comparison to the possible monies earned from student-athletes earning a 

degree. Particularly, during a student-athlete’s 4-5 years in college, the NCAA and their partners 

are annually earning money from event tickets sales, sales of sports apparel, as well as many 

other miscellaneous products and services related to the sports events. Student-athletes must 

wait, and hope that once they have earned a degree, they will find occupations that will provide 

for them and their family, assuming, of course, the student-athletes earned quality educations. 

Conversely, employees of NCAA and their university partners are paid well annually without 

delay.  

The NCAA and their university partners rarely stare in the rearview mirror. They are 

constantly thinking about the future, endlessly seeking the next group of elite athletes that will 

help build the brand, and generate new revenue. A number of times I reached out, with little 

success, to the NCAA for information about the current condition of former student-athletes. It 

seemed that unless the athletes were listed as potential donors, minimal records were kept on the 

current status of former student-athletes.  

Big-time football teams’ main foci are to develop elite athletes, win games, and assist 

student-athletes with their academic goals. However, those goals can be different depending on 

the background of the student-athlete. Those who are academically and socially prepared for 

college tend to manage the infrastructure of college sports better than those who are not. The 

infrastructure of big-time programs does what is necessary to help less-prepared student-athletes 

reach their academic goals. However, a motive that is always present, and I believe is considered 

to be just as important as student-athletes’ academic development, is the continuation of student-

athletes’ playing eligibility. The infrastructure of college sports is a business—and seemingly 

selfish one because the managers of the business will do whatever necessary to facilitate student-
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athletes as long as they are contributing to the success of the program (e.g., winning). However, 

once a student-athlete’s eligibility has expired, a major concern is that the NCAA and their 

university partners disremember former student-athletes.  This study’s primary objective is to 

highlight the consequences of this abandonment.  

Proper monitoring of the successes and failures of retired student-athletes is lacking to 

non-existent by the NCAA and their university partners.  How can the NCAA and their 

university partners claim they prepare student-athletes for the professional world, and how can 

they deem themselves an organization that educates and prepares student-athletes for life after 

college, when they do not remain in contact with them to understand their post-college lives?  

 This sense of obliviousness and lack of concern for the well-being of the former athletes 

led me to my second rationale for focusing on Black men.  Too many Black, revenue-generating 

athletes are leaving college without a degree, a voice, or a quality education. These omissions, in 

turn, have resulted in very challenging transitions into the real-world. In the next section, 

Chapter II, a review of the relevant literature is presented and provides the theoretical framework 

from which the research questions derived. I will discuss the connection among social capital 

(i.e., what the student athletes know and whom they know) and its many forms, athlete identity 

(AI), (i.e., how the student-athlete sees himself), and the infrastructure of college sports (IOCS) 

(i.e., the culture).  
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

A. Social Capital  

This author of this study does not intend to examine social capital in detail or contribute 

to the development of the theory of social capital. Instead, I use its fundamental principles that 

social connections and civic engagement persistently influences productivity. I aim to use social 

capital theory to make sense of the complex relationship between Black, revenue-generating 

athletes, education, identity, and their post college lives.  In taking an interest in social capital I 

have examined two different perspectives on the concept, in particular, based on the ideas of 

Pierre Bourdieu (1986), and James Coleman (1988). 

 According to Bourdieu (1986), there are three forms of capital; cultural, social, and 

economic.  Cultural capital encompasses family background, social class, and the overall 

commitment to education. As it relates to cultural capital, there are three forms: institutional, 

objectified, and embodied. Cultural capital in its institutional state refers to one’s educational 

qualifications, such as degrees or titles that signify cultural competence and authority. 

Objectified capital is related to material possessions such as cars, paintings, jewelry, and books.  

Bourdieu (1986) states, “Cultural capital objectified in material objects… is transmissible in its 

materiality (p .21).  He further notes that such possession can be acquired monetarily (i.e., 

economic capital) or inherently as embodied; however, “what is transmissible is legal ownership 

and not (or not necessarily) what constitutes the precondition for specific appropriation, namely, 

the possession of the means or “consuming” a painting or using a machine, which, being nothing 

other than embodied capital, (p.21). For example, one can purchase or inherit a Picasso painting 

(i.e., objectified), but the cultural competency of appreciating the worthiness of a Picasso cannot 

be purchased it must be taught and learned.  
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Embodied capital can be acquired consciously or inertly inherited from family members 

(e.g., language, core values, customs); unlike objectified capital, embodied capital is not acquired 

instantaneously—it takes time (Bourdieu, 1986). Embodied capital is the self-investment on 

mind and body and usually begins during childhood. For example, an individual who was raised 

(inherited) to appreciate education (e.g., being read to and exposed to museums and different 

cultures) will likely mature into a strong student; they will have embodied that appreciation. 

Nevertheless, in order to progress as an intellectual, one must make a conscious effort to create a 

social network with other intellectuals.  Bourdieu (1986) considers all three forms of cultural 

capital inter-dependent and closely connected to economic capital. 

In brief, social capital is who you know—it is the quality of potential resources linked to 

a network “…which provides each of its members with the backing of the collectively owned 

capital, ‘credential’ which entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the word” (Bourdieu, 

1986, p. 21).  It is through these social networks and interactions that one is able to develop and 

make-use of one’s culture capital. He further suggests that the volume of capital a person has 

access to is dependent on the number of people in a person’s network; it is a give and take 

relationship. All parties involved must have something to offer.   

Bourdieu (1986) considers economic capital the most important form of capital. Frankly, 

economic capital is how much spending power an individual has. Bourdieu (1986) maintains that 

all other forms of capital derives from economic capital, and “only at the cost of a more or less 

great effort of transformation… (p.24). In other words, money can purchase many things, the 

only stipulation is the amount of time needed for acquisition. Bourdieu (1986) states, “there are 

some goods and services to which economic capital gives immediate access, without secondary 

costs; others can be obtained only by virtue of a social capital of relationships (or social 
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obligations) which cannot act instantaneously” (p.24). For example, simply purchasing a trumpet 

does not instantaneously make someone a trumpet player; the individual must be taught how to 

play the trumpet, which takes years of instruction and practice.   

Culture capital in its institutional and embodied states is defined by time and the social 

interactions given to the network. Bourdieu (1986) furthered his assertion that economic capital 

is at the top of the capital hierarchy by emphasizing culture capitals’ reliance on time and 

interpersonal relationships, he states, “…if the best measure of cultural capital is undoubtedly the 

amount of time devoted to acquiring it, this is because the transformation of economic capital 

into cultural capital presupposes an expenditure of time that is made possible by possession of 

economic capital” (p.25). In other words, if the most effective way to acquire culture capital is 

through time devotion, then what better way to have free time than through having a sums of 

expendable money which makes possible expendable free time. For instance, parents with 

disposable income can afford tutors to come to their home. Families that are rich or wealthy can 

afford to have one parent be a stay-home parent, giving them the free time to develop their 

child’s culture capital. Bourdieu (1986) believes cultural capital is influential on how children 

define themselves as a student, which in turn has a major impact on their educational progress.  

Coleman’s (1988) interpretation of social capital was of great interest for this study 

because he examined its functions in the context of education and its relationship with family 

and community. Like Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988) views social capital as relationships for 

the purpose of being productive “making possible the achievement of certain ends that in its 

absence would not be possible.” (p. 98). Coleman (1988), identified four forms of social capital; 

(1) obligations, expectations, and trustworthiness of structures, (2) information channels, (3) 

norms and effective sanctions, and (4) closure of social networks. In brief, obligations, 
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expectations, and trustworthiness of structures simply means that in order for social networks to 

function properly, individuals must trust and expect that obligations will be repaid. For example, 

if a group of men decide that for their annual man’s trip person A will cover all expenditures 

upfront, then persons B and C are expected, and obligated to reimburse person A resulting in a 

network of trust which benefits the collective (especially if persons B and C do not have the 

means to pay for the trip upfront). Furthermore, because person A covered the cost, Coleman 

(1988) contends that person A, now has credit that he can utilize in the future if needed (i.e., 

persons B and C owes him a favor). 

An Information Channel is a form of social capital that is self-explanatory, meaning its 

function within a social network is the exchange of information that leads to action. For example, 

a parent who cannot afford a math tutor for their child but has an acquaintance who is a math 

teacher, and can utilize that relationships to cut costs.   Coleman (1988) considers norms and 

effective sanctions an instrumental forms of social capital. Social networks that have structure 

can be very effective.  Effective norms that Coleman (1988) describes are communities that 

encourage selflessness in the interest of the collective. This norm is effective because it is 

supported by the actions of the collective whether it is via status, honor, or any other reward. 

Additionally, an effective norm is the concept of neighborhood watch. An effective 

neighborhood watch can restrict crimes in a community because everyone in the community 

looks out for each other.  Coleman (1988) cautions that although norms facilitate certain actions 

it also restricts others, “Even prescriptive norms that reward certain actions, like the norm in a 

community that says that a boy who is a good athlete should go out for football, are in effect 

directing energy away from other activities (p. 105). A community that overly encourages their 
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children to play sports may unintentionally direct them away from other possible interest (e.g., 

academics). 

Coleman (1988) believes the closure of social networks is important in order for norms to 

be truly effective. The primary function of having norms is to provide structure, however, norms 

also protect individuals from outside influences that are counterproductive to the network. 

Coleman (1988) believes that networks that lack closure struggle to maintain normalcy. Coleman 

discussed the impact of closure between parents and children, which he calls intergenerational 

closure. In his example there is a community whose parents are friends with the parents of their 

children’s friends. Because the parents live in the same community, it can be assumed that these 

parents hold many of the jobs within the community (e.g., teachers, business owners, police 

officers, etc.), permitting information to flow efficiently.   Such unity (i.e., closure) guarantees 

that the children of the community are held accountable to the values and standards of the 

community. Parents have the satisfaction of knowing that the expectations they set for their 

children are being reinforced when they go to school, store, field trips etc. It must be noted that 

generally, all social networks are closed but, as Coleman (1988) warned, having norms can be 

problematic because it is restrictive. In other words, social capital can expand opportunities but 

at the same time, it can restrict opportunities: 

…effective norms can constitute a powerful form of social capital… like forms described 
earlier, not only facilitates certain actions; it constrains others. Norms that make it 
possible to walk alone at night also constraints the activities of criminals. Even 

prescriptive norms that reward certain actions, like the norm in a community that says 
that a boy who is a good athlete should go out for football, are in effect directing energy 

away from other activities (p.105)  
 

Coleman places a premium on prescriptive norms because it promotes selflessness; all that is 

done is for the collective. According to Coleman, prescriptive norms strengthens families support 

and provide effective rewards for each other.  He believes such norms progress the younger 
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generations.  Being part of a closed network is good, however it depends on the type of network 

to which a person belongs. Closed networks do not permit people with ideologies 

counterproductive to the network to join, nevertheless closed networks make it difficult for 

individuals who are part of the network, but have developed different perspective counter to the 

network to leave.  

 A gang is a prime example of how closed structures can be harmful. In certain gangs, in 

order to join you must commit a crime of their choosing.  The purpose of this rule is to ensure 

loyalty (establish barriers to protect the gang). First, by agreeing to this rule, one is showing that 

one is willing to do anything for the gang. Second, to demonstrate that if caught, they will not 

snitch. Third, the predetermined crime, which can comprise of murdering someone, gives the 

gang leverage in case one decides to quit the gang or talk to the authorities.  

Without closure of structures, effective norms, trust and obligations are not as effective.  

Coleman (1988) states, “Defection from an obligation is a form of imposing a negative 

externality or another… reputation cannot arise in an open structure, and collective sanctions that 

would ensure trustworthiness cannot be applied. Thus, we may say that closure creates 

trustworthiness in a social structure” (p. 107). Assume a group of co-workers who are also close 

friends agreed that bringing work home disturbs the cohesiveness of their families—they reach 

an agreement that a happy family allows them to focus on their job and for this purpose, the 

group sanctions to never discuss business in family settings.  Maintaining this normalcy allows 

them to function in an efficient way (personally and professionally), which allows the network to 

function smoothly and continue producing the reciprocity of social capital. It would not behoove 

the coworkers to permit an individual into the network who did not value family like his fellow 

members (i.e., a person who is okay with discussing business among family); that individual 
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could potentially jeopardize the trust of the network, hence, the network would be fractured and 

vulnerable to problems. 

Coleman (1988) believes that, “family background is analytically separable into at least 

three different components: financial capital, human capital, and social capital” (p.109). Family 

capital is simply family income that determines spending power, meaning the ability to purchase 

physical items. Coleman (1988) contends that “both social capital in the family and social capital 

in the community played a role in the creation of human capital in the rising generation” (p.109). 

In other words, children futures are heavily impacted by the relationships they have with their 

family and community. Human capital is measured by parents' lived experiences and education 

which “provides the potential for a cognitive environment for the child that aids 

learning…human capital may be irrelevant to outcomes for children if parents are not an 

important part of their children's lives” (Coleman, 1988, p. 110). Having books in the home is 

irrelevant if reading is not encouraged and modeled by the parents (e.g., reading with the kids 

every night). If one agrees with Coleman (1988), then it is possible to comprehend how a child 

from an educated family could struggle academically. Simply because their parents are 

successful does not guarantee they will mirror that success, especially if the parents are not 

intimately involved in their child’s life.   

Students’ success in education is founded in the social interactions with the family, 

school, and community. I consider all three interdependent of each other in order for students to 

reach their full potential.  Coleman (1988), states those “who invests the time and resources in 

building up this capital reaps in benefits in form of a higher-paying job, more satisfying or 

higher-status work, or even the pleasure of greater understanding of the surrounding world—in 

short, all the benefits that schooling brings to a person” (p.116). Though social capital impacts 
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each family differently, having both parents in the home gives children more social capital to 

access; additionally, social capital outside the family has a major impact on a child’s educational 

outcome; friends of the family, community centers, teachers, and peers at school or within their 

community all have an impact on the human capital acquired by a child (Coleman, 1988).  

B. Athlete Identity 

 

Athletes’ affection for sports typically materializes at a young age. Liking for the sport 

tends to intensify early for athletes who are major contributors to the success of the team. The 

success they attain becomes addicting. Also, as skills develop so does their dominance in their 

particular sport(s), which heighten aspirations to compete at a higher level (Adler & Adler, 1991; 

Harrison, Sailes, Rotich, & Bimper, 2011; Brewer, Linder, & Raalte, 1993; Sparkes, 1998). To 

compete at the highest level of any sport, it takes an extreme level of commitment.  In the 

context of athletics, athletes are subconsciously and, at times, consciously led to believe that in 

order to be an elite athlete one must relinquish the “self” to their sport. This philosophy is 

communicated through the media, coaches, and family; they all contribute to the social 

constructions of what it means to be a great athlete. To be an elite athlete means embracing the 

reality that free time is no long free—sport is no longer a hobby, it is a lifestyle.  A 

comprehensive belief and physical commitment to a sport is at the core of what is termed as 

athlete identity (Adler & Adler, 1991; Bimper & Harrison, 2011; Brewer, Linder, & Raalte, 

1993; Sparkes, 1998). 

Brewer, Linder, & Raalte, (1993) defined Athlete Identity (AI) as “the degree to which an 

individual identifies with the athlete role” (p. 237).  Identifying as an athlete is not the problem, 

it is identifying exclusively as an athlete that can have severe, and regrettable consequences—

exclusive commitment jeopardizes the development of the other selves. Adler and Adler (1991) 
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argued that athletes who are revered by society become consumed by the glory and “out of the 

glory experience they thus developed ‘gloried’ selves lodged in their athletic role” (p. 155). The 

gloried selves they allude to is a direct result of the relationships athletes have with others such 

as family, community, fans, media and groupies—colloquially stated, these young men “drink 

the Kool-aide,” they indulge in the glories bestowed upon them.   

Student-athletes who are raised in communities with minimal means, athletically gifted, 

and revered by peers, family, and community fit the profile of an athlete who is vulnerable to 

athlete identity (Adler and Adler, 1991; Harrison et al., 2011; Brewer, Linder, & Raalte, 1993; 

Marsh & Shavelson, 1985; Sparkes, 1998). Investing so much in the athlete role may seem 

foolish by someone who has options, but growing up poor, with perceptively minimal options for 

success yet talented in a profession that can provide riches, prestige, and an education is a logical 

motive to place a heavy emphasis on their role as athletes.  

Not to be labeled as anti-athlete, it must be underscored that I believe there are more 

advantages to being an athlete than not; however, there must be balance in one’s association with 

any identity.  As an athlete a social network in the form of a team automatically embraces you. 

Similar to a fraternity, there is a commonality in thought and, regardless of sport, there is as 

appreciation for sports, health, and competition. The commonalities described crosses 

generation, gender, racial, and sport. For example, student-athletes challenging each other in 

push-ups during commercials may be perceived as corky or weird among non-athletes but to an 

athlete, regardless of their social status this is a “yeah, this is what we do” moment—to a 

seasoned/ former student-athlete, witnessing such display of friendly competition is nostalgic.  

The team becomes their second family, for others, it can be their replacement family—

juxtaposed are other factors with obvious benefits such as, developing self-discipline, teamwork, 
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confidence, work ethic, social and interpersonal communication skills (Griffith & Johnson, 2002) 

So that devoting oneself to the athlete role is great, however, if one believes that one has no other 

options or talents, identifying strongly with the role becomes the logical choice but it also 

represents a huge problem, as I shall explain.    

 

C. Athlete Identity: Influence on Transiting Out-of-Sport   

 Athletes who are exclusively dedicated to their Athlete Identity (AI) are at risk of 

making their non-athletic lives complicated. Researchers have discovered that many of these 

complications tend to surface during career transitions.   Brewer, Linder, & Raalte’s (1993) 

review of the literature illuminated the emotional vulnerability of athletes when their athletic 

careers are unexpectedly disrupted by an injury or when cut from a team. Athletes who strongly 

commit themselves to the athlete role are less likely to seek other careers, education, and lifestyle 

options (Adler & Adler, 1991; Harrison et al., 2011; Brewer, Linder, & Raalte, 1993; Marsh & 

Shavelson, 1985; Sparkes, 1998); the consequences of a circumscribed career make transitioning 

out-of-sports a stressful period in a student-athletes’ life (Adler & Adler, 1991; Person & 

Petitpas, 1990).  

Colleges assist in the personal and professional growth (i.e., life skills, self-esteem 

building, and career maturity) of students. Contrary to what one would intuitively expect, these 

non-sport related explorations can conflict with the objectives of college athletics—particularly 

in the revenue-generating sports where winning is momentous to its existence. Revenue-

generating sports cannot generate revenue if they are not winning, and they cannot win unless 

they have the loyalty of their athletes.  Elite college programs promote conformity, and require 
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an unending commitment to the sport (Pearson & Petitpas, 1990), leaving minimal flexibility for 

a life outside of sports.  

The key to minimalizing transitional stress for a student-athlete is to anticipate the 

transition; being an athlete is not forever—transitions that can be predicted and can be planned. 

Secondly, understanding the culture of one’s sport is critical. Pearson and Petitpas (1990) believe 

athletes are treated well by their athletic departments. They have exclusive access to resources in 

the form of locker rooms, weight rooms, tutors, advisors, and coaches. The exclusiveness of 

athletes makes operations more convenient for the athlete, and the athletic program. Because of 

the small number of athletes relative to the general student body, athletes receive more individual 

athletic and academic attention; subsequently this dynamic gives the athletic program more 

control over their population. While there are advantages to this relationship between athlete and 

sport, there are also disadvantages.  Athletic departments physically isolate, and therefore 

socially restrict the growth of the student identity (this point is further explained below). 

When an AI consumes one, it creates a barrier towards identity growth and transition. 

Person and Petitpas (1990) argue that simply being able to ask, and accept help from others can 

assist with transition out-of-sports yet “when rugged individualism in sports lead to, or 

heightens, an unwillingness to seek or accept assistance, athletes will find themselves separated 

from the existing and potential sources of social support” (p. 9). In high level sports, asking for 

help is perceived as a weakness. It is because of this pride that many do not seek or accept 

assistance from others, and it hurts them when it is time to transition out-of-sports.  

Entitlement, a characteristic many elite athletes exhibit, is associated with rugged 

individualism. Athletes who have deservingly and undeservingly been catered to, and given 

“perks” because they are athletes, establish a sense of entitlement. Entitled athletes assume such 
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treatment is long lasting and undertake the belief that they will be taken care of even after their 

athletic career has expired.  Person and Petitpas (1990) believe that because of their sense of 

entitlement, athletes are less likely to be motivated to develop life skills and consider career 

alternatives beyond their sport. 

AI has countless advantages, however, when AI becomes exclusive, it can be debilitating 

to the future self of the athlete.  As one elevates in one’s sport, the demands of that sport elevate, 

making exploring other opportunities not impossible but more difficult. The glorified self is 

deceptive, athletes consumed by their glorified self, only perceive themselves how others 

perceive them—experiences or identities that do not provide the same euphoria as an athlete are 

avoided—strangely, the identity that offers so much can also restrict when not managed well. 

Sparkes (1998) succinctly notes, “a strong athletic identity can act as an Achilles heel in coming 

in terms with a disruptive life event…” (p. 644). 

 

D. Athlete Identity: Black Males’ Unique Relationship with their AI  

Even the casual sports fan is aware of the overrepresentation of Black males in the 

revenue-generating sports (Beamon, 2012; Harrison et al., 2011; Harrison Jr.1995; Mohan, 

2014). Nearly half of the revenue-generating teams consist of Black men with the 

overrepresentation being mirrored at the professional level. Although a college football player 

has 1.6% (less than 2 out of 100) chance of playing in the Nation Football League (NCAA, 

2012) and studies have revealed that Black football players believe more than their white 

counterparts that they are destined to play in the National Football League (NFL). Furthermore, 

Hyatt (2003) discovered that earning a degree was not the primary purpose for Black student-

athletes attending college, football was the primarily reason and if not for their sport they would 
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have unlikely attended college. It is important to note that part of the reason may be due to 

financial hardship.  

Blacks’ lure to football and basketball has been linked to early exposure, limited Black 

professionals that are not athletes, biased media depiction, and limited income and educational 

resources in the household (Hoberman, 1997; Mohan, 2014; Njororai, 2012).  Moreover, 

geographic location has been linked to sports selection; location of practices and games matter to 

families with limited modes of transportation. A sport located outside of the community can be 

problematic to a pair of working parents who share one car. The increase in gas and miles placed 

on the car may not be worth it to a family on a fixed income (Harrison Jr. 1995; Mohan, 2014). 

Basketball and football teams are common at the local high schools and they are more cost 

effective than sports such as tennis and golf.     

Wigginton (2006) notes that tennis and golf are saturated in tradition with money and 

social privilege at the forefront: “Interest and potential success require early and sustained 

introduction to the game…for most African Americans, acquiring the economic resources and 

social cache for such membership is unrealistic” (p.25). The notion that Black Americans are not 

fond of tennis and golf, or any other sports that few Blacks are represented is not true, however, 

rarely are they exposed to these sports.  Many young Black males are introduced to basketball 

and football at an early age, and consistently see themselves represented on television in the 

image of a football and basketball player.  

Being portrayed as an athlete on television is very influential especially when you 

consider that Black Americans consume more television than any other population in the United 

States (Steadman, 2004). Consistently being exposed to the Black athlete stereotype leaves Black 

communities more vulnerable to the media’s unpretentious portrayal of Black males as athletes.  
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Identity development is heavily impacted not merely how one perceives self, but how others 

perceive self. For example, Black American icon James Baldwin once struggled with the 

confidence that he could be a writer—society inured him to think that being a writer was not 

possible, “I had been conditioned by the world in which I grew up, so I did not dare take the idea 

of being a writer seriously” (p. 34, 1962).  Similar societal influences are at work in today’s 

United States; young Black males’ lack of confidence in being a professional other than an 

athlete is troublesome. The encouragement to aspire to a career beyond sport is limited in all 

media formats, education, and community.  It is important to note that the feeling of 

hopelessness is not felt among all Blacks but the desire to succeed via sports is prominent in poor 

communities.  

In many underserved Black communities, basketball and football are perceived as 

opportunities out of poverty. From their perceptive, sports is a way to pay for their college (i.e., 

athletic scholarships) education.  College is also a platform to showcase their athletic talent for 

the purpose of hopefully playing professionally (Harrison et al., 2011). Brooks and McKail 

(2008) argued that “Black males from urban areas are motivated by poverty, unemployment and 

underemployment, and masculinity role strain- failing to live up to dominant, white standards… 

as the male provider” (p. 379).  Satterfield and Croft (2015) agreed with the assertion that 

masculinity plays a major role in within the Black community, “children mimic socially defined 

roles as displayed by friends, family, and other social groups leading to a system constructed 

with established roles as being either masculine or feminine” (p.23). The general perception of 

masculine is toughness, aggressiveness, and some form of athleticism, however, in sports, 

masculinity is not acknowledged unless the sport is deemed masculine; for example, figure 

skating and tennis are considered feminine.  Historically, the physical image of the Black male 
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has been socially constructed and personified as the ideal symbol of masculinity (Satterfield and 

Croft, 2015). In the United States, being a football player personifies masculinity; if a young 

Black male wanted to participate in a non-masculinize sport, he would risk being ostracized from 

his family and friends—in poor communities being perceived weak or feminine can be life 

threatening.     

As discussed earlier, money has an important role in the choice of sport participation; 

nonetheless, being socially accepted has its inspirations.  Mohan (2014) indicated that the 

primary factors in choosing a sport for children 9-13 are social influences. Mohan discovered 

that parents’ knowledge of the sport is key to sport encouragement and support.  Families with 

limited finances typically encourage their children to play sports located close to their 

community—in urban areas those sports are basketball and football.  As discussed earlier, sports 

such as, tennis and golf, which are typically populated by Whites, are generally not located in 

underserved communities which means parents would have to transport their children great 

distance to and from practice; a commute that can be challenging unless one has disposal time 

and income. Juxtapose the cost of travel with the multiple fees (enrollment, equipment, travel, 

coaching, etc.) and it is understandable why the local sports such as basketball and football are 

preferred.   

Social perceptions of Black participation in other sports have played a major role in how 

Black perceive themselves playing certain sports.  Tennis and golf are considered elitists or 

country club sports. Historically these two sports have been exclusive to rich White males. 

Although wealth and prestige are major foundations to tennis and golf’s identity, so have been 

race relations. Both of these sports were introduced to the United States in the 1800s.   

Comparable to their White counterparts very few Blacks are playing professional tennis and golf 
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today, only three Black athletes are considered a household names in both sports combined, 

Venus and Serna Williams (Tennis), and Tiger Woods (Golf). Though Black representation is 

low, historically Black athletes have, and with success, excelled in what are traditionally White 

male dominated sports.  

  In the late 1800s Blacks were highly represented in horse racing.  The first Kentucky 

derby featured 14 of 15 Black jockeys; the most noted Black jockey was Isaac Murphy who won 

the derby three times (Wigginton, 2006). Dr. Geroge Grant, was the first Black American to 

graduate from Harvard dental school. He was an avid golfer and invented the golf tee. However 

today, one would pinch their nose at the notion that how today Blacks dominate the NBA, horse 

racing was once dominated by Blacks also. When thinking about breaking the color line in golf 

many think of Tiger Woods as the first Black golfer, however in 1896, John Shippen became the 

first Black American golfer (Wigginton, 2006). As it relates to tennis, people are familiar with 

the William’s sisters but it was Althea Gibson (1950) followed by Arthur Ashe, who in 1968 

became the first American in 13 years to win the U.S. Open, who paved the way for other Black 

Americans to play tennis at the professional level (Wigginton, 2006).  

Although Blacks have had success in other sports, their prominence has been short, and 

the gap between them and the next Black athlete to follow in their footsteps has been “Grand 

Canyon-like.” This void has contributed primarily to fear, not from Black athletes, but the 

White-dominated society who felt their Whiteness being threaten by Blacks who were earning 

prestige, and the monetary gains at the same level as Whites. According to Wigginton (2006), 

associations such as The Jockey Club (EST, 1894), and the Professional Golfers Association 

(EST 1916), were created partly to eradicate the participation of Black athletes. The Black 

figures mentioned, and many more, were eradicating the identity that Blacks were mindle ss 
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beings. These Black athletes were perceived more than just athletes, they were outspoken about 

the injustice of Black Americans—they were thinkers and a thinking Black person was a threat 

to Whiteness. The golf and tennis organizations mirrored society’s prejudices and implemented 

laws that prevent Blacks athletes from penetrating their beloved country club sports. This brief 

history lesson is important to understand because its omission is part of the reason why Blacks, 

and society in general has struggled to acknowledge Blacks diversity of talent and genius. Black 

Americans’ “fixation with being identified as great athletes is a fallacy that detracts more, than 

bolsters the perception of the Black male; “the images of black athletes that fill television screens 

and the pages of newspapers and magazine only sustain the traditional view of blacks as 

essentially physical and thus primitive people…variations of this theme is absorbed by blacks as 

well as whites” (Hoberman, 1997, pP. xvii).   

 Examples of Black athletes who have participated and excelled in sports beyond 

basketball and football, and were thinkers has been concealed from the masses. This knowledge, 

and the historically great Black professionals who were not athletes are rarely found in 

textbooks, nor are such role models consistently seen walking the streets of underserved 

communities for Black youth to observe and talk to.  This omission of knowledge has left a 

population of people naïve to their full potential, and for a large portion of young Black men, 

their narrow focus on sports and the limited education they have of their sport, has made them 

vulnerable to the infrastructure of college sports.   

 

E. Athlete Identity: Black Male College Experience  

In addition to their identities as a student, athlete, and gender, Black males walk onto 

campus with their Blackness. The high visibility of Black men on predominately White 
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campuses (PWC) is typically established only through sports (Sailes 1993; Sellers, 2000, cited 

by Harrison, 2008). Harrison (2008) contends that narrow representations can create 

oversimplified perceptions of a group. He further notes that Black, male student-athletes 

experience campus stereotypes on two levels, one as a Black man and the others as an athlete; 

Harrison notes the “caricature of the ‘dumb jock’ is more salient with Black males” (p. 42). 

Harrison relates the narrow views of Black, male student-athletes in revenue sports to the limited 

cultural experiences of students that typically attend PWC. A common perception of student-

athletes by the general student population is that they come to college just to play sports, and 

schools recruit them to win games.  

Comeaux and Harrison (2007) found a correlation between academic success and 

student-faculty relationships. Unfortunately, Comeaux and Harrison (2007) argue that Black 

student-athletes who have limited interaction with Whites prior to college, struggle to build a 

faculty-student relationship, “the college experiences of Black students on predominantly White 

institutions are often hindered as a result of feelings of social isolation, racial discrimination, 

limited support and lack of integration” (p. 208). Black student-athletes who struggle to integrate 

themselves with the general student population and form productive relationships with their 

professors are further absorbed by the athlete culture. The feeling of exclusions from the general 

student population and faculty, keeps Black, revenue-generating athletes reliant on their identity 

as an athlete for a sense purpose. The next section highlights the role the infrastructure of college 

sports in developing the athletes. 
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F. Infrastructure of College Sports: The Engineering of the D-I Athlete 

As the review of the literature, as well as my personal experiences has alluded to, the 

maturation of the AI begins at a young age. During the early years (pre-college) of football the 

infrastructure of the sport has minimal control but is influential.  The infrastructure of sports 

encompasses the daily influences athletic departments have over their student-athletes such as 

practice, weight training, meetings, and games. Likewise, the influences the infrastructure also 

has an impact on non-athletic activities such as academics (e.g., study hall and overall perception 

of education) and identity.        

   During youth and high school football, coaches have less power than they do at the 

collegiate level. At the high school level there is less pressure to win games and generate money 

for the entire athletic program. As for the players, there are few team rosters that have a high 

volume of elite athletes meaning those that are elite, are rarely challenged, or at risk of losing 

their starting position. The combination of being a good athlete and having a secure position is a 

major factor in having memorable sport experiences.  However, at the collegiate level, the 

intensity of the infrastructure is fully felt for all, both the coaches and players.  

The development of the student-athlete is refined through the infrastructure of college 

athletics. The process of refining the student-athlete occurs throughout the 4-5 years they are in 

college. I believe the revenue-generating athlete is uniquely cultured and massed produced for 

the primarily purpose of winning games, followed with educational achievements measured as a 

putative bonus.  

 



 

 
 

46 

G. Infrastructure of College Sports: The Power of Influence    

Similar to the military and prisons, when managing a large population of people order 

and discipline are important—student-athletes are no different in the sense that in order to be 

homogeneous or operate as a team, there needs to be a consensus how one should act, and think. 

Elite football programs typically comprise the highest number of student-athletes on a sports 

team (over 80). Although these teams tend to roster a high number of Black athletes, there are 

other ethnic groups that are on the team. All these young men enter the program with varied 

personalities and lived experiences, juxtaposed these differences among themselves as 

teammates and their new environment, and you have a recipe for chaos which is why mandates 

and order must be enforced—the questions is whom does this order benefit more? 

   To clarify, the experiences noted in this section are common among all elite scholarship 

athletes however its impact on them is unique to their background, so for the purpose of this 

study, I focused on revenue-generating football players with an emphasis on the Black athlete. In 

short, the infrastructure of college sports influences all student-athletes nonetheless the impact on 

the Black athlete is unique, and important when considering the impact, the infrastructure has on 

their education and post-college experience.  

The feeling of being part of an elite college program is immediate.  Other than attending 

class, all needs for athletes are housed within the athletic department. The athletic department is 

a physical, self-sufficient building (s)—a campus within a campus. Athletic departments are 

typically equipped with their own administrators, academic support, strength and conditioning 

coaches, facility management, and physicians in which coaches has direct contact with. Unlike 

the general student population, who has to compete with thousands of other students to meet with 

advisors and administrators, resources for student-athletes is more individualized.  Coaches have 
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access to student-athletes’ academic, physical health, and day-today movements. Having all 

things sports contained in one location helps with better decision making, information can be 

gathered, and disseminated quicker.  Having student-athletes centralized and surrounded by 

personnel ensures that student-athletes are focused, and maintain the status-quo, which is 

exceling in their sport.   However, along with advantages there also disadvantages to the 

infrastructure of college sports.  

 

Infrastructure of College Sports: An Athlete’s Life Is an Agenda   

The pressure to win at elite football programs is intense. Everyone involved in athletics 

with the student-athletes feeling the most extreme amounts of pressure feels this pressure. Unlike 

coaches and other personnel there is an adjustment period, transitioning from high school to 

college, going from dependent to independent, and adjusting to college academics is a big 

challenge for students who are less than a year removed from high school, juxtaposed with these 

pressures are the time demands of a sport and it can be stressful. Although college athletics 

promotes academic excellence, it must not be forgotten that they are about winning first. These 

young men were not given an academic scholarship, but an athletic scholarship. They were 

sought after because of their athletic talents. These young men and women are expected to be 

fully committed to their sport (Carodine, Almond, & Gratto, 2001; Griffith & Johnson, 2002). 

According to Griffith and Johnson (2002), such commitment comes at the expense growing as an 

individual and a student, “Athletes must give up time socializing with friends and other outside 

activities in order to train and compete” (p. 225). 

 There is too much at risk to blindly trust 18-year-olds that student-athletes will manage 

their time, and be disciplined enough to work on their skills in the classroom and on the field, 
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which is why their day-to-day is planned and scheduled. In fact, their entire career as a student-

athlete is formulated on a 4 to 5-year plan.  Large portions of their day are spent physically and 

mentally preparing for competition. Student-athletes’ days begin early in the morning and end 

late in the evening. According to Isidore (2015), in preparation for the season student-athletes 

spend 50 to 60 hour weeks in training; the workload tampers down to 40 to 50 hour weeks once 

the season and school begins.  This does not include time spent traveling across the country to 

play games while attempting to manage their academics. Isidore (2015) discovered that after the 

season football players spend more time on football than most other students spend on their part-

time job—for elite football programs there is no off season. 

 During the regular season football players are discouraged from taking classes after 

noon. During the season, football players are in the gym by 6am, and are typically rushing to 

their 8am class. After they have attended their classes for the day (which are typically done by 

noon), they have about 30 minutes to eat lunch before study hall. After study hall, football 

meetings begin, and if they play multiple positions, that means they have multiple meetings. 

Players that are injured must report to the training room for treatment; up to this moment student-

athletes have been working out and studying for 6 hours, and this does not include practice.  

Practice last about two hours (that does not include conditioning), those who are nursing an 

injury or got injured during practice must return to the training room after practice for treatment. 

After practice students attend training table (i.e., dinner), after dinner they are free—by this time 

it is after 7pm.  Time after practice can be utilized for completing any homework that was not 

completed during study hall or enjoying a social life. These events represent a typical day for an 

elite football player.   Student-athletes controlled lifestyles restrict their social and academic 

movements. Class selection is influenced by their practice schedule, which limits the type of 
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majors they can seek. Because so much time is dedicated towards sports there is little 

opportunity to get involved in campus activities (e.g., fraternities, student government, etc.). 

During the recruiting process rarely, if ever, is this process clearly explained to the prospective 

student-athlete; informing a student-athlete that he will have minimal control over their life is not 

a great recruiting pitch.   

 

H. Infrastructure of College Sports: Management of The Academically Prepared vs. The 

Academically Unprepared  

Elite college programs have the infrastructure to prepare their athletes physically and 

mentally for the college game. Within the first couple of weeks’ coaches typically are aware of 

their players’ strengths and weaknesses; everything they do is tested and documented. Those that 

are not up to standards are giving a specific workout plan uniquely designed to improve their 

deficiencies. Those that enter the program ahead of schedule, meaning they are physically and 

mentally ready for the college game are rare but is great for the program, coaches can 

concentrate their efforts on more advanced portions of the playbook and training, which is 

important because this means these players can contribute to the program sooner than later 

resulting in better odds for competing for championships. 

During the author’s time as an athlete, motivating football players to work on their craft 

was rarely necessary. Today, little has changed; these young men are doing what they love. 

Those who miraculously are not motivated to work on their craft, matters little, because student-

athletes have minimal power in what they will, or will not do.  Student-athletes have negligible 

governing or control lover sport-related activities.   Juxtapose the high demands of the sport and 

the nominal choice of athletes, and you have an infrastructure that has complete control. 
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Unlike high school, college demands more from their student-athletes. The high 

standards and time demands of college sports are initially stressful to all, but for those who are 

not academically and socially prepared for the transition the stress level can be ongoing 

throughout their college career. Similar to elite programs ability to manage the physically 

underprepared, they can also manage the academically unprepared. Following their admission to 

college they are tested to determine their academic strength and weakness. Those who are 

identified as academically at-risk students are giving additional attention.   

The general profile of a student-athlete who is academically unprepared tend to come 

from a community that offered minimal access to social and academic capital (Reynolds, Fisher, 

& Cavil, 2012). It can be argued once in college, these athletes have access to resources to 

improve their academic standings and yes, I would agree, but helping is subjective—how much 

help can an academic counselor or tutor be to a student-athlete if he is reading at a 3rd grade level 

(especially if the help required include missing football-related activities)?     

The majority of student-athletes do not find themselves in this quandary, but there is a 

concerning number of Black, revenue-generating athletes that do. The recruitment and 

management of academically at-risk student-athletes is an old practice. An interesting inquiry is 

why—why do institutions of higher education admit students that they know are not 

academically ready for the rigors of higher education?  Specifically, in the revenue generating 

sports, I contend that athletic programs calculate the risk versus reward; the risk of a student-

athlete failing out of college or not graduating is worth it because elite athletic talent can bring 

millions of dollars and visibility to the university. To minimize their risk athletic programs have 

developed a systemic way of maintaining student-athletes’ eligibility throughout their 4-5 years 

of college and graduating some of them.   
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Elite football programs are full of gifted athletes who have no business enrolled in higher 

learning but there they are; the delicate task of keeping these student-athletes eligible is a group 

effort, systematic, and debatably wrong. The concerning academic practices of universities as it 

relates to student-athletes have been written about extensively, however, what has garnished 

minimal attention has been the post-college consequences of these actions. Attaining a degree is 

the measure through which the NCAA and their university partners define success. It is through 

degree attainment that the NCAA considers their part of the deal honored.  However, simply 

having a degree does not equate to being educated. How would the perception of degree 

attainment be questioned if clustering were factored?  

 

I. Infrastructure of College Sports: Clustering  

Academic clustering befalls when 25% or more of a team majors in a particular subject 

(Case, Geer, & Brown, 1987). Recent years researchers have conducted studies that investigated 

clustering- like behavior and findings have suggested that it occurs quite often.  Fountain and 

Finley (2011) examined a football program for 10 years with the goal of having a better 

understanding of clustering. They discovered that clustering was prevalent among the most 

talented athletes and, disturbingly, a significant number of student-athletes that were in a 

clustered major were Black, football players. Clustering tended to be systematic; “Unlike the 

previous studies that utilized upperclassmen and their reported major in the later stages of their 

academic progression, the results clearly showed the migration of players into a clustered major 

either straight from general education (University Studies) or after identifying other majors 

earlier in their academic careers” (Fountain &Finley, 2011, p. 38). In others words, unlike other 

students, Fountain and Finley looked at both upperclassman and freshman and discovered that a 
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significant number of football players were changing their initial major to a cluster major; 

“…while almost no players showed an initial interest, as underclassmen, in Apparel, Housing, 

and Resource Management, they ended up in that major in droves as upperclassmen” (Fountain 

& Finley, p. 38). During my years as a student-athlete the described systemic clustering 

occurred. Typically, the rationale to change majors was related to the lack of interest in school 

and the difficulty of the major, meaning that the core classes were academically challenging.  If 

not the rigor of the course work, it was because the core classes conflicted with football-related 

activities, and finally comparable to any student, student-athletes change their major because 

they simply lose interest in the field. Nevertheless, the common reason for many Black, football 

players was a combination of lack of interest in school and the difficulties of the core classes.  

My teammates and I struggled, juggling our general education courses and football so 

having to manage more academically demanding courses was discouraging. It is important to 

understand that student-athletes, especially first-generation student-athletes, enter college with 

limited to no knowledge of life as a college student-athlete. The main reason student-athletes are 

asked their freshman year to provide a major is typically for the use of the media guide and the 

academic advisor so they can begin their academic plan. It can be argued that a major chosen 

their freshman year is superficial—it is unfair to hold them to a decision they made so early in 

their academic career, and furthermore, it is common for the general student to change his/her 

mind major multiple times before they are required to officially declare a major, but as the 

research has shown, there is concern when 25% or more of a cohort of people select the same 

major.  (Case, Geer, & Brown, 1987; Fountain &Finley, 2011).     

The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette examined major selections from the top 25 college football 

and men’s basketball programs during the 2013-2014 academic year and discovered that 13 of 
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the 22 football programs and 16 of the 20 basketball programs had students clustered in majors 

(Dent, Sanserino, & Werner, 2014). The study discovered that a significant number of student-

athletes majored in social science and history. There were certain football programs that had over 

45% of their players in the same major (Dent, Sanserino, & Werner 2014).  Clustering is 

happening everywhere, especially at elite athletic programs—Nino Rodriguez said it best, 

‘Although it may lead (clustering) to higher levels of academic eligibility, it steers [athletes] 

away from majors that reflect their skillsets and interests’ (as quoted by Arnett, 2015, para. 11). 

An excellent example is Kain Colter (the spokesperson advocating for the Northwestern players 

to unionize) was influenced not to take a chemistry class because it conflicted with football; 

Colter had wanted to major in pre-med but ended-up majoring in Psychology because it 

facilitated the program’s schedule (Dent, Sanserino, & Werner 2014).     

Athletic departments’ desire to win combined with the academic standards placed on 

them by the NCAA and the universities has tested the moral compass of big-time programs. The   

clustering of student-athletes is one of the many byproducts of valuing developing the athlete 

over developing the student (Fountain & Finley 2011; Polderman, 2013).   Coaches are the most 

influential individuals within the athletic departments. The coaches and all who interact with the 

recruits are aware of those who are not academically prepared—it is their job to know, yet they 

admit them anyway because of their athletic gifts and because there is an infrastructure in place 

that will carry the struggling student throughout college.  The NCAA and their university 

partners take advantage of young men’s naivety of college; their ignorance of the infrastructure 

makes them easy prey because they do not know what to question--they settle for an “easy” 

major not understanding the long-term consequences (Newman, 2014). 
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In closing this section, having an AI is what makes an athlete, an athlete; in order to be 

good at something it is important that one is able able to identify with it.  Having an identity 

fuels confidence, it provides an individual with a purpose.   Athletes with a strong AI are 

extremely dedicated to their sport and tend to excel further with their athletic ambitions than 

others.  However, athletes who are exclusively committed to their AI, struggle developing other 

aspects of themselves with regrettable consequences when their athletic career ends. (Beamon, 

2012; Griffith, & Johnson, 2002; Harrison et al., 2011) 

 The research cited in the prior section has demonstrated that Black, revenue-generating 

athletes tend to have AI foreclosure.  A Black male’s unique attraction to his role as an athlete 

has been attributed to being raised in environments where resources and exposure to role models 

beyond sports are limited. The media has historically depicted successful Black men as solely 

entertainers (e.g., athletes, musicians, and comedians). These stereotypes have continued the 

cycle of young Black boys internalizing the belief that their dreams and talents are capped in 

entertaining others.  Exclusive AI has pushed a significant portion of young Black men to 

convert all energies towards becoming the best athlete at the expense of all other parts of 

themselves.  Athletes with exclusive AI are more emotionally vulnerable, less likely to seek 

other careers and lifestyles options (Beamon, 2012). 

Many Black, revenue-generating athletes enter college with the sole purpose of playing 

professionally. The “I am going to make it to the NFL” attitude is strong despite the 2% odds of 

that actually happening. Therefore, consumed by making it to the NFL, the athletes’ academic 

career pursuits suffer. A large portion of revenue-generating athletes who enter college 

academically unprepared, tend to focus primarily on maintaining the NCAA’s minimal GPA 

requirement (i.e., cluster majors). Large portions of student athletes leaving college without a 



 

 
 

55 

degree are Black, revenue-generating football players. These young men seem to be exploited by 

the infrastructure of college sports. The Black athlete is the premier athlete in college football 

and the infrastructure of college sports is the system in place to ensure that they can manage 

students who are athletically gifted yet academically unmotivated. The terms exploit and manage 

are not used lightly in this study. I suggest exploitation is the more accurate terminology because 

the infrastructure of college sports and partners are acutely aware of the academic struggles of 

student-athletes prior to college via assessments. Those, whose college assessment scores are 

low, but are athletically talented, are still admitted. They are labeled academic “at-risk”, which 

results in those students being clustered into a major and classes.   
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3. CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

The objective of this study was to acquire an in-depth understanding of how Black, 

former revenue-generating athletes (football players) interpreted and navigated the infrastructure 

of college athletics. Specifically examined in the paper was how prior understanding of college 

athletics influenced these students’ college experiences. Furthermore, the author investigated 

how athlete identity (AI) influenced decision-making throughout the students’ college careers, 

consequently impacting their post-college lives. To address such phenomena, social capital and 

athlete identity were the primary theoretical concepts by which the interview questions were 

framed. Employing qualitative research methods, the hope was to discover the quintessence of 

the participants’ lived experiences, and the attainment of through first-person perspectives was 

necessary to achieve this goal. 

Qualitative research is a method utilized when seeking a comprehensive understanding of 

an issue from the perspective of the population being studied: uncovering the meaning of a 

person’s experience; recognizing the social, cultural, economic or physical context in which 

activities take place; and providing a voice to the population being studied (Hennink, Hutter, & 

Bailey, 2011).  

 

A. Study Participants and Recruitment 

First, Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained from the University of 

Arizona. This approval safeguarded the researcher’s permission to conduct human subjects’ 

research, assuring that the participants would be treated with respect and their participation 

would remain confidential.  The population of interest was Black, former revenue-generating 

athletes that were at least 2-3 years retired from football (collegiate or professionally). This 
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retirement time span from football was important because the desire was to document 

experiences retrospectively. The further removed participants were from their lives as athletes, 

the more difficult it might be for them to recall detailed experiences. Nevertheless, it was 

important that participants had some distance from their lives as athletes for the purpose of 

maturity.  Maturity would provide them with a broader context to compare and contrast their 

lives in the past and the present (i.e., in order to understand the impact of their past, they would 

first have to have lived a life as a non-student athlete). 

Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey (2011) suggest that a large pool of subjects is not necessary 

when seeking in-depth understanding of a specific population. These researchers proposed that 

purposive recruitment is the best approach.  Purposive recruitment involves deliberate and 

flexible recruiting.  Decisively, the author sought out Black, former revenue-generating athletes 

who would offer the most information-rich experiences. It was important to have persons who 

were willing to talk frankly about their accomplishments as well as their failures. It did not 

matter significantly for this research whether they graduated college because a large part of the 

criticism of suggested in this paper is that the NCAA deemed degree attainment as the sole 

measurement of student athlete success. Documenting the post-college experiences of those who 

did and did not graduate was equally important because it would provide a broader perspective 

on the issue of the degree attainment and it would help scrutinize the NCAA’s notion of success. 

If student-athletes who earned a degree were experiencing similar transition difficulties as those 

who did not graduate, new dialogue about the NCAA claims of taking care of the student would 

be generated.   

Strategically, the author recognized that his position as an insider would benefit the 

study. In addition to the years as a revenue-generating athlete, the primary researcher had 
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established relationships with many athletes, administrators, and coaches, and utililized that 

network to collect contact information of former athletes (e.g., email addresses).  Researchers 

consider this strategy as utilizing formal networks and services (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 

2011). However, informal networks were accessed as well, as the author even posted a message 

on Facebook page seeking participants. Additionally, at a homecoming functions, former 

student-athletes were asked to recommend athletes that they believed would be interested in 

participating in the study, a qualitative method referred to as snowball recruiting or sampling 

(Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey). 

Snowball sampling has been encouraged when the group being studied has no existing 

sampling frame and when there is a strong concern for privacy due to negative perceptions of a 

specific population; such populations are considered ‘hidden populations’ (Heckathorn, 1993).  

Snowball sampling is heavily dependent upon referrals, that is, asking initial participants to 

solicit another to take part in the study, and that individual asks another person, and so on. The 

number of participants increases due to each participant doing their part in recruiting others. 

Goodman (2011) considered snowball sampling the best strategy for “hidden populations” 

because it would provide primary contacts that would lead to other contacts that fit the objective 

of the desired research conditions. 

This snowball method provided a total of twenty prospective participants, of which eight 

ultimately were chosen. Many of the prospective participants did not attend a D-I school and 

others changed their minds and excused themselves from the study. Researchers contend that 

when utilizing qualitative methods there is no definitive number of participants to interview; it is 

suggested when saturation of data is identified, collection of data can stop (Glaser & Strauss 

1967; Guest, Bunce, & Johnson 2006; Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2011). Saturation of data 
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became evident for this study when information gathered beyond the eight participants became 

repetitive and redundant. Not only did participants’ information become redundant, but they 

themselves acknowledged that many of their experiences mirrored many of their teammates and 

friends at other D-I schools across the country. Thus, the author concluded that interviewing 

additional participants would not necessarily provide additional insight or different results. 

 

B. Interviews 

The interview sessions were in-depth and conducted individually. The majority of the 

interviews were conducted at the homes of the participants (6 of 8). Participants were emailed a 

consent form for them to review a week prior to their interview session. On the day of their 

interview I reviewed with the participants the details of the consent form and the details of the 

study.  The participants were asked a series of structured and open-ended and questions. 

Structured questions were primarily used to gather concrete information (e.g., as place of birth, 

year of graduation, and type of job etc.) and information directly related to my research questions 

(e.g., How influential was your identity as an athlete on your life?). The majority of the interview 

questions were open-ended questions (e.g., What was it like being a student-athlete in college?). 

I was asking the participants to reflect on 20 years of lived experiences. Limiting them to 

structured questions would have been counterproductive.  

All of the interviews were conducted and audio recorded by me. Each interview lasted a 

maximum of 90 minutes. Although that seems like a long period of time, it is important to 

understand, given the purpose of this study, participants were asked to reflect upon years of 

experiences in the context of their lives, and reflect on their meanings. Siedman (1998) believed 

that under those circumstances, anything less than 90 minutes would be too brief. The 
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participants seemed to enjoy telling their stories. There were times when participants got off 

topic, which added to the length of time of the interviews. I choose not to interject for three 

reasons: First, I did not want to be rude. Second, the off-topic dialogue did not last too long 

(minutes) and it provided information-rich content (e.g., change agent). Last, my willingness to 

listen created a stronger rapport with the participants.      

I predicted that each participant would interview differently, meaning that there are those 

who may be forthcoming in the first interview and others who may not. After reviewing 

transcripts, I discovered other questions I may want to ask. With that in mind, I took the 

necessary steps to secure my participants’ permission to have follow-up interviews.  Each 

follow-up interview would be spaced from 3 days to a week from the initial interview. The gap 

between interviews would allow the participants and me time to reflect on what they said and 

what I asked (Seidman, 1998). However, of the eight participants, I only needed to conduct a 

follow-up interview with two participants.  

According to Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey (2011), when conducting qualitative research, 

the positionality of the interviewer has influence on how the interviewee will respond. These 

researchers state, “The appearance, gender, and attitude of the interviewer will determine how 

she/he is perceived by the interviewee and therefore influence the information that the 

interviewee is willing to share” (p. 132).   My position as an insider was instrumental in 

gathering the experiences of the participants. My lived experiences as a former student-athlete 

gave confidence to the participants that I truly understood what they were talking about. This 

sentiment was reinforced when participants would say “you feel (understand) what I’m talking 

about.” My direct approach (which is stereotypically associated with being Black; “keeping it 

real”) throughout the interviews also helped eliminate any cause for concern that the interviews 
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would be used for nefarious reasons. For example, I explained to them that being completely 

honest would help future, current, and former student-athletes. I stressed to them that it was 

important that they did not tell me what they might think I wanted to hear, but to just tell their 

story and with that, I would frame my research.   

As an insider, the interviewer understood locker-room talk, street slang, and many of the 

mannerisms of an athlete and the cultures these participants lived in.  The key advantage was my 

understanding of the infrastructure of college sports. That knowledge allowed me to pose more 

detailed/probing questions that are unique to the culture of athletics. It was because of these 

factors that I was adamant about transcribing all of the interviews myself instead of letting 

someone else do it. I was concerned that valuable information would have been lost or 

misinterpreted. It must be noted that though my insider status afforded me privileges, these 

privileges did not come without responsibility. I constantly had to question my objectives and be 

aware of my own personal biases.    

 A qualitative researcher must be conscious of one’s influence on the study; in a sense, 

my experiences formed part of the research as much as the group being studied. As principal 

investigator, I was also lead interpreter.  It was I who developed the questions, transcribed them, 

and provided the explanation.  I had to be continually conscious of my position and its impact on 

the study; it behooved me to acknowledge, accept, and analyze how subjective and 

intersubjective elements influenced the research (Finlay, 2002).  This process of self-check is 

what researchers (Finlay, 2002; Hertz, 1997) call reflexivity. Reflexivity is a practice that 

requires the researcher to be self-aware of his/hers biases and subjectivity in relation to the 

research (Finlay, 2002; Hertz, 1997).  Hertz (1997) states, “The reflexive ethnographer does not 

simply report ‘facts’ or ‘truths’ but actively constructs interpretations of his or her experiences in 
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the field and then questions how those interpretations came about” (p. viii).  Reflexivity was a 

constant practice throughout the interviews. For example, there were times when I caught myself 

interrupting participants and attempting to finish their thoughts. I had to remind myself that 

though we may have had some similar experiences, our interpretation of those experiences were 

not the same. I also had to remind myself that unlike me, the participants did not have advance 

knowledge of key concepts (e.g., identity and social capital) that would have assisted them in 

articulating their experiences.  The process of self-checking (reflexivity) helped me monitor my 

subjectivity towards the participant’s interpretation of experiences similar to mine.   

Data were collected and analyzed using grounded theory. Grounded theory is a set of 

circular procedures (i.e., repeated continually) that consist of collecting data, verbatim 

transcriptions, analyzing the data, and making sense of the data inductively to develop an 

empirical theory (Corbin and Strauss, 1990; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Hennink, Hutter, and 

Bailey, 2011). In other words, I used grounded theory’s meticulous methods to make sense of the 

experiences of eight Black, former revenue-generating football players with the intention of 

answering my research questions and developing theory related to phenomena found more 

broadly within college sports. 

As discussed, all interviews were conducted and audio-recorded by me. Interview 

questions were developed deductively and inductively. My initial interview questions derived 

from my own experiences, a pilot study, and the review of the literature (deductive); additional 

questions were developed as a result of the interviews (inductive). Similarly, the coding process 

entailed inductive and deductive coding. Deductive coding are codes that are predetermined, 

usually discovered from previous research, theoretical framework, researchers own experience, 

and the literature review—whereas inductive coding stems directly from the data collected.  
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Codes are organically discovered from the data collected (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 

2011). For example, I was interested in athlete identity, which meant this category would be an 

established code (deductive). Conversely, a code that derived from the data was ‘change agent’ 

(inductively). All of the participants credited a non-family member for their ability to overcome 

personal adversity, graduate high school, and their transition to college. The discovery of 

‘change agents’ was organic, as it was a direct result of the interviews. The participants 

themselves raised the role of change agents, and it was a repeated theme/code throughout all of 

the participants’ interviews.  

To code the interviews, I created a color scheme. Phrases that correlated with family 

dynamics were highlighted in purple. For instance, a participant made the following statements, 

which I associated with family dynamics, “I watched sports with my grandfather…  Most of us 

were being raise by grandparents…pops never in the pics…Andy would always correct my 

speech and my grandfather would support Andy’s lesson.” Similar statements were given by all 

of the participants and were coded yellow and listed on the category family dynamics.  

Interview questions were developed primarily deductively. Subheadings associated with 

the conceptual framework were created, followed with a set of questions. For example, I had a 

subheading titled Family and Community, and under this heading I asked questions such as, 

“describe your community and how were athletes treated by your community?” Over thirty 

questions were created and available for use. Questions were not asked in any particular order. I 

typically started with an open-ended question asking participants to share how they were 

introduced to sports (football). From this question, in the subsequent narrative participants 

addressed many of the questions I had prepared.  In the next chapter I will discuss the findings 

on the eight participants.  



 

 
 

64 

4. CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS 

This section highlights the findings followed by an analysis.  Quotes and experiences that 

best described the experiences and perspective of the participants are highlighted. For the 

purpose of sustained interested and clarity, the description of the findings is in-depth and in part 

conveyed in a narrative format.  

 

Findings: Emergent Themes  

 

By way of analyzing interview transcripts of former Black, revenue-generating athletes, 

several thematic findings providing important insight into the causation of AI and social capital 

was discovered; specifically, I examined the impact AI, and the social capital acquired prior to 

college and their impact on the decision making of Black, revenue-generating athletes during 

college. I also examined the consequences of those decisions on their post-college lives. After 

transcribing and analyzing the information I found five dominant themes:  

1. Family Dynamics 

2. Community 

3. Athlete Identity 

4. Sports Infrastructure 

5. Retrospective Insights 

The themes emerged as a result of how the questions were structured, and how the 

participants responded to the questions. 

Establishing, and depicting a balanced observation of the participants was a primary goal 

of the study. Interview questions were structured into the multiple themes mentioned above with 

the forethought that new themes could arise. Gathering information on the influence of family 
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dynamics and community was collected to seek its impact on athlete identity development and 

assist in measuring the quantity and quality of social capital accrued prior to college.   

 Under the subsection of family dynamics, questions were raised related to the 

interpersonal relationship of their parents (e.g., How would you describe your relationship with 

your parents?). Subsequently as it related to community, questions were asked about the 

physical, social, and ideologically conditions of their neighborhood (e.g., Describe your 

neighborhood; how were you treated by your community?). AI questions were intended to 

capture their introduction to football, their experiences as an athlete, and the self-identification 

(e.g., How old were you begin playing sports?). Questions related to the sport infrastructure were 

intended to discover systemic and cultural influences of football programs on the participants as 

a student and an athlete (e.g., What was it life like playing for a D-I program?).  

Retrospective insight focused on acquiring the perceptive of former athletes. The goal 

was to encourage the participants to self-reflect on their selves as an athlete (e.g., What would 

you have done differently as an athlete?).  Specifically, how did their experiences as an athlete 

impact their current lives. Moreover, by asking them to retell their experiences, in essence, they 

were reliving those experiences but in the context that they are older and are more informed. The 

retrospective session was a great opportunity to learn what the participants would have done 

differently, when they were athletes, if they knew what they know now. In brief, the author 

sought two discoveries; one, recommendations to give parents and institutions of higher 

education and two, test my theory that the quality of social capital matters.  
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Moreover, the chart below summarizes key findings about the participants. The aim was 

to provide a reference point for limited uninterrupted reading flow. Each participant was given a 

pseudonym (of their choosing) for protection.   

Participants Family 
Dynamics 

Community Graduated  Initial Degree 
Interest  

Degree Earned  Occupation  

James 
Bronson 
 

Single Parent 
(Mother) 

Lower Middle-
Class (Gangs 
&Drugs) 

No Journalism N/A Unemployed  

Andrew 
Jefferies 
 

Single Parent 
(Mother) 

Lower Middle-
Class (Gangs 
&Drugs) 

Yes    Psychology Psychology Academic 
Counselor 

Patrick 
Jenkins 

 

Single Parent 
(Grandfather) 

Lower Middle-
Class (Gangs & 

Drugs) 

Yes  Computer 
Engineering 

Communications Part-Time UPS 
Employee   

Brandon 

Johnson  
 

Biological 

Parents 

Lower Middle 

Class 
(Gangs) 

Yes  (7 years 

later) 

Media Arts  General  

Studies 

Unemployed  

Kelvin 

Jones 
 

Single Parent 

(Mother) 

Lower Middle-

Class (Gangs 
&Drugs) 

Yes  Family Studies General  

Studies 

Graduated 

s tudent/coach 

Jamie 
Watts  

 

Grandparents Lower Middle-
Class (Gangs 

&Drugs) 

Yes  Bus iness Family  
Studies 

University of 
Phoenix Academic 

Counselor  
H3 
 

Biological 
Parents 

Middle Class Yes  Family Consumer 
Sciences 

Family  
Consumer  

Sciences 

Cel l  Phone Rep 

Tim  

Jacobs 
 

Single Parent 

(Mother) 

Lower Middle-

Class (Gangs 
&Drugs) 

No Communications N/A Administrator 

Non-Profit 
Corporation  

 

 

The objective of the interviews was to obtain an in-depth understanding of each 

participant’s upbringing as an athlete, and a student and specifically how those experiences 

influenced their development and decision-making during college (e.g., college choice and major 

selection, and transition-out-of-college). Furthermore, it was important to collect, and obtain the 

interpretation of these experiences from the student-athletes themselves rather than having the 

researcher make speculations.   
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 This specificity of information and purposeful method with which the information was 

gathered was intended to create a framework that would educate, and hopefully provide clarity 

about the misunderstood and rarely discussed post-college lives of Black, revenue-generating 

athletes.   

Family Dynamics: Parental Involvement and Education Level  

  

Of the eight participants, H3 was the only one raised by his biological parents (they are 

still married to this day). H3 is a Texan who described his family as middle-class. Both parents 

worked and H3 acknowledged if not for his scholarship his parents were not financially situated 

to pay for a college education.  H3’s father enjoyed sports but was not permitted to participate; 

his father (H3’s grandfather) believed his time would be better utilized on the farm. H3’s parents 

are not college educated but instilled the importance of higher education.   

H3’s father professed sports as an avenue to obtain a higher education “my father 

believed sports should be used as a tool to get a degree or used to learn how to be competitive, 

and have fun.” H3’s father introduced him to football at a young age, “I was 5-years old when 

my father would play catch with me in the backyard.” H3 was the first in his family to graduate 

from a 4-year college. 

James Bronson, also a Texan, was primarily raised by his mother. Bronson grew up in 

what he describes as a “cool” neighborhood. He lived in a predominantly White neighborhood 

and he attended a predominantly White high school.  Bronson’s father moved out when he was 

10-years old—his father’s absence left Bronson bitter. Bronson linked his anger issues to the 

departure of his father. Bronson’s anger led to a number of fights in middle school. It was during 

the apex of his anger issues that Bronson discovered football.  Bronson did, and currently does 



 

 
 

68 

not have a strong relationship with his family; “I have not seen my father since 2002”.  

Bronson’s mother was not a stern parent; “When my pops left she let me do whatever I wanted. I 

could have girls at the house and take the car whenever I pleased. I had no curfew. She did not 

ask if I had homework. Before my dad left he was the disciplinary. I blame him for all of this.” 

Bronson’s did not play sports; his father played high school football. Bronson is the first person 

in his family to attend a 4-year university; he has not graduated (it’s been over 10 years).   

Kelvin Jones is a Californian raised primarily by his mother.  Jones attributed his mother 

for his personal development; “I give my mother a lot of credit for making us well-

rounded…even in our condition (i.e., minimal means). She made an effort to make sure we were 

involved.” Jones participated in golf, football and track. He competed in chess and was part of a 

traveling speech team. Jones’s mother had an intimate relationship with education—her 

relationship was personal and professional. Jones’s mother supervised a preschool; education 

was stressed in her home.  Jones’s mother earned her higher education at a community college. 

Jones’s father ran track in high school and his mother was a cheerleader. Jones is the first in his 

family to attend, and graduate from a 4-year university. Jones was 11-years old when he first 

touched a football, “I was playing catch with my dad in the park and there was a coach there and 

suggested that I play football.”   

     Andrew Jeffries (AJ) was born and raised in Northern California. AJ’s parents 

divorced when he was young. He was raised by his mother and saw his father on holidays (e.g., 

birthdays and Christmas). Being an athlete is in AJ’s bloodline, both parents where high school 

basketball players. In high school AJ was an elite baseball and football player.   AJ’s mother was 

college educated, she earned her degree at a community college; his father joined the military. 

AJ did not play organized football until high school. AJ wanted to play youth football but he was 
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too big for his age group. In order to play, AJ would have to play with older kids and according 

to AJ, “my mom was not having that.” AJ’s cousin introduced him to his first organized sport, 

baseball.  

AJ’s mother valued education; it was his mother that taught him the importance of work 

ethic and character. According to AJ, his mother was involved in his academic career, “she 

encouraged forward thinking, she told me to think about what I wanted to do in life.” Although 

his father was not present, he shared many of AJ’s mother’s values; his parents stressed 

punctuality and good grades. AJ experienced his mother’s commitment towards education when 

it was time to select a high school, “after middle school I thought I was going to high school with 

some of my boys and my mother was like nah, you’re going to go here and I kind of went with 

it.”  AJ attended a prestigious academic and athletic high school. AJ was the first in his family to 

graduate from a 4-year university.  AJ was first introduced to football when he was a child, but 

as noted, did not play organized football until high school.   

Brandon Johnson, a native of Southern California, was raised by his mother; his parents 

divorced when he was 8-years old. A significant portion of his childhood was spent with his 

mother, but when his behavior worsened, he was sent to live with his father his junior year of 

high school. Johnson attended multiple high schools; “I was rambunctious.” Johnson got into 

fights and gave teachers fits with his attitude. The hopes that his behavior would improve with 

his father was short-lived; “… my father thought I should move out with him, but you can’t 

change overnight so I was out there fucking things up too.”  Johnson attributed his boisterous 

attitude and poor behavior to the divorce of his parents.  With his father’s absence from the 

home, discipline was not enforced; “my mother let me do whatever I wanted.”  
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Johnson’s parents voiced the importance of education but rarely did they enforce it. 

“They both took the same stance on it (education), but they were not rigorous on me completing 

my work as much as I will be with my kids”.  Johnson shared an experience when his father 

attempted to help him with his homework but could not because he did not understand the 

content.  Johnson was the first in his family to attend college, and graduate.  Both of Johnson’s 

parents played sports in high school. Jenkin’s father introduced him to football when he was 8-

years-old; they would play catch.        

Tim Jacobs is from Southern California. Jacobs’s parents were never married and 

separated when he was young. His mother raised him for a good portion of his life, but he stayed 

with his father in the later years of his teenage life. Jacobs’s parents did not stress education; 

Jacob was a naturally bright student in high school. Jacobs issue was his attitude which he 

attributed to his community (a topic that is discussed in a later section). Jacobs’s older brother 

introduced him to football when he was 9-years old. Jacobs is the first in his family to attend a 4-

year college but has yet to graduate (it’s been 12 years since his last semester of college).  

Patrick Jenkins, a native Californian was raised by his grandfather; Jenkin’s grandmother 

died before he was born. Jenkins’s parents were never married and separated when he was 

young. Drug and alcohol dependency ruined his parents. Jenkins’s father struggled to stay out of 

jail and his mother’s dependency on alcohol resulted in the court system threatening to place him 

and his sister in a foster home unless a family member took them in. To prevent this from 

happening, Jenkin’s grandfather (on his dad’s side) took custody of Jenkins and his sister.   

Jenkins’s grandfather was the most important person in his life, “my grandfather was my dad.”  

Jenkins respected his grandfather’s ability to care for so many others—he respected his 

selflessness; “he (grandfather) was in the Marines, and he raised 9 kids on his own.”  Another 
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essential reason why Jenkins appreciated being with his grandfather derived from his short stay 

with his mother’s parents. Before the courts granted his grandfather custody Jenkins lived with 

his mother’s parents (Jenkins was 5 years old). Jenkin’s grandfather was physically disabled, and 

his grandmother was an abusive alcoholic; “she use to beat me all the time, man.” Jenkins did 

not enjoy being home so he figured life out alone. He said: 

I created my own independence at a young age. I was able to come and go as I pleased. I 

was five and knew how to take the city bus by myself; I was pumping gas at 5-years old.   

 

Moving in with his other grandfather eliminated the abuse. Jenkins was in a better situation, 

nevertheless his environment required that he be self-sufficient Jenkin’s grandfather was retired 

and loathed being alone, he enjoyed his grandson’s company. “My grandfather did not care if I 

went to school. He wanted me to stay home with him”. Jenkins was not required to go to school, 

in fact, he was not even enrolled in school.  Jenkins was a kid, he wanted to spend time with his 

friends, and he wanted to learn; with no adult guidance Jenkins enrolled himself in elementary 

school; “I remember going to the admission station, grabbing an application, bringing it back 

home, and trying to figure it out”. Jenkins is the first in his family to attend and graduate from a 

4-year university. His first football experience was playing catch with his father; his most 

memorable times with his grandfather was watching college games on Saturdays. Jenkins was 7-

years old when he started his football career.  

Jamie Watts was born and raised in Southern California. Like Jenkins, Watts was raised 

by his grandparents (primarily his grandmother).  Watt’s grandmother was the only adult family 

member who did not have a drug problem.   His mother and her siblings were drug addicts. Their 

addiction prevented them from being self-sufficient resulting in them moving back with their 

mother (Watt’s grandmother). In addition to Watt’s 9 aunts and nephews, their children also 

lived in the house. Watts was raised in an overcrowded home that consisted of drug users.  
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Watt’s mother was physically present but there was minimal interaction between the two. Her 

priority was not him, but her drugs.  Watt’s father lived in the same neighborhood but rarely 

came to visit; “my grandparents were my parents…they taught me a lot about life.” Living in a 

crowded house meant space was restricted; “you know how most people have a room, we had 

spots.”  

Watts’s grandmother valued education; she taught preschool for 30 years, however after 

raising her children and three decades of teaching, she was tired. His grandmother still valued 

education, however, enforcing the importance of education was difficult.   

Watts was 7 years-old when he was introduced to football. Watts recalled every weekend 

watching football with his grandfather. Watts enjoyed seeing how excited his grandfather got 

watching games, and it was because of the excitement it brought to his grandfather he knew at 

that moment that he wanted to play football. His grandparents supported playing sports because 

they believed it kept kids out of trouble; they did not want Watts to end up like their children. 

Not surprisingly, Watts is the first, and the only thus far to graduate from a 4-year university.  

Community: Contribution to Social Capital and Identity Development 

 H3 described his community as “very close, and fanatical about football”. Football is 

revered on every level in Texas; youth, high school, college, and NFL.  Talent level of the athlete 

determined their status, “if you were a talented player the town knew who you were. It’s Texas, 

everything shuts down on Fridays around 6” according to H3. H3 contend that, “football was 

such a big deal in my town that players (high school players) were sponsored by local 

businesses. Players’ pictures would be posted in stores across town.” H3’s community was not 

populated with a lot of crime, nonetheless he did attend schools, befriended, and had teammates 

who were from communities that did. 
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Bronson, a fellow Texan, grew up in a community that mirrored the passion described by 

H3 for football. Frankly, it’s difficult to find a piece of populated land in Texas that is not 

enthusiastic about football.  A salient descriptor of Bronson’s neighbored was “White.” He 

considered himself fortune to live in a White neighborhood, and to attend a predominately White 

school; “I was lucky, there were a lot of fights going on at the Black schools.” Bronson lived in a 

good neighborhood but many of his family and friends he grew up with did not.  Similar to H3, 

Bronson went to school with friends who did not live in the same neighborhood. Bronson and H3 

did not live in the poorer neighbored but they understood that things were different. They had 

family and friends they would go visit.   

Jones described his community as lower class. His parents did not earn a lot of money 

nonetheless he believes his parents did a good job of shielding him from many of the substantial 

hardships of the family: 

I remember my junior year (high school), my parents were renting and the owner lost the 

house due to the recession… my mother was prideful so to prevent us from staying in a 

motel with her she had us stay with our godparents. During that time, I pretty much cared 

for my brothers…sometimes I would miss practice to care for them. 

 

Jones’s community also featured drugs and violence but his involvement in football 

limited his exposure to the dangers of his community. Jones attended high school located outside 

of his district; it was so far that it would take multiple hours to get to, and from school Jones had 

travel via bus and train; “the commute really impacted my relationship with my family,” Jones 

acknowledged. The stress of the long commute sometimes prevented Jones from coming home. 

Jones would spend the night with friends. Jones life was nomadic—it was not ideal but he claims 

it saved his life. Jones has family and friends who were, and are still involved in illegal activities; 

those activities may have corrupted him.   
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Jones’s mother believed the less than ideal commute was necessary because of the 

prestige of the school. The criteria of the school fit both the mother and the son’s needs.  The 

school was one of the best academic schools in the state, and it housed one of the premier 

football programs. Many of school’s football alum and coaches played in the NFL. “My high 

school was like a college…all of the top athletes were going there”, boasted Jones. Because of its 

esteemed reputation, admission was competitive. In order to attend the school one had to live in 

its district. Jones did not live in the district but he had a determined mother, and Jones had the 

athletic talent, “I was good in youth sports, I mean barbershop good” Jones assured me. Jones 

reference as being “barbershop good” is a colloquial phrase meaning popular. 

 At Black barbershops discussions about sports, politics, and overall neighborhood news 

is a mainstay. If one is interested in finding the local superstar, the barbershop is the place to go. 

Black barbershops are such an institution for sports talk that college recruiters will spend hours 

there before they visit the high schools. Jones’s soon to be coaches were fundamental in him 

getting admitted. They were his advocates; they helped find funding to pay for his tuition 

(scholarship).  

According to Jefferies, today his hometown is better than when he lived there; “…back 

then it was a lot of drugs and shooting going on. I remember coming home one night and there 

was a lot of yellow tape because somebody got shot”. There were many nights he would be 

awakened by gun shots; he even had a gun pulled out on him; “when I look back, I’m more 

appreciative for getting out of that situation.”   Jefferies’s community treated athletes like 

royalty. Everyone knew who they were and monitored their success. Fame came as early as they 

were able to pick up a ball. The successful businessperson to the neighborhood drug dealers 
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embraced the athletes.  Although Jefferies neighborhood had its problems he also made clear that 

he had a lot of fun.    

Johnson’s community encompassed the trifecta of community difficulties: gangs, drugs, 

and a broken family structure. Johnson referred to his community as a “trap”; Johnson believes 

the problems in Black communities are not happenstance. Johnson was adamant and heartfelt in 

his tone when he told me that, “…we were all meant to be here.”  He believed the economic and 

educational issues in Black communities are the result of laws, stating, “The laws from back in 

the day   made sure the Black people did not get housing in the surrounding area.” Johnson 

further addressed the sense of hopelessness his community (along with many other Black 

communities that mirrors his) imparts on the lives of its people. Johnson noted:  

It’s not deigned to get out. If you live in the ghetto it is hard for you to see anything but 
the hood. For example, if your parents never went to college they are not going to preach 

the importance of college like parents who have graduated college. 
 

Johnson was absolute in his explanation that such harsh realities in his community had a 

major influence on the youths’ focus on sports; “sports has an extreme influence on you when 

you’re a minority because they are in an environment that few can get out”. In Johnson’s 

community, sports were perceived as one of the positive ways out of poverty.    

Johnson was one of the few from his community that experienced a different community 

from his own. Johnson’s behavior became overbearing for his mother so he was sent to live with 

his father for 2 years.   While living with his father, Johnson discovered some noticeable 

differences of communities. The demographic of his community prior to being sent to live with 

his father was predominantly Black; his new community was predominantly White and Hispanic; 

“it taught me how to deal with different families,” Johnson noted.  Living among Hispanics and 

Whites had a profound impact on his perception of them; “I started spending the night at White 
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people house and realized that not all White people are racist.”  The expectations that Johnson’s 

behavior would improve while with his father was short lived, after 2 years he was sent back to 

his mother; “I did not learn any discipline and my father kicked me out before I graduated.”  

Jacobs was raised in a community that had its share of gangs, drugs, and fragmented 

families. Jacobs knew people who were murdered before they turned eighteen. He had high-

school teammates who lost their lives to gang violence, and the prison system. Sports was 

revered in his community; “multiple Heisman finalist came from my neighborhood.” The 

Heisman trophy is an annual honor given to the best college football player in the nation (e.g., 

Cam Newton). Having multiple Heisman Trophy finalist and winners from one community can 

be a strong indication of the talent a community has, however Jacob, assured me that the best 

players don’t always make.  In many poor communities, the reputation of the best players seldom 

making it to the pros is a harsh reality and a common story; “…what I learned that it is not the 

best that make it but the ones who are willing to do what it takes to make it.”  

There are numerous reasons why this occurs; from Jacob’s perspective it’s associated 

with surviving. Occasionally people are forced to make certain decisions that do not provide 

long-term benefits. For example, the majority of the participants were raised in neighborhoods 

where a simple fight or a verbal disagreement can have life-ending results. To care for one’s 

family or self may require that they commit crimes; others may be forced to join a gang to 

survive living in their community. These harsh realities become obstacles to succeed in school or 

in the workforce.  It must be noted that many of these decisions are made at an early age—after a 

period of time the lifestyle they chose (or has been chosen for them) becomes the norm; they 

don’t know another way to live their lives, which makes rationalizing a different lifestyle a 

challenge. 
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Patrick Jenkins grew up in a community described as “cool.” Cool meant everyone got 

along with each other; no shootings or drug use. However, things changed when he got older; 

“when I was a kid there were a lot of kids around. There were generations of families that grew 

up in my community.” Jenkins’ environment was impacted by the crack epidemic of the 80s.  

Drug addiction spread and sadly, many of his family members became addicts. The influx of 

drugs increased the crime rate and shattered the community Jenkins once saw as cool. The 

fragmentations of the family structure would reveal itself at sports events. Jenkins reported, “At 

the games there were a lot of single parents in attendance… many of the parents who attended 

the game did so solely to support their child.” In other words, both parents might attend the 

game, but rarely would they speak to each other. Sports events would be the only times kids 

would see both of their parents at the same time. The majority of the Jenkins’ friends were also 

raised solely by their mothers. “Fathers were either on drugs or doing their thing (fathers where 

in the streets being absentee parents).”  

Being involved in sports prevented him from being consumed by the influences of drugs 

and violence. Jenkins’ identity as an athlete allowed him to navigate rival communities:  

I lived in a Blood neighborhood but in order to get to school I had to walk through Crip 

territory. One time I was walking from a party and a car pulled up on me with their guns 

aimed at me. They ask me what hood I was from. I told them that I did not gang-banged” 

with their guns pointed at me one of the guys in the back seat recognized me from 

playing football and yelled from the back ‘yo, is that Jenkins?’ I told him I was Jenkins 

and the guy in the back told his friends ‘yo, he’s cool he is a baller?’ The guy driving the 

car told him ‘hey, you’re a baller so we are going to let you go; keep your ass out of these 

streets.’ 

 

The interactions described by Jenkins were common in his community, however, many 

were not as fortune as he was. A lot of teenagers lost their lives in similar situations.  
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Jamie Watts’s community was also impacted by the 80s. Similar to Johnson, Watts self-

reportedly had anger issues. Watts explained much of his behavioral problems were a product of 

his neighborhood.  Watts claims kids in his community did not have the luxury of simply 

walking away from a confrontation no matter how small. Watts had behavioral issues but he was 

a student with potential. Watts was selected to be part of a program that paired inner city kids 

with prominent business people. The program gave these kids experiences that would have been 

not been otherwise possible. Through this program Watts was able to go to Hawaii and 

experience many professional sports events. The biggest impact he gained from the program was 

the relationship he would build with Jonathan Erickson. 

 Mr. Erickson was a successful businessman who saw the potential in Watt’s future. Their 

interactions went from meeting twice a week, to Watts eventually spending the night once a 

week. It was during those times that Mr. Erickson learned more about Watt’s home environment. 

Visits to Watt’s troubled community and hearing personal stories shared by Watts, Mr. Erickson 

realized that exposing Watts to a different lifestyle once a week was not going to be enough; “I 

actually ended up living with Erickson because he realized that at that point in my life it was 

vital that I had stability.” In order for Watts to live with Mr. Erickson, Watts needed permission 

from his mother, “he (Mr. Erickson) asked my mother if I could live with him for the summer 

and it probably cost him a dub ($20).”  Watts was being facetious about his mother asking for 

money, but his relationship with his mother was far from a joke.   

Watt’s mother allowed him to stay with Mr. Erickson for the summer and he was excited; 

“you get to live in a house where you have your own room and food in the refrigerator. It was a 

no brainer.” Watts loved his grandparents but the living conditions were too much to handle. Mr. 

Erickson lived in a big house. Mr. Erickson was single which meant Watts had the entire house 
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to himself. Watt’s was in a better living situation but there were disadvantageous. Watts lived in 

a better community but rarely did he spend time there; when he was not in school he would 

spend time with his friends from his old neighborhood.  

Mr. Erickson’s business kept him away for long periods of time, which meant there were 

long periods of times when Watts would have the house to himself. “There were times when I 

was living alone in the mansion two-three weeks at a time…I had everything but a car”. Not 

having a car was a significant obstacle for Watts, Mr. Erickson had multiple cars but did not 

permit Watts to drive. Watts was given money and if he needed anything he could contact Mr. 

Erickson’s assistant or him directly.  To get to, and from school Watts had to walk up, and down 

the hill to the bus stop; “I had to walk two miles every day just to get to the bus stop.” In the new 

community, he was among the wealthy: 

Walking up and down that hill all I would see Bentleys, Rolls Royces, and Lamborghinis. 

I would see movies stars and professional athletes passing me… it was crazy. Although 

the walks were taxing, it was nothing compared to growing up living in the “hood”.  

 

Watts contended that living with Mr. Erickson opened his eyes to what life could be stating, “It 

took years for me to realize that living how I was living was not normal.” Normal for Watts 

being surrounded by loved ones who were battling drug addiction.  

 

A. High School Community: Contribution to Social Capital and Identity Development  

 Participants played on prominent football teams and were considered the best on their 

team.  H3 described being a star athlete as an extraordinary experience few would only hope for. 

A significant contributor to a team tends to earn privileges beyond the sport, and finds its way in 

all facets of the individual’s life; “if you were not producing on the field you would not have 
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memorable moments. I was producing on the field and everyone wanted to be my friend” stated 

H3.  According to Bronson, “they treated you like gods”.   

The allure from family, friends, and general admirers was experienced by the participants 

before high school; they entered high school already with a sense of entitlement.  Jefferies was 

an elite two-sport athlete (baseball and football) and a local celebrity; “At lunch we thought we 

were the cool kids…I think what other people were seeing, we did not see at the time.”  

Being a super star among their peers was confusing but nevertheless enjoyed.  They were 

aware that people liked them but although in the moment they struggled to explain why.  The 

interview session provided an opportunity to acquire an in-depth understanding of the impact 

their status as an athlete had on them as a person and a student. Throughout high school what 

mattered was their being social (i.e., being popular), football, and girls.  

   According to Johnson, being a star athlete high school meant, “The doors open up for 

you. If you were good, you got special treatment. People would get in trouble for things a 

student-athlete would not.” Johnson wanted to assure me (and it was echoed by other 

participants) that all sports were granted special treatment. Star athletes could take more time to 

take a test, submit assignments late, and miss class without negative consequences. It was rare if 

a star athlete failed a class if it jeopardized playing.   

Bronson took advantage of all perks afforded to him; “I thought things were going to be 

handed to me (this was his mindset entering high school). In high school everything was handed 

to me”. Bronson was not fond of doing his schoolwork. To supplement his dislike for school, the 

football program had to facilitate Bronson’s academics; they could not risk him failing.  The 

solution was to mandate that he enroll in a “special” program that assisted at-risk students. The 

program was available for all students but, ironically, the program was predominantly populated 
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with student-athletes, and football coaches primarily taught the classes; “I knew they were not 

going to let me fail.”   

Bronson’s entitlement grew into arrogance, on multiple occasions Bronson cheated on 

test in plain view of his teacher with no fear of consequences. All study participants confessed to 

abusing their privileges as an athlete at least once. Entitlement is not exclusive to elite athletes 

and, frankly, it mirrors life in general. People who are exceptional at something tend to receive 

exceptional perks, whether in the form of material items, benefit of the doubt, or an adjustment 

of one’s moral compass. For example, Bronson’s teachers (as do many other teachers), made a 

conscious decision to ignore his cheating and bad behavior. Certain teachers gave student-

athletes grades they did not earn. Often coaches handle consequences for star athletes differently 

than they do for other players. Those decisions are made for either the team or themselves, rather 

than for the individual. Experience of privileges is also accompanied by certain disadvantages. 

Participants shared experiences when they were treated poorly and stereotyped because they 

were athletes; “there are those (teachers) who are extra hard on you because you are an athlete, 

and there those (peers) who are out to get you because you are an athlete,” Watts stated.  

In many deprived Black-communities, athletes are treasured; there is a well-known 

established route for success as great athlete.  A star athlete can earn an athletic scholarship, earn 

a degree, and possibly play in the NFL.  The ability to improve one’s life attracts a lot of people.  

All whom align themselves with a star athlete are beneficiaries of stardom (i.e., entourage) 

resulting in the athlete being revered. Conversely those not part of the cohort can conjure envy.  

The love and hate for student-athletes is not exclusive to family and friends. Participants shared 

how certain teachers consistently questioned whether they were doing their own work. Teachers 
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openly expressed in front their peers their dislike of sports and their dislike for the preferential 

treatment athletes receive.  

 The combination of sports and family can become extremely intimate and at times, 

combative. Feuds between family and friends may occur over sports. Parents argue about what 

sport their child should play. Certain parents attempt to live vicariously through their children by 

pushing them into a sport the adults are interested in instead of encouraging their child’s interest. 

Participants in this study experienced some pressure to play football but it was not as aggressive 

as others they have witnessed.  

Acquiring friends in high school required a minimum of effort.  Participants were known 

before they entered high school; their popularity gave them an established cache of friends; 

“people always know who you are. Everyone wants to be around a winner,” according to Watts. 

The majority of the participants enrolled in the high school within their community. Watts, 

Johnson, and Jones initially attended their local high school but then transferred to schools 

outside of their community, which lead to a transition period.  Transiting to another high school 

had its complications, nonetheless being an athlete made their transition manageable.   

The privileges given to them at their former high school seemed to seamlessly transition 

to their new school.  However, their new school did not have as many Black students resulting in 

their social network being heavily centralized among other student athletes.  Although they had 

more White teammates than their previous team, they were all athletes; they had a lot more in 

common than their non-athlete peers. The lack of diversity was the most salient difference 

among those that attended a school outside of their community.  

Watts was kicked out of multiple schools for fighting. He was defensive and struggled 

with trusting people, a likely result of constantly changing schools. Trying to compartmentalize 
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the constant school change and the daily challenges of his community was a lot to handle. With 

the mentoring from Mr. Erickson, and Watt’s interest in college, he concluded attending a better 

high school would give him the best chance of going to college. With the contacts of Mr. 

Erickson, Watts was admitted to a private school. Watts experience at his new school was a 

revelation, he learned White people had problems alike anyone else; many of their problems 

were different from his but, nevertheless, they were problems.  He measured White peoples’ 

problems by how they handled them. He noticed they had more resources to handle their 

problems:  

The white kids had problem but their parents were doctors and lawyers, whereas in the 

hood, parents were either a garbage man or mailman. You don’t have too many 

professionals… you had professional gangsters, baby daddies, and dope dealers.  

 
 Watt’s complex upbringing restricted his educational development; too much was going 

on outside of school to dedicate himself to his education. He stated: 

I had to be ready in case things popped-off going to school, at school, and after school. 

Then I had to go to practice; after practice, I had to stay ready in case things popped off 

on my way home. By time I got home I did not feel like doing any homework, plus when 

I got home it was always loud because there were 20 people living in the house.  

 

Things “popping-off” meant there was constant interaction with gangs. Commuting to 

school positioned students in the crosshairs of rival gangs.  Whether one was in a gang or not, 

one had to defend themselves daily. Football made Watt’s complex life manageable—football 

was his therapy, it was his ticket out, and it kept his focus on school.   

The dominant presence of White students and staff were apparent at Jones and Johnson’s 

new school. Jones was driven by football; academics were perceived as a drag. Jones 

accomplished in the classroom what was necessary to maintain his eligibility.  Jones’s 
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opportunity to attend a private school was heavily connected to his athletic abilities. Rarely did 

he socialize with his non-athlete peers; lack of shared interest he rationalized as the cause.   

His lack of interest in school resulted in sleeping in class, which rarely had consequences; 

He shared, “They were not use to teaching Black kids, especially Black kids who looked older so 

half of the time they would say nothing.” Subsequently, Jones periodically submitted homework 

on time or not at all.  Per Jones, his subpar academic performance did not sway his confidence in 

his grades, stating, “They did a good job of guiding kids.” In other words, the school had 

systematic protocol in place to handle students like Jones.  To ensure eligibility, and similar to 

Bronson, Jones was placed in a program for “at-risk” students, and like Bronson, the program 

consisted primarily of football players.  

The social aspects of Johnson’s school created major barriers for him. He stated the 

following:  

When I was in high school it was the first time where kids from different districts were 

allowed to attend any school they wanted, so it was the first time many all-white schools 

where dealing with Black kids from the inner city. They (White staff) knew that many of 

these kids where coming into these all white schools with a lot of issues so they were 

trying to be understanding of the kids.  

 

Johnson believed that the unsure feeling the influx of Black students created was implicit; 

the perception of a harsh upbringing led to schools decreasing their expectations of their Black 

students.  Consequently, bad habits were uncontested (e.g., attending class late, not submitting 

assignments, and behavioral issues). Johnson claims even coaches were less stringent with Black 

athletes than White athletes. 
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B. High School Cultures’ Impact on Education  

Participants were average students, meaning that grades were good enough to maintain 

eligibility, and keep parent(s) pleased. Lack of motivation, discipline, and few role models were 

key contributors to their subpar grades. Expectation to excel academically was truncated, 

according to H3, “lack of role models and parents not motivating them to do better.” H3 related 

student-athletes’ prominence on the team to the level of support they would receive from the 

school and football team. At-risk students that were not self-motivated, and an average player, 

were expendable—they brought no value to the team. If they were performing poorly in the 

classroom, coaches generally did not care. They would allow them to flunk out of school and 

kick them off the team.  Whereas if they were a star athlete that had a lackadaisical work ethic, 

they were given multiple chances and additional support to improve their grades; “they (coaches) 

get on student-athletes about academics and college early, but they only do it for the athletes who 

take it serious. The counselors would not focus on those who were not elite athletes, they would 

let them fail,” according to H3. Star athletes brought value to the team, which meant there were 

incentives to keep them. Multiple chances were given to them to make-up assignments, coaches 

vouching for their players, among other things, were tolerated for key players.  

H3’s description of preferential treatment was consistent with what other participants 

reported. There is a belief all athletes on a team are treated the same which is far from the truth.  

Football players’ worth is measured by performance; performance versus privilege is more 

evident at the D-I level where pressure to win is at its highest. Student-athletes that are 

academically self-driven have the best chance to obtain all which the NCAA claims they provide 

for student-athletes. The opportunity to become a well-rounded athlete is not exclusive to the 
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elite athlete, but to the well-balanced student-athlete; the individual who can value both their 

education and sports.    

  Less-academically motivated star athletes received the same support, however, their 

lack of enthusiasm towards school restricted maximizing their potential. Bronson acknowledged, 

“Special treatment was my downfall.” Bronson was the best player on his team; he was not 

concerned about exceling in school, he was concerned about staying eligible for the purpose of 

playing football.  Bronson was at the peak of his stardom his senior year, his only interests were 

women and football; “my senior year was a blur, I just blacked out.”  

Interestingly, participants, who considered themselves self-motivated, were actually 

motivated by parents, football, and the expectations of the school. “I did not want to disappoint 

her (his mother),” admitted Jefferies. Their mothers and the standards of their high schools 

motivated Jefferies and Bronson. Whereas, for those who attended inner city schools, the 

expectations were not as high. Jefferies’s teachers treated him like any other student; he was 

expected to submit quality work. Jefferies attributed teammates’ struggle to their lack of focus 

and perspective: 

Some student-athletes did not take school seriously. They were focused on their craft on 

the field but not in the classroom. I understood in order to be successful on the field, you 

had to be successful in the classroom.  

 

His perspective on education had more to do with his mother’s expectation than his.  

Although parents and school played a role in participants maintaining grades, football 

was the primary motivation for the participants; football played many roles in their life. Johnson 

noted, “I loved football more than the streets. I spent more time working out and playing sports. I 

did not need to spend time in the streets.” Football kept Johnson focused, so focused that other 

aspects of his life were ignored; “It was not about going to college and getting an education. I 
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wanted to go to college to be on TV,” Johnson admitted. For example, the thought of going to 

college was in the context of playing football. College as a possibility was not considered until 

the later years of high school, which coincided when college football teams are permitted to mail 

interest letters. This meant that prior to receiving those letters (their junior year,) they were not 

positioning themselves to have the best chance of earning a scholarship (e.g., SAT prep course).    

Jacobs’s freshman year in high school did not include sports; not because of 

incompetence but laziness. Jacobs was not fond of class, which led to becoming academically 

eligible. Instead of going to class, Jacobs spent his time walking the halls of the school doing 

whatever he pleased.  Reluctant to attend class resulted in being pestered by campus security. 

The constant pestering frustrated him until one day, “I met this guy and he told me if I took care 

of my school-work then he (campus security) would not mess with me so I did what I was 

supposed to do, and I got a 3.5 GPA—I was eligible to play and the guard left me alone.”  Jacob 

focus was girls and sports. It was during a conversation with his cousin that the possibility of 

attending college became a reality.  His cousin asked Jacobs to list his top five colleges, Jacobs’s 

responded, “I don’t even have a top 1 college.” His cousin informed him the importance of good 

grades and how good grades would relieve the pressure to score high on the SAT score.   

To appease his cousin, Jacob took the SAT; “When I noticed there were fourth graders—

I told myself ‘if they are in here, I can’t do any worse than them’.” After taking the test Jacob 

went on with his life. He was oblivious to the SAT; he was unaware of how it was scored; “I did 

not know how high you had to score.”  When the results came in the mail he placed them on the 

counter with the rest of the mail. It remained there for weeks. Jacobs assumed he did poorly; “I 

was already trained that I would have to take the test over.”   
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After a couple of weeks his cousin called baffled by the delay in notice, and Jacob 

remembered about the letter and told his cousin. His cousin immediately told him “find the 

letter!” Jacob found the letter and called his cousin who asked him to read the results over the 

phone: 

I read the results to him (cousin) and he starts laughing. My cousin says ‘I think that is it, 

confirm it with your coach.’ I showed my results to my coach and he chuckled and told 

me ‘boy you can go to any school you want’. 

 

Jacob was adored by everyone in high school, self-reporting that, “…teachers would give 

me assignments for the week and I would do them and would not have to come to class. I had 

campus on lock.” Jacobs’s high school experience granted him great autonomy but once in 

college, he realized the consequences of his entitlement. He said emphatically, 

I think it was those bad habits that prevented me from maximizing other opportunities.  

College had so much structure that you would be okay if you just stayed with the flow. I 

struggled with applying myself (in college).  

Jacob’s natural talents as a student and athlete allowed him to master the high school system but 

he did not improve upon those natural gifts, the work ethic and discipline needed to excel as a 

college student-athlete had not been developed.  

Jenkins’s high school experience was generally great. Being an extrovert, Jenkins’s 

athlete identity played a partial role in making friends. Jenkins outgoing personality worked in 

his favor with his teachers. In essence, he did not act like a stereotypical jock (e.g., arrogant). 

Moreover, Jenkins’s well-mannered behavior was also the result of many of his coaches being 

administrators and teachers at the school. Jenkins’s head coach had two roles, he was the coach 

and he was the dean of students. As dean of students he was notified of any wrongdoing; Jenkins 

knew this and did not want to suffer the consequences of getting in trouble; “he would make you 

roll.” Having to roll consisted of a player laying on the ground and rolling the length of the 
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football field (100 yards) until the coach felt you had enough. Nonetheless, Jenkins was a star 

athlete and could have taken advantage of having someone do his school work; but rarely did he, 

according to Jenkins, “I liked school.” 

Jenkins’s had numerous teammates who had fragmented families.  Football was more 

than just a sport; “for many of my teammates the football team was their substitute family. They 

learned more about life from their football team than their parents. Even if you were not good in 

school but in sports, you still learned something” Jenkins noted. The team was family, and the 

coaches were surrogate fathers; “they understood the environment we were coming from” 

according to Jenkins. Coaches were able to relate to the players because they too were raised in 

similar homes; many of the coaches were from the same community as the players. Jenkins 

compared the player’s home and community to a prison; “it’s like being locked up for 23 hours a 

day, leaving just an hour of free time, and it is that one hour that gets you through your day.”   

Football was the players’ place of sanctuary from their complex world. Coaches were mindful 

how important the team meant to the players and their parent (s)—it was either sports or the 

streets. Participants noted football kept them and their teammates out of jail—it kept them alive.  

 

C. Athlete Identity 

 The common thread among the participants was early exposure and passion for 

football. Football gave them options that otherwise may not have been possible; football filled 

many voids. Participants who were raised without a father figure, coaches filled that void. The 

resentment and anger resulting from harsh upbringings was tamed by playing football.  

Fragmented families were pieced together by creating their own family via their football 

brothers; players who had two-parent homes symbolically adopted their teammates who were not 
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as fortunate.  The solace football provided for the participants personally made being an athlete 

more addicting.   

Identifying as a football player dramatically heightened their self-confidence. To be 

successful in sports, confidence is a prerequisite. Participants had been one of the best from 

youth sports to college, which meant they were consistently engulfed with praise. Their identity 

as an athlete made them ambassadors of their high school, family, and community.  Representing 

their community meant everything; being a positive role model in communities that were 

perceived as nothing made relinquishing their identity as an athlete difficult.         

Being an athlete kept them focused in school. Consciously and subconsciously, football 

was their justification for going to class and doing their work.  In comparison to their sport 

accomplishments, coaches, teachers, and family rarely gave positive reinforcement for academic 

accomplishment.  

Football was incorporated into every facet of their lives; when participants were not 

playing football they were talking about it. Sport related discussion was a consistent topic among 

family and friends. If they were not talking about football they were watching it.  The media had 

a profound impact on their AI; it was television that inspired H3, Jenkins, and Watts to attend 

college; “I was watching Colorado State. Cordell Stewart was playing and when he threw that 

hail-mary I told my brother I wanted to play football,” H3 recalled. The idea of being on national 

television was a huge influence on the participants—they wanted to be famous.  

Growing up in a poor environment can negatively impact one’s self-esteem; the world is 

particularly harsh on those who are perceived as less-than.  Conversely, as a professional athlete 

you are a somebody, you are on television.  Being on television was part of the allure of being an 
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athlete; subsequently, fame, money, women, and video games only enhanced their identity as an 

athlete. The idea of being in a video game was a huge thrill for the participants.  

Being a football player bestowed the participants with opportunities; as an athlete they 

had a sense of purpose. Participants saw themselves playing football as a career.  The 1.6 percent 

odds of playing professionally did not factor in their psyche—in their eyes they were destined for 

a professional sports role.   It was not a matter of “if” but “when” they made it to the NFL. Other 

Black males who beat the odds influenced their blind faith. “Watching those that got out of the 

‘hood, they related to many of us still in the ‘hood. They were examples, they motivated me to 

keep playing,” Johnson admitted.  Participants were inspired by teammates that came before 

them, and by those who played in college and the NFL—they were heroes.  

Jenkins wanted to play in the NFL so he could give back to his community similar to 

other players from his high school; “Kelly played professionally and when he would come back, 

he would take kids out to eat. I wanted to take kids out like he did. I wanted paper (money) like 

he did.” From age 7 until they were 18 years old football was their focus. Their AI influenced the 

prime developmental stages of their lives.  

Major achievements in their lives resulted from their involvement in sports. An identity 

with such a high success rate is hard to let go.  Every trophy, compliment, established friends, 

video game played, games watched, and opportunities to represent their family and community 

empowers their identity as an athlete. The desire to attend college was heavily influenced by 

their desire to play football on the biggest stage. Playing college football at the D-I level would 

increase their chances of playing in the NFL. However, the journey to the NFL would be more 

difficult than they anticipated.   In the next section I highlight their experiences transitioning 

from high school to college and their experiences with the infrastructure of college football.  
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D. Sports Infrastructure  

I define the infrastructure of sports as the operational habits and culture of the institution 

of the sport(s). Infrastructure parallels were discovered among high school and college sports but 

the magnitude of influence on the participants were significantly higher at the college level. This 

section primarily focuses on experiences at the college level but certain experiences at the high 

school level will be reported to highlight a similarity of habits, treatments, and development 

stages of the participants. 

According to the NCAA, about 2 percent of high school athletes earn an athletic 

scholarship; as respectable the participants’ high schools were for football, only a small number 

of their teammates were offered an athletic scholarship.  To earn an athletic scholarship one must 

first have the talent. Being highly talented is comparable to good looks; it’s the first thing people 

notice before there is a conversation. Before a coach converses with an athlete, he first evaluates 

his talent (this is usually done by watching film of him).  After the talent has been evaluated and 

determined that it is transferable to the college level coaches must then conclude if the talented 

athlete has the academic foundation to excel at the college level. In other words, do they have the 

grades and test scores to get into school. As mentioned, the participants attended schools that 

were known for their football pedigree. The participants had teammates with a lot of talent, but a 

decent number of them did not have the grades.   As a result of poor academics, Watts and 

Johnson had to attend a community college before transferring to their respected D-I universities. 

Johnson’s grades were too low; his habit of getting kicked out of schools restricted his 

development as a student and an athlete.    

Academic standards of high schools are different from universities. Yes, there are certain 

schools (mostly private schools) that pride themselves in having academic standards equivalent 
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to universities, but many schools in poor areas do not.   I spoke with a high school athletic 

director who informed me that his school allowed athletes to participate in sports with Ds. How 

is this possible? Well, it’s simple, high school sports’ stability is not dependent on how many 

athletes earn an athletic scholarship. Most high school athletes must maintain a C average in 

order to play sports; however, in order to earn an athletic scholarship, more is required such as 

SATs and a number of core classes must be taken.   

Private schools, and public high schools with high college-placement rates have college 

counselors who diligently assist their students.  There are inner-city schools that have diligent 

college counselors but stereotype their Black students; they assume they are not interested in 

college. As an athlete, H3 noted the level of college preparation provided by the infrastructure 

was contingent on how self-motivated and good the athlete was on the field; “they (coaches) get 

on student-athletes about academics and college earlier, but they only do it for the athletes who 

take it serious. The counselors would not focus on those who were not elite athletes, they would 

let them fail,” according to H3. H3 was a good player and student, and received proper guidance 

selecting classes (i.e., classes that colleges recognized). He was given tutors for subjects he 

struggled in, and he was given tools to help him prep for the SAT.  

 Johnson knew he wanted to attend college but lacked focus. He was not well informed 

on the specifics of what college entailed.  Without academic direction, Johnson followed the 

status quo and did what was necessary to maintain eligibility at the high school level.  Generally, 

participant’s academic expectations from their high school was low, However, Jefferies, Jones, 

and Watts attended schools with a high college-acceptance rate. The high expectations of their 

school supplemented the less-than-stellar expectation of their sport. The pressure to perform 

better in the classroom was influenced by their non-athlete peers. As beneficial high expectation 
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was for Watts, the opportunity to take full advantage was transitory; his constant moving from 

school to school allowed him to spend only his senior year at an exceling high school. Those 

who did not have the grades or talent for an athletic scholarship took the alternative route and 

enrolled at community college. In the case of Watts and Johnson it was their grades.  

  Johnson’s college career began with a season-ending injury that prevented him from 

playing his first year. Johnson took advantage of his absence from sports, and increased his 

course load; amazingly, in one semester Johnson enrolled in 29 units—this was unprecedented; 

“I had broken the record of units taken in a semester,” boasted Jonson. The rationale for 

enrolling in so many units was to transfer to a D-I school earlier. Completing a large amount of 

units in a shorter amount of time meant he could transfer to a D-I without losing another year of 

eligibility. Typically, it takes student-athletes 2 years to complete the amount of credits needed to 

transfer from a community college to a university; Johnson was trying to do it a year and a half.  

Johnson ability to take advantage of increased units was the result of a city-wide goal.  

The community colleges in California were targeting inner city kids. Their goal was increase 

their enrollment into college.  According to Johnson, a system was created; “you could enroll in 

classes but did not have attend.” Similar to the participant’s high schools, such programs were 

designed for all students, but similar to high school, student-athletes tended to consume most of 

the seats.  Not having to attend classes meant more time could be used to develop their athletic 

talent.  

Watts and Johnson’s community college experience (from a student-athlete perspective) 

was similar to high school; they were popular among faculty and the student body, and winning 

was the primary focus. According to Watts, “they (coaches) were reactive not proactive. They 
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were about being eligible enough to get into college.” Watts and Johnson’s community college 

experiences resonated with me because I too started my football career at a community college.  

There are coaches who genuinely care about the well-being of players. However, I 

believe that systemically, the well-being of student-athletes is not a priority. The incentive to win 

is enticing and corruptible; winning leads to job promotion, heightened status, and money. The 

pressure to win at high school is specific to a few schools in the country. There are a number of 

community colleges where winning matters—not just winning games but also winning 

recruiting. Student-athletes who attend a community college do so with the goal of transferring 

to a major university. Athletes seek community colleges that have a reputation for sending their 

athletes to major universities. Athletes’ desire to transfer provides an incentive for community 

colleges to send as many student-athletes as possible to a major university. Big-time community 

college football programs put forth great efforts to ensure their student-athletes are in the right 

classes.  Convincing the best athletes to commit is key to a winning program. The pressures to 

win to maintain employment can lead one to justify swaying one’s core values. Instead of trying 

to educate, it’s about eligibility—even at the community college level.      

Beyond grants, loans, and personal finances there are minimal sources of income a 

community college athlete can tap; many of them have jobs, however, their jobs either do not 

pay enough or they do not work enough hours. Both dilemmas are a direct result of their sport; 

they still have to practice and play games. Though the efforts to generate money me be difficult 

for many, the struggle is worth it.  Many of Watts and Johnson’s teammates came from similar 

backgrounds as them, meaning that they grew up with minimal means and they believed football 

was their ticket out. For those who did not have a jobs, the infrastructure helped; “coaches gave 

us work vouchers…we would work for only two hours but get paid for the full 8 hours. Our 
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coaches supplemented our rent” according to Watts.  Providing “jobs” for athletes was a 

common practice when I was playing. Other participants communicated similar experiences from 

their teammates who transferred from a community college.  

Critics may deplore to such behavior, and I understand, but I push back on those who 

tend to harshly judge the athlete for taking advantage of the loophole. The behavior does have 

long-term consequences but an 18-year-old who needs money in order to fulfill his dream is 

going to utilize the “perks.” From the perspective of the athlete, the questionable assistance from 

the sports program made it possible for countless student-athletes to focus on their schooling and 

football (which eventually led to numerous earned athletic scholarships). Nonetheless, taking 

advantage of the loopholes came at a price, the long-term value of those jobs (i.e., work 

experience) were not attained. Meaning, transferable skills and a work ethic was not gained from 

those working experiences.  

The creation of fake jobs, calculated enrollment of athletes in certain classes, and the 

poor development of men by coaches was apparent to many of the participants, “they did not 

prepare us for life.” stated Watts. The infrastructure did not have the best interest of the athlete 

yet the lack of compassion for them did not prevent players from participating. The glaring 

question is why?   Watts and Johnson contend athletes who were raised with limited options and 

money were as narrow minded as their coaches. They cared only about earning a scholarship; as 

long as the coaches made their dreams possible they cared less whether they were being 

developed as men; they wanted to be developed as an athlete.    

Watts remarked, “Those who came from a good family saw sports as a way to pay for 

school while inner-city kids tend to focused on going to the NFL.” Watts also noted, “My 

roommates were about the league.” Athletes who were not transcendent talents and came from 
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families that exposed them to other options (i.e., career paths) approached football as a way to 

pay for their education.  Education being their priority meant their community college education 

was taken seriously.  As for the athletes who were focused solely on playing professionally, the 

primary purpose of earning an athletic scholarship was to gain another 3 years to showcase their 

talent for the NFL. Many of the sport structures at the high school level are mirrored at the 

community college level. The question is, would the structure be the same at the highest level of 

amateur sports—D-I?  

 

E. Infrastructure’s Influence On College Choice  

Earning an athletic scholarship is complicated; it is not as simple as being a good athlete. 

An interesting insight H3 discussed was the importance of having a good relationship with your 

coaches (especially the head coach). High school coaches can help or hinder a players’ 

opportunity to earn a scholarship. They are typically the first person college coaches contact 

about a players’ abilities and character.  H3 expressed having a bad attitude with the head coach 

meant serious consequences; “if you burned him he would not help you.” The importance of not 

upsetting coaches is a serious creed that many athletes lived by, especially those who are aiming 

to play at the D-I and professional level.  

If you are a high profile athlete, colleges provide an all-expenses paid trip to their school. 

It’s during the trip that efforts are made to convince the athlete to commit to their school. The 

NCAA permits recruits to take a maximum of 5 official trips to prospective universities; any trip 

a university pays for is considered an official trip.  H3 was a high profile athlete who only took 1 

of his 5 permissible trips. H3 visited and committed to Bachmann State University. A key 

justification for H3’s commitment was his relationship with the running back coach; “He came to 



 

 
 

98 

a lot of my games and even some of my basketball games.” Secondly, H3 loved the environment 

of the campus; “I loved the culture, and playing time was also key.” It must be noted that during 

these recruiting trips, universities can host the athletes for only 3 days. H3 highlighted during his 

recruited trip only 10% of the trip focused on academics; “…no one asked me what I wanted to 

major in.”   

Bronson was one of the highest-ranking athletes in his recruiting class. Unlike H3, 

Bronson took 3 of the 5 trips permitted; when Bronson selected his school his parents were not 

part of the process. In fact, none of the participant’s parents accompanied them on their official 

trips. Such a big decision alone was one of the biggest regrets Bronson made; “I did everything 

on my own which was stupid.” Bronson committed to a university in the southwest; reasons 

being, the atmosphere and the promise of playing time. Unfortunately, because of low grades, 

Bronson had to pay for his first year of college.  

During Bronson’s high school career, he suffered a damaging injury resulting in a 

decrease number of scholarship offers. Because of the limited offers, Bronson committed his 

junior year, which is early but Bronson rationalized his early commitment to loyalty. Bronson 

considered the coaches loyal because even after his injury, they still offered him a scholarship. 

Additionally, he wanted to be part of a winning program.  He could have attended another school 

but they were not D-I.  

Although Bronson had committed, he needed to pass the SAT and increase his GPA. 

Trying to improve his grades was a difficult task. Bronson only academic interest was history, 

and “…classes that talked about life.” Bronson took the SAT 3 times and the ACT once with no 

success. This was a stressful time for Bronson. Bronson was permitted one more chance to 

improve his test scores, and one more semester to improve his grades.  
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To improve his grades, Bronson took a number of classes online, and with the help of his 

math teacher he passed the SAT. Bronson credited his math teacher for giving him the 

confidence; “she was the first teacher to ever tell me that I was smart. She not only said it, but 

she stayed after class and worked with me.” Bronson was informed of his test scores on the day 

he graduated—he was ecstatic.    

Jefferies was a decorated athlete who also was plagued by injuries resulting in a lot of D-I 

schools backing off. He too did not take advantage of all of his trips and ultimately committed to 

a school on in the southwest. On his recruiting trips there were minimal moments that academics 

were discussed.  Jefferies was attracted to the family environment of the football program, the 

relationship he had with his position coach, and the potential of competing for a championship. 

Johnson who was a community college transfer was plagued with injuries, which limited 

his exposure for coaches to evaluate his talents. He was offered athletic scholarships but from 

smaller schools; Johnson wanted to play for a D-I program.  Johnson selected to play for 

University of Yelling (UY), reporting: 

I choose UY because their football team was a top 5 program, they provided the most 

exposure, a friend I played high school ball with was already there, it was a-next-door-

state, and frankly, it was my only big-time program option.  

 

Instead of taking a scholarship from a smaller school he gambled on himself, he utilized his 

friendship to gain exposure by UY.   

Johnson discussed his interest in UY with his friend Jason who was already on the team. 

Jason told Johnson he would talk to the coaches for him. Jason was a “big-time” athlete, giving 

his opinion a great deal of weight. However, it would take more than an opinion for a coach to 

offer an athletic scholarship. Johnson learned that a UY recruiter was in town and with some 

research, discovered what hotel the recruiter was staying unfortunately, the recruiter   was not 
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there; “…he was not there so I left him a note. In the note I told him I played against one of his 

players and I did well against him and that he would vouch for me.” Johnson told him how he 

had three years of eligibility and had a B average (courtesy of the 29 units). Johnson’s research 

and letter paid off; three days after leaving the letter he received a phone call informing him to 

come to campus and tryout. Johnson participated in one practice and the next day he was 

awarded an athletic scholarship. Johnson talents were confirmed during practice but the extra 

year to play, which is rare for a community college transfer, made him an attractive prospect.   

Jacobs did not have any academic barriers preventing him from being accepted to 

college. His test scores alone could have gotten him admitted to a number of schools. Jacobs did 

take advantage of all of his permissible official trips, but he also took some a unofficial trips. 

Many of the universities he visited were in-state; even though he had no interest attending an   

in-state school. Jacobs wanted to experience something different, ultimately committing to a 

university in the southwest. Jacobs’ coaches, the geographic location, and a high school 

teammate who was at the same university, influenced his college selection. He stated, “It was 

close enough to home, but far enough where I felt I was somewhere different.”       

Jenkins was behind in his preparation for college. He did not consider college a 

possibility until his junior year when interest letters from college teams were arriving in his 

mailbox.  Because of his late start, many schools backed off in fear that he would not meet the 

admission requirements. Jenkins sought help from the guidance counselor but little came from 

that, “she gave me a book and told me to figure it out,” recalled Jenkins. Jenkins did poorly on 

his first attempt at the SAT. However, even with low test scores Jenkins was able to take 

advantage of his recruitment trips—he went on all 5 trips.  Jenkins committed to Mint University 

(MU). He choose MU because they showed the most interest: 



 

 
 

101 

They called me all the time, likewise it was close enough to home, and it was far enough 

to have my independence, good weather, nice coaches, and a couple of the players on the 

team was from my hood.   

 

Although the interest was mutual, MU could not admit him until he improved his SAT score.   

Jenkins could have gone to a smaller school but he was adamant about playing at a D-I 

school. He decided to move closer to MU, and prepared to take the test again. The goal was to 

focus on improving his test scores and enroll the following school year. Jenkins eventually 

passed the SAT and was admitted. The entire college process was a difficult time for Jenkins; his 

grandfather, who he considered his father, died before he went to college. This would be the 

second time in his young life where Jenkins had to handle admission process alone, the first 

being when he enrolled himself in elementary school.  

Watts is the only participant who did not earn an athletic scholarship. He could have 

earned an athletic scholarship from a smaller school but like the other participants, playing at the 

highest level of college sports (i.e., D-I) mattered. Watts “walked-on” at Savoy University (SU), 

a D-I program. In brief, a walk-on player is an athlete who does not have an athletic scholarship; 

they must pay for college themselves. They have to tryout in order to make the team. If they are 

successful, they have access to all resources given to an athletic scholarship, excluding the cost 

of their schooling (including room and board).  Walking on a team is difficult so this was a great 

accomplishment. Watts had decent grades to get accepted to SU but his father also had the social, 

academic, and financial capital to help him transition to college. Watts primary reason for 

choosing MU was because of its D-I athletic program.    
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F. Infrastructure of Sport Differences Between High School and D-I 

 Noticeable infrastructure differences between high school and college is heavily 

determined by the athletic facilities, which is why millions of dollars are spent to upgrade 

stadiums, weight rooms etc.—it is a great recruitment draw. Participants were amazed by the 

mere size of college campuses and the facilities dedicated solely to football. The campus and 

sports facilities were significantly larger than what they were accustomed.  

The idea that they would have exclusive access to multimillion dollar sports facilities, 

which included: weight room, academic center, locker rooms, medical facilities, and cafeteria 

(each facility is staffed with some of the best people in their specific profession) was a 

significant draw and of course, a significant difference to what they were accustomed to in high 

school.  

Another noticeable difference was the expertise of the coaches. Participants were being 

coached by some of the best minds in the industry. Participants learned quickly that expectations 

were higher than in high school. College coaches had zero patience with underperforming. A 

surprising discovery, which left the participants perplexed, was the emotional distance coaches 

exhibited once they committed to their school. H3 explains, “the first day of camp they treat you 

like a scrub, the relationship I had with my running back coach was different. I was no longer 

H3, I was just another running back.” Bronson had a unique relationship with his coaches; he 

was not academically qualified which required he pay his first year of tuition.  Moreover, he 

could not practice with the team, take advantage of the sports facilities, utilize the academic 

resources, and utilize the team cafeteria. 

Bronson was a student without a home department on campus. The campus had resources 

available to him but he was not aware over half of them. He entered college thinking athletics 
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would take care of him—at the end of the day they did.  Bronson was the best prospect the 

university had ever had; it was in their best interest to cater to some of his needs event though 

policy forbade it.  The other participants were scholarship athletes; they were bound by a 

contract, which meant if they desired to transfer they would need permission from the head 

coach. Whereas, Bronson was essentially a free agent. He was not bound by a scholarship, which 

meant after his first year of college, he had the freedom transfer to any school. If Bronson 

decided to leave it would have been a big loss for the athletic program. The athletic program 

could not leave Bronson on his own that first year; the school needed to court him as if he was 

still a recruit. To keep him happy, rules were tweaked; they checked on him every day, allowed 

him to get meals from the cafeteria, and made sure he had tutors. Bronson’s experience is salient 

because the special treatment, and willingness to bend rules, was grounded in the fact that he was 

not yet “theirs”—they needed his athletic talent.       

As experienced by Jefferies, “during the recruiting trip they treat you like a king, but 

once you’re there, they got you—modern slavery.”  The comparison to slavery derives from the 

lack of control he felt he had over his life. Johnson’s relationship with his coaches was chaotic; 

“coaches seemed to always be pissed off… I don’t think I was coachable. Coaches did not like 

personalities that were different from what they were used to. Coaches had their particular brand. 

I found thing humorous that they did not.” Johnson had a cordial relationship with his position 

coach but a complex relationship with the head coach. The relationship went from bad to worst; 

to prove a point Johnson was not awarded his full scholarship his final year, “he liked playing 

with people’s lives.”  

Jacobs was accustomed to having complete autonomy and assumed those freedoms 

would transition to college;  
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When I would get in trouble with the coaches (college coaches) they would tell me that I 
would have to do extra running at 5 am. I would tell them ‘whatever’ and not show up. 

They did not know what to do with me. I told them I would do the extra running but not 
at 5 am. I did not realize the coaches were our bosses.   

 
Control was the overwhelming difference identified by the participants. They were told when, 

and for how long, they would work out, practice, and study; minimal time was left for a social 

life.  

Another salient difference from high school to college was their teammates. Many of 

their teammates in high school were childhood friends. College locker rooms consist of 

individuals from all of the country, and on a smaller scale, the world. The majority of their 

college teammates were Black. However, unlike high school, they were not childhood friends. 

These young Black men were from all over the country accompanied with customs associated 

with their community (e.g., accents and dialects). Jefferies perceived his Black, Texan 

teammates as strange, yet interesting, “I was not used to people from Texas. I was not used to 

their values and a lot of other things…” Juxtaposed cultural differences with the talent level of 

their college teammates and it was as they were on a different planet. In high school participants 

were the best on their team; whereas in college, everybody was good. The competition level was 

higher—every day they had to fight to keep their position on the team. Diversity of the locker 

room and the camaraderie are the two aspects of their student-athlete life they missed most.  

The efficiency of large groups is determined by how well they work together.  The 

infrastructure of college sports has mastered transforming a group of diverse talents into a 

cohesiveness machine. Much of the day-to-day activity of the participant’s schedule revolved 

around the concept of control, which worked for the infrastructure but at a cost. Much of the 

athletes’ time was consumed by football-related activities; participants rarely had time to 

socialize with the general-student population.      
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 The participants were amazed by the large number of students on campus. Moreover, 

they were in awe of how large the White population was on campus. According to Jenkins, “they 

(white people) did not understand a word I was saying”.  H3 noted that the White students on his 

campus were as shocked as he was, “some of the people had never seen a Black person. The way 

they dressed was different from how I dressed, from my hair to my gold teeth.”  Jones struggled 

interacting with his White peers, “at times I did not like being on campus because how White 

people looked at us. They seemed scared when we were around.”  

Participants interactions with the general-student population was not always awkward. 

Minimal race-related problems were experienced by the participants, and little, to no 

interpersonal relationships were established with their professors. Participants attribute this 

phenomenon to a lack of time to interact with others, “we were always busy,” stated Jefferies.  

 

G. Infrastructure’s Influence on Academics (D-I Level) 

A participant’s first year of college was an adjustment period. The standards and quality 

of college-level work was a reality check for the participants. Unlike high school, professors 

provided little guidance; due dates of homework assignments were not reminded. Students were 

responsible for reading the class syllabus and submitting assignments on time. Participants 

struggled with this newfound responsibility. They were accustomed to being given extended time 

and constantly reminded about classwork. Adjusting to a new environment was difficult but the 

infrastructure of their sport made the participants’ first semester manageable.   

Participants always had other student-athletes as classmates and were primarily educated 

by professors who were accustomed to working with student-athletes. These professors tended to 

be more patient with student-athlete absences, late assignments and less-than stellar homework.  
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Participant’s noticed that student-athletes (which were primarily in the revenue-generating 

sports) who were identified as at-risk or a star athlete were graded on a curve and provided extra 

time was on tests. 

The participants’ academic support team was located within athletics. Unlike the general 

student population, athletes have their own set of advisors and learning specialist. The learning 

specialist and advisors were involved in every facet of their academic career. The student athlete 

and the learning specialist interaction was daily; a privilege that the general campus could only 

dream.  The academic support team for the general campus accommodates thousands of students 

whereas an athletic program with a thousand student-athletes is considered substantially large 

(many athletic departments house only a couple of hundred).       

The role between an advisor and learning specialist varied depending upon the athletic 

program. Academic advisors helped student-athletes with selecting classes and choosing their 

major. A learning specialist is more hands-on throughout the semester; they provide tutors and 

helped student-athletes with their studying skills. The general mission of the academic support 

team is to support student-athletes’ educational career. However, “support” becomes dependent 

on the athlete, or on a broader level, the sport. Similar to coaches and other support staff within 

athletics, the academic support team’s job security is impacted by the success of the revenue 

sports (football and men’s basketball), which by default makes the revenue-generating athlete an 

important population.  

The participants spoke how they, and many of their teammates, arrived on campus 

unprepared academically, meaning that some did not have the educational foundation to produce 

college-level work. Big-time athletic departments do not have the luxury of allowing their   

revenue-generating athletes—especially those who are vital to the teams’ success -- to perform 
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poorly in school. In other words, athletic departments need to ensure their athletes were 

academically eligible to play—which is different from ensuring they are educated. To 

accomplish this goal, it required intense monitoring and engagement.  

To ensure participants went to class, the academic support team assigned class checkers. 

Class checkers noted student-athletes’ absences, tardiness, and those who left class early. 

Periodically, professors were contacted for a progress report. Participants were required to 

(depending on their class schedule) meet with their learning specialist every day to work on class 

assignments. Coaches were always updated on the academic progress of each player.   

Participants’ relationship with their academic support team was multifaceted. Participants felt 

their opinions about their academic career was ignored and in some circumstances not even 

considered. All recalled their first semester of classes being selected for them. 

 According to H3, many of his teammates struggled with their identity as a student. Many 

of them entered college with the assumption they would “get by” exhibiting the same habits from 

high school, unfortunately, those habits did not work in their favor.  H3 further noted, “the 

majority of those who flunked out or did not graduate were those who struggled balancing their 

life as a student and an athlete…with the rigors of football and the everyday student life, your 

academics tend to get pushed back until you are forced to pick a major.” 

Academic-related activities functioned around football-related activities. The participants 

had required workouts, weight training, meetings, and practice. The mandated football-related 

activities resulted in large numbers of teammates being grouped in the same school-related 

activities (i.e., clustering). For example, the participants had classes that included multiple 

teammates; the similarity in schedules meant similarities in availability outside of class.  Courses 
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and schedules in common led to student-athletes being assigned in the same study groups and 

projects, further distancing themselves from the general-student population.   

 

H. Infrastructure’s Influence on Choice of Major  

Tailoring course selection around football restricts student-athletes’ choice of major. 

Student-athletes who wanted to major in certain fields could not do so because it conflicted with 

football. They were either directly told no, or they were encouraged to pick another major. 

According Jones, “they placed us in our classes. We all had the same classes.” Jones experience 

choosing his major seemed coincidental; “one day after practice the coaches told us to meet with 

our advisor and pick our major. My advisor asked what I wanted major in and I did not know.” 

Prior to that day, Jones gave slight thought to his academic future, hence he sought advice from 

his teammates; “they (his teammates) would talk about Family Studies. They would say it was 

cool—somewhat easy.” Jones’s lack of concern for academics made him vulnerable to seeking 

the “easy route towards selecting a major.  In retrospect, he realized it was the wrong approach to 

prepare for his future, “Thinking back, I ask myself, ‘what was I playing for?’ Just making it to 

what I considered one of the best high school programs in the state was good enough for me, I 

felt I made it.” Jones was not mentally prepared for college because he did not consider college a 

possibility; his long-term goal was to simply play at a great high school.  

Participants delayed start on college preparation, influenced their mindset once in 

college.   Unsure in their field of interest (i.e., major), they went with the status quo. H3 noticed 

his Black teammates were majoring in the same fields whereas his White teammates jad more 

diverse fields of interest; “Communication and Sociology were popular among the minority kids 

but the White players were majoring in fields related to science and engineering.” Many of H3’s 
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Black teammates considered their major of choice the easiest path to staying eligible and 

graduating. Black athletes who utilized this rationale did not come to this conclusion alone, many 

were encouraged by the academic support team. H3 noted, “they were easy, you can get your 

degree in four-years and those majors did not require for you to take many science classes. Less 

homework and test, it was explained to us in this way.”  

Bronson majored in Journalism with the idea it would be easy however, he learned 

quickly that it was not, “I had nobody tell me what I should take nor did anybody tell me how 

journalism would be. You had to type your work in class and your grammar had to be correct.” 

His astonishment at the idea of having to write, and submit his course work in class, was an 

indication of how unprepared he was for college level work; “I was just focused on that 2.0. 

Many of my teammates were the same,” noted Bronson.  Bronson believed many of his 

teammates were able to maintain their 2.0 and graduate because they had girls assisting with 

their work (i.e., doing their work for them). 

The other participants echoed Bronson’s impact of women on the eligibility of 

teammates; they too, had female friends whom played a vital role in some of their academic 

successes. They admitted that their progress through college would not had gone as far if not for 

certain women in their life. In the context of academic support, the majority of the women were 

college age. Their assistance did not consist mainly of doing their work for them but they tutored 

and at times, offered moral and financial support.    

Jefferies was unsure what he wanted to major in, even after consulting with his parents, 

he was uncertain about his future. With little critical thought he chose to major in business; “I 

chose business but really did not understand what that meant.” With the encouragement of his 

academic advisor, Jefferies changed his major; “…they (advisor) were like, ‘you know many of 
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those classes are in the evening, and during practice, you would miss a lot of practice.’ They did 

not outright say it, but I felt like they were trying to persuade me to pick a different major 

because they did not want me to miss a lot of practice.” Jefferies changed his major to 

Psychology, a decision he admitted was done out of convenience for football not himself; “I just 

picked something that fit my schedule. I did not know how I wanted to use it for my career.”  

According to Jefferies, his method of selecting a major was similar to many of his teammates, 

especially his Black teammates. They chose the path of least resistance towards eligib ility and 

graduation. They chose fields that matched their effort level and sadly, they too were encouraged 

by the academic support team. Majors commonly chosen by his teammates were: Family studies, 

Sociology, and Political Science.  

Many of Johnson’s Black teammates majored in Communications. He believed their 

decision was influenced by eligibility, lack of confidence in their academic capabilities, and 

coaches; “Coaches told us ‘football first’—they literally told us that football was first!” 

according to Johnson. The “football first” philosophy was conveyed to all of the participants by 

their coaches.  The idea of football being a priority was to be taken literally and was reinforced 

by the sport’s stringent schedule; “my coaches rarely talked about academics. Coaches preached 

staying eligible—they care only for a moment,” noted Jenkins.  

Jenkins elaborated that many coaches reference of academics tends to be a recruitment 

pitch with little sincerity. Coaches understand discussing academics is an important topic for 

parents. Parents want to be assured their child will be property educated. However, Jenkins 

experience taught him once an athlete has committed to the school, the importance of academics 

becomes relative to how it impacts winning. Jenkins explained, “as longs as you were playing for 
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them they cared. Thinking about it, how many of those coaches are you still in contact with? 

They portray an image. I did not notice when I was playing, it was not until my career was over.”   

The feeling of betrayal (by coaches) was felt among all of the participants. Participants 

felt they were misinformed about what their life as a college student would encompass.   

Admittedly, participants acknowledged the pressures of being a D-I coach; “their jobs are 

heavily weighted by wins and losses” Bronson expressed. Nevertheless, the participants do not 

excuse the use of fabricated recruiting pitches in order to build relationship that influence young 

men to give important years of their life to a program that does not care for their well-being.  

Jacobs majored in Sociology simply because he had enough credits; “I rolled with it, and 

to be honest, I had no clue what I wanted to do.” Jacobs had a bad relationship with the academic 

support team, which resulted in him managing his academic career alone, “I got kicked out of the 

office. I did not talk to them.” Watts wanted to major in business but could not because his 

university did not accept a significant number of units earned at his community college. Watts 

settled on Family Studies, he acknowledged many of his teammates majored in the same field, 

“at least half of all the classes I took in college had student-athletes in them. Part of it was 

because we had the same major.”   

 

I. Infrastructure’s Impact on Participant’s General Campus Experience    

Bronson navigated his first year of college with minimal support. His failure to 

academically qualify prevented the university from offering him a scholarship. He was not 

permitted to participate in any team-related activities nor could he use the resources of the 

academic support team.  Without a community of his own, Bronson felt isolated. Bronson did not 

talk to his professors, “I did not know their names, and the classes were huge.” Bronson 
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acknowledged he was depressed not because he was homesick, but because he could not play 

football; “I did okay my first year academically, I did just enough to get by.” 

Jefferies was a stable student. He took advantage of the academic support but claimed 

their contribution was minimal; “I would have been the same student if I did not have an 

academic support team. I think some of my teammates benefitted from them more than I did.” 

Jefferies believed the impact of the academic support team was determined by how self-

motivated the student-athlete (an evaluation echoed by H3). According to Jefferies, the academic 

support team was not as useful because many of his teammates were simply told what to do. In 

other words, the academic support team had a default program for student-athletes that were not 

self-motivated—a built-in academic progression for the student-athletes. 

 Student-athletes who did not advocate for themselves were completely at the mercy of 

the infrastructure. Those with an opinion but lacked confidence to express their opinions were 

also slotted into classes.  Jefferies concluded that a partial reason why academic support teams 

are not as proactive and interested in student-athletes’ wants is because, “… they are pressured 

by someone (coaches) higher than them. There are certain classes and majors they are 

comfortable with.” The objective of big-time football program is to win games; winning games 

generate revenue. In order to win games, you need the best athletes on the field. A student-

athlete cannot play if he or she is not academically eligible. Black, revenue-generating athletes 

are the most important population to a big-time football program (the entire athletic program). 

The infrastructure is aware of this reality and has created special avenues towards elegibility and 

graduation for struggling student-athletes 

Revenue-generating athletes are sought after because of their physical abilities to 

contribute to wins (i.e., money). Depending on the value of the athlete, an advisor or learning 
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specialist can feel pressure to ensure success of certain students or risk losing their job or 

creating a hostile environment (e.g., hate mail) for themselves. Hence certain advisors may sway 

student-athletes into a certain classes or majors. According to Jefferies, an overwhelming number 

of his Black teammates were not academically prepared for college; “over 90% of my black 

teammates were no focused when they went to study hall. They were only there (study hall) 

because it was mandatory.” The extraordinary number of Black, revenue-generating athletes 

disinterested in academics was a noticeable trend by all the participants throughout their college 

experience.  

Maintaining a balance between football and the classroom was a full-time job of which 

left little time to experience the joys of being a regular college student. According to Jefferies:     

I felt more like an athlete than a student. Everything has to do with athletics, especially 

for the coaches. In a way you can’t be who you want because of athletics. It’s funny 

looking back because why did I not fight for that? Instead, I said ‘alright, I will go with 

this’ and it felt right because it fit my schedule.  

 

The infrastructure accounts for every hour of everyday primarily for the purpose of the 

sport. A fascinating example of how controlling the infrastructure can be was shared by H3:  

You go to practice for 4 hours, you watch film, you eat, and then you go to study table 

which by this time it is 8pm. Who is going to focus at 8-9pm? By time you get home, it’s 

10pm but you have to get back up at 5am so you can be ready for workouts at 6am and 

then go to class, and then do the entire thing all over again. 

 

H3 found the demanding schedule to be frustrating and a major barrier for him and his 

teammates to develop as students. Student-athletes tend to navigate in two-worlds, the world of 

athletics, and the world of academia, neither of which the participants and many of their Black 

teammates were prepared for; Jefferies elaborated,   

I was not thinking about it (the importance of education), nobody was talking about it, 

nobody was educating us about it. If nobody is talking about it, then you’re not going to 
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think about it. You just care about the sport you love and came here for. There is nobody 
to say, “Hey this is going on.” 

 
Johnson’s college career comprised of coach changes, family issues, and a firm 

dissatisfaction for school. Johnson failed multiple classes his junior year and was placed on 

academic probation; “I knew what I needed to do. I just did not have the discipline.” Instead of 

attending class, Johnson preferred to party and interact with women, “I was caught up in the 

college life, online chatting with girls.” Coupled with his academic quandaries, Johnson had 

family problems; his relationship with his father was not good. Johnson’s relationships with his 

coaches were not solid either. Most of the coaching staff that assisted with his recruitment was 

no longer present. A new regime meant adapting to new personalities and expectation, along 

with trust—all three factors were in bad standings between Johnson and his coaches.  

Johnson was given the summer to improve his academic standing. In order to play, 

Johnson needed to somehow have multiple grades changed and pass a summer course. In short, 

Johnson needed a miracle, and he got that miracle. With the assistance of the academic support 

team Johnson was able to get the entire semester removed from his transcript, “…it was as if I 

never went to school that semester,” Johnson concluded. Again, the infrastructure was making 

sure its most prized product was taken care of. As discussed earlier, Johnson and his coaches did 

not have a cordial relationship but their decision to put forth effort to aide him was a reflection of 

his athletic contribution to them team; had he been an average revenue-generating athlete, they 

would have let him fail. Johnson was able to play his final year but did not graduate for another 7 

years. The efforts made to maintain his eligibility (his senior year) did not progress his academic 

career, it kept him eligible to play. He eventually had to return to school and make up a semester 

of classes and raise his overall GPA before he could progress toward graduating.   
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Participants’ lack of awareness was partially due to being first-generation college 

students; they had few choices but to trust their coaches, academic support team, and the 

university. Neither they, nor their parents, were aware of the intricacies of higher education and 

college sports. The NCAA and their university partners proffered the idea that in return for 

talent, they would pay and provide a quality college education that included transferable skills. 

Participants did not realize that “assistance” was a code for exploitation.  Jefferies believes he 

graduated college a better athlete than a student, “…the only thing I learned was APA and how 

to use the library. I graduated college with minimal skills.” For example, only one participant 

claimed leaving college with the skills to create a resume; none had letters of recommendations; 

none of the participants entered the workforce with internships or work experience.   

Prior to be offered sports scholarships, athletes are evaluated on both their athletic and 

academic abilities. Teams know the probability of their athletes progressing in college. This is 

important to understand because the pressure to win in revenue-generating college sports 

challenges the moral compass of each player. Initially most study participants believed they were 

prepared for college, however, within a couple of weeks of college, participants realized they 

were not academically prepared for college-level work. Given their academic shortcomings and 

the fact the academic support team may have been aware of those shortcomings; why would they 

still have been offered college scholarships?  The obvious answer would be because of their 

athletic ability. The infrastructure of athletics justifies that athletic talent (i.e., the money that can 

be generated) is worth the risk; exceptional talent is hard to find so when it is available, 

regardless of intellectual abilities, schools will offer these players scholarships. The 

infrastructure of college athletics is systematically designed to manage student-athletes with 

academic limitations.  
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Decades of trial-and-error and retooling the initial approach towards “supporting” student 

athletes have made the infrastructure more efficient in the management of at-risk student-athletes 

(primarily, Black, revenue-generating athletes). All things football is mandatory (e.g., meetings, 

workouts, and high-performance expectations) for the purpose of developing the elite athlete. 

The infrastructure’s influence on major choice, class checks, and tutoring (all housed within the 

athletic program) gives the academic support team significant control over student-athletes, 

control deemed necessary and ideal to manage at-risk student-athletes.  Participants believed 

coaches and supporting staff did not care about them in the context of preparing them for life 

after college. The participants were consistently told, but rarely asked their interests as it related 

to their future beyond sports.  

The infrastructure of college sports can be a selfish machine—an assembly line that 

produces athletes. More good than bad can derive from college athletics but it requires more than 

great facilities and a professional staff. Empathy is necessary; participants did not comprehend 

their college environment.  In summary, each study participant made questionable decisions 

related to their academic career. They arrived on campus academically unfocused and naïve as to 

the infrastructure of their sport. Their naiveté, combined with their carefree approach towards 

schooling, made them prime candidates to be molded by the infrastructure in a way that favored 

the NCAA and each partner university. 

 

J. Infrastructure’s Impact on Post College Career  

College football players have a 1.6 percent chance of making in the NFL. Of the eight 

participants, only two were given a chance and their experience in the NFL lasted only a few 

months.  
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H3’s realization came rather quickly. He professed, “…the scouts were paying more 

attention to my teammates than me. It got to the point that they stop calling my name so I sat 

down.” To have a chance to make a NFL roster H3 needed his senior year to be exceptional; 

“Going into my senior year I believed I would start. I thought I would have a great year and go to 

the league.” To give himself the best chance H3 focused only on football and then the 

unthinkable happened—he broke his foot. The rehab set him back but he stayed determined, “I 

worked through the pain and played my senior year with a broken foot. I had nothing else on my 

mind except performing on the field. I wanted to go to the league.” H3’s tenacity to work 

through the pain and maintain focus was to be admired; nevertheless, he was in college, which 

meant he also had academic responsibilities. His determination to get back to health 

compromised his studies and his preparation for life-after-college.  H3’s post college life plans 

did not begin until his last semester of college. H3 explained: 

No one ever talked to me about what I was going to do once football was gone. To be 
honest, if somebody would have told me I probably would not have listened because I 
was so busy trying to overcome the adversity of the injury and trying to perform at my 

best abilities.  
      

 No longer a football player, H3 had to confront what he had spent the previous three 

years avoiding, H3 had to focused on academics; he had to consider something other than sports. 

Moreover, his transition out of sports had to be done without the support of the infrastructure of 

the football program. H3 discussed his experience: 

I felt alone. It was a weird no longer being an athlete, I would wake up some days 
because it was routine as a student-athlete. I catch the bus to the field house where our 

stadium was and find myself standing in the parking lot wondering ‘why am I here’? I did 
this for about a month—I was so programmed.  

 

To break this routine, H3 would play basketball during the times he would typically have 

football responsibilities. Without warning, the daily interactions with his teammates and 
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academic support team had expired. The only person to contact him was his running back coach, 

and little developed from his phone call; “the only thing I got from my position coach was a 

letter that informed me that if I needed anything I could contact him; I never heard from him 

again.” This was the same coach who attended H3’s high school football and basketball games. 

This was the same person who expressed to H3’s family that he would facilitate their son’s 

development, however, during a time of need, he was only given a letter. H3 felt betrayed and 

unappreciated, “I put all that work in to come back and he knew what I went through and he did 

not keep in contact.”    

 Bronson was removed from academic probation his sophomore year subsequently   

resulting in being given an athlete scholarship. Now on scholarship, things turned for the better; 

he was permitted to participate in team-related activities. Bronson was a student-athlete again, 

and from his perspective that was normalcy. Bronson had regained his athlete identity but 

continued to struggle interacting with his peers (non-athletes) and his battle with academics 

continued.     

Bronson’s college career did not conclude like he imagined it would.  Athletically, he 

battled with injuries, injuries that restricted him from playing for long periods of time. Because 

of his lack of availability, Bronson was demoted to a back-up role on the team. The injuries and 

demotion negativity impacted his confidence.  Bronson’s uncertainty in his abilities plagued him 

throughout the remaining years of college. Self-described disappointing college career, Bronson 

still aimed to play in the NFL.  

Football is a fall sport. Student-athletes are eligible to begin their preparation for the NFL 

in the spring. The spring of Bronson’s senior year, he made the decision he would neglect 

academics for his dream; he registered for classes with no intention of attending. The objective 
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was to enroll so that he could continue to receive scholarship checks.  He would use time 

reserved for classes to train instead. His decision resulted in a semester of Fs on his transcripts 

but he was not concerned because he believed he was going to the NFL. Bronson gambled on 

himself, he believed the risk was worth it; “I figured I would play in the NFL, make a lot of 

money and everything would be okay.” 

   Bronson did not make the NFL; in fact, Bronson didn’t even make it to tryouts. On the 

day he was scheduled to showcase his talents he was arrested for a hit-and run. Even after this 

tragic incident Bronson did not give up.  Bronson tried out for a semi-pro team, but that 

experience was short-lived due to another injury. After numerous failed attempts at playing 

professional football, Bronson reluctantly accepted the reality that his football career was over; 

this was two years after college.  Bronson had no idea what to do with his life. Bronson was in 

debt (maxed out credit cards) with no degree. He attempted to return to school but his GPA was 

too low; his spring semester of Fs cost him. In order to enroll at a university, Bronson needed to 

attend community college to improve his GPA. Bronson’s second attempt at higher learning was 

more difficult than his first. Bronson was no longer a student-athlete; he was a regular student. 

There was no special treatment nor did he have access to the academic support team exclusively 

for athletes.  Bronson was not sufficiently self-disciplined to manage school on his own.  

No football or sense of direction, Bronson would spend the next couple of years in a state 

of depression.  He could not watch football of any sort for 2 years; the pain was too much for 

him.  To numb his disappointments Bronson reverted to heavy drinking, marijuana, and cocaine. 

Bronson is currently drug free but every day is a struggle to stay that way. His failure to make it 

in the NFL still troubles him. 
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When I look at people I played with in high school on Facebook, their lives look so good. 
They have nice cars and houses. I’m sitting her asking myself ‘what happened to me? 

They were not as talented as me but they took school seriously’.  
 

Similar to Bronson, Jones’s football career did not go as planned. His senior year had to 

be spectacular in order to increase his chances at the NFL.  The summer prior to his final season, 

Jones devoted everything towards becoming a better football player. His daily routine consisted 

of workouts, film sessions, and going to class. Jones was disappointed when he realized his hard 

work would not be enough. The player starting in front of him was too talented. Jones’s final 

year mirrored his previous seasons, he was the back-up running back, “I knew things were not 

going to work out.” The realization his dream of playing in the NFL over, was when Jones begin 

to pondered about his life after sports. Jones struggled distinguishing himself between an athlete, 

and a non-athlete, “I’m not going to lie, when I realized that football was done I dam-neared 

broke down. I was depressed. I did not know who I was.” 

Jones’s disappointment intensified because he realized his decision to change his major 

from Family Studies to General Studies was a mistake. Jones initially believed he made the right 

decision to change his major. Jones trusted his advisor, believing the advice given him to be 

sound. His advisor described General Studies as a well-rounded degree—a degree that he could 

do a lot with when seeking jobs. Per Jones, a significant number of his Black teammates changed 

their major to General Studies. Jones said, “Their academic advisors made it seemed like it was 

the right decision.” Those who majored in General Studies shared the dislike for math and 

sciences.  Recognizing his mistakes came late and it frustrated him. Jones completed his degree 

with the help of what he deemed as “special people”; “they instilled confidence in me and told 

me that I was smart.” Jones graduated but feels he was not educated, “when I got to college I 
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could barely read. I struggled with reading throughout college.” Jones graduated but struggled to 

find a job, he had no resume, work experiences, or letters of references beyond his coaches. 

Jefferies made it to the NFL, but his experience was short, and stressful. 

It was not what I expected. You spend all that time wanting to pay in the NFL and then 

you get there and it is like for what? I’m not sure if it was because I was a free agent but 
they make it impossible to make it (the team).  

 
After he was released from his team, Jefferies began the process of transitioning out-of-sports. 

Jefferies transition was difficult, he was without a plan and a job, and to make matters worse, he 

also had a child.  

To increase his chances of a professional career, Jefferies returned to his alma mater to 

earn a master’s degree. Seeking guidance from his former coaches and academic support team, 

according to Jefferies, “they were little help.” Jefferies summarized that coaches’ reluctance to 

assist him during his transition was partially due to the core of what D-I coaches are hired to 

do—win games. The coaches’ tendency to focuses on the future and ignore the past is 

problematic. Even today, the once believed relationships Jefferies thought he had with his 

coaches bothers him. 

I feel so disrespected and pushed to the side. I don’t know if I really want to have those 
conversations (with the coaches) because how they treated me when I was there. They 

kind of just pushed me to the side. I don’t know if they see it like that. 
 

Jefferies accused his former coaches of lacking empathy for the former players, he believed their 

efforts to help were pathetic.  

Jefferies’ GPA was good enough for admission to graduate school but he was not sure in 

what major to choose. His former academic support team told him that he had a good chance of 

being accepted by the Psychology department. Jefferies reflected:   

They pitched to meet the department had a good relationship with athletics, and other 
players had gone to this department. They told me these folks were football fans and ‘we 
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don’t think you should not have a problem getting in.’ I would not have to take GRE; all I 
had to do was write an essay, and provide letters of recommendation. It was just like they 

said. 
 

Jefferies thought he moved on from the influence of the infrastructure. He supposed since 

he was no longer a student-athlete he would be able make educational decisions on his own but 

the process he used to select Psychology, was similar to his undergraduate experience. His 

decision to choose Psychology was reactive instead of proactive.  Jefferies unexpected end in the 

NFL put him in pressure mode; a decision had to be made quickly. Jefferies had a family to care 

for. Jefferies majored in Psychology yet did not have a plan how to use his degree; “I just did it 

because… it was my freshman year all over again.” Jefferies was midway through his master’s 

program before he pondered if he had made the right choice: He wondered, “Looking back at it 

now, it is kind of foolish letting somebody else kind of guide my future instead of me taking 

ownership.” 

Johnson’s felt that his head coach main persona was the epitome of mind games. The 

head coach used Johnson’s poor academic history and perceived attitude to take away his full 

scholarship and only give him a partial scholarship (his senior year); Johnson’s tuition would be 

covered, but he no longer received monthly checks for housing, food etc. Without the additional 

monies Johnson could not pay rent or purchase food so he dropped out of school. To escalate 

matters, Johnson’s head coach believed the talent of the team was not good enough, so he 

canceled tryouts with NFL scouts.  

Johnson had no degree and was stripped of his chance to even tryout for a NFL team: He 

expressed his infuriation: 

I wanted to kill him. I don’t blame him for everything…I do take credit for putting 
myself in certain situations, but I did not think I deserve THAT type of treatment. He 

ruined peoples’ lives. 
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Shockingly, during this entire experience, no one in his family was aware of the gravity 

of Johnson’s situation. Johnson noted, “My dad pretty much said he was finished after I got my 

scholarship. He never made it to any of my games. He told me he was busy getting money but I 

did not see it.” With no sense of direction, Johnson spent a year in a state of depression. Johnson 

got into a lot of trouble; “I was fucking up. I was flying out of town working and hustling 

(selling drugs).” Unfortunately, Johnson did not begin the healing process until he experienced 

some legal trouble, “I went to jail for my second DUI and they sat me down for 30 days. I had a 

lot to think.”  Johnson recalled a lesson he learned in his statistic class that rooted aspiration for 

him to return to school:  

I learned in my statistic class that most people whose parents did not graduate were likely 

not to attend college themselves or graduate. That impacted me more than anything—it is 
why I came back to get my degree. I knew if I graduated it would better my family and 
friend’s chances of going to college and graduating.     

  
Seven years later, Johnson would graduate college. Johnson considered his second 

attempt at school much easier because he did not have to worry about football. Johnson 

originally majored in Media Arts but in order to graduate in a timely manner he changed to 

General Studies. The academic support team told him, “It was the only major they would cover 

(pay for). They told me if I wanted to major in something else, I would have to pay for it 

myself.”  

With a son and a dream of going to the NFL, Jacobs was left with little time to focus on 

school resulting in him not graduating. Jacobs was given a chance to make an NFL roster; he did 

well but eventually he got cut (he lasted only a couple of months).  Jacobs did not give up on his 

dream and continued to train.  Jacobs waited for a NFL team to call but it never came; he turned 

down offers from Canadian teams, “in my mind I was a NFL player” according to Jacobs.  

Jacobs got a job at a gym and continued to train. Months later Jacobs moved back to California 
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and realized “my career of playing football was over.” To numb his disappointment Jacobs begin 

partying a lot, he stopped training. It was a conversation with the mother of his child that helped 

Jacobs regain perspective. “She asked me ‘what are doing with your life?’ Realizing I had to get 

a real job was when things go tough for me.”         

Jenkins had a tryout for the NFL but was not selected.  Subsequently, he spent the 

following 3 years playing semi-pro football for multiple teams. Playing on semi-pro teams did 

not pay well. To supplement income Jenkins sold drugs and worked odd jobs. Jenkin’s final year 

as a football player occurred a few weeks into the season when he suffered a season-ending 

injury. Throughout rehab is when Jenkins accepted football was no longer a career.  With no 

insurance Jenkins had to pay for the entire balance of his medical bill, which were astronomical. 

Jenkins had no savings or supplemental income resulting in a large accrued debt.  

Jenkins had a degree did not know how to use it to his benefit (i.e., get a job). After 

recovering from his injury, Jenkins found a stabled job selling cars and later switched careers 

working for UPS. Jenkins continues to battle with his identity as an athlete, “…it gave me 

structure,” Jenkins admitted.  

Interestingly, Watts was a walk-on, which was a major accomplishment in itself. His 

status as a walk-on provided perspective, he realized early in his college career making a NFL 

roster was slim. Nonetheless, he too was influenced by the infrastructure of his sport and 

struggled transitioning. Unlike the other participants, Watts had Mr. Erickson and his social and 

economic capital. The aide of Mr. Erickson allowed Watts to work as a substitute teacher until he 

was able to find a career he enjoyed.    
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K. Retroactive Insights 

Participants were presented with hypothetical situations in which they were given an 

opportunity to revisit their lives as student-athletes but with a caveat— they had the knowledge 

they have now. Providing a hypothetical situation was to give opportunity for solutions and 

strategies to reveal themselves organically.  Throughout the retroactive sessions, participants 

would subconsciously state, “I would tell my son,” and “if I had a son I would…” I concluded 

their answer was subconsciously because the questions ask them to discuss what “you” would do 

differently if “you” could be a student-athlete gain.  

     Progression and innovation of ideas derives from the value of reflecting and 

evaluating. Participants considered the retrospective insights significantly impactful; it offered 

nostalgia. Though now in their later 20s early 30s, being an athlete were some of their most 

memorable experiences.   Difficult times were occurring during this interview session for a 

couple of the participants; the retroactive sessions gave them an opportunity, for those stressed, 

to revisit a time when life was less complicated.   

Participants noted a second chance as an athlete would include a stronger work ethic—it 

priorities would be in order.  Allowing others to dictate expectations, which in essence, 

relinquished control of their future, would be avoided. In retrospect, they realized family, friends, 

coaches, and community heavily influenced goals and self-perception—symbolically, 

participants were minority owners of themselves. According to BJ, “I did not have the discipline 

to follow through… that was the key, it was not about going to college and getting an education, 

I wanted to go to college to be on TV.” 

Participants wished their parent(s) were stronger authoritarians when it came to 

education. Their parent(s) acknowledged the importance of school but rarely explained why. 
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Completing homework was required, and at times had consequences, however, rarely was 

homework reviewed and evaluated for comprehension; “I would just tell my mom, ‘yeah I did it’ 

knowing I had not.  I knew she was not going to check it,” revealed Johnson. Being attentive to 

their children’s education was unanimously highlighted by the participants; “I sit with my son 

when he’s doing his homework,” shared Jefferies.  Others noted the complexity of their 

environment made a balanced style of parenting difficult growing up. Being raised by a single 

parent with limited monies meant sacrifices; “my mother did a lot to make sure we were okay. 

She worked all the time which meant there were a lot of days we were home alone,” according to 

Jones.  

 Participants regretted not taking advantage of the allotted five recruiting trips (neither 

did I). Limiting themselves to one or two university tours resulted in being less informed about 

all possibilities each school had to offer. Placing sports as the key reason for selecting where 

they would attend college was one of their biggest regrets.   Participants were unaccompanied by 

parents during their recruiting trips; had their parents been presence, participants believe they 

would have made better decisions where to attend college. Participants vowed they would be 

involved in every aspect of their children’s college choice.  

Participant’s exclusive interaction with athletes was a huge regret. Experiences and 

relationship building are key aspects of attending college; experiences aid identity development, 

and diverse relationships produces diverse opportunities.  A life of accomplishments and 

mistakes have had fundamental impact on their parenting skills. Life lessons for their children 

are to value established relationships and to be proactive about their future. An uncertain future 

(post-football) was a sentiment they did not want for their children. 
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 Given a second chance, participants would not have relied solely on the guidance of the 

academic support within athletics; they would have broadened their social network beyond the 

confines of the infrastructure and gathered multiple opinions. They stressed the importance of 

utilizing all the resources offered by the university.  Participants were naïve about college, 

subsequently having a narrow perspective the purpose of college.   Educating their children of 

the risk and rewards of college at an early age is important to them. They want to encourage their 

own children to take control of their future, or rather challenge the status quo.     

Control and high expectations are fundamental lessons with which they wanted to 

empower their children.  This study’s participants were not encouraged to be the best students 

they could be. However, sport-related activities were certainly to be given one’s best efforts. 

Given a second chance, the motives of coaches and teachers should be carefully questioned. 

More critical thought would be applied to course selection and degree interest. Jefferies said it 

best, “Looking back at it now, it is kind of foolish, letting somebody else kind of guide my future 

instead of me taking ownership.”  

Although family and community were given their share of blame for the overzealous 

push towards sports, participants were empathic. In brief, they concluded their parents did what 

they believed to be right. Their parents never experienced attending a university so there was 

little understanding of its infrastructures. The majority of the participants were raised in 

communities with limited resources and concluded their communities were a product of their 

own environment.  

The participants’ strongest criticism of the infrastructure was the inability of the guiding 

authorities to be frank with each of them. Participants felt betrayed; relationships they believed 

they had developed throughout the years with coaches and staff members had vanished. Coaches 
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who showed interest in them promoted their program as a family environment; they promised 

parents their sons would be cared for, only later realizing that these were only half-truths. For all 

study participants, throughout the final semester, it was evident that the interactions between 

coach and player decreased dramatically. Coaches’ reluctance to communicate with their former 

players had a significant and negative effect on the participant’s confidence; they felt alone and 

scared.    

During the interviews, the more the study participants reflected on the challenges of 

retirement from football, the researcher observed extremely intensified tension during the 

interview sessions. Overall, the participants seemed to collectively express a realization that from 

the moment they were recruited, it was never about their individual well-being, but it was always 

first and foremost about the program.  
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to expand the understanding of the multifaceted 

relationships of Black, revenue-generating football players and their universities (i.e., their 

athletic support team, coaches, academic counselors, and professors). Specifically, the author 

addressed the development and impact of their athlete identity (AI) and social capital on their 

college decision-making, and, once at an institution, the athletes’ interpretation and navigation of 

the infrastructure of college athletics. The specific questions that guided this study were as 

follows: 

1. How does social capital, and the maturation of the athlete identity prior to college, 

impact Black, revenue-generating football players’ perception of themselves and their 

education during their college careers? 

2. How do Black, former revenue-generating football players assess the impact of being 

a student-athlete on their current lives?  

3. How do Black, former revenue-generating football players define success compared 

to the NCAA and their university partners’ definition of success as measured by 

degree attainment?   

 Three key factors that framed this study were: (1) curiosity of the researcher (a Black, 

former revenue-generating football player), (2) an opportunity for Black, revenue-generating 

football players to share their experiences from their perspectives, and (3) to challenge the 

NCAA and their university partners’ belief that, first, they provide revenue-generating athletes 

with a quality education; second, graduation rates is an adequate measure to evaluate success; 

and third, the NCAA’s masking of their problems by grouping all the sports together when there 

have been a consistent academic problems with the Black, revenue-generating student-athletes. 
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Building on this theoretical framework, the following sections will present the author’s 

explanation and interpretation of the study findings, as well as justification for the approach and 

critical evaluation of the study.  

 

Social Capital: The Influences of Quality Relationships   

 To know where one is going, one must understand where one has been. My interest in the 

concept of social capital derived from its emphasis on how social relations come to influence 

groups of people. Social capital refers to networks of relationships for the purpose of 

productivity; in other words, social capital refers to the networks that produce actions that 

otherwise could not be accomplished individually (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). According 

to Coleman (1988), there are three components that constitute the family structure: financial 

capital, social capital, and human capital.  Financial capital consists of the monies to which the 

family has access (e.g., salaries). Social capital refers to the interactions among the family and 

others in the immediate and broader community that are key in the development of human 

capital; Coleman (1988) considers human capital the established accomplishments of the parents 

which can be passed on to their children (e.g., educational level, occupation, and culture).  

 Human capital transferred to the children has great influence on their development. 

However, as Coleman (1988) notes, human capital’s impact is dependent upon the level of social 

interaction between parent and child; if parents are not present or uninvolved in the lives of their 

children, then the human capital of the parent becomes irrelevant. An individual’s success is 

heavily influenced by the social capital of the family and community (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 

1988).  As it relates to education, Coleman (1988) believes a students’ success is determined by 
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their interaction with family, community, and school. Subsequently those interactions should be 

part of a closed network to prevent outside influence counter to the status quo.   

 The majority of the participants in the present study were raised in single-parent homes 

(i.e., typically with just the mother) on modest incomes, with a few receiving government 

assistances. Participants experienced the separation of their parents at a young age, resulting in 

some, three of the eight participants, having documented discipline and behavioral problems. 

Participants who were raised primarily by their mother, seven of the eight participants, had few 

individuals or role models they could on whom they could rely to aid in their child’s education 

and development as men. Many of their extended family and community members were in no 

better situations than they were; most were raised by their single mothers and lived on limited 

incomes.  

 Although opportunities to meet individuals who might positively influence them were 

limited, these experiences did occur. In fact, two of the participants lived in middle-class 

neighborhoods, one experienced having both parents in the home, and two of the participants’ 

mothers had community college educations.  Interestingly, even with the support of a two-parent 

home and a collection of family and friends for additional support, those participants experienced 

similar struggles in high school as the participants that were not as privileged (e.g., sports driven 

and academically unfocused).  Coleman (1988) specified that social networks operate better as a 

cohesive unit, meaning obligations, expectations, trustworthiness of structures, information 

channels, norms and effective sanctions, and closure of social networks is required in order for 

the network to function properly. Participants had moments in their life when they were 

surrounded by people who were there for the betterment of their success, had high expectation 

for them, were trustworthy, and offered mentorship, however, what these social networks lacked 
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was closure.  Having a closed network is important because it creates normalcy, which provides 

a stable social structure. Furthermore, a closed network prevents outside influences that may be 

counterproductive to the status-quo of the network. 

 Self-assessed middle class (socioeconomic status) participants attended schools that 

included a significant number of low-income students, from nearby, low-income neighborhoods. 

Although a few experienced the presence of their fathers, their lack of frequent contact prevented 

relationships from developing. Reportedly, the father would be present for some holidays and 

was called upon when discipline was needed. Two of the participant’s mothers had community 

college educations, meaning there was a human capital provision. However, a single parent 

raising children clearly restricts the amount of intimate time that parent can spend with each of 

her children. The transition of human capital is not instantaneous, it’s progressive, which is why 

Bourdieu (1986) places such a high premium on economic capital. According to Bourdieu 

(1986), economic capital makes possible the grooming of a child’s human capital (or what he 

terms as cultural capital) because the formation of such capital requires a reliance on time and 

interpersonal relationships. One who has economic capital is likely to have expendable income 

allowing them to hire tutors or send their children to a private school. Furthermore, a higher 

income could also make available more time to spend with children. In the present study, Watts 

had access to such economic capital but did not have access to that capital until he was a junior 

in high school. Watts’s surrogate father was upper class, an elite level of social capital, but his 

busy work schedule and late involvement in Watts’s life restricted the impact of this factor. 

 The above section provides examples why having a closed network of people is 

important.  Participants were exposed and given different forms of capital to be successful but 

this exposure was inconsistent. Jefferies and Jones went to private high schools, but all prior 
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education occurred at schools featuring gangs and drugs; both had to commute great distances to 

and from high school. Each environment (i.e., home, community, and private school) had their 

own set of networks with their own ideologies leaving minimal room for a stable structure to 

develop.  Watts had his grandmother, who was an educator, and his surrogate father, but he was 

raised in a home of drug abusers and attended multiple schools. Again, the supportive structure 

was difficult to establish and sustain and most opportunities the participants had to gain a 

structure that would benefit their education, and obstacles too difficult to avoid in their homes 

and communities often countered these opportunities.    

 The lack of economic capital seemed to impact all other aspects of their lives; the nature 

of their communities, families, and schools reflected the poverty that surrounded them. The 

impact of economic capital was inter-generational, many of participants’ parents experienced 

similar upbringings, which in turn impacted expectations for their children.  Their parents 

believed education to be important, but were unsure how to encourage their children to attain 

good educations; the social capital of the participants’ parents was limited. Because children are 

impacted more by what is modeled than what is said, those that were able to access role models 

or networks of people around their children did so, but unfortunately the social networks were 

open, featuring influences (e.g., gangs) contrary to the parent’s objectives disrupted the positive 

academic development of the participants.  

 The community was just as influential as the families of the participants; the extended 

poverty throughout the neighborhoods, gangs, drugs, and violence curbed expectations. As some 

participants noted, graduating high school and not getting killed was considered a great 

accomplishment.  All of the study participants were the first students in their families to have the 

opportunity to attend college; those that graduated college were the first in their family to do so. 
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In fact, each of the study participants struggled to identify people in their community that had 

college degrees, which meant from the perspectives of many of their family and friends (young 

and old) that they were likely to become the role models in their own communities.    

 Collectively, the participants’ family and community dynamics were the foundation for 

their development as individual and students. Their decision-making and expectations were 

influenced by the interpersonal relationships provided by complex, and at times, troubling 

upbringing.  The participant’s lived experiences validated Bourdieu, (1986) and Coleman’s 

(1988) argument regarding the complexity of social capital. Having social capital is not as simple 

as having a network of people who can assist in action, but it is the quality of the networks. 

Benefiting fully from social capital takes a conscious effort; strategically surrounding oneself 

with people to help attain goals requires forethought.  The information gathered from the 

participant interviews revealed that children are clearly at the mercy of their parents and 

communities, as how these relationships create their social capital.  

 During the key developmental years of a child, it is the parents who control the 

community, schools, and people who will influence their children. I believe many families, 

regardless of race, underestimate the influence they have on a child at a young age, taking too 

lightly the critically examination needed to make certain decisions. This was validated when the 

participants provided alternative nurturing strategies for their own children. The interview 

sessions forced the study participants to reflect not only on the decisions their parents and 

themselves made but why they made those decisions.  

 The participants did not have ideal upbringings, but they all attended college. This may 

imply that the social capital acquired, and the network of people they were exposed to, had a 
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changing influence on each of them. A common impactful thread among the participants was 

being exposed to something different than that to which what they were accustomed.  

 For example, H3 was raised in a cohesive community, while Jones and Jefferies attended 

private schools. Jones lived in a predominant White community, which changed his perspective 

on White people. Watts experienced wealth, and all of the participant’s experienced enough 

tragedy to want to be successful and contribute to their family.     

The social relationships of the participants did not provide the quality of social capital 

and lived experiences desirable to enhance their K-12 opportunities and college experiences.  I 

believe their quality of social capital was impacted by the generational stratification of their 

Black families and communities. The participants’ families and community dynamics suggest 

that social capital stratifies people. Parents of the participants grew up with minimal means and 

attended academically “less-than-stellar” high schools, which positioned them in lower socio-

economic classes, a social class that is difficult to leave, and unfortunately a class in which many 

of the participants either were raised and attended schools, and most significantly spent their 

formative years.     

The majority of the participants, family and friends, and a good number of their high 

school and college Black teammates, were raised by either a single parent or a guardian who 

themselves did not have the necessary relationships and social capital needed to improve their 

educational and financial levels. Now, as parents of the participants, the parents once again did 

not have the social relationships and social capital to offer, which is how football found its place 

embedded in the lives of the participants. Football provided the participants with opportunities 

that may have never been possible without it; participants and parents understood this. Believing 

football was the only way to significantly change their child’s lives (i.e., a life better than theirs), 
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the conscious and subconscious decisions that led to pushing their children towards football are 

understandable. Nonetheless, such acts immersed the participants in the field of sports, which fed 

into their identities as athletes, not just temporarily, but with long-term implications.    

 

Athlete Identity’s Impact on Decision Making  

 Athlete identity (AI) is the level to which one identifies with the psychological, cultural, 

and behavioral characteristics of being an athlete (Adler & Adler, 1991; Harrison et al., 2011; 

Brewer, Linder, & Raalte, 1993; Sparkes, 1998). AI was influential in all facets of the 

participants’ life, such as family dynamics, community, and education. The development of AI 

occurred early in the participant’s life—pretty much the day they began playing sports, which for 

the participants happened before they were 10 years old. In fact, before many of them were big 

enough to even utter words, sports were a part of their life.  From the inherited gifts of their 

parents (many of whom also played sports) to the socially constructed idea that Black men are 

good at sports, participants and other Black males were guaranteed to be bitten by the bug of 

sports. I do not contend as a result of stereotypes that every Black male participates in sports, but 

I do believe they experience the pressure society places on Blacks to navigate towards being an 

athlete, and developing this skill.  

 Study participants noted televised games, video games, and the stardom of an athlete 

along with everything that comes with it, was a big draw for them. By the tender age of 8 the 

participants believed to have figured out their professional career. They all dreamed of being on 

television, desiring fame and fortune. They dreamed of returning to their communities as heroes. 

Like a drug, participants experienced strong doses of success at young ages, which further fueled 

their identities as athletes. Seemingly addicted, the athletes chased the high of that success for 
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the proceeding decade, and subsequently their student identities suffered. Similar to a drug 

addict’s disregard for his/her overall health, the participants’ intellectual health as a student 

worsened as they continued to chase their athletic success. Their identity as a student received 

minimal attention beyond what was needed to stay eligible to play sports. Participants’ 

motivation to maintain eligibility was primarily influenced by the desire to continue playing 

football. The participants told themselves that they would use football as an avenue to pay for 

college, however, their actions, and in retrospect, each participant admitted that football was the 

motivation for attending college which they believed would bring them one step closer to the 

dream of playing professionally. Because the majority of the participants did not begin preparing 

for college until they started to receive interest from college teams, there was no backup plan if a 

scholarship had not been offered. Only a minimal chance these participants might have been 

offered academic scholarships, the plan was either an athletic scholarship or nothing, at least in 

that immediate moment, after high school graduation.  

 Being part of a team provided a surrogate family; coaches were fathers and teammates 

were brothers. Having a surrogate family was key to participant’s ability to deal with the issues 

within their own families and communities. Perceiving a team as a second family or a place of 

refuge, is not exclusive to those who do not have a family at home, but it is part of the allure of 

playing on a team for all, poor, rich, stable or unstable. Nonetheless, those who do not have 

families or are experiencing many personal issues, the athletes may become heavily dependent 

on that network of people. Therefore, football mantras and values become family values. 

Participants shared that football taught them how to be men; football gave them structure. 

Although the study participants truly believed football provided these wonderful values, when 

describing their experiences as student-athletes in college, as well as their post college 



 

 
 

138 

experiences, no perceived correlations with the learned football “values” existed. It was as if 

participants were simply given the value-based structure, were told what being a man should be, 

and were provided some life skills, but unfortunately, only in the context of the college sports 

world.  

 Playing football was not simply what these athletes did, but who they were. Participants 

played both the sport and the role of an athlete for the first 22 years of their life. The AI of each 

athlete had 22 years with minimal distraction to cement itself in the psyche of each of the 

participants. With this great dependency on the role as an athlete, taking into consideration their 

life after sports—even preparing for life-after sports, would admit giving up on their lifelong 

dream of playing professionally.  For example, three of the participants focused even harder on 

their chosen sport senior year because it was their last chance to showcase their skills. 

Unbeknownst to the general population, the odds of making it to the professional level become 

more evident by junior and senior year. In other words, if a college athlete has not received the 

attention of NFL scouts by that time, then it’s time to start considering an alternative career. 

However, identity foreclosure can blind a person to this reality, believing they will be the outlier. 

Three of eight participants believed they were outliers, which is why they chased their NFL 

dreams numerous years after they had ended their college career delayed their transition to 

another career.     

 The stress that accompanies chasing the dream of the NFL and the honest discussion of 

knowing when to focus on another career simply did not take place with the participants (Brown, 

Glastetter-Fender, & Shelton 2000; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997). Such conversations were 

not discussed out loud or with anyone else. As participants noted, there was no one informing 

them about the importance of planning for retirement from sports. When the participants 
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reluctantly accepted the end of their football career, there was a terrible void and they no longer 

had an AI, or any identity that would guide them with what to do next with their lives. These 

retired college athletes were so influenced by their AIs that figuring out what to do on a typical 

day was difficult to manage (e.g., H3 subconsciously going to the football facilities everyday 

weeks after his football career was over). 

 Sustaining a new identity took up to seven years for certain participants, and even then, 

adjusting to their new life has been very challenging. The participants’ struggles to transition to 

their post-college lives supports researchers’ (Brown, Glastetter-Fender, & Shelton, 2000; Grove, 

Lavalle, & Gordon, 1997) argument that coping with retirement from sports can be a difficult 

and a dynamic process especially for athletes who identify strongly with their AI. Beamon 

(2012) discovered that finding a post-sport career was not the only transition struggle, but “loss 

of status, a loss of self, and difficulty ‘seeing’ themselves as a ‘regular’ person as opposed to an 

[SIC] great athlete” (p.206). The participants expressed the feeling of loss when they realized 

they were no longer athletes; they questioned who they were.  Athletes who participate at the 

highest level of their sport are more likely to experience identity foreclosure (Beamon, 2012). 

Identity foreclosure occurs when a person commits to an identity without exploring other 

possibilities or experiences that may contribute to identity development and identity diversity. 

When the time came for participants to select a major, they were unsure what they wanted to do. 

This indecisiveness impacted their future and preparedness for their post-college career. College 

was the time when they could have developed their other selves (i.e., as students) but they were 

consumed by their sport. D-I football is what the participants grew up watching, their heroes 

played at D-I level, and it’s where the NFL drafts their best talents. Playing at the highest level 
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was so important to the participants that they ignored possibly better-suited colleges for the glory 

of playing D-I football.    

 According to Beamon (2012), “Elite athletes receive elevated levels of social 

reinforcement for their physical abilities and have much of their individual conception of identity 

and “self” based upon athletic performance.” (p. 197). This was evident for the participants when 

they were in college; they received attention at their respective high schools but once in college 

everything was enhanced. Who they were and what they did was no longer isolated at the local 

level but was broadcast at the national level. Their identity as an athlete had been reinforced and 

groomed by their family, community, and high school prior to college. Once on campus the 

infrastructure of the athletic department, media attention, the fandom of the general student 

population, and even the rarely discussed, but as influential psychological impact of being given 

an “athletic” scholarship constantly reinforced the conscious and subconscious self who they 

were, and why they were there—because they were an athlete.     

 Researchers have discovered that minorities in the revenue sports tend to have the highest 

rate of identify foreclosure, which correlates with what the participants shared about many of 

their Black teammates struggles with balancing themselves as athletes and students in 

comparison to their white counterparts (Beamon, 2012; Harrison et al. 2011).  The results of this 

study confirm my belief that Black athletes are more susceptible to identity foreclosure, partially 

related to the lack of options presented to them. Petitpas (1978) argued that a contributing factor 

to identity foreclosure was the lack of exposure to other alternatives. The participants were 

primarily raised in single-parent homes and lived in communities where few, to no professionals 

were within arm’s reach on a daily basis. Not only were there few professionals as role models 

model afterwards, but also those who were, did not look like them; in other words, they were not 
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Black. Even when the participants were exposed to professionals unrelated to sports the impact 

was limited because of the openness of the social network. The interactions among them were 

not consistent. Conversely, they were constantly surrounded by sports figures whether at school, 

home, community, and media (Beamon, 2012). 

 

Infrastructure of College Sports: The Most Influential Organization In College Sports and a 

Major Contribution to Academia    

 Of the five emergent themes generated from this research study, the concept of the 

infrastructure of college sports (IOCS) is the most important contribution to the scholarship of 

race and sports, specifically, the unique impact IOCS has on Black, revenue-generating football 

players. As discussed in the literature review, Black males’ presence, and their roles in the 

revenue-generating sports is unparalleled. Black revenue-generating athletes’ contribution to the 

ongoing growth of all NCAA sponsored sports confirms this population as essential for the 

continuance of college sports. These athletes’ importance to the “bottom-line” gives the NCAA 

and university partners the motive to temper any claim that exploitation may be linked to a 

specific group such as Black, men. However, the findings of this study suggest intellectual 

exploitation has been done to Black males. Black, revenue-generating athletes are more likely to 

come from families and communities that have less or lesser quality of social, financial, and 

academic capital than their white male counterparts which this study claims makes them more 

susceptible to the deceptive nature of the IOCS.  

 IOCS does a magnificent job of managing student-athletes that have developed great 

dependences on their identities as athletes. D-I has the best teams and athletes and the bulk of the 

NCAA’s revenue is generated from D-I sports. Subsequently, winning has become the main 
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priority. Therefore, the pressure to win is the fuel that drives the IOCS. The lack of diversity at 

the decision-making positions of the IOCS (i.e., omission of Black professionals), restricts 

“insider” empathy. IOCS invests a lot of resources in recruiting top athletes; fully aware of the 

quality student-athlete they must admit. All of the aforementioned factors compel athletic 

programs and institutions to rationalize their recruitment of “at-risk” Black, revenue-generating 

athletes. In other words, the programs often accept Black athletes whom they know may struggle 

academically or may even fail to graduate, all in the program’s drive to win games.  

 Using varying methods, the IOCS asks, encourages, and demands revenue-generating 

athletes to work extensively at their sport; however, those who are consumed by AI, less 

encouragement is needed. Athletes who are obsessed by their sport are eager and willing to 

dedicate themselves exclusively to their sports.  As expressed by the participants, being an 

athlete gave them purpose and beyond (e.g., status, family honor).     

 IOCS is a conundrum because it represents what’s good and bad about sports. IOCS 

provides opportunities for young men and women who may not otherwise be able to earn a 

college education. Furthermore, it extends sport careers and gives young men and women the 

platform to possibly have a professional career. Conversely, the power of IOCS is deceptive; 

though college sports are an extension of higher education, the physical placement of the athletic 

program is kept separate. At major D-1 sports colleges and universities, athletic facilities and the 

scholarship athletes are generally isolated from the general campus. By design, the IOCS have 

their own academic departments, weight rooms, medical facilities, among many other segregate 

elements of college life. The IOCS’ encouragement and guidance for cluster majors allows the 

IOCS to control those athletes uninterested in academics, but also assists in maintaining theses 

student’s sports-playing eligibility. Furthermore, clustering student-athletes’ academic future can 
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severely limit these students’ abilities to create healthy relationships with peers who are not 

athletes, which was apparent from all of the participant interviews.   

 Student-athletes are recruited and offered scholarships because of their sports abilities. 

Therefore, once in their chosen campus, these students are told what they can, and cannot do as a 

result of accepting the financial scholarship to play their chosen sport. For example, a chosen 

academic major, and choice of classes are only approved by the IOCS as long as there is no 

interference with their athletic status quo, (e.g., practices, film sessions, travel and game 

schedule, etc.).  

 The purpose behind Coleman’s closed networks theory is to prevent outside influences 

from disrupting the networks’ status quo. The IOCS epitomizes a closed network from its 

psychological and physical isolation of its athletes. The IOCS has a strong presence, and an 

ideological impact on how student-athletes perceive and evaluate themselves and measures its 

success by the money it generates along with graduation rates. Graduation rates are clearly 

reported for public relations purposes, but do not accurately reflect the purported mission of the 

NCAA and their university partners, which is to provide a quality higher education. All 

participants of this study felt short-changed, when discussing their “world-class” education. 

Additionally, the student athletes’ struggle during college and during the transition period from 

college, seemed to result from very limited social capital, bringing about an over-dependency on 

their AI, which once again, all study participants believe the IOCS exploited. 

 The IOCS has been extremely successful in establishing the public perception of overt 

concern with the well-being of the student-athlete, doing this by impressively generalizing their 

success with grouping all student-athletes and divisions into one; using the academic and post-

college success of non-revenue-generating sports and athletes to hide the subpar academic 
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performance and post-college successes of their revenue-generating athletes, namely the Black 

athletes. The IOCS’ post-college individual success story is typically one of a student-athlete 

from a prominent academic university (e.g., Duke, Northwestern) that has successfully 

transitioned to professional career. These stories are historically few and far between. 

 The IOCS is built to find talented athletes, manage academic and social insecurities, and   

as confirmed by the findings of the study, exploit them. To monitor any observed deficiencies 

these young men are essentially placed on a “conveyor-belt” symbolizing the close scrutiny of 

their day-to-day controlled movements. Once the realization that the student-athlete’s well-being 

is not really the top priority of the program, why would a student-athlete forgo their overall 

college experience, and remain with a system that does not seem to care for them as whole 

individuals?  The simple answer is naiveté, fear, and frankly, the unawareness of this insidious 

IOCS control until it has become too late. This theme was repeatedly expressed by each of the 

study participants.  

 The participants were preconditioned, courtesy of their high schools, which houses a less-

than sophisticated version of the IOCS. In high school, like most student-athletes, the 

participants named in this study were given preferable treatment, enrolled in special classes, 

given second and third chances, proudly wore they school’s apparel, and finally, they became 

some of the most popular people on campus. In other words, they were placed on the high school 

version of the conveyor-belt.  

 Student-athletes in college are naively under the impression that the IOCS is out for their 

best interests, as recruiters emphasize during their recruiting trip. Furthermore, the media 

constantly reinforces this idea. Interestingly, most student-athletes step off of the “conveyor-

belt” eventually. It may even be the first semester, when a student notices that classes were 
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chosen for them, and they question their academic advisors about selecting a major and 

challenge the notion that someone else would determine what their best interests are. Some 

student-athletes who enter college with more academic stability and a control over their identity 

as an athlete, that is those with quality social capital and academic capital, tend to notice and 

understand more quickly the manipulative ways of IOCS.  

 Jefferies believed he graduated college a stronger and more refined athlete than a student.  

Judging by the remaining seven participants’ post-college lives, it can be argued they too left 

college a better athlete than student. Very telling is that not one study participant reported 

majoring in a field of true interest. All left college with a feeling of regret and betrayal. The 

IOCS turned their backs to them, focusing on the next group of student-athletes.    

 The NCAA and university partners pride themselves when there are boosts in the 

graduation rates. However, it must be noted that Black student-athletes’ graduation rates do not 

meet the standards of their white counterparts. Speeches made by the president of the NCAA and 

commercials inform the public that the NCAA indeed cares about students-athletes, stressing that 

it is the NCAA giving these students the opportunity to earn a high quality education. The 

NCAA claims that transferable skills are taught so the students can be successful in the real 

world. Finally, the NCAA and university partners proclaim the majority of student-athletes will 

be professionals in something other than sports.  

 Six of the eight participants graduated and disagreed with the NCAA’s claim. Comments 

such as “they don’t care”, “…. selfish”, and “…. motivated by money” were sentiments used to 

describe the NCAA and their university partners. The NCAA’s own data validates their claim 

that the majority of student-athletes are earning college degree, but what they fail to inform the 

public is that these degrees do not provide the graduates with marketable and/or employable 
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skills. The rationale for making such a claim is because the NCAA has not created a way to 

measure successful transferable skills. Moreover, six of the eight participants who graduated, 

graduated with subpar interviewing and communication skills, and had no professional 

relationships they could rely on to assist with their newfound career.   

The academic exploitation of Black, revenue athletes is not isolated to one college or 

eight participants —the problem is systematic. IOCS is designed to engineer athletes, not well-

rounded people; they will encourage, and go out-their-way to help self-driven student-athletes 

but that’s it—they are not the ones that are going to make the effort.  IOCS promotes itself as an 

organization that prepares student-athletes for change, meaning, they provide student-athletes 

with skills that will lead to success in their new career. However, preparing for change is only 

part of the process, there is a transition period that takes place also. Change is different from 

transition; change is situational whereas transition is psychologically preparing for the change. 

The participants in this study were not psychologically prepared for life after sports, similarly to 

how they were not psychologically prepared for the IOCS. To assume that providing a degree 

will simply transition into a successful career is a naïve way of thinking. For example, a coach 

would not send his team into a game without first getting them psychologically prepared; 

ironically, a common belief in sports is that the game is more mental than physical yet IOCS fail 

to see the correlation in the context of a student. Being successful/prepared for life after sports is 

more mental than physical. To be an athlete for two decades, and then in what feels like a 

moment, you are not, and are thrown into a world you were told about but were not prepared for 

is, can, and was daunting for the eight participants and, by extension, for numerous other of 

Black, revenue athletes.    
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I coined the term the infrastructure of college sports because it is a well-funded and 

powerful organization that impacts every facet of its athletes’ life past and future, family and 

community.  Social capital, AI, and decision-making are interconnected. Social capital and the 

associated relationships give birth to identity, and identity impacts decision-making. The limited 

opportunities such as monies and non-athlete role models, made sports more appealing. Being a 

professional athlete offered the best odds for success, which made room for the AI to grow while 

simultaneously pushing all other identities to the side. The participant’s identity as an athlete 

influenced every decision made, past and present, personally and professionally. There is a 

unique relationship between the IOCS and the Black, revenue-generating athlete.  

The Black athlete is such an asset to the success of the IOCS, that is has created a 

framework that seems to take advantage of and enroll a significant number of Black, athletes 

who are overly dependent on their identity as an athlete, and enter college with limited social 

capital to help them navigate through college. Student-athletes with limited social capital and a 

high dependency on AIs are going to make decisions with their sport being the defining factor.   

The IOCS places student-athletes on the conveyor-belt of influence (e.g., clustered classes and 

majors,) with the belief that little of what they demand will ever be challenged because 

everything they ask of the athletes is for the betterment of their sport—a message which 

reinforces what an AI dependent person would want to hear.  

In other words, the IOCS places all their athletes in one way or another, on the conveyor-

belt of influence; what better way to exert control, by engineering athletes who act and think as 

directed with minimal defiance.  However, student-athletes who enter college with balanced 

student-athlete identities, likely acquired that balance by having a decent amount of quality 

social capital (primarily academic capital). A student-athlete that can compartmentalize their 
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identities will recognize sooner than later when the conveyor-belt of influences is no longer a 

complement to their overall success but a determent and step off to challenge the IOCS. For 

example, choosing a major in a field they in which they are not interested.  

It is this author’s belief that the IOCS is the judge, jury, and executioner when it comes to 

regulating college sports. In essence, the IOCS controls every aspect of the student-athlete.  

Football is a strong drug in the United States and therefore, the IOCS is the biggest drug dealer 

of this narcotic. The IOCS preys upon those who are football addicts, the poor, and the hungry. 

The IOCS wave, in the faces of their prey, the riches of college and professional sports and the 

commonly perceived substances of social status and identity. Unfortunately, the biggest victim of 

this epidemic is the Black, revenue-generating athlete. It is time for the IOCS to take 

responsibility for these wrongs and in the future contribute to the true well-being of all D-1 

student-athletes.  

 

L. Limitations  

 This study has several possible limitations that impacted its findings. The first limitation 

is the small number of participants, only eight. The participants’ opinions are theirs and theirs 

only. There are thousands of other Black, student-athletes who may offer contrary opinions. 

Furthermore, the researcher focused solely on Black, revenue-generating athletes, excluding 

other populations of student-athletes (e.g., female student-athletes and White, revenue-generating 

football players) and omitted seeking students from other divisions of college sports (e.g., D-II 

and D-III). Researching these other populations and divisions would provide a broader 

perspective on the issues.  

 Another drawback was the inability to interview the participants when they were 

freshman. Chronicling their college experiences from entrance of college to the exit would have 
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provided a more vivid description of their lives as student-athletes. Moreover, collecting the 

perspective of the AI, social capital, and IOCS from the perspective of coaches and the academic 

support team would have given broader perspective how those factor impact their decision.  

 Lastly, another limitation may be the influence of the researcher’s own personal 

experiences. Though his position as a Black, former revenue-generating athlete had its 

advantage, the author acknowledges that personal bias may have influenced the survey questions, 

the interviews, as well as interpretations of the survey responses. Though managing this potential 

bias was discussed at length by the researcher’s committee, throughout the entire dissertation 

process, true adherence to objectivity in the overall research gathering procedure is very 

challenging to assess. For future similar studies, sharing the interviews and transcription duties 

with neutral outsiders may have provided different interpretations, allowing for more objective 

interpretation to occur.   

 

M. Implications 

 The NCAA’s strongest defense for not paying athletes has been the value of an 

education. The opportunity to earn an athletic scholarship in exchange for athletic talents seems 

like a fair trade, nonetheless, in order for the agreement to be fair, student-athletes must be 

educated. Black, revenue-generating student-athletes (basketball and football) are graduating at a 

lower rate than their non-Black peers. Furthermore, there is a lack of evidence that supports the 

NCAA’s and university partners claim that student-athletes are indeed being educated. Earning a 

degree cannot be equated with attaining a “world-class” education. The IOCS neglects to 

adequately follow-up with former student-athletes, upon graduation, similar to the participants in 

this study; therefore, they cannot constructively evaluate the well-being of former, revenue-
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generating student-athletes. This, in turn, allows the IOCS to move forward, guilt-free, while we 

continue to see large numbers of Black, revenue-generating football players leaving college 

confused and lost, whether they have earned a degree or not. Additionally, the lack of 

transparency regarding the education of student-athletes permits the generalization of graduation 

rates and the perceived belief that having a degree equates being educated.   

 The NCAA and their university partners’ measure of success needs to be revamped so 

they can better meet their stated mission on the NCAA website, of caring for the well-being and 

lifelong successes of college athletes (http://www.ncaa.org/about).   For example, the majority of 

this study’s participants acknowledged that they, and many of their teammates who graduated, 

could barely read, clearly challenging the notion that they received quality educations. Many 

graduates who participated in this study also proclaimed their struggle to create effective 

resumes because they were not trained appropriately, that they were not informed of the 

importance of practicums and internships, and participation in basic job-interviewing workshops 

were not mandatory or even suggested. These factors clearly challenged the notion the NCAA 

and university partners are concerned about the life-long success of student-athletes.  

N. Suggested Future Practices  

    In-depth mandatory exit interviews for all students-athletes, regardless of their reason for 

leaving, and comprehensive follow-up surveys administered three-five years after college, should 

be implemented at every collegiate athletic program. This would be a more efficient way to 

measure success beyond degree attainment than simply asking the population to self-report. To 

combat the perception of biases, outside parties should conduct the interviews and evaluations. 

The information gathered from these interviews could be utilized to create a more inclusive 

program for athletic departments. As this study has revealed, family and community is very 



 

 
 

151 

influential in the type of college a student-athletes attends; they are also influential is the type of 

student they are when they arrive on campus. 

 Similar to a sport agent, having academic agents or advocates available for student-

athletes beginning in high school would assist with academic capital development. Furthermore, 

it would most likely keep coaches honest during the recruiting process. Academic agents could 

assist throughout the entire recruitment process and could also be accessible to the parents, 

empowering them with knowledge about the impact of social capital and the student’s identity 

beyond being a student-athlete. To avoid conflicts of interest, academic agents would need to be 

secured by an outside party unrelated to the IOCS.  

Therefore, a final suggestion for future practices is that NCAA and university partners 

must be more involved in the initial communities from which they recruit their athletes. 

Education and empowerment, regarding academic possibilities, if facilitated for the families and 

communities of student-athletes prior to actual recruitment, would immensely affect the strength 

of the social capital that student-athlete brings with him to his college experience.  

 When the participants were asked for recommendations, they were frank and adamant; 

they encouraged coaches to be honest—provide the good and bad about college sports. They 

recommend that academic support teams talk less, and listen more, and have higher expectations 

for student-athletes, even if the student-athletes’ expectations are lower.  Coaches and academic 

teams are not the only areas to be improved upon; parents must do better, that is, expect more 

from their children, be more involved in their children’s education (e.g., check to make sure they 

are doing their homework and review their work), and demand more information and support 

from their schools and communities.    
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Personally, I believe Black, revenue-generating athletes’ complex relationship with 

college sports is partially due to the lack of culture competency of the IOCS and their university 

partners. The lack of diversity of the IOCS and university partners and the limited interactions 

between White and Black athletes outside the context of sports, is an empathy-blocker. The low 

academic performance and therefore, lower graduation rates of Black males has minimal impact 

on white communities, and their careers outside of sports, or as sports fans. There is little 

incentive to care. I do not claim that all those involved in IOCS and their university partners’ 

intentions are racist, but it is hard to argue that the results are imbalanced. Whether society wants 

to believe it or not, Black, revenue-generating athletes have been intellectually neglected.   

There is not just one way to solve this problem, which is very frustrating. 

Notwithstanding recommendations that have been mentioned, it would be interesting to consider 

what would happen if the IOCS placed the same amount of effort and time in educating their 

student-athletes as they do in training them to become elite athletes. Participants leave college 

better athletes than students. The no-nonsense approach coaches have towards anything related 

to the sport should equally be applied to academics. Expectations are high, and there is little 

give-and-take as it relates to sports. In other words, all things sport-related are mandatory. 

Resume building workshops and other resources to improve post-college opportunities are 

recommended.  

Merely suggesting student-athletes prepare for life after college is not enough. This type 

of preparation for post college life must be mandatory. Consistently, throughout a student-

athlete’s college career, the only thing different between a textbook and a playbook is the 

content, but the approached required to master both contents must command the same effort. The 

participants’ families and community dynamics suggest that social capital stratifies people. 
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Parents of the participants grew up with minimal means and attended academically “less-than-

stellar” high schools, which positioned them in lower socio-economic classes, a social class that 

is difficult to leave, and unfortunately a class in which many of the participants either were 

raised and attended schools, and most significantly spent their formative years.     

Currently, the IOCS and university partners require student-athletes to maintain a C GPA. 

There is a miniscule chance that coaches would tolerate a C average work ethic towards sports. 

Academic expectations must be raised to match the level of sports expectations. Therefore, 

another suggestion is that the IOCS and university partners should raise the minimum GPA to a 

B. Furthermore, student-athletes must understand the role GPAs plays in getting accepted into 

graduate programs. The ability to attend graduate school will give those who earned bachelor 

degrees in a field in which they were perhaps not fully invested, a second chance to earn a degree 

in a field of interest.  

None of these changes will come easily, but they are not impossible. With the statistic of 

less than 2 percent of high school athletes earning D-I scholarships, the fact that these student-

athletes have made it to D-1 schools makes it clear that if any population can handle higher 

academic expectation, these student-athletes can. Finally, with increased scholarly research 

illuminating the need for these changes, D-1 schools’ IOCs will ultimately be influenced to make 

the alterations needed to improve academic opportunities for Black student-athletes.  
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