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Black males are underrepresented 
on college campuses, yet Black 
male student-athletes are over-

represented in sports such as football 
and basketball (Harper, 2018; National 
Collegiate Athletic Association [NCAA], 
2020b). Examining the Power 5 confer-
ences in the NCAA, Black men represent 
55% and 56% of  football and basketball 
teams respectively; however, represent 
less than 3% of  the total student body 

at these 65 institutions (Harper, 2018). 
These numbers highlight the value of  the 
Black male to major universities across 
the U.S. as they face numerous systemic 
injustices, such as racism and stereo-
typing (Beamon, 2014; Edwards, 1984; 
Griffin, 2017), being exploited for their 
athletic prowess (Cooper, 2019; Hawkins, 
2010; Singer, 2019), academic exploita-
tion through course and major selection 
(Fountain & Finley, 2009; Sanders & 

The socialization of  Black males into athletics leads to a heightened attention placed 
on their athletic identity. Once these student-athletes enter the collegiate environment, 
the institutions of  higher education and associated athletic departments have neglected 
to holistically develop identity within Black male student-athletes. With this population 
representing less than 3% of  the entire student-body population on college campuses 
(Harper, 2018), the support that they receive also does not help to counter the nega-
tive experiences that they have. Negative experiences then lead to negative outcomes 
such as becoming susceptible to stereotype threat and identity foreclosure. This paper 
presents a conceptual model to center race while connecting athletic identity within 
Black male student-athletes to their experiences on campus and the outcomes related 
to this identity. 
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Hildenbrand, 2010), and graduating at 
lower rates than their white counterparts 
and Black non-athlete students (Harper, 
2018; Singer, 2019; Van Rheenen, 2013). 
Harper (2018) posited, “Perhaps more 
outrage and calls for accountability would 
ensue if  there were greater awareness of  
the actual extent to which college sports 
persistently disadvantage Black male stu-
dent-athletes” (p. 2). 

Although Black male and female 
student-athletes are in a “collective 
struggle” (Singer, 2019, p. 10), Black 
females face gendered experiences that 
differ from their male counterparts (K. 
M. Foster, 2003; Simien et al., 2019). 
Scholars examining Black student-
athletes must account for these nuances. 
However, for the purposes of  this paper, 
the focus is on the relationship between 
athletic identity and Black male student-
athletes at the Division I level. 

Athletic identity, as defined by Brewer 
et al. (1993), is the extent to which an 
individual identifies with their athletic 
role. Black athletes have continuously 
been socialized into prioritizing their 
athletic role from multiple avenues, such 
as family, media, and peers (Bimper & 
Harrison, 2011; L. Harrison et al., 2017). 
The impact of  athletic identity in Black 
student-athletes, however, is varied. 
For example, Black student-athletes 
have reported financial, social, and 
psychosocial benefits of  being an athlete 
(Armstrong & Jennings, 2018; Henry & 
Closson, 2012; Singer, 2008). Additionally, 
there are detriments to identifying with 

the athletic role, such as being ill-prepared 
for life after sport (Beamon, 2008, 2012) 
and negative academic outcomes (Fuller 
et al., 2017; Stone et al., 2012). 

While athletic identity is only one 
of  multiple salient identities within this 
population, there exists a need to critically 
examine the impact of  athletic identity on 
the experiences of  Black male students. 
Frameworks exist, such as the Excellence 
Beyond Athletics (EBA) approach 
(Cooper, 2016), the Model for College 
Student-Athlete Academic Success 
(Comeaux & Harrison, 2011), and the 
Anti-Deficit Achievement framework 
(Harper, 2012), all of  which are discussed 
with more depth in subsequent sections. 
Each of  these frameworks addresses 
critical needs in the study of  Black 
males and student-athletes, such as 
holistic development practices (Cooper, 
2016), student-athlete academic success 
(Comeaux & Harrison, 2011), and 
Black male academic success (Harper, 
2012). However, there remains a need to 
understand the experiences of  Black male 
college students based on their athletic 
identity. The purpose of  this paper, 
therefore, is to introduce a framework 
to critically examine the experiences of  
Black male Division I student-athletes 
on college campuses in relation to their 
athletic identity salience. This paper 
begins with a discussion of  frameworks 
that guided the conceptualization of  the 
model, followed by an explication of  the 
model.
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Guiding Frameworks
The proposed model to examine 

the experiences of  Black male student-
athletes in relation to their athletic 
identity was conceptualized after 
engaging in literature within student 
development as well as pertinent 
literature surrounding Black male 
student-athletes. Likewise, a critical 
epistemological approach shaped 
the construction of  the model. The 
frameworks that influenced the proposed 
model are detailed below. 

Critical Race Theory
The overarching concern with race 

was influenced by critical race theory 
(CRT). Utilization of  CRT has been 
a necessary and useful tool within 
the study of  Black athletes (Cooper, 
2016; Hodge, Burden, et al., 2008; 
Simiyu, 2012; Singer, 2005, 2019). 
This framework enables scholars to 
center race while seeking to expose 
and dismantle power structures that 
perpetuate inequity.

Critical race frameworks are guided 
by the notion that race and racism are 
endemic in US society to the point where 
it becomes ordinary (Bell, 1995; Delgado 
& Stefancic, 2017). Understanding the 
permanence of  racism allows scholars 
the opportunity to center and expose 
racism in predominantly white collegiate 
athletic environments and universities. 
CRT also holds that those who are of  
the majority and in dominant positions 
will not act in the interests of  minorities 
unless it is done out of  self-interest, 

which is known as interest convergence 
(Bell, 1980; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; 
Donnor, 2005). Recognition of  interest 
convergence assists in exposing varying 
types of  exploitation that occur as a 
result of  whites holding the majority of  
decision-making positions in athletics.

Another tenet of  this framework 
is intersectionality, which is the 
understanding that minorities often 
face discrimination and oppression 
due to marginalized social identities, 
and the distinction of  which identity 
is the root cause is difficult to make 
(Collins, 2015; Crenshaw, 1989; Delgado 
& Stefancic, 2017). Intersectionality is 
important when discussing Black male 
student-athletes as they hold multiple 
social identities, of  which they are 
discriminated against (Rubin & Rosser, 
2014). Differential racialization is the 
next tenet, highlighting “the ways that 
the dominant society racializes different 
minority groups at different times” based 
on need (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 
10). Relating somewhat to exploitation, 
this tenet could help underscore reasons 
why institutions treat Black student-
athletes differently in varied contexts. 
The final tenet emphasizes the unique 
voice of  color, noting that being a 
minority “brings with it a presumed 
competence to speak about race and 
racism” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 
11). Highlighting the voices of  Black 
male student-athletes helps in countering 
dominant narratives that are underlying 
factors in the perpetuation of  injustice.
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A Conceptual Model of  College 
Athlete Academic Success

Comeaux and Harrison (2011) 
introduced a model to examine the 
academic success of  student-athletes 
at the collegiate level, which was based 
on the theory of  student attrition and 
departure by Tinto (1993). The model 
introduced by Tinto (1993) included six 
phases: pre-college attributes (educational 
experiences, family background), pre-
college/initial goals and commitments, 
institutional experiences, college 
integration, post-college goals and 
commitments, and outcome. The model 
presented by Comeaux and Harrison 
(2011) represents the similar aspects that 
are presented in four stages (pre-college, 
initial commitments, social system, 
and commitments), with an inclusion 
of  academic success as opposed to 
departure. Within the commitment 
stages, Comeaux and Harrison (2011) 
included goal, sport, and institutional 
commitments, which highlights the 
extent to which student-athletes engage 
with each of  these aspects and helps to 
identify behaviors of  student-athletes. 
The social system represents college 
environmental factors, such as faculty 
interactions, grade performance, and 
sport participation demands. The manner 
in which student-athletes respond to 
ongoing social and academic encounters 
is essential to their academic success 
(Comeaux & Harrison, 2011). 

The model introduced by Comeaux 
and Harrison (2011) has been utilized 
to analyze the educational experiences 

of  student-athletes in varying contexts, 
such as those who received a degree in 
science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM). For example, 
Comeaux et al. (2017) found that an 
early understanding of  career goals 
and purposeful involvement in STEM 
activities prior to entering college 
contributed to them obtaining their 
degrees. Aspects of  this model can be 
adapted to focus specifically on the 
experiences of  Black male student-
athletes. 

Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework
Initially introduced by Harper (2010) 

to examine college students of  color 
and their persistence through the STEM 
pipeline, Harper (2012) narrowed the 
focus of  the framework to examine 
Black males, not exclusive to particular 
majors. The framework provides an 
avenue to understand the success of  
Black males in college by focusing on 
three aspects: pre-college socialization 
and readiness, college achievement, and 
post-college success (Harper, 2012), 
which is similar to Tinto’s (1993) theory 
on student attrition and departure as 
previously discussed. Pre-college factors 
include family, primary and secondary 
schooling experiences, and out-of-
school experiences (Harper, 2010). 
Within this segment, aspects such as 
parental influence on education, K-12 
teacher involvement, and having access 
to information about college contribute 
to the success of  the Black male. 
College achievement includes classroom 
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experiences, out-of-class engagement, 
and enriching educational experiences 
(Harper, 2012). Topics that could be 
addressed within this segment include 
relationships cultivated with faculty, 
academic performance, and utilization 
of  campus resources. Post-college 
success focuses on graduate school 
enrollment and career readiness (Harper, 
2012). Thus, this segment can help 
assess whether Black male students are 
prepared for graduate school or to enter 
the workforce successfully. 

Applying an anti-deficit approach to 
examining the educational experiences 
of  Black male student-athletes can 
help scholars focus on the positive 
influences that lead to their successful 
matriculation through college. For 
example, Cooper and Hawkins (2016) 
applied this framework to examine Black 
male student-athletes at a historically 
Black college/university (HBCU). Key 
findings in this study illustrated that the 
campus environment (e.g., sense of  care 
and family-like atmosphere) led to the 
success of  these students. By focusing 
on positive aspects of  educational 
experiences, scholars can use this 
framework to also counter pejorative 
dominant ideologies about Black male 
student-athletes.

Excellence Beyond Athletics 
Excellence Beyond Athletics (EBA) 

is an approach introduced by Cooper 
(2016) to improve the educational 
experiences for Black male student-
athletes. This approach takes an 

anti-deficit perspective to empower 
this population (Cooper, 2016). The 
approach was influenced by various 
existing frameworks, including Comeaux 
and Harrison’s (2011) conceptual 
model, Tinto’s (1993) theory of  
student departure, CRT, and strategic 
responsiveness to interest convergence 
(SRIC; Cooper & Cooper, 2015). EBA 
consists of  six holistic developmental 
principles: self-identity awareness, 
positive social engagement, active 
mentorship, academic achievement, 
career aspirations, and balanced time 
management. 

Self-identity awareness repositions a 
dominant focus on athletic identity to 
a better understanding of  self  within 
Black male student-athletes (Cooper, 
2016). The next principle, positive social 
engagement, “involves the establishment 
and maintenance of  healthy 
interpersonal relationships within a given 
social context” (Cooper, 2016, p. 274). 
This is accomplished through positive 
interactions within the broader campus 
society, engagement in educationally 
rich activities and community service. 
Building on previous research (Comeaux, 
2010a; Kelly & Dixon, 2014), active 
mentorship involves formalizing 
faculty-student mentoring programs, 
expectations for coaches to work as 
mentors, and collectives to provide 
support in various areas of  the student-
athletes’ lives (Cooper, 2016). Academic 
achievement focuses on the educational 
environments of  the Black male student-
athletes. Cooper (2016) discussed 
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recommendations, such as collaboration 
between athletic departments and 
university-wide academic support 
networks; increasing cultural competency 
from faculty, coaches, and athletic staff  
who work with these student-athletes; 
and adjusting the first-year experiences 
of  student-athletes so that there is 
a heightened focus on academics as 
opposed to athletic competition. 

The final two principles of  the EBA 
approach are career aspirations and 
balanced time management. Career 
aspirations involve increasing the 
opportunities for career exploration 
outside of  sport for Black male student-
athletes, which can come through a 
collaboration of  on-campus resources 
(e.g., career services office, academic 
advisors, and alumni relations) and off-
campus organizations (Cooper, 2016). 
Additionally, Cooper (2016) called for 
Black male student-athletes to have 
the opportunity to freely choose their 
academic majors without the pressure 
from athletic departments. Lastly, 
balanced time management places 
attention on increasing the time spent 
on academic and social integration for 
this population (Cooper, 2016). Thus, 
Black male student-athletes would be 
given more autonomy regarding their 
schedules.

Significance of  Introducing a New 
Model 

The frameworks, mentioned above, 
served as guiding perspectives for the 
model conceptualization below. Current 

models (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; 
Cooper, 2016; Harper, 2012) focus on 
the academic success and educational 
experiences of  Black males and 
student-athletes, which are important 
and necessary approaches. Thus, 
incorporating aspects of  each framework 
into the proposed model is essential to 
enhance our understandings of  the Black 
male student-athlete experience. 

The model presented in this paper is 
not intended to negate these frameworks. 
Instead, it is introduced with a focus 
on athletic identity and how this aspect 
of  identity within Black male student-
athletes impacts other identities and 
their collegiate experience. Introducing 
this perspective to examine Black 
male student-athletes can empower 
these students to take control of  
their development while also enabling 
institutions to assess their role in the 
development of  this population. 

Conceptual Model: Manifestations of  
Athletic Identity in Black Males
This article introduces a conceptual 

model to be explicitly applied to Black 
male student-athletes at the Division 
I level. Building on the frameworks 
highlighted above, the Manifestations 
of  Athletic Identity in Black Males 
(MAIBM) model, highlighted in Figure 
1, centers race in the discussion of  Black 
male student-athletes’ pre-college factors, 
athletic identity influence, athletic identity 
and the collegiate environment that these 
student-athletes enter and operate under, 
and lastly the outcomes of  holding this 
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athletic identity and existing within the 
college environmental contexts. Each 
aspect of  the framework is highlighted 
below, beginning with a proposition and 
concluding with a discussion of  literature 
related to each aspect. 

Race
Proposition 1: The permanence of  race leads 
to racialized experiences of  Black male 
student-athletes that reflect broader U.S. racial 
subjugations. 

Although all student-athletes 
experience some change and challenges 
during their time in the college setting, 
all experiences are not the same. When 
discussing the Black male student-athlete, 
it is tough to separate race from their 

experience (Cooper et al., 2019). This 
population experiences discrimination 
on the basis of  their racial identity in 
two aspects – as a Black student on a 
college campus (Harper, 2009; Harper 
& Nichols, 2008) and as a Black male 
student-athlete (Beamon, 2014; Bimper, 
2015; Edwards, 1984).

Discrimination as a Black student is 
dominant primarily within the context 
of  predominantly white institutions of  
higher education (PWIHEs; Cooper 
& Cooper, 2015; Harper, 2013). 
Black students on these campuses are 
stereotyped to be a homogenous group 
(Harper & Nichols, 2008); therefore, 
negative associations are placed on an 
entire population based on assumptions. 

Figure 1. Manifestations of  Athletic Identity in Black Males
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This is a process that Harper (2009, 
2013) described as “niggering,” which 
is a “repetitive activity through which 
Black women and men are constantly 
reminded of  their long-standing 
subordinate standing in the U.S. 
economy, political systems, and myriad 
social structures (including schools and 
colleges)” (Harper, 2013, p. 191). Racist 
stereotypes perpetuated by dominant 
parties throughout campus and media 
outlets become so pervasive that they 
also influence Black males to hold these 
stereotypes about other Black male peers 
(Harper & Nichols, 2008).

Relevant to the discussion of  race 
and Black male student-athletes is the 
understanding of  Black males’ late 
introduction to Division I sports, which 
was influenced by historical racism 
and segregation within U.S. society. 
Schools in the north began integrating 
sports in the late 1890s (Demas, 2007); 
however, it was not until white football 
coaches in the south saw the benefit 
of  having Black players on their teams 
that they reluctantly integrated their 
programs between the 1950s and 1970s 
(Barra, 2013; Kelly, 2009). The effects 
of  historical exclusion remain today 
as integration was more of  an act of  
interest convergence as opposed to 
altruism. Since prejudicial attitudes about 
Black people did not significantly change, 
discrimination persisted. Today, Black 
male student-athletes face discrimination 
not only as students but face challenges 
from also existing as males and athletes.  

The intersection of  race and 
masculinity play into the experiences 
of  Black athletes. As Hawkins (2010) 
described, the imagery of  the Black 
“brute” characterizes Black males by 
their physical strength, rendering them 
“all brawn and no brains” (p. 65). Black 
male student-athletes have long battled 
against assumptions and false claims 
that they are physically superior to 
white athletes (Sailes, 1993, 2002) as 
well as intellectual inferiority (Edwards, 
1984; Harper, 2018; Sailes, 2002). 
As discussed in subsequent sections, 
these assumptions lead to challenging 
environments for Black male student-
athletes. 

Existing as a student-athlete 
does not eliminate Black males from 
discrimination that is prevalent within 
the broader U.S. society. Instead, this 
population, unfortunately, experiences 
instances of  intersectionality where 
the identity that Black male student-
athletes are discriminated against 
becomes difficult to identify. Thus, 
within the model, race is represented 
by the overarching box, indicating 
the permanence of  the construct and 
influence on every aspect of  the student-
athletes’ lives. 

Pre-College Factors 
Proposition 2: Varying degrees of  socialization 
into athletic identity begin before Black male 
student-athletes enter the college environment, 
which influences the development of  other social 
identities.
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Black males become socialized into 
believing that sport is the avenue that 
they should pursue from an early age 
(Beamon, 2012; L. Harrison et al., 2017). 
Young Black men are influenced by 
the messages portrayed by community 
members, family, and media, as well as 
socioeconomic status. Communities 
reinforce the investment into athletic 
identity within young Black males by 
pushing the narrative that prolonged 
sport careers and exceptional financial 
rewards are reality (Beamon & Bell, 
2011). 

Community influence is also 
inclusive of  their school environment. 
Attending high schools that have a 
history of  developing elite-level athletes 
places pressure on Black males to excel 
athletically (Beamon, 2010). Likewise, 
schooling experiences impact the focus 
on sport over a balanced focus on 
academics, which can lead to academic 
consequences before these athletes enter 
the college setting. Zeiser (2011) found 
Black high school football student-
athletes experienced a negative impact 
on their GPA compared to no effect for 
their white counterparts. Results also 
differ per sport as high-profile sports 
(i.e., revenue-generating sports at the 
collegiate level) are more detrimental 
to Black male student-athletes as 
opposed to their white counterparts 
(Zeiser, 2011). Some secondary schools 
maintain cultures that limit the academic 
expectations for Black male student-
athletes, which contributes to a lack of  

attention in this aspect of  their lives 
(Benson, 2000; Singer, 2016).

Family also influences the amount of  
focus that Black males place on athletic 
identity. Beamon (2010) noted, “family, 
including parents and siblings, is the 
earliest and most influential socializing 
agent into sports participation” (p. 
287). This influence from family could 
emphasize placing athletic pursuits over 
educational attainment (L. Harrison et al., 
2017). On the contrary, family can also 
encourage academic success. Although 
not exclusive to Black male student-
athletes, Comeaux et al. (2017) found 
that student-athletes who completed 
their degrees in STEM fields had high 
educational aspirations that were pushed 
on them by their family from early ages. 
These findings extend to Black student-
athletes, as Harris et al. (2015) discussed 
high school Black male athletes excelling 
in academic and athletic pursuits due 
to the values instilled in them by their 
parents and siblings. Thus, family can 
either influence a singular focus on 
sport by emphasizing the importance of  
investing heavily into athletic identity or 
guide Black male student-athletes into a 
more holistic approach by highlighting 
the value of  education and developing 
identities outside of  sport at an early age.

Media portrayals sensationalize the 
lives of  Black male professional football 
and basketball players while limiting 
the exposure of  successful Black men 
in other industries (L. Harrison et al., 
2002). Similar to representation in 
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college sports, Black males represent 
roughly 75% and 60% of  the National 
Football League and National Basketball 
Association athletes, respectively 
(Lapchick, 2019a, 2019b). With majority 
representation in these sports at both 
college and professional ranks, young 
Black boys see themselves within these 
athletes and equate success with reaching 
the professional status, reinforcing the 
singular focus on sport phenomenon. 
Regarding socioeconomic status, Black 
families particularly attracted to football 
and basketball, find these two sports 
to be more accessible financially and 
geographically as they require less of  
a financial commitment and are also 
more likely to be offered by the local 
schools in their neighborhoods (Hodge, 
Harrison, et al., 2008). The attraction 
to these sports also lies, in part, to their 
want to escape their social conditions 
(Harris, 2014; Singer & May, 2011). 
Black youth are influenced by the notion 
that participation in sport could lead to 
financial and social rewards that could 
alleviate economic hardships. 

Black male college athletes enter the 
college environment with predispositions 
to athletic identity. These predispositions 
are largely related to athletic identity 
socialization that limits the exploration 
and development of  other identities 
and roles within the lives of  Black male 
student-athletes. However, research has 
also found Black male student-athletes 
to be in an environment that places value 
on educational pursuits and exploration 
of  other identities (Harris et al., 2015). 

The level of  engagement with athletic 
identity in Black male student-athletes 
before they enter the collegiate setting 
will impact their development of  other 
social identities and collegiate educational 
experience.  

Influence of  Athletic Identity
Proposition 3: Black male student-athletes 
exist within the college setting with an identity 
as an athlete, which shapes their perceptions of  
themselves during their time on campus as well 
as future selves.

With Black male student-athletes 
entering the college setting to participate 
in sport, it is reasonable to perceive a 
substantial salience of  athletic identity 
to be already present. However, the 
perceptions Black male student-athletes 
have of  themselves may also vary 
depending on other identities that are 
salient based on their opportunity to 
explore other domains of  their lives. 
Within student development, it is 
commonly understood that individuals 
are made up of  multiple identities 
that are simultaneously salient (Jones 
& McEwen, 2000). Therefore, Black 
male student-athletes are comprised of  
their athletic identity, student/academic 
identity, racial identity, gender, class 
identity, and sexual orientation, among 
many others. Jones and McEwen (2000) 
emphasized the notion that although 
these identities are simultaneously 
salient, the level of  saliency often differs 
between contexts. Thus, in one context, 
a Black male student-athlete could 
experience their racial identity being 
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extremely salient while their athletic 
identity is less salient (Steinfeldt et al., 
2010). With the influence of  other 
contextual factors, Black male student-
athletes exist in settings that emphasize 
a higher saliency of  athletic identity than 
other social identities (Beamon, 2010).  
Throughout the remaining section 
relating to Proposition 3, I highlight 
athletic identity in relation to other 
aspects of  identity and self-perceptions 
within this population.

Athletic and Racial Identity
Most literature surrounding Black 

student-athlete identity argues that 
athletic and racial identity are positively 
associated (L. Harrison et al., 2002; 
Hodge, Burden, et al., 2008). Findings 
from Brown et al. (2003), however, 
add an interesting perspective to the 
relationship between athletic and 
racial identity. These identities within 
Black student-athletes in this study 
had an inverse relationship as a higher 
perception of  race being a central part 
of  their self-image came when athletic 
identity was lower for the Black student-
athlete (Brown et al., 2003). Additionally, 
when athletic identity was more salient, 
Black student-athletes were more likely 
to perceive racial discrimination as no 
longer a problem in the U.S. (Brown 
et al., 2003). Thus, in some cases, a 
heightened sense of  athletic identity 
combined with contextual factors 
(e.g., racial makeup of  coaching staff, 
teammates, and students) contribute to 

a racelessness mindset in Black student-
athletes (Brown et al., 2003). 

Although race is prevalent in U.S. 
society, athletic identity can push 
racial identity into the “shadows” 
of  Black male student-athletes’ self-
conceptualization (Bimper & Harrison, 
2011). Narratives from participants 
in Singer’s (2016) study illustrated the 
tendency for Black male student-athletes 
to focus on athletic development as 
opposed to racial identity development. 
This sentiment comes as members of  
this population recognize their time in 
the collegiate setting as their chance to 
maximize their athletic identity (Cooper 
& Cooper, 2015). However, despite the 
influence of  athletic identity, completely 
ignoring racial identity can be a challenge 
for these athletes (Bimper et al., 2013). 
While L. Harrison et al. (2002) noted 
that athletic and racial identity were 
connected, many Black male athletes 
face discrimination based on their racial 
identity (Beamon, 2014; Bimper, 2015; 
Singer, 2016).

Team settings and institutional type 
can also dictate the saliency of  Black 
student-athlete identities. Clopton (2011) 
highlighted the impact that team sports 
have on racial identity, where the scholar 
found that the team setting mitigated 
differences of  race. However, when 
student-athletes were in the traditional 
university setting, this was not the case. 
Thus, student-athletes often fall into a 
colorblind mentality, which can create 
problems stemming from racist practices 
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(Bimper, 2015). This colorblind mentality 
was then lost when the student-athletes 
entered the university setting; meaning, 
Black student-athletes experienced an 
increase in the saliency of  their identities. 
Regarding another contextual factor 
(institution type), Black student-athletes 
at PWIHEs indicated a higher salience 
of  athletic identity than Black student-
athletes at HBCUs (Steinfeldt et al., 
2010). Likewise, players at HBCUs felt 
a stronger sense of  freedom to explore 
and be proud of  racial ideologies that are 
not often valued at PWIHEs (Steinfeldt 
et al., 2010).

Athletic and Academic Identity
Student-athletes, particularly in 

the collegiate setting, are bound by 
significant time constraints, with most 
of  their attention being placed on 
their sport participation (Comeaux & 
Harrison, 2011; Hodge, Burden, et al., 
2008). This, in turn, impacts the saliency 
of  other identities. Likewise, the context 
remains a major influence on the salience 
and development of  these identities as 
well. Lu et al. (2018) found that student-
athletes identified more as a student 
when they attended higher ranking 
academic institutions, which further 
highlights the influence of  contextual 
factors on identity. 

Despite the popular thought that 
student-athletes’ athletic identity 
overshadows their academic identity, 
many student-athletes actually turn to 
faculty members who serve “the role of  
‘intellectual coach’” (C. K. Harrison et al., 

2006, p. 277). Within these interactions 
between faculty members and student-
athletes, academic identity becomes 
more salient. Speaking specifically 
for Black student-athletes, those who 
hold positive racial perceptions have 
higher academic self-concept (Fuller 
et al., 2017). However, Black student-
athletes are often entering the collegiate 
academic setting being less prepared 
academically (Benson, 2000; Donnor, 
2005; Hodge, Burden, et al., 2008), which 
could lead to their student/academic 
identity being less salient. Likewise, 
the athletic performance within Black 
student-athletes directly connects to their 
perceptions of  academic performance 
(Fuller et al., 2017).

Athletic Identity and Scholarship 
Status

Closely related to academic identity 
are the experiences of  Black male 
student-athletes that can be influenced 
by their status of  holding an athletic 
scholarship versus participating in sport 
as a walk-on or a partial scholarship 
athlete. Research has shown that for 
the general student-athlete population, 
scholarship students graduate at faster 
rates than non-scholarship athletes 
(Rubin & Rosser, 2014). However, 
Black male scholarship student-athletes 
graduate at slower rates than their 
white counterparts (Harper, 2018; 
Rubin, 2016). Additionally, Black male 
scholarship student-athletes have 
acknowledged their position within 
the athletic department kin to an 
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employee in an organization focused 
on athletic success (Cooper & Cooper, 
2015). Since athletic scholarships are 
not based on academic merit and Black 
male scholarship athletes take longer 
to graduate (Rubin, 2016), Black male 
scholarship athletes may perceive an 
increased obligation to focus on their 
athletic pursuits than non-scholarship 
athletes.

 
Athletic Identity and Career Maturity 

Similar to other identities, the time 
focused on athletic identity causes 
athletes to neglect development in other 
areas within the student-athlete. While 
not specific to Black male student-
athletes, various studies have found there 
to be an inverse relationship between 
athletic identity and career maturity 
(Houle & Kluck, 2015; Murdock et al., 
2016). Houle and Kluck (2015) found 
that “more strongly identifying with 
the athletic role and lower levels of  
career decision-making self-efficacy 
were independently associated with 
lower levels of  career maturity among 
collegiate student-athletes” (p. 34). In 
relation to non-student-athletes, career 
maturity within student-athletes tended 
to be lower than non-athletes (Murdock 
et al., 2016). Regarding the Black 
student-athlete, career perceptions are 
largely influenced by pre-college factors 
that narrow the focus on professional 
sports (L. Harrison et al., 2017, 
2002). This narrowed focus leads to a 
minimized perception of  career or post-
undergraduate educational possibilities. 

Athletic Identity, College 
Environment, and Experiences
Proposition 4: Athletic identity and 
participation in sport directly influence the 
experiences of  Black male student-athletes while 
on campus.

Characteristics of  students who are 
involved on college campuses are likely 
to change from the time they enter 
the setting and leave this environment 
(Astin, 1984). An influential factor in 
determining an individual’s athletic 
identity comes from their participation in 
sport. Specifically, at the collegiate level, 
simply self-identifying or being perceived 
as a student-athlete can have mixed 
implications. The identity of  student-
athletes is described as being a “double-
edged sword” as simply embracing 
that identity has benefits as well as 
consequences for these individuals 
(Melendez, 2009, p. 349). 

Negative Experiences
Existing as a student-athlete on a 

college campus, regardless of  how much 
that identity is portrayed, creates varying 
perceptions from faculty members 
and the campus community at large. 
Participation in sport at the collegiate 
level also leads to microaggressions 
from the campus community, which is 
particularly true for minority student-
athletes (Comeaux, 2012; Simons et al., 
2007). These microaggressions often 
arise in questioning the student-athlete’s 
intelligence as well as their academic 
motivation, which can have a profound 
effect on the well-being of  the student-
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athlete (Comeaux, 2012). It becomes 
difficult for Black male student-athletes 
to conceal the physical traits (e.g., stature) 
and other identifiers, such as attire (e.g., 
team-issued clothing) that are associated 
with their athletic identity (Armstrong 
& Jennings, 2018; Oseguera, 2010; 
Wininger & White, 2015). Therefore, 
athletic identity within Black male 
student-athletes often persists regardless 
of  intent, making them susceptible to 
negative associations such as the being 
the Black dumb jock (Edwards, 1984; L. 
Harrison et al., 2011; Sailes, 1993). 

Similar to the impact of  pre-college 
participation in sports on academic 
performance (Zeiser, 2011), these 
effects persist within Black male college 
student-athletes whereby this population 
continues to graduate at rates lower 
than their white counterparts (Harper, 
2018; NCAA, 2020a). Higher levels 
of  athletic identity lead to lower GPA 
scores for Black males participating in 
sport (Bimper, 2014). This unfortunate 
reality is a result of  the lack of  emphasis 
placed on the academic development 
of  Black male student-athletes from 
the athletic department and academic 
institutions broadly (Bimper, 2014; 
Bimper & Harrison, 2011). Stereotypes 
regarding academic performance 
prevail throughout the institution, 
whereby faculty have lower academic 
expectations for this population 
(Comeaux, 2010b). Additionally, 
because of  these perceptions, faculty 
and students alike become surprised 
when Black male student-athletes exude 

academic excellence (Bimper et al., 2013; 
Simons et al., 2007). Coping with this 
athletic stigma causes student-athletes 
to attempt to hide their athletic identity 
from their professors, which can cause 
problems when the student-athletes need 
accommodations for missing class due to 
competition (Simons et al., 2007).

Stereotypes and prejudicial views can 
create a hostile college environment for 
Black male student-athletes (Beamon, 
2014; Cooper, 2016; Melendez, 2008). 
In addition to the academic stereotypes 
mentioned above, Black male athletes 
have expressed experiencing racism while 
on campus. For example, Singer (2005) 
highlighted the voices of  Black football 
players who dealt with differential 
treatment relating to scheduling classes 
and discipline in relation to their white 
teammates. Black male athletes are also 
on the receiving end of  racist statements 
that are made throughout campus 
(Beamon, 2014). Thus, existing within a 
hostile PWIHE environment can create 
negative experiences for student-athletes 
in this population. 

Positive Experiences
On the positive side, participation 

in athletics increases the bond between 
student-athletes and their institution as 
student-athletes have reported higher 
attachment to their university than 
non-student-athletes (Melendez, 2006). 
Athletic participation has also been 
attributed to assisting in easing the sense 
of  loneliness and with social adjustment 
of  student-athletes (Clopton, 2011; 
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Miller & Kerr, 2003). Likewise, Cooper 
and Cooper (2015) noted that for Black 
male student-athletes, sport participation 
offers an environment kin to a safe 
haven that allows the athletes to receive 
positive affirmations. The saliency of  
athletic identity impacts student-athletes 
in numerous ways, such that they are 
able to find community and a sense of  
belonging as well as having to experience 
environments that are ridden with 
negative associations. 

For some Black male student-
athletes, athletic identity has also served 
as a buffer to deal with racism and the 
stigmas associated with their academic 
identity.  Their high-profile status 
creates an understanding of  self  that 
protects them from racism that non-
athlete Black students may experience 
at PWIHEs (Henry & Closson, 2012). 
With increased awareness, identity as 
an athlete also creates social capital 
that allows Black males to interact in 
predominantly white spaces and have 
relationships with people outside of  
their race (Armstrong & Jennings, 
2018; Bimper, 2016). Additionally, 
developmental programs explicitly 
designed for Black student-athletes have 
been found to increase the positive 
experiences through empowerment and 
helping this population understand how 
to navigate predominantly white spaces 
(Bimper, 2017; Cooper et al., 2019). 
Empowerment also protects Black male 
student-athletes from the exploitation 
that occurs within college athletics. 

Exploitation versus Autonomy
Within Proposition 4, a continuum 

exists between exploitation and 
autonomy of  Black male student-
athletes. Scholars have highlighted the 
numerous ways in which institutions 
exploit Black male student-athletes 
for the athletic talent (Cooper, 2019; 
Donnor, 2005; Hawkins, 2010). Thus, 
in these situations, Black male student-
athletes are often controlled by athletic 
departments regarding how they spend 
their time. Most of  this time is spent on 
sport-related activities, which inhibits 
these student-athletes from taking 
advantage of  their college education and 
experience (Singer, 2008). Therefore, 
the development of  Black male student-
athletes may be limited to athletics while 
not experiencing much development in 
other areas of  their lives. 

Within the EBA approach, Cooper 
(2016) called for Black male athletes 
to have the opportunity to have more 
autonomy regarding their schedules 
and time spent focused on athletic 
participation. By freeing the athlete of  
these constraints, they will be able to 
develop identities and roles outside of  
sport, which could positively impact their 
college experience. Indicated by the work 
of  Cooper et al. (2019), some institutions 
have moved to increase the autonomy 
of  Black male student-athletes. Thus, the 
continuum exists to illustrate the level 
autonomy given to this population and 
how that could impact the development 
of  other identities as well as the college 
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experiences of  Black male student-
athletes. 

Overall, in the context of  big-time 
collegiate sport, an emphasis on athletic 
success creates an environment that 
deters the holistic development of  the 
Black male student-athlete (Cooper, 
2016, 2019; Lanter & Hawkins, 2013). 
Additionally, the willingness of  faculty 
members on campuses to interact with 
Black student-athletes and not “other” 
them plays an instrumental role in their 
outcomes (Comeaux & Harrison, 2007; 
C. K. Harrison et al., 2006). Thus, the 
college environment and characteristics 
impact Black student-athletes’ identity 
development and attitudes toward the 
university, which will likely impact their 
outcomes. All colleges and athletic 
departments do not exist as monoliths; 
therefore, the amount of  resources 
an institution dedicates to the holistic 
development of  the Black student-athlete 
will determine some of  the outcomes.

Outcomes
Proposition 5: The heightened saliency of  
athletic identity leads to outcomes that are 
detrimental to the development of  Black male 
student-athletes.

Athletic identity impacts many 
outcomes within student-athletes. 
Some of  those outcomes are within 
their identity development, academic 
performance, and choice of  major/
discipline. A substantial amount of  
focus toward the athletic identity is 
due to the neoliberal capitalism that is 
prevalent in the collegiate athletic model, 

which often presents consequences for 
the student-athletes (Gaston-Gayles et 
al., 2018). Likewise, with stereotypes 
surrounding the student-athletes, their 
mere association with athletic identity 
impacts outcomes as previously noted. 
Although many outcomes are related to 
Proposition 4, there may be instances 
where these factors do not heavily 
influence outcomes. A dotted line 
between Proposition 3 and 5 signifies 
this potential relationship when college 
environmental factors are not significant 
influencers. This section discusses 
stereotype threat, identity foreclosure, as 
well as educational implications related to 
athletic identity.

Stereotype Threat 
Steele and Aronson (1995) defined 

stereotype threat as “being at risk 
of  confirming, as self-characteristic, 
a negative stereotype about one’s 
group” (p. 797). As existing research 
proves, student-athletes face negative 
stereotypes about their academic abilities 
(Edwards, 1984; Simons et al., 2007; 
Wininger & White, 2015). Therefore, 
simply having an athletic identity brings 
forth associated negative stereotypes. 
Higher profiled sports (i.e., football 
and basketball), as well as higher levels 
of  competition, carry an increased 
occurrence of  stereotype threat 
(Feltz et al., 2013). Studies examining 
stereotype threat have illustrated the 
negative impact that athletic identity 
has on educational outcomes within 
student-athletes at the collegiate level 
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(Griffin, 2017; Stone et al., 2012). The 
dumb jock stigma associated with 
student-athletes contributes to academic 
underperformance (Fuller, 2017; Stone et 
al., 2012). 	

Race is also an essential factor when 
examining this phenomenon. Stone et 
al. (2012) argued that Black student-
athletes who are academically engaged 
are most susceptible to stereotype threat 
when their scholar and athletic statuses 
are linked. Likewise, Black student-
athletes are more susceptible to this 
threat than their white colleagues who 
“may be somewhat immune to cues 
that activate their identity as an athlete 
in the classroom” (p. 101). Black male 
student-athletes also recognize that they 
are stereotyped for more than simply 
their athletic identity and react to these 
stereotypes in different manners. For 
example, in effort to not be categorized 
as the “angry Black kid,” some Black 
male student-athletes rarely voiced 
their thoughts while in class (Griffin, 
2017). Thus, Black male student-athletes 
confront stereotypes of  being an athlete 
as well as identifying as Black.

Negative stereotypes associated with 
student-athletes are among numerous 
reasons as to why stereotype threat exists. 
Another factor that can contribute to 
a student-athlete experiencing adverse 
outcomes is their relationships with 
their coaches. For example, coaches 
play an influential role in the impact of  
stereotype threat within their student-
athletes as they often highlight athletic 
abilities, but less often show belief  in 

their student-athletes’ academic ability 
(Feltz et al., 2013). This result comes 
as coach interaction often impacts 
student-athletes’ level of  athletic identity, 
whereby neglect from coaches to 
highlight their student-athletes’ student 
identity causes them to focus more on 
their athletic identity (Feltz et al., 2013).

Identity Foreclosure 
One of  the most influential 

developmental aspects of  student-
athlete identity is the opportunity 
to explore multiple social identities. 
Conflict occurs within these identities 
as they can be contradictory to one 
another (Killeya-Jones, 2005). There 
are two ways to handle this conflict, 
find a balance between those identities 
(Killeya-Jones, 2005) or experience 
identity foreclosure (Beamon, 2012). 
Foreclosure can occur within various 
social identities; however, athletic 
identity foreclosure has been defined as 
“commitment to the athlete role in the 
absence of  exploration of  occupational 
or ideological alternatives” (Brewer & 
Petitpas, 2017, p. 118). The increased 
commercialization of  college sport 
along with the rise in coaching salaries 
and incentives for winning intensifies 
athletic identity foreclosure, which 
negatively impacts the development of  
Black male student-athletes (Cooper, 
2016; Porter, 2019). This environment 
influences these student-athletes before 
they enter college, during their time on 
campus, and after their sport careers 
have ended (Beamon, 2012). The nature 
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of  college sports severely constrains 
student-athletes to focus most of  their 
time to their sport participation, practice, 
study, and rehabilitation (Beamon, 2012; 
Cooper & Cooper, 2015; C. K. Harrison 
et al., 2006; Parsons, 2013), which limits 
the time that they have to explore and 
develop other identities.

Identity foreclosure often occurs 
more frequently within student-
athletes as opposed to their non-athlete 
counterparts. Beamon (2012) explained 
that non-athletes have the autonomy 
to explore various majors, courses, and 
opportunities that suit their interests. 
“Student-athletes, on the other hand, 
have little time or freedom to explore 
as they operate under strict time and 
academic eligibility constraints” (p. 
197). This serves as a detriment to the 
student-athlete as an increase in identity 
foreclosure leads to lower levels of  career 
maturity (Brewer & Petitpas, 2017). 

Identity foreclosure has the potential 
to be mitigated. Finding a balance 
between conflicting identities is vital to 
alleviating student-athletes experiencing 
foreclosure (Cooper, 2016; Killeya-
Jones, 2005). When the conflicting 
roles (i.e., student and athlete) are in 
harmony, less conflict occurs (Killeya-
Jones, 2005). However, the business-
like nature of  college athletics places 
an extreme amount of  attention to a 
model that glorifies athletic pursuits over 
other interests (Gaston-Gayles et al., 
2018). Thus, one solution to balancing 
the identities of  student-athletes is 
to mandate that coaches create more 

flexibility within their players’ schedules 
(Cooper, 2016; Killeya-Jones, 2005).

Academic Impact 
The extent to which student-athletes 

identify with their athletic identity 
impacts their student role, which is 
particularly true for Black student-
athletes. Black male student-athletes 
have historically been unable to reach 
graduation rates comparable to their 
white counterparts (Cooper, 2016). Since 
Black student-athletes make up the most 
substantial portions of  participants 
within high profile sports (NCAA, 
2020b), this further highlights collegiate 
athletic departments’ and institutions’ 
willingness to place Black male student-
athletes’ athletic identity above all others. 
Regarding their academic support 
services, student-athletes who strongly 
identify with their student identity are 
more likely to visit academic services 
if  they had a low GPA as opposed to 
those who identify more with their 
athletic role (Antshel et al., 2016). Thus, 
athletic departments pushing attention 
on athletic identity impacts the student-
athlete, specifically the Black male 
student-athlete, in a negative manner 
academically. 

An increase in athletic identity is 
related to higher chances of  student-
athletes being enrolled in majors that 
are determined to be less difficult (S. 
J. L. Foster & Huml, 2017). This often 
leads to academic clustering, which is the 
tendency for members of  the same team 
to enroll in the same major (S. J. L. Foster 
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& Huml, 2017; Sanders & Hildenbrand, 
2010; Schneider et al., 2010). In its 
purest form (i.e., absent of  any coercive 
methods), academic clustering is not 
something that should be viewed as 
unfavorable. However, student-athletes 
are sometimes strongly advised to 
declare certain majors from support 
staff, which becomes problematic. When 
over 70% of  a team is in a single major 
(Fountain & Finley, 2009), questions 
arise which center around the academic 
practices of  those institutions and 
athletic departments. Relying solely on 
your association with athletic identity to 
determine majors significantly constrains 
the student-athlete and their future 
professional options.

Conclusion and Implications
The MAIBM provides a framework 

to examine the development of  identity 
and experiences of  Black male student-
athletes in relation to their athletic 
identity. Although athletic identity 
was chosen as the reference identity, 
it remains a challenge to separate 
their experiences based solely on one 
social category. When discussing the 
development of  the Black student-
athlete, it is essential also to centralize 
race. Based on that last statement, a 
limitation of  this model is the lack 
of  explicit inclusion of  additional 
aspects that contribute to the holistic 
development of  a student-athlete such 
as ethnicity, relationships, and religion, to 
name a few. 

The MAIBM does not seek to 
eliminate these factors; rather, it centers 
identities that are considered most 
salient to Black male student-athletes 
informed by over three decades of  
literature related to this population. The 
model does posit aspects of  identity in 
Proposition 2, such as community, family 
influences, and socioeconomic status that 
impact their time on college campuses. 
However, Black male student-athletes 
could identify with multiple ethnicities 
(e.g., African American or Afro-Latino), 
which could further impact their pre-
college experiences, such as participation 
in a specific sport(s), as well as their 
experiences on a PWIHE. Scholars 
should refrain from essentializing the 
“Black” experience and, instead, embrace 
the ethnic diversity within racial groups 
(Singer, 2019). Thus, I acknowledge less 
salient identities could influence the 
Black male student-athlete experience. 
Scholars utilizing this framework should 
be privy to these multiple influences on 
the experiences of  collegiate Black male 
student-athletes.

The desired overarching outcome of  
the MAIBM is to improve the holistic 
experience for Black male student-
athletes. In order words, elimination of  
athletic identity foreclosure, intentional 
exploration and development of  
identities outside of  their athletic role, 
increased career maturity, and creation 
of  inclusive campus environments. This 
model should not only be utilized by 
scholars; instead, institutions of  higher 
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education and athletic departments are 
strongly encouraged to incorporate the 
MAIBM into their programming services 
that they offer Black male student-
athletes. 

The combination of  Black male 
student-athletes’ individual characteristics 
and institutional factors provides an 
avenue for institutions to directly 
examine and meet the psychosocial 
developmental needs of  these students. 
Athletic department personnel would be 
able to create personalized development 
plans for each Black male student-athlete, 
unique to their individual backgrounds 
and identity development. For example, 
a student-athlete may come into the 
college setting with an understanding 
of  their post-athletic career path. That 
student would have a plan that could 
connect them with alumni in those 
industries to allow them to create 
networks and have potential shadowing 
or internship opportunities. A student-
athlete on the other end of  the spectrum 
may be more focused on their athletic 
identity development and need more 
time in career exploration. Therefore, 
personnel within the athletic department 
can connect that athlete with the career 
services department on campus, have 
them participate in career fairs, and 
connect the student with academic 
support services to ensure that they are 
able to explore a range of  academic 
majors that will fit their career choice. 

Athletic departments and institutions 
can also use the MAIBM to assess their 
role in the development of  Black male 

student-athletes and implement practices 
to contribute to a holistic developmental 
experience. Echoing recommendations 
from Cooper (2016), the evaluations 
of  coaches and athletic personnel 
should be revised to emphasize not 
only academic development but also 
personal development. Since coaches are 
the true gatekeepers of  their student-
athletes’ time, placing a similar weight 
on non-athletic development as athletic 
performance would redistribute the focus 
from wins and losses to a more balanced 
approach. Additionally, implementing 
these practices would likely free the 
athletes from unnecessary athletic 
commitments so that they can engage in 
other roles within their lives. 

Another direct practice that can be 
drawn from this model is collaboration 
between the athletic department and 
institution to eliminate biases and 
stereotypes associated with Black male 
student-athletes. This could be solved 
by allowing Black male student-athletes 
to be more visible within the broader 
campus environment as opposed to 
being seen primarily during athletic 
performances. Additionally, campaigns 
directed at increasing the interactions 
of  Black male student-athletes with 
the general student body and faculty 
members in academic and non-athletic 
settings could assist in eliminating 
associating the student-athlete as solely 
an athlete, creating a less hostile campus 
environment. 

Numerous athletic departments 
and colleges boast about holistically 
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developing students; however, there 
is no one size fits all model. It is 
imperative that these institutions place 
a deliberate focus on better serving 
Black male student-athletes. This calls 
for both Black male student-athletes and 
athletic departments to acknowledge 
the influence of  athletic identity on the 
college experience and development of  
the student-athlete. 
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