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"Used Goods": Former African American College
Student-Athletes9 Perception of Exploitation by
Division I Universities
Krystal K. Beamon University of Texas-Arlington
Collegiate sports have opened many doors for African American males. However, serious
involvement in athletics has hampered the development of the group in several areas such as
academic and occupational achievement. It has been alleged that universities exploit athletes,
especially African American male athletes in football and basketball This study uses in-depth
ethnographic interviews of former Division I student-athletes who are African American in order
to examine the extent to which they feel that universities emphasized their education as opposed to
their athletic performance and prepared them for careers off the playing field. The former student
athletes expressedfeelings of being" used goods" and recount difficulties in choosing a major.
Sports have become key social institutions in American society that are connected to the economy,
education, family, and other spheres of social life. Many scholars have noted that a specific set of
difficulties arise for African American males in competitive athletics, especially in high school

and collegiate athletics (Benson, 2000; Edwards, 1988, 2000; Harrison, 2000; Hoberman, 2000;
Lapchick, 1996; Lomax, 2000; Sellers & Kuperminc, 1997; Siegel, 1996). As a means to upward
mobility, educational institutions are thought to prepare students for a future beyond their halls. In
terms of African American male student-athletes, there are two opposing perspectives that are

employed regarding sports' role in the educational development of the group: (a) athletics may
provide educational opportunities to African Americans from underprivileged backgrounds that
would not otherwise be available, and (b) sports have exploited the majority of African American

athletes (Sellers, 2000). Although participation in athletics is often considered a golden

opportunity for African Americans, compelling evidence to the contrary has been presented for

decades (Beamon & Bell, 2006; Edwards, 1983, 1988; Lapchick, 1996). In fact, serious

involvement in athletics has hampered the development of African American males in several
areas, including academic and occupational achievement (Lomax, 2000).
For decades, Edwards (2000) has researched the nexus between sociology and sports,
particularly, how sports have affected the African American family and community. He suggested
that the overemphasis on sports participation has drained Black talent away from other areas of
economic and cultural success and argues that the push toward athletics as seen within Black
families is hindering the social and cognitive growth of African American youth (Edwards, 1983,
1988, 2000). Furthermore, the mass media constantly deluges society with images glorifying
African American men who are successful by employing avenues connected with sports and
reinforces the stereotype of African American males as exclusively athletically talented (Hall,

2001).

Collegiate student-athletes, particularly, African American male student-athletes, often have

lower career maturity, an impaired aptitude to devise educational and career plans, with self
esteem and an identity based on athletics (Baillie & Danish, 1992; Blann, 1985; Harrison &
Lawrence, 2003; Kennedy & Dimick, 1987). African American male student-athletes in football
and basketball also have lower academic achievement, stronger expectations for a professional
sports career, and are socialized more intensely toward sports than their White counterparts
(Beamon & Bell, 2002, 2006; Edwards, 2000; Eitle & Eitle, 2002; Hoberman, 2000; Pascarella,
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Truckenmiller, Nora, Terenzini, Edison, & Hagedorn 1999). Pursuing athletic achievement in an
obsessive manner and doing so to the detriment of educational and occupational aspirations is
described in an Edwards's study as a triple tragedy for African Americans:
One, the tragedy of thousands upon thousands of black youths in the obsessive pursuit of sports goals that the
overwhelming majority of them will never attain. Two, the tragedy of the personal and cultural underdevelopment
that afflicts so many successful and unsuccessful black sports aspirants. Three, the tragedy of cultural and
institutional underdevelopment throughout black society as a consequence of the drain in talent potential toward
sports and away from other vital areas of occupational and career emphasis such as medicine, law, economics,
politics, education, and technical fields, (as cited in Harrison, 2000, p. 36)

Due to higher visibility and expectations, these deficiencies are even more pronounced for athletes
competing in the revenue-generating sports at Division I institutions. Revenue-generating sports

are those that are most likely to yield profits and notoriety. Those sports are defined for the
purposes of this study as football and men's basketball. This study uses in-depth ethnographic
interviews of former African American Division I student-athletes in order to examine the extent

to which they feel that universities emphasized their education as opposed to their athletic
performance in order to prepare them for careers off the playing field or court.

Background
No one would have anticipated that on August 3, 1852, when Harvard and Yale met in the first
intercollegiate athletic event, a rowing contest, that such a lasting marriage between the

universities and athletics would begin (Lewis, 1970). Today, universities use the
commercialization of their sports programs to generate revenue, increase visibility, recruit
students, and receive alumni support, which creates a pressure to win (Donnor, 2005; Upthegrove,

Roscigno, & Charles, 1999). Due to their ability to raise the university's profile and add to the
profitability of a school's athletic programs, exceptional athletes are of great financial value to
universities. As a result of overrepresentation of African Americans in revenue-generating sports,
it is estimated that these student-athletes have earned more than a quarter of a trillion dollars over

a 40-year period; and even if 100% of African American athletes earned degrees, the economic
value of those degrees would only be 5% of the total value of their athletic contribution (Watkins
study as cited in Salome, 2005). The need for superior athletes to maintain team performance and

produce revenue may cause institutions to neglect their educational responsibilities to student
athletes by creating contradictory pressures that place the role of student and the role athlete at
odds (Edwards, 2000; Hoberman, 2000; Upthegrove, Roscigno, & Charles, 1999). One of the
alleged negative consequences of the relationship between the athletic and educational institutions
is the exploitation of student-athletes for their athletic ability (Donnor, 2005). Specifically, the
exploitation is especially significant to African Americans in revenue-generating sports because
they often create "enough revenue to financially underwrite the non-revenue-producing athletic
sports such as crew, swimming, tennis and golf that are overwhelmingly populated by white
middle and upper class students" (Donnor, 2005, p. 48).
With the clear emphasis placed on the physical capabilities of student-athletes, their academic
capacities and role as a student are often overlooked (Eitzen, 2000, 2003; Hawkins, 1999; Litsky,
2003; Maloney & McCormick, 1993). Sack and Stuarowsky (1998) discussed this emphasis by
stating, "Universities are far more concerned with exploiting the athletic talent [of student
athletes] than with nurturing academic potential" (p. 104).
It has been noted that some student-athletes are academically unprepared for college and a
gap exists in the graduation rates of African American student-athletes compared to White
student-athletes (Benson, 2000; Edwards, 1983; Lapchick, 1996; Washington & Karen, 2001). In
2006, African American football players graduated from Division I institutions at a rate that was
12% lower than that of their White teammates, 62% for Whites and 49% for African Americans

(National Collegiate Athletic Association, NCAA, 2006). White male basketball players at
Division I institutions graduate at a rate of 51%, while African Americans graduate at a rate of
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41% (NCAA, 2006). A more accurate statistic is the graduation success rate which adds in
student-athletes who enter mid year or transfer into an institution and subtracts those with
allowable exclusion and those who would otherwise be deemed academically ineligible on
returning to an institution (NCAA, 2006). The graduation success rate differentials by race are
even more staggering. In football the rate is 77% for Whites and 55% for African Americans and

in men's basketball the rate is 76% for Whites and 51% for African Americans (NCAA, 2006).
Football and basketball powerhouses are ranked each year by USA Today; at eleven of those top
twenty football and basketball programs, the graduation differentials between African Americans
and Whites were greater than the national average ("African American College Athletes," 2002).
While student-athletes often fulfill their obligation to the university by performing athletically and
bringing notoriety to the universities, all too often Black students do not see the benefits of their
labor by playing professionally or earning a degree. Of those who do graduate, many graduate in

less marketable majors "riddled with 'keep 'em eligible' less competitive 'jock courses' of
dubious educational value and occupational relevance" (Edwards, 1988, p. 138). Exploitation has
been alleged in studies and commentaries (Donnor, 2005; Hawkins, 1999). Meggysey (2000)
stated that the NCAA and its member institutions "exploit the talent of Black athletes and deny
these same athletes access to a quality education" as well as limiting "employment opportunities
of Black athletes after their career ends" (p. 27).

Social Reproduction Theory
The exploitation phenomenon can be examined through the lens of the social reproduction theory,
which is based on the concept that social institutions, such as the institution of education, work to
reproduce dominant ideology and its structures of knowledge (Giroux, 1983). Proponents of social

reproduction theory argue that the function of schools is to recreate the conditions needed to
reproduce the social division of labor (Giroux, 1983). According to Giroux, schools impart
differing classes and social groups with the skills and knowledge needed to maintain the status quo

in the labor force, which is stratified by the variables of class, race, and gender. The
interrelationship of the institutions of sport and education has created a situation in which

structural components (e.g., the NCAA, athletic departments, economy) and individual actors (e.g.
coaches, teammates, family members) work together to reproduce the current stratification seen in

the labor force (Singer, 2002). This is certainly the case for African American male student
athletes. By aiding, catering, and nurturing the student's athletic role to the detriment of his or her
true academic success and occupational development, educational institutions reproduce students

with social inequalities. This phenomenon is illustrated in the sports world where there is an
overrepresentation of Black athletes, but the decision-making positions of athletic directors,
coaches, owners, and managers are still largely held by White males. African American coaches in
the NFL and NBA only make up 17% and 10%, respectively, of the total number of head coaches
in these leagues that are largely composed of African American players (Lapchick & Matthews,

2001).

Additionally, some universities do little to endorse an academic lifestyle among student

athletes (Gerdy, 2000). A clear emphasis on the athletic abilities of student-athletes at the high
school and university level, reproduce student-athletes with an educational inequality who are not

prepared academically or culturally for the transition into the occupational sector. This is
especially true of African American male athletes who have been shown to have higher
expectations of "going pro" and have been intensively socialized toward sports and embracing the

athletic identity (Beamon & Bell, 2002).

The educational attainment of student-athletes is frequently hindered by athletic training and
travel; and student-athletes often find it difficult to balance athletics, academics, and social roles.
Athletes have less time available for the educational process that "extends beyond going to class
everyday to socializing with research and study groups, participating with student organizations,
and attending campus activities apart from athletics" (Hawkins, 1999, p. 8). Additionally, due to
354 ?The Journal of Negro Education, 2008, Vol. 77, No. 4
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psychological and physical fatigue from sports participation, student-athletes have decreased
levels of motivation to study and diminished abilities to benefit from institutional assistance, such

as tutorial programs and counseling (Beamon & Bell, 2002; Person, Benson-Quaziena, & Rogers,
2001). African American males are seen as particularly vulnerable to these circumstances since
they often enter college with general background disadvantages (e.g., socioeconomic status,
academic preparedness) and goal-discrepancy concerning professional sports careers (Roscigno,
1999; Sellers & Kuperminc, 1997).
Student-athletes work under numerous constraints. These constraints include the inability to
change majors or drop courses because of eligibility requirements or choose majors that may offer
courses during times set aside for sports participation (i.e. majors such as architecture or chemistry
with afternoon labs). While students who are not athletes have the freedom to explore courses and
majors, spend time on internships, drop and add courses with changing needs and focus on finding
a career that suits their abilities, many student-athletes do not share these liberties. In order to
remain eligible, student-athletes are often pushed into choosing majors that are most compatible
with athletic participation, even if they are uninterested or unprepared for those majors (Adler &

Adler, 1987; Cornelius, 1995).

Procedure
The current literature raises a few questions such as, do African American male student-athletes

perceive themselves to be exploited by universities and how does that perception affect their
college experience? These questions could be answered by hearing their voices through qualitative
research. Several scholars have noted that African American athletes' voices should be heard to

truly understand the obsessive pursuit of sports fame and the academic and occupational
shortcomings that exist among them (Adler & Adler 1991; Benson, 2000; Winbush 1988). This
study presents the viewpoints of former student-athletes concerning the universities' role in the
alleged exploitation of athletes. It is based on a sample of 20 African American men who formerly
played football or basketball at a Division I university.

Both purposive (selective) and snowball (rare) sampling were used in this research. The
criteria for participation were as follows:
must be African American male,
must be a former student-athlete from a Division I university and,

must have played a revenue-generating sport (football or men's basketball).

African Americans were targeted for participation because of their lower levels of academic
success (i.e., lower graduation rates) and higher expectations for professional sports careers. The

study was exclusive to Division I universities because of their high visibility and perceived
profitability. Males from revenue-generating sports were used because of the racial differences

and the graduation rates that are lower than those among women and men in non-revenue
generating sports (NCAA, 2006). The twenty participants were from universities all over the
country, many of which would be considered "powerhouses". As a former student-athlete and
from past research conducted on student-athletes, some personal connections were used for initial
contacts. They were contacted by telephone or in person and given (or read) the description of the
study. From there, snowballing led to the identification of additional participants.

In-depth semi-standardized interviews were used as the data collection technique. The
interviews ranged from one to five hours, with the average interview lasting about two and one

half hours. Transcription and analysis were performed by this researcher. The questions were
open-ended, non-biased, and designed to elicit candid responses. For example, respondents were
asked the following questions: "Talk about your college experiences in sports," "Talk about your

collegiate experience with academics," and "How did you choose a major"? These questions
produced very similar responses from the majority of participants. The findings presented in this
study consist of direct quotes offered in the form of rich narratives articulated by the respondents.
?The Journal of Negro Education, 2008, Vol. 77, No.4 355
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Backgrounds of the Participants
The athletes interviewed ranged from ages 22 to 47. Most were in their twenties, with two who

were ages 45 and 47. The two of their responses added to the significance of the findings by
demonstrating that perceptions seem to remain constant over time, since their responses were
similar to the younger participants. Respondents were either playing sports professionally, holding
jobs in other professions, training for possible on-the-field sports careers, or unemployed.
Table 1 shows background and demographic information about the participants. Pseudonyms

were assigned in order to ensure their confidentiality. According to the table 17 out of the 20
participants hold degrees (with one choosing not to answer the question) and many (13) of the
former student-athletes have careers outside of sports, which is not consistent with the
expectations of the researcher. This apparent contradiction of the literature could be attributed to

snowball sampling in which the first respondent held a degree and identified additional
respondents with degrees. Most (17) were football players, this may be due to the sheer numbers
of collegiate football players versus basketball players, since football teams average a little more
than 100 players and basketball teams have fewer than 20. Their majors were somewhat varied,
with the social sciences being the most popular major.

Findings
During transcription and coding, several themes found in the literature as well as new ideas
became apparent. Except for scholarships, many (18 of 20) of these athletes left the universities
feeling as if they had given far more than they had gained and were unprepared for careers away
from the playing field or court. The findings were organized according to whether
the respondents felt that their educational development was emphasized,
the university or student-athletes benefited from collegiate athletic programs, and

the student-athletes' career preparation was adequate, particularly for choosing a major.

Educational Development
Seventeen of the 20 respondents in this study had undergraduate degrees. However, most of them
felt that their attainment was not a reflection of the university's emphasis on the academic success
of student-athletes, but through their sheer determination. As Calvin stated, "everybody say you a
student-athlete, but coaches, they want you to be a athlete first then a student." Several other
respondents felt like "athlete-students." Devin discussed the term "student-athlete,"
. . . they tell you, you a student first and an athlete next, but really you an athlete first and a student second. There is
more emphasis on making your practices and meetings. They hit you with the go to class and all that stuff, but they
don't care. As long as they get them four years out of you they could care less if you get a degree or not.... I think
they have to (care about athletes getting degrees) cuz they job depends somewhat on it, but personally, I don't think

they care.

Other respondents stated that any reference to education was directly related to eligibility.

Oliver stated:

... the name of the game is to stay eligible ya know what I'm saying. I guess in the recruitment process, when a
coach or who ever is representing that university is sitting in front of your parents uh, academics is stressed highly.
However when you get there, that is not the case.
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Table 1
Participant Background Information

Years in

Participant CoJ,egj?te S" ? Professional Undergraduate

p_Sport_Age Occupation Sports Degree

Adam Football 27 AFLa 6inAFL Computer Science
Brad Football 23 NFLb 1 in NFL Hotel and

Restaurant

Calvin Football 22 Unemployed 0 Hotel and

Restaurant

Devin Football 25 Unemployed 3 in NFL Business

Administration.

Eddy Basketball 34 Business Sales 0 Criminal Justice
Manager

Fred Football 23 Agility Trainer 6 months in Business
NFL

Gavin Football 22 Unemployed 0 Education
Hubert Football 26 Mortgage 1NFLEC Journalism
Broker 1.5 in NFL

Ivan Football 34 Manager linCFLd Exercise and
linNFLE Sport Science

7 in AFL

Jack Basketball 31 Advertising 0 None
and Sales

Kevin Football 27 AFL 4 in NFL None
1 in AFL

Lenny Football 31 Firefighter 3 in NFL Sociology
1 in CFL

Matt Football 27 Mortgage 1 in AFL Fine Arts
Loan Officer

Nate Football 26 College 2 inNFLE Sports
Football Coach Administration
Oliver Football 26 Police Officer 0 Sociology
Perry Football 36 Firefighter Less than 1 in Social Work
NFL

Quinton Basketball 45 Firefighter/ Harlem Missing Data
Entrepreneur Globtrotters,

Europe

Richard Football 47 Firefighter 2 in NFL Sociology
Steve Football 33 Fire Rescuer 0 Accounting
Tevin_Football 33 Firefighter 5 in NFL/NFLE Crirninal Justice

Note. aArena Football League; National Football League; National Football League Europe; dCanadian
Football League.

QThe Journal of Negro Education, 2008, Vol. 77, No.4 357
This content downloaded from 71.234.72.92 on Mon, 13 Jan 2020 15:11:44 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

This sentiment was echoed in Hubert's response:
I mean they drill on um you going to class and making the grade, but that's only because if you don't go to class and

make the grade, then you can't be on the field .... Student-athlete, that's not how it is, its athletic-student. It's
backwards for college athletics ....

Additionally, discussion of graduation or academic achievement was "lip service," as stated
by Eddie. Gavin expressed a similar sentiment,
The coaches I don't think they really care if you do get a degree or not, because ya know they say that but its like
they say one thing, but they mean another. They just want you to come and play for them, so ya know you can help
their program out.

Adam, who attended a nationally acclaimed football powerhouse, stated that the coaches were
very upfront about their emphasis on football over all other priorities, including academics,
I mean from the time that you get there, they tell ya, "you here for football, you got a scholarship." Its up to you to ya

know put yourself in the right classes and to choose the right major .... Anything else dealing with academics that
was up to you. Ya know what I mean. Whereas with football, they took care of all of that, as long as you was playing
football, you was treated like a king or whatever.

Benefits
Tevin summarized his perception of exploitation by the university as he rounded out his four years
of eligibility this way: "Okay we've used you up now, so good-bye and good luck to ya and don't
come back around here no more." Most (14 of 20) of the respondents actually employed phrases

with the word "used" such as "used up," "used goods," and "used and abused" to describe the
manner in which they felt they were treated by universities. Many (12 of 20) mentioned the labor
exploitation of student-athletes, in that the profits generated by successful sports programs are
perceived to be enjoyed primarily by the university. The NCAA maintained that student-athletes
should be considered amateur athletes driven by education and the physical, mental, and social

benefits that are derived from being student-athletes (Netzely, 1997). Most (15 of 20) of these
respondents did not feel that college athletes should be considered amateur athletes. They
observed the university's contracts with television and radio networks, merchandising companies,
and other corporations, in addition to ticket and concession sales, bowl games, and tournaments,
and shared that the university was profiting from their labor.
When asked if athletes and universities were benefiting equally from college athletics, 19 of

the 20 respondents noted that athletes and universities do not benefit equally. Adam stated:
... the colleges make so much money off of the athletes . . . those athletes are producing those winning records and
those winning records are producing millions for that college but the athletes don't see any of that, and they get away
wit it by saying "well ok we're giving you a free education."

Several respondents also referred to scholarships as a benefit, but not a benefit that could be

compared to the profits that universities reap from successful athletic programs. Several
respondents discussed scholarships as an unequal benefit for student-athletes. Oliver stated:
I'd have to say the university will get more out of it because . . . their (the athlete's) school is getting paid for [it], so I
guess you could say they reaping the benefit that way, however they're (colleges) gonna reap a whole lot more than I
guess what a college education would cost. . . from an overall standpoint, the university will benefit more because,
even if you look at bowl games I mean, not even from the financial standpoint of them getting money, but however
when they're on television uh they're gonna advertise the university . . . bringing in more students.

Nate also felt that universities benefit more than the athletes:
You and I both know that there are athletes that spend four or five years at college or university and don't do nothing
and the college or university actually just uses them up. . . uh ya know the college athletes are out there working hard
ya know they're actually running, ya know getting bumps and bruises things of that nature. . . . Okay. And um the
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university is making millions off of 18-22 year old kids ya know and all the kids are getting is . . . maybe an

education out of it.

Kevin echoed those feelings and noted a lack of inability to have his basic necessities met

while he was a student-athlete:

. . . even though we had a full ride all your academic and everything, books and all that stuff is taken care of but I
know when I [was] on campus, I lived on campus in the dorms and that little whatever thirty dollars a month . .. that
we got living on campus was nothing especially when you coming from a background, a family background where
you can't, ya know I wasn't able to call home and be like ya know 'mom please send me this, send that' you know 1
had to gut it out with whatever we was getting at the time was like thirty dollars when you were on campus. So I
totally agree with how college athletes are not benefiting from all the money we bring to colleges.

Kevin added in another dimension, which is the fact that many student-athletes do not have
money to take care of their day-to-day needs because NCAA rules prohibit athletes from working

for pay during the season. For that reason, universities offer a very small stipend to student
athletes who reside on campus and a larger stipend to those who reside off campus. Both amounts

were described by the respondents as largely inadequate. Devin summed it up this way, "they
make millions of dollars off of athletes, you get that funky (explicative) scholarship check, you

supposed to survive off of that." Matt added that he lived on campus without any financial
resources stating that "all I could do is ya know go wash clothes and get a combo meal that's it."
Fred agreed that the financial needs of student-athletes were not being met,
I'm not gone say we should get paid to play, but our monthly income that they give the students is definitely not
enough to live. Just because they pay for room and board, if you move off campus that check is really not enough to
cover expenses to live especially since they always find reasons to take money out of your check instead of putting

money in.

Several respondents, like Brad and Hubert, believed that student-athletes should be paid.
Brad: I mean they make it hard for guys that are student athletes. I mean you can't have a job ... So I mean the
athletes don't win, I mean I believe, myself personally, that student-athletes should be paid ... I mean you have no
time to make money. I mean you are doing football 24/7, year-round. I mean, you don't have a summer vacation, you
have quote-unquote voluntary practice that you have to be at... So I think they need to set up programs that can help
student-athletes to make money where it won't be illegal.

Hubert proposed that student-athletes were not benefiting enough from the monies made by
the universities and should be paid for that reason:
Overall, I see them (universities) benefiting more than we are because of the money that they make off of us. So, your

next question would probably be should we get paid? And yes, we should be paid something more than a little
scholarship check because if you look at the revenue, that we're bringing in for the university compared to what we
get, it is not fair.

Several respondents discussed how other industries profited from student-athletes hard work.
This is yet another way in which the athletes are profitable, but do not profit personally from their
labor. Lenny's statement was summarized thusly:
I feel like we were treated unfairly because we didn't get any money for the proceeds that we brought to the

university. And uh, I don't know if you recall, but it was, I think in '92 or '93 was when John Madden first came out
with the collegiate Nintendo game or whatever and even had our names and numbers of the players on the jerseys of

those players. And we were offended because they were making money with our names ... So I felt like on that
aspect we were treated unequally or unfairly because they would not share the money that we were making for the
universities ... its totally lopsided. With Nike he (coach) was getting paid a million dollars for us, for the players to

wear Nike products, now I feel like it should have been divided a little bit more equally than that .... And the

university was getting money from the ticket proceeds and all the paraphernalia that we were wearing and making
popular because we were out there winning ... we were getting at the time I was playing football, I think we were
getting $675 a month stipend and that was supposed to get us meals, wash clothes, pay bills, and man that's just not
right. They were making millions of dollars off us in a year so I felt like they coulda divided the money a little bit
more toward the athlete who was doing the majority of the workload.
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The only equalizing factor mentioned by any respondent was if athletes moved on to play in
professional leagues. Matt stated that "the athlete would probably benefit if he knew for sure he
was going to the league." Jack went into depth on the subject and his statement summarized the
sentiments of several of the respondents:
I think the universities benefit a lot more. I think they use these guys as a meat market and kinda the rules (exploit

them) .... They definitely use the athlete .... I think they exploit 'em to a certain degree. They give you the
opportunity to get out there and make a name for yourself and you can put yourself up and maybe get drafted into the
NBA, but the odds of that are very low . . .

Career Preparation
One of the major consequences of the overemphasis placed on sports by African American young

men is a lack of career maturity. The athletes in this study were socialized by family, the
community/neighborhood, and the media toward athletic achievement. Most had very salient
athletic identities. Athletics had come first during their college careers and their focus, then, was to

stay eligible. The following findings concentrated on the respondent's college preparation for
careers after sports, particularly choosing a major.

One of the primary sources of career immaturity among college athletes derives from
limitations in choosing a major. They cannot choose majors that have required courses held during
times set aside for sports participation. (For example, majors such as architecture or sciences often
have afternoon labs). Several respondents (9 of 20) mentioned these types of constraints limited
their choices for majors. Additionally, most (15 of 20) mentioned choosing majors with courses
classified as "easy to pass" or departments that were "athlete-friendly." For these reasons and to
remain eligible to play their sport, student-athletes often selected more pragmatic educational
goals. Devin, a business major, had a desire to become an engineer. He ended up in a major that he
was not his first choice:
My major was something I just kinda wind up getting, I started off wanting to be an engineer, but it's like the labs
and stuff would conflict with practice. And cuz I was on scholarship, they figured, uh, my football stuff was more
important than going to class or being what I truly wanted to be, so I kinda fell into my degree.

Hubert found himself in the same situation,
Initially when I first went to college I wanted to major in psychology. But because my um, the classes for my major

were going to conflict with football practice. So I was not allowed to choose those classes ... so instead of
psychology I chose journalism.

Perry also had interests that could not be explored due to athletics:
... I had an interest in architecture, but the thing about architecture ... the school of architecture classes conflicted
with football practice. My friend lost his starting position who went through with it and majored in architecture.

A few respondents felt as if they were lied to during recruiting concerning what they could major
in once they came to campus. Oliver recounted what he was told on his recruiting visit:
I wanted to major in criminal justice and when they were recruiting me I was told that I could major in criminal
justice but when I got ya know to (college) there wasn't a criminal justice degree. I found out that all the classes were
in sociology and that is different that is not criminal justice which is what I wanted to major in.

Perry spoke of how his major was chosen for him. He felt that the university had ulterior motives
in pushing student-athletes to chose a major before they had explored any options,
When I first got there, it was about making the university look good ... we meet with counselors ... it was all about
making (the university) look good, you know when you watch the football games on Saturday, they put your face up
there and it says majoring in whatever. That was the whole purpose of this counseling part, which I later found this
out. . . but basically you get in there and they try to get you to commit to a major because the more people we got in
business, makes us look good. ... I committed to business and in that commitment to business, uh I had to then had
to get enrolled in classes to head me into that direction. Well those classes were absolutely overwhelming for me . ..
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so I don't think that they were in our corner as young folks coming to school. I think they were in the corner of (the
university) making (the university) look good.

With counseling geared more toward the student-athlete's needs, Perry's interests could have
been accommodated with a major in which he could have experienced success and could have led
to more fulfilling career options. Instead, Perry majored in an area for which he was inadequately
prepared, had no interest, and ultimate had little success. He goes on to state:
... so in order to get off of probation I had to write an appeal letter and get a school to accept me which was social
work. . . well I grew up in the system of social work I can relate to this, so I shouldn't have nothing but success in
something that I could relate to. This is something a counselor working for me could have found out easy.

Others spoke of academic counselors in the athletic department pushing them toward majors

that were not their choice. Matt discusses being talked into a major, and then being unable to
change his major back to his first choice:
Actually it was graphic design and I switched it. Me and my counselor sat down and talked about it, and I told him
yeah I want to work with my hands and these different types of things. And he said 'you might want to try this (fine

arts) and plus you'll graduate faster.' So I switched it, then a couple semesters down the road I decided I wanted to
switch back to graphic design, because I was kinda looking into it and I found it wasn't nothing in fine arts that really
I could do except... work at a museum or something which I didn't want to do. And at that time it was too late, I was
already backed up in that major so I was stuck with it.

Fred, who actually wanted to be a meteorologist, was also talked into choosing a major that he was
not interested in:
Um, its funny, cuz I remember how I got in this major because I don't like business. I don't like this major, I don't
like the one I got into. And I went in and I said, T don't know what I want to major in.' and they said 'well you
should go into business cuz . . . it's easy to be successful when you go into this major.' I said okay I'll buy it. So
when I got into it, and I didn't like it, but I had so many hours toward it, it was no choice but for me to stay into it. I
really don't like that.

These athletes' experiences reflect the difficulties they face when choosing a major and,
inevitability, these experiences will affect their success in moving out of the world of sports and
into the world of work and their ability to identify a career that will be generally rewarding.

Limitations and Implications of the Study
The limitations of this research are those typically associated with qualitative research. The first
limitation was the generalizability of the findings. This study focused on twenty participants
whose responses were consistent with the issues identified in the literature. However, the findings

cannot be generalized to describe experiences or perceptions of all African American student

athletes in revenue-generating sports. Additionally, this study was limited by gender, focusing
exclusively on males. In addition to African American males having lower graduation rates than
White males, the differential between White female graduation rates and African American female

graduation rates is also significant ("African-American College Athletes," 2002). This suggests
that future research should include African American females in order to determine if similar

influences affect their collegiate experience. Sampling limitations also existed. Although the
sample consisted of men of various ages from universities across the nation, snowballing may
have led to respondents with similar experiences. This limitation was addressed by assuring that
the five initial contacts were varied by occupation, university, age, and region of the country.
Another limitation of the sample is its small size (A^20). However, there are recognized obstacles
to gaining research access to members of Division I teams and professional athletes (Benson,
2000; Funk, 1991; Winbush, 1988). Interviewing high-profile athletes involves some of the same
difficulties as studying elites; similarly, they are rare, and unlikely to participate (Neuman, 1997).
For this reason, although small, any sample adds significantly to the current body of knowledge.
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This study has implications for institutions of higher education and African American male

student-athletes. Universities should foster an atmosphere in which the athletes' roles do not
overshadow their roles as students, thus allowing them to choose majors of interest to them that
will lead to careers outside of sports.

Discussion and Conclusions
Sports have opened doors both educationally and economically for African Americans. African
American student-athletes graduate at a higher rate than non-athlete African American students

("African-American College Athletes," 2002). Although White athletes also graduate at higher
rates than White non-athletes, the financial benefit of athletic scholarships seem to be more
advantageous for African Americans ("African-American College Athletes," 2002). In fact, 90%
(18 of 20) of the participants in this study revealed that they would not have had the opportunity to

attend college without the athletic scholarships they received. Many of the respondents had
collegiate experiences that they did not consider to be positive because only (20%) reported
having an overall good experience on campus. Although most respondents received a degree, none
felt that their educational development was emphasized by the universities they attended or that

they fully reaped the benefits of receiving a higher education. Furthermore, 90% noted that
universities were reaping far greater benefits, financial and otherwise, than student-athletes. Many
lacked career maturity, which stemmed, in part, from their choice of majors because they were
limited by time constraints, NCAA rules, and inappropriate counseling. In addition to the lack of
emphasis placed on academic achievement and career development, most of the respondents felt
taken advantage of, or, as Hubert stated, like "used goods." Therefore, universities that provide

opportunities to African American males to attend college through athletic scholarships by
emphasizing the importance of the athletic role over the academic one, leaving the student-athletes

feeling exploited, failing to prepare for careers, and even hindering their choice of majors,
contribute to the reproduction of these inequalities. African American student-athletes who come
to college with disadvantages and hardships, hold even stronger aspirations for professional sports

careers (Beamon & Bell, 2002; Sellers & Kuperminc, 1997; Upthegrove, Roscigno, & Charles,
1999).Some African American male student-athletes are particularly susceptible to the pressures
of winning, which creates contradictory pressures to perform on the field and in the classroom.
Student-athletes should demand and take responsibility for a well-rounded education. They should
value the educational opportunity as much as they value the athletic opportunity. Additionally, the
era of the amateur collegiate athlete may be over. As big-time, commercialized college athletics

continue to generate revenue, the pursuit to win likely will result in student-athletes being
encouraged to neglect their academic development for the sake of their athletic performance,
which further increases the perception of exploitation.
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