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The purpose of this study is to understand Black college athletes’ perceptions of
academic success and how social support contributes to their academic success at
predominantly white institution of higher education (PWIHE). Utilizing a qualita-
tive approach, the authors conducted narrative interviews to capture the experi-
ences of Black college athletes (n = 9) at a PWIHE in the southwest region of the
United States. Critical race theory was employed to understand the social realities
and academic experiences of racial minorities within the academic environment.
Findings revealed Black college athletes’ social support was based on their role as
acollege athlete and as a racial minority, thus reinforcing the notion of social isola-
tion and alienation. Acknowledging the National Collegiate Athletic Association’s
(NCAA) definition of academic success (e.g., grade point average, graduation),
it is plausible that understanding how college athletes perceive academic success
and value of social support can aid in achieving academic success according to the
NCAA of not only Black college athletes, but a diverse body of college athletes.
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support

The purpose of this study is to understand Black college athletes’ perceptions
of academic success and how social support contributes to their academic success
at predominantly White institution of higher education (PWIHE). According to the
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), academic success for college
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athletes is equated to maintaining eligibility. For Division I athletes, this includes
“progress-toward-degree” policies which necessitate college athletes advance
toward graduation annually (National Collegiate Athletic Association [NCAA],
2012). College athletes must demonstrate academic progress by completing a
percentage of their required coursework (e.g., 40% at the end of second year, 60%
at end of third year, 80% at end of the fourth year) (NCAA, 2011b). In addition,
college athletes have to earn six credit hours each semester and meet the minimum
institutional required grade point average. Thus, the definition of academic success
for this study is based on the NCAA’s policies that include: (a) passing academic
courses to demonstrate progress toward graduation, (b) meeting the required grade
point average, and (c) graduation (NCAA, 2011b).

Providing a working definition of academic success is significant when dis-
cerning college athletes’ perceptions of academic success. Academic success can
be measured based on cognitive variables (e.g., grade point average, test scores)
and noncognitive variables (e.g., positive self-concept, leadership, understanding
racism; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1987) and thus interpretation is based on a person’s
perspective and preference (Sedlacek & Adams-Gaston, 1992). Within the NCAA,
and among concerned stakeholders (i.e., boosters, faculty, athletic administrators,
college athletes), the notion of academic success and the education of college ath-
letes has been a foundational point of debate and has undergone decades of reform
to determine the appropriate measures of success (see Anderson & South, 2007;
Davis, 2007; Oriard, 2012).

In 2011, the NCAA hosted a Scholarly Colloquium focusing on the state of
college athletics with regard to academic reform. Oriard (2012) explicated that
the history, context, and changes on academic reform means “thinking primarily
about football and men’s basketball, but that does not exclude thinking about how
a single set of standards or requirements serves or does not serve the interests and
needs of all athletes in all sports” (p. 4). In other words, the former and current
academic policies were intended for the success of Division I men’s football and
men’s basketball athletes. The primary participants in men’s football and men’s
basketball are Blacks (football 45.8%; men’s basketball 60.9%; Lapchick, Hoff, &
Kaiser, 2011), a population with a history of academic challenges. Black college
athletes’ academic challenges have, thus, been an issue of contention since inte-
gration, as race and racism have been at the fore of their educational and college
experiences (see Anderson & South, 2007; Davis, 2007; Donnor, 2005; Edwards,
1984, 1985; Hawkins, 2001, 2010; Hodge, Harrison, Burden, & Dixson, 2008;
Purdy, Eitzen, & Hufnagel, 1982; Singer, 2009). Black college athletes’ sociocul-
tural and psychosocial transitions from high school to college demark one of the
first challenges during their educational and athletic journey in the PWIHE.

Arguably, the transition from high school to college may be difficult for
students in general, but the unique responsibilities, expectations, and experiences
that come with being a NCAA Division I college athlete compound and impact
college athletes academic experiences (Parham, 1993). Not only is the academic
transition between high school and college complicated to negotiate, but the change
in social surroundings that come with moving away from home may also impact
the experiences of college athletes at PWIHEs, especially those who are racial
minorities (Hawkins, 2010). This issue of transition is especially salient for Black
college athletes, as many come from predominately Black neighborhoods, and are
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suddenly in a predominately White setting at PWIHE’s (Carter & Hawkins, 2011;
Hawkins, 2010; Singer, 2005b).

Regardless of sport, college athletes spend a large portion of time practic-
ing, recovering, traveling, and competing in their respective sport. These highly
regimented schedules are organized in such a manner that college athletes find
themselves isolated from the general student body population, and immersed in a
sport culture which highly focuses on athletic performance, rather than academic
performance (Gaston-Gayles, 2004). Steele, Spencer, and Aronson (2002) further
illuminated this point by highlighting how the internalized beliefs one holds about
the self may negatively impact beliefs about one’s own academic potential and
effectively decrease performance in those areas. Identified as stereotype threat
(Steele & Aronson, 1995; Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002), the internalized
negative beliefs, or negative stereotypes, affect members of under-represented
groups in a variety of contexts based on the social realities within those contexts.
Hence, the social reality as athlete in conjunction with the social constructions of
race (e.g., racism) and class (e.g., classism) in a PWIHE context can cultivate an
environment of intellectual inferiority and the “dumb jock” mentality (Edwards,
1984; Sailes, 1993, 1998).

Interestingly, some researchers believe that contact with those outside of sport
may benefit college athletes and help decrease the effects of the “dumb jock” men-
tality (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Hodge et al., 2008). Comeaux and Harrison
noted that the missing relationship with the general population may have a delete-
rious effect on college athletes, as a relationship with students outside of athletics
may impact goals and activities in a positive manner, giving college athletes an
opportunity to strengthen their other (nonathlete) identities. Besides more inter-
action with noncollege athletes, Comeaux and Harrison (2007, 2011) have posited
that by strengthening other identities and empowering college athletes, a positive
change could be realized. To counteract the singular minded athlete identity, some
scholars have sought to emphasize the academic identity with the creation of the
“Scholar Baller” paradigm. The idea of the “Scholar Baller” lends itself to using
the same competitive nature that many athletes exude in their sport and transfer-
ring it to the academic setting, thus helping athletes to truly engage the academic
setting (Comeaux & Harrison, 2007, 2011; Gaston-Gayles, 2004). The “Scholar
Baller” paradigm is also strengthened by the motivation based academic success
literature (see Gaston-Gayles, 2004), which demonstrates how students who are
motivated academically perform better than those who are not. Yet, in order for the
“Scholar Baller” paradigm to work, college athletes must form relationships and
maintain adequate positive social support, which is oftentimes absent or lacking.

Social Support

Understanding the definitions and aiding benefits of social support is pertinent,
especially as it relates to the transitional experiences of college students. The con-
cept of social support is rooted in the field of health sciences (Cobb, 1976; House,
Landis, & Umberson, 1988) and is a topic of interest in the field of psychology
(Cohen, 1986; Procidano & Heller, 1983; Sarason, Levine, Basham, & Sarason,
1983; Thoits, 1986; Vaux, 1988) and sociology (House, 1987). Therefore, it is impor-
tant to clarify (a) the definition of social support and (b) the ways in which social
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support contributes to the academic success, as well as, academic persistence, and
the sociocultural and psychosocial challenges of Black college athletes at PWIHEs.

Cobb (1976) describes social support from a psychological perspective as
“information leading the subject to believe that he (sic) is cared for and loved,
esteemed, and a member of a network of mutual obligations” (p. 300). Accord-
ing to Sarason and colleagues’ (1983) sociological perspective, social support is
described as “the existence or availability of people on whom we can rely, people
who let us know that they care about, value, and love us” (p. 127). Thoits (1986)
describes social support as “coping assistance, or the active participation of sig-
nificant others in an individual’s stress management efforts” (p. 417). Thus, social
support serves as an important element in allowing people to cope with stress and/
or stressful life events.

Social support provides feedback and/or assistance that involve a level of mutual
trust between the individual and her or his networks of support(s). Thoits’ (1995)
examined the relationship among stress, coping, and social support and found that
three concepts (e.g., social integration, emotions, confidant relationship) are linked
to one’s physical and mental health. In particular, Thoits found (a) social integra-
tion is related to physical and mental health, but does not protect against chronic
stressors; (b) emotional social support perceptions are related to increased physical
and mental health and can protect against chronic stressors; and, (c) the greatest
measure of support is a personal confidant, or maintaining a confiding relationship,
as this reduces the physical and mental impact of the stressor. Thus, the promotion
of coping strategies and/or social support structures will have a positive influence
on the psychological well-being of an individual.

Coping has been explored in athletics, but the focus has mainly been on athletic
performance and competition (Anshel, 2001; Anshel, Sutarso, & Jubenville, 2009)
and, as a result, there is little work exploring the experiences of athletes beyond
the field and courts of play (Carter & Hawkins, 2011). Carter and Hawkins (2011)
examined the coping experiences of college athletes beyond the field and court of
play. More specifically, the authors examined Black female collegiate athletes and
their coping styles and strategies. They found Black female athletes were faced with
the stress of alienation and isolation based on her racial and athletic status. Based on
this chronic stress, the Black female college athletes adopted an avoidance coping
style for which the authors suggested a need for safe spaces and support systems,
thereby affording this populous successful matriculation in collegiate environment.

As alluded, transitioning from one environment to another (e.g., high school
to college) can be viewed as a stressful life event, and, according to Evans, Forney,
and Guido-DiBrito (1998) social support is one way to aid a student’s ability to
cope with their transition into a new environment. Schlossberg, Waters, and Good-
man (1995) present transition as “any event, or non-event, that results in changed
relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” (p. 27). Thus, the developmental
challenges and experiences of college students (see Evans et al., 1998; Pascarella
& Terenzini, 1998, 2005) warrant a greater understanding of how social support
aids in their academic success.

House’s (1981) sociological research on social support delineates the specific
ways in which the types and measured facets provide aid or function to the individ-
ual. House (1981) presents four categorical functions of social support: (a) appraisal
support, (b) emotional support, (c) informational support, and d) instrumental
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support. Appraisal support is described as an individual or organization providing
information, constructive criticism, and/or affirmation that is beneficial for oneself.
Emotional support is described as providing a nurturing environment in which trust,
love, and/or care is provided. Informational support is described as an individual
or organization providing information, advice, or suggestions. Instrumental sup-
port is described as an individual or organization providing tangible services and/
or assistance that are beneficial to oneself. While each of these functional supports
can be deemed as separate entities, each are just as likely to serve as overlapping
supports (House, 1981), which can make it difficult to discern which function the
social support is providing at a specific moment.

Critical Race Theory

Exploring the educational experiences of Black students in a PWIHE warrants
a critical perspective of their experiences. As presented, race and racism have
marginalized their educational experiences and created a gap in their academic
achievement when compared with whites. More specifically, Ladson-Billings (1998)
suggests that “there was a move toward affirmative action and the creation of Afri-
can Americans and other marginalized groups as ‘protected classes’ to insure that
they were not systematically screened out of opportunities in employment, [and]
college admission . . .” (p. 18). But despite the legislative policies and educational
progress, “...educational researchers, practitioners, and students are still in need
of a language that will provide the necessary tools for effectively analyzing and
coming to terms with the impact of race and racism on education” (Lynn, Yosso,
Solérzano, & Parker, 2002, p. 3). Therefore, employing critical race theory to
address the educational terrain and experiences of Blacks has proven successful
and useful (Lynn et al., 2002).

Critical race theory (CRT) elucidates inequities within the educational environ-
ment while simultaneously attempting to transform educational policies (Delgado,
1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). More specifically, CRT centers race and racism
at the fore of discussions with marginalized groups to (a) understand its role in
educational and social institutions and (b) aid in the elimination of oppressive prac-
tices such as racism, sexism, and classism (Bell, 1980; Delgado, 1989; Sol6rzano
& Yosso, 2002). A derivative of critical legal studies (see Tate, 1997), CRT utilizes
several tenets to explicate the oppressive social realities which include, but are not
limited to: (a) the intercentricity of race and racism with other forms of subordina-
tion; (b) the challenge to dominant ideology; (c) commitment to social justice; (d)
the centrality of experiential knowledge; and (e) the transdiciplinary perspective
(Solérzano & Yosso, 2002; Yosso, 2005).

As stated, these tenets are used to elucidate the role race and racism play within
the context of educational institutions. In regards to sport, CRT is a burgeoning
theoretical framework (Hylton, 2005; Singer, 2005a) which has been helpful in:
(a) illuminating the racialized experiences of Black male college athletes (Donnor,
2005; Singer, 2005b), (b) understanding Black female student-athlete identity
negotiation (Carter, 2008), and ¢) recognizing the relevance of mentoring for Black
female student-athletes (Carter & Hart, 2010). Thus, CRT is a viable framework
for understanding this marginalized population in society, sport, and institutions
of higher education.
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Method

Participants

The participants in this research examination were Black women (n = 7) and men
(n = 2) participating in intercollegiate athletics at a PWIHE in the Southwest
United States. They participated in a variety of sports, including football (n = 2),
women’s basketball (n = 2), women’s soccer (n = 1), and women’s track and field
(n = 4). The academic majors represented included Agricultural Leadership (n =
3), Biomedical Science (n = 1), General Studies (n = 2), Marketing (n = 2), and
Sociology (n = 1). The self-reported grade point averages ranged from 2.0 to 3.0
on a 4.0 scale with a mean of 2.45 (SD = .487).

Procedure

The research was guided by an exploratory design to better understand the topic of
this study. This approach has some limitations as researched participants: (a) rarely
provide satisfactory answers to researched questions and (b) are not representative
of the overall population (Babbie, 2001). Acquiring access to conduct research
with collegiate athletes is a complex process. However, the primary researcher
was able to establish rapport with key administrators, staff, and coaches within the
athletic department. These relationships were helpful in initial access; however,
willing college athlete participation remained a dominant challenge to the research
participation.

Based on the research design and its limitations, snowball sampling was used
to select the participants for this study. According to Hutchinson (2004), snowball
sampling is beneficial when the targeted population is “unavailable or when access
to population members is restricted” (p. 292), such as college athletes. The goal is to
obtain participants by way of referral, and thus identify others from that population.

We made initial contact by visiting the athletic academic center for one week
during the evening study hall hours. The first author served as a program codirector
for one of the athletic department’s student support programs at the researched site.
Thus, some of the participants (n = 4) were familiar with the primary researcher
as the codirector of the support program, but did not necessarily participate in the
support program. The goal was to obtain participants from revenue (i.e., basket-
ball, football) and nonrevenue sports (i.e., soccer, tennis, track and field). As such,
the goal was to understand Black college athlete experiences, their perceptions of
social support, and how their experiences and perceptions relate to their academic
success. Nine college athletes agreed and consented to participate in the forty-five
minute, semistructured qualitative interviews.

Interview Guide

The instrument used to collect the data was one 10-minute demographic ques-
tionnaire and one forty-five minute audiotaped semistructured interview. The
demographic questionnaire consisted of athletic information (e.g., athletic team
membership, athletic classification, scholarship status), campus life information
(e.g., live on or off campus, have a full or part time job, extracurricular activity or
organizational membership), and personal demographic information. The narrative
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interviews consisted of three sections to understand the Black college athlete
experiences and how race and social support impacted their academic experiences
within the PWIHE. The first section was designed to understand the personal and
high school experiences (e.g., “were there any person or persons who assisted/
mentored you through high school”); the second section designed to understand
their collegiate experience (e.g., “how would you define the term academic suc-
cess”); and the third section was designed to understand their social support in the
collegiate environment (e.g., (“explain how your social networks have provided
social support and contributed to your academic successes”).

Data Analysis

The nine qualitative interviews were transcribed verbatim. The participants were
given the opportunity to review the transcription, or member check the interview
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985); however, none of the participants desired to review the
transcripts. Following this, and to avoid researcher biases, the data were indepen-
dently analyzed, categorized, and coded into themes according to Strauss’ guidelines
for inductive-deductive content analysis. Utilizing inductive analysis allowed the
researchers to immerse in the nine transcripts to determine themes, which were
relevant and significant. While, deductive analysis allowed the researchers to
determine the categorical areas with regard to CRT. Therefore, utilizing inductive
and deductive content analysis in tandem rooted the experiences and voices of the
participants in the theoretical framework (Denzin, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Findings

The purpose of this examination is to understand Black college athletes’ perceptions
of academic success and how social supports contribute to their academic success
within the context of PWIHE. The nine Black college athletes articulated their
perception on the following areas of interests: (a) definition of academic success
and (b) how support networks provided social support for their academic successes.
Thus, we focus our discussion on these two broad themes.

Defining Academic Success

In an effort to establish an understanding of how the Black college athletes’ social
networks provide social support, it was important to acknowledge their definitions of
academic success. The nine Black college athletes provided a mix of cognitive and
noncognitive definitions for academic success. The cognitive definitions included
the referenced theme of “grades” and “graduation.” For example, two participants
explained that grades were the definition of academic success. One student felt
that when they made a certain grade, it demonstrated personal academic success.
Another participant indicated making grades traditionally understood as ‘good’
provided a marker of success. The student noted: “Um, I think when I make Cs, to
be a C average student is something, that I work for.” Only one participant pointed
to graduation as an indicator of success.

The noncognitive definitions included three themes: “personal efforts and bal-
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ance the college athlete role,” “retaining information and applicability to life,” and
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“networking.” Four participants stated academic success was based on personal
effort and balancing the student-athlete life role. More specifically, two partici-
pants explained that their personal effort was based on achieving what they knew
they are capable of attaining. For example, one participant suggested “perform-
ing better than you did in high school” as an academically successful effort. Two
other participants explained academic success is determined by a person’s ability
to balance their responsibilities as a student and an athlete. The following quotes
illustrate these perspectives:

* I’d say, that you’re academically successful, not maybe if you’re making all
A’s and stuff, but if you're putting forth the most effort in doing like what you
are capable of doing.

« I feel like if you did better than you did in high school. If you, you know, if
you walk away with some knowledge, you’ve become an academic success,
I don’t think it means you have a 4.0.

* [ think that academic success is like, being able to like balance all of the many
things that you have to do . . .

* Um, academic success, I guess succeeding in the area that like, academically,
not only to better yourself and the career you pursue but also being able to
compete in your sport. . .

In addition to these perspectives, one participant explained academic success
was based on a person’s ability to retain information and how that information could
be applicable to life after college athletics. The participant understood grades were
an indicator of being academically successful but also understood that knowledge
is not solely based on objective, or cognitive, measures. The participant noted:
“Um, I think academic success is about like retaining the information that you
learned, like sometimes it’s not always about what kind of grades you make because
sometimes everybody is not the best test taker in the world but I think like if you
can learn something from school and apply it to your life or your job or whatever
then I feel like that’s successful.”

Finally, another participant explained that the ability to network was academic
success. While the athlete also acknowledged cognitive measures of academic
success, she believed that meeting influential people played a significant role and
served as motivation to be academically successful. This was captured in the fol-
lowing dialogue: “Um, I’'m a firm believer in it’s not what you know it’s who you
know. So, I think, um, putting yourself into a position to get into the place that you
want to be, um, has a lot to do with your academic success.”

Thus, the nine Black college athletes shared their perceptions of academic suc-
cess. Again, the NCAA’s definitions of academic success reflect cognitive variables
as measures of success (NCAA, 2011b, 2012). Subsequently, two participants
presented cognitive variables as definitions for measures of academic success.
Conversely, seven participants presented noncognitive variables as definitions for
measures of academic success.

Effects of Support Networks

It was important to understand the nine Black college athletes’ definitions of
academic success. Acknowledging their definitions of academic success provided



Black College Athlete, Academic Success, and Social Support 239

insight on the ways in which their identified social networks provided social support
and ultimately how the social support contributed to their “academic successes.”
The nine Black college athletes identified a range of groups and individuals in
their social networks whom provided social support to include persons’ on-campus
and off-campus. The on-campus supports consisted of athletics academic support,
athletic team, academic faculty and staff, and nonathlete friends. The off-campus
supports consisted of family, athletic team, nonathlete friends, and religion. Based
on the two different support network communities, the Black college athletes dis-
cussed the ways in which these persons contributed to their academic experiences
and successes. These came in the areas of “rules, guidance, and responsibility,”
“tutoring,” “access to services and networks,” and “unconditional support.”

The participants noted their support networks provided “rules, guidance, and
responsibility.” The participants acknowledged the role of the academic staff for
the athletic department. These persons provided direction and guidance when
selecting courses and completing academic tasks. Therefore, in the academic
staffs’ administration, they had to enact parameters and rules (e.g., study hours) so
they can achieve academic success. For instance, one athlete commented, “I feel
like Sam [athletic academic adviser] had helped me the most academically just by
being there and telling me things that I should do and what I need to do, he always
tries to help basically.” Another participant also noted the importance of athletic
department support personnel, noting:

Yeah I think that they [athletic academic support staff] have done all that they
can do to help me . . . I think that its good, like I said, that they have hours in
place for people to, you know, definitely have to be at study hall and having
the coaches enforce that I think is a good thing to let people know that they
can’t just come here and you know not worry about school and just focus on
sports, but they’re expecting them to make the grades, and you know you have
to, to remain eligible.

In addition, for some of the participants they recognized that while they received
rules and guidance from these persons, they also had to take responsibility for their
academics. Reflective of this, one participant noted, “they [athletic academic staff]
definitely did they part. I just have to do more of my own part and really focus on
what I need to get done. They going to put me in the right direction I just gotta get
there and get it done myself.

Two of the participants stated how “tutoring” contributed to their academic
success. One participant’s reflected how the tutors, provided through their academic
staff for the athletic department, facilitated in the completion of class assignments:
“they [athletic academic support staff] helped me with many of my school projects.”
Not all of the assistance came from paid athletic department personnel, though. One
participant spoke of how a teammate served as a peer tutor for one of her academic
courses: “uh, actually one of the girls on my team, when I had trouble in physics
she [teammate] actually tutored me, and tried to help me out.”

Support networks also provided participants with access to “services and net-
works.” One participant spoke of how the Life Skills Coordinator was instrumental
in addressing her transition from being a college student to achieving employment
in her career of choice through resume writing and career fair networks. She noted:
“The Life Skills Coordinator even helps us find a job and write a resume. She helps
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us with networking and building those connections to help get a job. Also, there is
a ton of career fairs on campus that also helps to make sure that the day after you
graduate you have a job.” Another participant shared how their social networks of
faculty, athletic staff, and peers helped to establish contact with others who assist
their lives. That athlete commented: “Well they’re [professors, coaches, friends]
always there and if you have a problem they are willing to help you find someone
to do better in a certain area.”

Finally, some participants did not identify a specific way in which their support
networks provided social support for their academic successes, but instead offered
responses that reflected “unconditional support.” Unconditional support for these
students included their teammates and the athletic department’s academic advisers
and tutors each serving as “confidants” such that the students received personalized
benefit. Thus, while their support networks provided academic support, they also
provided supporting services based on the respective requests of the participants.
Reflective of these sentiments, one participant noted: “Yes definitely, the people
at (the Academic Center) [athletic academic support staff] have been dedicated to
helping me succeed...they are great and always there for me.”

Discussion

The purpose of this study is to understand Black college athletes’ perceptions of
academic success and how social support contributes to their academic success at
predominantly White institutions of higher education (PWIHE). As presented, the
NCAA’s current definition is specific and clearly reflects cognitive variables as
measurements for academic success. However, the findings revealed that seven of
the nine participants in this study define academic success as noncognitive vari-
ables. This information, thus, becomes significant when understanding how social
support contributes to their academic successes. According to House (1981) social
support consist of four distinct, yet interconnected functions such as appraisal sup-
port, emotional support, informational support, and instrumental support. Ideally,
college students should receive all four functions of support, and this is especially
the case for marginalized populations (e.g., race, first generation college students;
Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco, 2005).

Employing critical race theory (CRT) as a theoretical framework provided
an opportunity to critically analyze the nine Black college athletes’ perceptions
and experiences regarding academics and social supports. Critical race theory
addresses the significance of race and racism within the educational context and
seeks to “transform those structural and cultural aspects of education that maintain
subordinate and dominant racial positions in and out of the classroom” (Solérzano
& Yosso, 2002, p. 25). Thus, CRT utilizes a set of tenets to explicate how the notion
of White supremacy subjugates persons of color (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ladson-
Billings & Tate, 1995; Tate, 1997; Yosso, 2005). For this study one tenet was used
to understand the findings, the centrality of experiential knowledge.

According to CRT scholars, the centrality of experiential knowledge acknowl-
edges the voices of persons of color and accepts them as valid (Solérzano & Yosso,
2002; Yosso, 2005). Our findings related to how participants defined academic
success is applicable here and also consistent with past research. For instance,
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when examining the college experiences of student of color, Saenz, Marcoulides,
Junn, and Young (1999) found that for students of color that could apply informa-
tion learned in their classes to their daily life were more likely to be motivated and
achieve academically because they found value in the acquired knowledge. We
observed similar dynamics here, as, noncognitive aspects such as motivation and
applicability were relevant to the athletes’ definition of academic success.

Simons and Van Rheenen (2000) state noncognitive variables such as academic
motivation, or “personal effort,” are indicators of academic success. In addition,
the authors present academic self-concept, educational goals, and mental health
also as noncognitive variables that serve as indicators of academic success. This
rationale is in response to the belief that standardized examinations are culturally
and racially biased (Davis, 2007). This notion was substantiated and placed the
NCAA’s initial eligibility standards under attack (Haworth, 1999; Williams, 1999).
Thus, it is suggested that practitioners consider the role of noncognitive variables in
determining academic success for Black college athletes. While it is understood that
these noncognitive variables are not meaningful for discerning academic success
according to the NCAA, they do serve a purpose by contextualizing the college
athlete’s mindset and desire for having academic success.

Understanding Black college athletes academic motivation, academic self-
concept, educational goals, and mental health can aid practitioners in providing
appropriate types of support. Simons and Van Rheenen (2000) also discuss
how noncognitive variables such as “social support” and “parents’ and peer
educational encouragement” serve as predictors for academic success based
on cognitive variables (e.g., course grades, GPA). Adopting this notion, schol-
ars have found merit in acknowledging the noncognitive variables to evaluate
the academic success among students of color (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011;
Hood, 1992; Hyatt, 2003; Oliver, Rodriguez, & Mickelson, 1985; Sedlacek &
Adams-Gaston, 1992; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1987; Young & Sowa, 1992). The
noncognitive variables consist of motivations and attitudes, personal beliefs,
and the campus racial climate which have been factors related to Black students
academic persistence and “correlated with the ability to recognize and manage
discrimination” (Hyatt, 2003, p. 263).

In addition, campus racial climate and racial discrimination remain issues of
concern regarding the experiences and academic realities among students of color
at PWIHE (Allen, 1992; Hurtado, 1992; Saenz et al., 1999; Sedlacek, 1987). As a
result, Comeaux and Harrison (2007) note that Black college athletes:

may choose to spend as little time as possible with White faculty, who comprise
approximately 89% of faculty at predominantly White institutions, and instead
interact and bond with mentors and other support systems off campus where
they emphasize feelings of encouragement, acceptance and connection. (p. 10)

Therefore, understanding the role social support plays in the academic experi-
ences for these college athletes was of interest.

Again, social support serves as an important factor to aid stress and/or stressful
life events. In this study, the Black college athletes provided insight for on-campus
social support. Explicating the nature of on-campus support, the athletes’ expressed
that academic advisers, tutors, peers, and teammates all served as persons of support.
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The support received from these persons consisted of rules and guidance through
mandated study hall hours and course selection, tutorial services in their respective
courses, and methods and strategies for completing class projects and preparing
for course exams. Each of these aspects is important for academic integration
(Heath, Skok, & McLaughlin, 1991; Saenz et al., 1999). Recognizing this assertion,
informational support and instrumental support were the most identified functional
areas of support (see also Saenz et al., 1999; Tinto, 1975, 1993). Interestingly,
the college athletes did not mention faculty or nonathlete peers in their academic
course as persons whom provided these two types of support. Other researchers
have observed that students of color who interact with faculty also experience better
academic integration (Redmond, 1990; Rowser, 1994; Saenz et al., 1999). Similarly,
the notion of faculty interaction is also essential to the success of college athletes
(Comeaux & Harrison, 2007, 2011). More specifically, Comeaux and Harrison
(2011) proposed an academic model to promote college athletes academic success.
Rooted in the work of Tinto’s model of student departure (1975, 1993), college
athletes’ academic integration was an indicator of academic success.

Practical Implications

While addressing academic reform was beyond the scope of this research study, the
findings from this research may be beneficial to persons in positions of power (i.e.,
academic advisers, policy makers). Thus, the findings revealed the participants’
conceptualization of academic support and their perceptions of how received social
support affected their academic success. The participants’ affinity for a noncognitive
conceptualizations of academic success over cognitive ones is of value. This find-
ing was consistent with scholars’ assertions of the value of noncognitive variables
in determining academic success (Sedlacek, 1996; Sedlacek & Adams-Gaston,
1992; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984). In addition, aspects of the Tinto’s (1993) model
of student departure may assist practitioners whom supervise, advise, teach, and/
or guide these persons academically. Yet again, academic success is best achieved
when students have interactions with faculty and staff as well as social interactions
with peers from their classes.

Issues of academic success and notions of social support can be complex.
Accordingly, ascertaining Black college athletes’ academic experiences, to include
how to ensure academic success, is an ongoing topic of interest. As such, efforts
to promote academic or athletic success (e.g., academic support best practices,
academic reform policies) need be wary. With respect to academic success, diverse
cultures and cultural values must be considered. As Cunningham (2012) articulates,
that the NCAA should be mindful of how diverse, and marginalized, populations
educational experience(s) are impacted when creating policies and that they not
create policies and promote practices that “differentially impact certain groups”
(p. 58).
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