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How is social capital nurtured and made meaningful in the development of black 
student-athletes in historically white institutional (HWI) settings? Research 
explicitly exploring an understanding of nurturing social capital related to the 
development of black student-athletes is scarce. This collective case study inves-
tigates black student-athletes’ accrual and meaning-making of social capital in 
historically white settings of higher education and intercollegiate athletics. The 
data analysis, guided by conceptual frames of social capital theory and critical 
race theory, revealed two emergent themes identified as 1) Connected with and 
through community and 2) Cultivating cross-cultural ties. Findings revealed simi-
larities and nuanced differences in social capital realized by participants across 
two student-athlete development programs at different HWIs of higher education. 
Implications for intercollegiate student-athlete program designs and pedagogical 
implementations are discussed. Further implications from this research contribute 
to scholars’ deeper understandings of the contextualized sociocultural development 
of black intercollegiate student-athletes.

Keywords: student-athletes, social capital, race, intercollegiate athletics, student 
development

The ways in which individuals nurture social ties and use social networks is 
fundamental to one’s development and their ability to navigate in and about mul-
tiple contexts. Scholarly inquiries to explore and undrape deeper understandings 
of the experiences and dilemmas faced by black collegiate student-athletes abound 
in studies of the intersection between race, sport and higher education. As such, 
scholarly interests have been vastly focused on investigating how manifestations 
of race intercede the development and experiences of black collegiate student-
athletes (Beamon & Bell, 2006, 2011; Bimper, 2014ab; Bimper, Harrison & Clark, 
2013; Donner, 2005). The need to survey the role that race plays in the lives as 
well as the development, specifically social capital development (Coleman, 1988; 
Putnam, 2000), of black student-athletes is further accentuated when recognizing 
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the influential sociocultural climate of historically White settings across many 
national collegiate athletic association (NCAA) member institutions.

Nearly one fifth of the male student-athlete population across Divisions I, II, 
III in 2013–2014 composed of black male student-athletes. Black females made up 
15% of all female student-athletes participating at the Division I level in 2013–2014 
(Lapchick, Fox, Guiao, & Simpson, 2015). Furthermore, black student-athletes 
were highly concentrated in football at 52.9% across NCAA football bowl series 
(FBS) schools and in men and women’s basketball at 57.6 and 51.1%, respectively, 
across the Division I level in 2013–2014 (Lapchick, Fox, Guiao, & Simpson). The 
holistic development, including the academic, personal and social development of 
these black student-athletes is contingent far beyond their participation in sport 
and can have a direct impact on NCAA athletic departments’ prestige and success 
(e.g., athlete retention, athlete academic outcomes).

Morris (2004) examined the application of social capital theory to the schooling 
of black students by situating the broader historical context concerning racial ideol-
ogy within contemporary discourse. In this study, he explored counter-narratives that 
interrogate the privileging of white self-interest and challenge how race and racism 
affects the social capital of black persons. Morris argues for further consideration of 
how race and racism affect the extent to which black persons acquire social capital in 
white settings. The social-cultural influences as a by-product of the milieu of white 
settings garners salient consideration when exploring the development of black 
student-athletes participating in collegiate sport at institutions of higher education.

Coupling institutional investments and purposeful programmatic design for 
developing social relations by which student-athletes can acquire essential and 
meaningful resources could beneficially serve black student-athletes to socially and 
culturally traverse white settings, such as institutions of higher education. There is 
a dearth of research that explicitly explores an understanding of generating social 
capital related to the development of black student-athletes. Hence, the purpose of 
this study was to investigate how intercollegiate black student-athletes accrue and 
make meaning of social capital through culturally relevant and responsive student-
athlete development programs within the contexts of historically white campus 
settings. The interpretive analysis in the current study draws upon the theoretical 
frames of social capital theory and critical race theory to consider how the nurturing 
of social capital is influenced by the sociocultural factor of race.

Theoretical and Conceptual Frames

Social Capital Theory

Social capital literature and research (e.g., Bourdieu, 1986; Burt, 1992; Coleman, 
1988, 1990; Lin, 1999; Portes, 1998; Putnam, 1993, 1995) offers a viable founda-
tion to further consider the application of the social capital concept toward a better 
understanding of the nuances of student-athlete development. Portes (1998) argues 
the “…novelty and heuristic power of social capital…” is captured in both the posi-
tive outcomes of sociability and connectivity as well as situating sociability in the 
broader context of capital gained by linkages to power and influence sources (p. 
2). Broadly stated, the concept of social capital is positioned by the potential of 
means, assets and resources gained through the formation and maturity of social ties.
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Bourdieu’s (1985) analysis of the phenomena of social capital offers a robust, 
theoretical characterization of the concept. Bourdieu frames social capital as the 
following:

The aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to pos-
session of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of 
mutual acquaintance or recognition (p. 248).

Bourdieu’s refinement of social capital brings focus to the notion that individu-
als develop relationships with intentionality to reap the benefits that may come 
about later on from those social group relations. A key stance within Bourdieu’s 
proposition of social capital is the dual elements of the concept. First of which, he 
argues it is the sociability of the relationship that permits one to realize access to the 
actual or potential resources possessed by others within the social tie. The second 
element of social capital, as described by Bourdieu, is the amount and quality of 
resources realized by an individual.

In addition to Bourdieu, the roots of social capital can be traced back to the 
work of American sociologist Coleman (1988). Most notably, Coleman postulates 
that social capital plays a significant role in the creation of other capital, in particular 
human capital. Human capital is illustrated by acquisition of skills, knowledge and 
capabilities that authorize persons to act in new ways (Coleman, 1988). According 
to Coleman, social capital is productive, enabling the possibility of achieving cer-
tain ends that would otherwise seem unattainable in the absence of social capital. 
Distinguished by its function, Coleman has defined social capital as:

…not a single entity but a variety of different entities, with two elements in 
common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facili-
tate certain actions of actors—whether persons or corporate actors—within 
the structure (p. S98).

From this definition, Coleman argues that social capital is embedded within 
the structures of relations and relationships between and among actors. To advance 
his conceptualization of social capital, he identifies three forms of social capital: 
obligations and expectations dependent upon the trustworthiness of structures, 
particularly the social environment of relations, the potential for information-
flow among social structures, and effective norms linked to sanctions. In this 
context, Coleman (1988) argues an actor performs within a social tie for another, 
establishing an expectation of reciprocity and an obligation on their part as the 
initiating actor.

The conceptual developments of social capital have not been limited to the 
work of sociologists. As a political scientist, Putnam’s (1995, 2000) conceptualiza-
tion of social capital builds upon and detours from both Bourdieu and Coleman’s 
interpretations of social capital. In accordance to Bourdieu and Coleman, the 
existence of social capital is based on perspectives of relationships between actors 
and that of actors within a social group; thus offering potential benefits resulting 
from their insertion with and among social ties of networks and social structures. 
Alternatively, Putnam’s interpretation of social capital extends beyond the properties 
of individuals to that of broader communities. With a focus placed upon communi-
ties and civic engagement, Putnam (1993) postulates:



Black Student-Athletes and Social Capital    109

JIS Vol. 9, No. 1, 2016

By analogy with notions of physical capital and human capital–tools and train-
ing that enhance individual productivity–”social capital” refers to features of 
social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate 
coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit (p. 35).

Putnam’s work offers a window for illuminating perceptive dimensions of 
social capital. Putnam (1995) perceived social capital not as a one-dimensional 
concept, but rather arguing for greater clarity of the multidimensional elements of 
social capital. Accordingly, Putnam (2000) makes a case for a diversity of social 
capital by differentiating between forms of social capital cultivated by social ties 
that promote deeper connectivity of homogenous groups from a form of social 
capital developed out of furnishing links between groups with more heterogeneity.

Social relations are ubiquitous within the sociocultural climate of intercol-
legiate athletics situated in the backdrop of institutions of higher education. Here, 
sociocultural climate refers to the nuances of social, cultural, political, economic, 
and historical influences on the function and operations of collegiate sport and 
campus life at universities and colleges. For student-athletes, developing their stocks 
of capital stands as a critical venture for their holistic development. In particular, 
their investment and gains of social capital may yield them significant returns on 
investment in multiple arenas (e.g., social, academic, personal) of their lives in the 
present and in the future. This research utilizes the conceptual lens of social capital 
to advance knowledge and understandings of black student-athlete development.

Critical Race Theory
Racial discourses and nuanced understandings of racism, particularly associated to 
black student-athletes’ development, are situated and unfold within the sociocultural 
climate that exist at the interface of intercollegiate athletics and higher education 
settings. Critical race theory (Bell, 1992, Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 
1995; Delgado, 1988; Tate, 1997: CRT) offers an operative lens to explore how 
black student-athletes develop stocks of capital with specific regard for the influ-
ence of race. Here, critical race theory functions as an interpretive framework to 
deconstruct abstract liberalists’ discourse regarding the social construct of race 
so to illuminate overt, systemic and nuanced manners in which the permanence 
of racism and the contemporary role of race manifests throughout institutions of 
American society, such as sport and higher education. There exist an increasing 
body of scholarship by sport scholars that employs a CRT frame to explore black 
student-athletes’ perceptions and experiences of racism linked to student develop-
ment, mentorship, academic outcomes, and sport management (e.g., Bimper, 2014b; 
Bimper, Harrison, & Clark, 2013; Carter & Hart, 2010; Carter-Francique, Hart, & 
Steward, 2013; Donner, 2005; Singer, 2005). The overarching agenda and impact 
of CRT is to problematize the manners by which race has historically and presently 
influences the lives of persons of color as well as the functioning and operations 
of a society undergoing constant change. Accordingly, CRT scholarship represents 
a critique of both liberal and conservative ideologies (Tate, 1997). Several defin-
ing tenets of CRT, particularly within in educational contexts, inform systematic 
inquiry, pedagogy, curricula and programmatic design.

First, CRT acknowledges that race and racism is deeply embedded, pervasive, 
and a perpetual component to the function and operation of American life through 
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the tenet of the intercentricity of race and racism (Bell, 1992). CRT scholars’ 
“realist view” of the permanence of racial ideology and the dominant, fundamental 
role of race that underpins American society recognizes widespread and deeply 
rooted effects throughout its institutions legally, culturally, and psychologically 
(Bell, 1992; Lawrence, 1995; Tate, 1997). Therefore, CRT recognizes matters of 
race and racism as normal in the lives of persons of color, serving as an anchor and 
intersecting juncture with other forms of subordination (Crenshaw, 1991; Matsuda, 
Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993). Secondly, CRT challenges the propagation 
of traditional notions of liberal ideology—objectivity, race neutrality, meritocracy 
and color-blindness—through its tenet of skepticism of dominate ideology. The 
critique of liberalism, in this sense, problematizes how said abstract liberalist ide-
ologies exploit certain desirable discourse such as equality, an even playing field 
and colorblindness camouflaging an inherent justification and protection of white 
self-interests and white privilege (Bonilla-Silva, 2009; Solórzano, 1997; Tate, 1997). 
These ideologies are often transmitted as stories—stock explanations—constructed 
as sincere fictions to maintain privilege and to rationalize and preserve inequitable 
conditions (Crenshaw, 1988; Delgado, 1989, 1990; Feagin, Vera, & Batur, 2001; 
Gotanda, 1991; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Third, CRT scholarship locates the 
centrality of experiential knowledge as a key tenet to give permission and value 
for one to name their own reality (Delgado, 1990; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 
One’s voice is qualified to introduce a counter-narrative that can enable an intel-
lectual unpacking and explanation of the evolution of social discourse, framing of 
narratives, and the racial remnants in the lives of people of color (Delgado, 1989, 
1990). Lastly, CRT scholarship takes on a commitment to social justice through 
critical liberating scholarship intended to eliminate racial oppression in route of 
eradicating all forms of oppression that continue to enable disparities of power 
and subordination (Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993; Solórzano, 
1997; Tate, 1997).

The tenets of CRT cooperatively offer a theoretical frame and analytical lens 
for which to examine race and racism where other modes of scholarship have been 
less effective and/or perpetuate racialized distortions through deficit theorizing 
(Yosso, 2005). Thus, a CRT viewpoint shifts the research lens away from a deficit 
stance directed at communities of color to purposefully glean a deeper, fuller 
understanding of the actual and potential means, cultural assets and sociocultural 
wealth that exist within and by communities of color (Solórzano & Solórzano, 
1995; Villalpando & Solórzano, 2005; Yosso, 2005). Tara Yosso (2005) postulates 
that deficit thinking subsists as one of the most prevalent forms of contemporary 
racism within US institutions of education. The juncture of deficit thinking and 
education tolerate schooling and programmatic efforts to default to a banking 
educational model. Freire (1973) pointedly critiques and interrogates the banking 
educational model by which purportedly passive students are symbolically filled 
with the cultural knowledge, skills and experiences deemed necessary for cultural 
outcomes and their ‘appropriate’ development. From this perspective, race often 
takes on the coded nomenclature of “cultural difference” in schooling settings 
(Yosso, 2005, p.75). Yosso employs a critical race theory (CRT) lens to challenge 
notions of deficit thinking and better understand the empowering potential of 
communities of color. She argues Bourdieu’s work and other traditional views on 
cultural capital have been appropriated to suggest some communities (i.e., white, 
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middle class) possess a greater degree of cultural wealth while other communities 
are culturally poor concerning one’s capital. In this frame, the means, knowledge 
and skills of the white, middle class are privileged and all others are judged in 
comparison with this normalized community (see Yosso, 2005).

Accordingly, Yosso (2005) departs from a traditional view of sociocultural 
capital narrowly defined by white, middle class and similarly limited views of 
wealth by situating the research lens on the experiences of people of color in a 
critical, historical context to expose accumulated assets, knowledge, skills and 
resources that exist in the histories and lives of communities of color. Through 
this perspective, the sociocultural wealth of a community can then encompass a 
collection of knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed and used within 
and by communities of color to persist and contest macro and microforms of 
oppression (Yosso). As such, the research and analytical lens of CRT is used in 
the current study to extend the literature on social and cultural capital to exam-
ine the influence of race and racial ideology and provide a robust framework 
for understanding the developmental experiences of black student-athletes at 
historically white institutions1.

Methods and Context

Research Design

The present research used a critical collective case study design (Stake, 2005; Yin, 
2014). The collective case study approach authorized a robust exploration within 
and across settings to investigate the similarities and differences between the cases 
(Stake, 2005). Broadly, the questions framing the research inquiry were: a) What 
role might race play in black student-athletes’ accrual of social capital? b) How 
is social capital understood and generated through program design and pedagogy 
for the development of black student-athletes in historically white institutional 
(HWI) settings? The conceptual lens of social capital theory (see Bourdieu, 1986; 
Coleman, 1988, 1990; Lin, 1999; Portes, 1998; Putnam, 1993, 1995) and critical 
race theory (see Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000; 
Yosso, 2005; Tate, 1997) were drawn upon to explore stocks of capital and social 
relations germane to black student-athletes while also exploring the nuance ways 
by which race and racism influence their development, particularly related to social 
capital, and their broader experiences within white settings. Using a collective case 
study approach (Stake, 2005), this study focused on two student-athlete programs 
that uniquely share similar programmatic efforts to enhance the development of 
student-athletes from under-served racial groups.

Data Collection

Data collection for this collective case study occurred at two NCAA member 
institutions of higher education whose respective athletic departments participate at 
the highest level of intercollegiate athletics, Division 1. Each site in this paper will 
be referred by their pseudonyms—Blue University and Yates State. The multisite 
data collection spanned the course of two years and included one 90–120 minute 
semistructured interview with thirteen participants. In addition to interviews, 
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observational notes (Yin, 2014) were taken of participants and those included in 
their social ties, formal and informal participant interactions with program and 
other departmental staff, faculty and university staff, and the local community. 
Relevant documents, such as program curricula and fliers, were also reviewed to 
aid the triangulation of data sources.

Research Settings

The Athletics Department of Blue University coordinates an annual leadership pro-
gram, which will be referred to as The Ship, that aims to advance the development 
of underserved racial/ethnic minorities, particularly black student-athletes, through 
educational programming and mentorship. This program is coordinated through the 
collaborative efforts of Blue’s athletics department and the black student cultural 
resource center on campus. The mentor relations organized in The Ship included a 
mentee (i.e., student-athlete) in the program being connected with a student-athlete 
peer mentor and an adult who was a former student-athlete at the collegiate level. 
In a similar vein, the athletics department of Yates State hosts an annual student-
athlete mentoring program, which will be referred to as the Anchors, which assigns 
two to three student-athlete mentees to a designated mentor from the university 
community. The Anchors program emphasizes “connecting student-athletes” to 
“create access to a resource to obtain their educational and personal goals” using 
faculty and athletics staff.

Researcher Reflexivity

Reflexivity is commonly demonstrated by use of first-person language and the 
transparency of one’s decisions and rationale leading into and throughout the 
research process (Berger, 2015). Researcher reflexivity provides an opportunity 
for critical self-evaluation by the researcher to understand how one’s own expe-
riences and understandings of the world and intersections of the researcher’s 
positionality may affect the research (Berger, 2015; see Milner, 2007; Morrow, 
2005). Drawing upon this tradition, I, the researcher, served as the primary 
instrument through which data were generated and analyzed (Merriam, 2002; 
Pezalla, Pettigrew, & Miller-Day, 2012). I spent nearly a year at each site as 
a participant-observer over the two years the present research was conducted. 
My role as a participant-observer allowed me to develop a positive rapport with 
all participants in each program. Due to employment changes, I continued the 
research as an external-observer at Blue University while serving as a participant-
observer at Yates State. I approached this study as a former Division 1 black col-
legiate student-athlete at a large HWI of higher education. Following my tenure 
as a collegiate student-athlete, I have spent several years working closely with 
diverse student-athlete populations in various roles within intercollegiate athlet-
ics including coaching, administration and student-athlete affairs—all at HWI 
settings. As a qualitative researcher, my epistemological lens commonly reflects 
a critical paradigm to explore the nuanced experiences and complex phenomena 
concerning the dyadic worlds of being a student and athlete at a HWI. Accord-
ingly, I find the insights of a CRT perspective meaningful to contextualize both 
broader and comprehensive understandings of how the social construct of race and 
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manifestations of racism impact the development of student-athletes and their yields  
of capital.

Participants
Approval by the human subjects internal review board was obtained at both Yates State 
and Blue University to conduct the present research. Subsequent to these approvals, 
purposive sampling strategy and snowball sampling techniques (see Patton, 2002; 
Teddlie & Yu, 2007) were used to direct the participant recruitment process. The 
assistance of directors and program coordinators who led the Ship and Anchors were 
enlisted to provide elicited feedback and recruit participants from their respective 
programs. Both programs were selected due to research interests in interviewing 
and observing the unique population of Division 1, black student-athletes apart of a 
student-athlete development program for under-served racialized group members. 
These programs and student-athlete population were the focus of this research to 
harvest meaningful findings that may advance understandings of social capital and the 
development of black athletes in historically white campus settings. Program staffs 
were explained the purposes of the research and asked to identify potential participants. 
Subsequent to meetings with staff and then potential participants, a total of N = 13 
black student-athletes, seven from Yates State (n = 3 males; n = 4 females) and six 
from Blue University (n = 4 males; n = 2 females), agreed to participate in the study. 
Participants ranged from freshman to seniors (n = 2 freshman; n = 3 sophomores; 
n = 5 juniors; n = 3 seniors) and represented a range of sports including football, 
basketball, volleyball, track and field, and softball (see Table 1).

Table 1  Participant Descriptions (N = 13)

Institution Pseudonym Class Sport Gender Major

Yates State

Anthony Jr. Football M Kinesiology

Alana Soph. Volleyball F Secondary Education

Raheem Jr. Football M Communications

Anneesa Sr. Softball F Biology

DeAngelo Sr. Basketball M Economics

Isabelle Fresh. Basketball F Undeclared

Donna Jr. Basketball F Economics/Sociology

Blue  
University

Alezia Soph. Volleyball F Criminal Justice

Damarious Sr. Football M History/Agriculture

Kenyon Jr. Track M Ethnic Studies

Martin Soph. Football M Undeclared

Kasey Fresh. Track M Business

Mya Jr. Basketball F Sociology
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Procedure and Analyses

Data collection and data analysis occurred in a concurrent and continuing manner 
for necessary adjustments as warranted (Creswell, 2003; Merriam, 2002). The con-
stant comparative method enabled a systematic interpretation of data by identifying 
commonalities and developing categorized codes and themes to synthesize data 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). After several readings of participant-approved transcripts, 
any commonalities located and interpreted while supportive data threads (Patton, 
2002) resonating with and deviating from observational notes were identified. All 
emergent themes were identified and coded (Creswell) with a focus on how student-
athletes’ perceived, discussed and created meaning of their social ties and networks 
and their experiences in historically white campus settings. Drawing from a CRT 
lens, the researcher’s read of the data on how the structuring of programing and 
social relations present in the data illuminated certain understandings related to 
privilege, racism, deconstructing whiteness, immediate and broader implications 
of racial inequities, and social justice (e.g., Bonilla-Silva, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 
1998; Singer, 2005). Overarching themes emerged from coded data (e.g., finding 
community, reshaping perspectives, cultivating, cultural gaps, new links, interde-
pendence, self-defining) to demonstrate similarities and dissimilarities between The 
Ship and Anchors and to build an explanation of how participants make meaning 
of developing social networks and social capital, draw from sociocultural wealth 
resources, and consider the role of race in their experiences (Yin, 2014).

Findings
This collective case research investigated black student-athletes’ experiences and 
perceptions within and across two independent developmental program case set-
tings, The Ship and The Anchors. Two thematic findings emerged from the data 
analysis characterized as 1) Connected with and through community and 2) Cul-
tivating cross-cultural ties. Collectively, the findings illustrate how black student-
athletes’ begin to make meaning and accrue social capital through developmental 
programs while negotiating the role race has on their experiences. However sepa-
rately, the individual themes typify the unique programmatic position surfacing 
from the purposes set forth and participants’ perceptions of their respective program. 
The thematic findings are presented in this section in accordance to their principal 
alignment to case A and case B, respectively. The subsequent section will expound 
on these findings to further discuss the respective themes from each case as well 
as how the themes partially cut across both cases.

Case A: The Ship
Connected With and Through Community.   Two weeks after the school year 
began, a flyer was circulated throughout the athletics department to coaches and 
staff members to announce the ‘launching’ of The Ship—a popular nickname of this 
particular student-development program within Blue Athletics. At the center of this 
flyer was Blue University’s athletics logo, with the prominent school colors removed 
from the body of the logo and replaced with the smiling faces of past black student-
athletes from last year’s program. The official name of the program was listed above 
this appropriated logo while the words “WE ARE THE SHIP” was printed below.
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Intercentricity of Race.  At the first gathering, the program coordinators greeted 
all mentors and student-athletes with a hand shake while saying, “Welcome to 
the Ship!” This same welcome was repeated for every individual at the start of all 
other gatherings the rest of the school year. Shortly thereafter at this first meeting, 
Damarious, a senior student-athlete featured on the flyer and self-described as “a 
three year veteran on the ship” stood before the group and gave an introductory 
speech beginning with the phrase, “We are the ship, All else the sea.” He explained 
that these were words spoken by Rube Foster, the founder of the renowned negro 
baseball league, proclaiming a vision and strategic plan by which he asserted the 
black community would have to self-organize to compete in a professional level 
of baseball comparable to or better than that of major league baseball (Nelson, 
2008). Foster’s proclamation to organize from within and to lean upon the support 
of the black ‘community’—an in-group system of support—is set to the backdrop 
of an era of baseball and American society governed by a wide-spread gentle-
man’s agreement that systemically institutionalized de jure and de facto racial 
segregation. In front of an audience of his peers, staff members, and several coaches 
in attendance to show support for their athletes’ involvement, Damarious stated,

It is us [black] student-athletes and the mentors in this room that are the ship 
today. We have to come together find a community in this room that we can 
use to set our own course in a sea that is not always so easy to navigate. We 
are few in numbers on this campus and we shouldn’t think of this as an awful 
situation. Rather we, the ship, is both who we are and the means to our survival. 
The ship is where we can come together to connect and build each other up 
and keep each other strong. (observation notes, p.3)

Damarious’s comments here highlight the foundational perspective rooted in 
the members and organizers involved in the Ship. In particular, his message keenly 
captured a collective perception of their experience as black student-athletes at Blue 
University as analogous to that of the premises and purpose by which Rube Foster 
sought to organize the Negro Baseball League. His comment depicts the linkage of 
historical race relations that shaped the experience of black participation in sport 
within a racialized precivil rights society to the modern postcivil rights era where 
racial disparities and a climate influence by race and racism are still present. Another 
point of distinction here is the identification of the Ship as being a community of 
people, while also offering this community a modus to successfully navigate the 
institutional climate that considers the racialized conditions.

Bonds of Care, Trust and Support.  Participants’ opportunities to develop trust 
with their mentors through the facilitated conversations in the Ship’s program 
contributed to a deepening perception of connectedness to those within their social 
relations. In his interview, Damarious stated:

Since I was a freshman, when I walk into most classrooms here, I’m usually 
walking into a sea of white faces. I feel like everywhere I go I’m the one or 
the one of just few faces that doesn’t look like the rest. The Ship is where I can 
just be! Where people understand what its like to be a black student on this 
campus. It’s a family atmosphere where we can talk like we’re family. Crack 
jokes on each other but at the same time create that community of support we 
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all need. It may be a different time or for different reasons, but we all come 
back to the Ship for support. And that’s what its [the Ship] here for. (Interview 
transcript, p.4).

The core element to the community of support, as noted by Damarious, was 
a salient sense of trust perceived by participants involved in The Ship. A common 
response to questions concerning how participants perceived a feeling of forging 
community within the Ship was illustrated by their readings of the role that trust 
played in social relations stemming from the Ship. A women’s basketball player, 
Mya, shared her thoughts regarding trust, stating

When we come to the ship we get to let the guard down. I never let anyone 
get too close. It’s just not really been worth it for me. But at the Ship you’re 
forced to be a little vulnerable as we talk about different things like getting 
this education or what we’re going through or dealing with. I’ve been real-
izing that we’re [black athletes in the program] kind of going through it in 
kind of the same ways. When I talk with my mentor or when they are sharing 
things about themselves with me, we’re building that trust that connects us. 
(Interview transcript, p.19)

Like Mya, Keynon, Alezia, and Martin also identified trust as being a central 
component to what enables student-athletes to find refuge in the supportive com-
munity of social relations between athletes and their mentors. Alezia stated that the 
“relationship with her mentor and some of the athletes in the Ship” has evolved to 
a level of being “affirming in a way that what I take from here is going to pay off 
for me in the future” (Interview transcript, p. 15). Accordingly, Keynon discussed 
that what he takes from the Ship are the “networks of relationships with people 
that know first hand what its like as a brotha [black male] on this campus and they 
validate how I feel when I’m struggling” (Interview transcript, p. 14–15). Damarious 
added, “we all click together pretty well because we all get the [black] struggle, but 
we also support each other to survive through the struggle so that we don’t leave 
anyone our their lost and not able to find their way” (Interview transcript, p. 8).

The benefits derived from the social relationships participants experienced 
with their mentors, staff and faculty apart of the community of the Ship extended 
beyond cultivating a consciousness regarding race relations and fostering a com-
munity of support and trust. Participants committed their energies to nurturing these 
social relations because they also “perceived a return on investment” in the form 
of meaningful knowledge and social and practical skills deemed useful in their 
immediate and distant futures (Interview transcript, pp. 12, 19, 26). In his response 
to a broader question of what it was that he seemed to get out this student-athlete 
development program, Kenyon replied:

Here, you get that real feeling that we are people that matter more than just our 
worth as an athlete. It’s one thing to be to liked by people because they need you 
to get these wins or appreciate your athletic talent. That’s cool and all, but it’s 
another thing for a community of people to genuinely care about how you’re 
doing, what we care about and who we become. This Ship is about us and our 
needs; bigger than the game. The Ship is about drilling down into what make 
us who we are and then thinking about how we show up today; what we need 
to be successful tomorrow after our playing days. (Interview transcript, p. 12)



Black Student-Athletes and Social Capital    117

JIS Vol. 9, No. 1, 2016

In Kenyon’s comment above, he uses the words “…real feeling…” to under-
score an authenticity captured by the intentionality and care expressed through social 
ties within the Ship’s program. The social networks, as characterized by Keynon 
during his interview, are realized as value added in terms of resources gained in 
stocks of social capital to fulfill the palpable needs and knowledge gaps that might 
harvest a viable return to him and the other participants later.

In correspondence to this notion of how networks of social relations provide 
a beneficial yield to participants, Kasey reveals:

In most cases, the mentors and staff members have already laid the ground-
work of building connections through professional relationship or and they are 
familiar with the resources that I want access too. So I come here always ear 
hustling around the room. You know, listening in on the conversations to hear 
if a person has a network that I need to tap into. This is how I’ve made it. Just 
listening for what and who a mentor knows and then connecting with them to 
eventually tap into their pipeline (Interview transcript, p.22).

Likewise, Alezia and Mya quite emphatically queried their mentors to consider 
how broad or extensive their networks might actually be and then to advocate on 
their behalf and introduce them to these potential social ties to grow their own 
networks. Notable in the observation notes of participants’ formal and informal 
interactions and throughout participant interviews was their persistent inquiry of 
whom else their mentors might know that could be a provide a returned benefit. 
Such inquires were probes to unearth and broaden one’s network of viable social 
relations for the opportunity to capitalize on expanded social ties. For example, 
Mya stated:

Benny (mentor pseudonym) knows a lot people around this campus and in 
the community. He doesn’t always remember that he might know so-and-so 
unless I press [question] him to think if he might know someone that can help 
me do a specific thing or get connected to another someone important for me 
to accomplish what I’m trying to accomplish. I have to keep asking ‘now who 
else do you know’ or ‘don’t you know so-and-so? (Interview transcript, p.28)

These types of statements demonstrated that the Ship provided an assembly 
of social networks that nurtured perceptions of a meaningful community driven 
by care, support, senses of trust and connectedness. The community within the 
Ship served a valuable role in the ways by which black student-athletes developed 
understandings of how the social construct of race shaped their experiences within 
their institutional settings.

Case B: The Anchors

Cultivating Cross-Cultural Ties.  The Anchors program is a student-athlete 
development program managed by the Yates Athletics Life Skills coordinator. 
All mentors in the Anchors program were race/ethnic minority university staff 
or faculty selected by the program coordinator. The use of the name Anchors is 
drawn from participants’ characterizations of the perceived role that these mentors 
play in the social network of student-athletes. Donna stated:
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Because I didn’t know her at first, it took some time to get know each other 
better. Honestly, she would try to reach out to me more than I. But now, she’s that 
anchor for me when I’m just filling lost or need to come back to get grounded. 
She’s home base for me. I take that initiative to go venturing off to figure things 
out as best I can, but I know where to come back, or better yet, who to come 
back to with questions. All because she’s my anchor! (Interview transcript, p.4)

When asked to describe what his relationship was with his mentor, Raheem’s 
assessment echoed that of Donna and the other participants. While sharing a story 
in his interview, Raheem captured his approach to the relationship with his mentor 
saying:

I see it like this – I know I can always call on Ray (his mentor) when something 
comes up and I feel like I need some advice, need to ask a difficult question, or 
just want to call to say what’s up. He doesn’t really hover over me, but I know 
he’s there. Like that invisible lifeline I got in the back pocket at all times. I feel 
like I’m a confident person, but just having the relationship with Ray helps 
when I have questions or need to have a moment. (Interview transcript, p.9)

Like others, Raheem perceived his mentor as an anchoring figure within the 
structure of their social relationship. The social tie present between mentors and 
student-athlete mentees in the Anchors program facilitated in-group interactions 
that offered support to navigate experiences with individuals and systems repre-
senting an out-group society. The role of mentors involved in Anchors served also 
as a social-cultural cornerstone role for which athletes returned to as necessary 
when seeking a critical sounding board for constructive support, building self-
confidence, and being empowered to face and discover new experiences beyond 
the black Anchors community.

“Bi-lingual” Competence.  The anchors, or otherwise mentors, were persistently 
encouraged by the program coordinator and staff to help their mentees explore 
and initiate cross-cultural ties that might broaden their networks. To accomplish 
“extended cross-cultural networks”, as described by a staff member, there was a 
programmatic emphasis for athletes’ to develop a ‘bilingual’ competence. In this 
context, bilingual competency suggests black student-athletes might effectively 
negotiate the pervasive, privileged cultural norms, behaviors and systemic racial-
ized beliefs and discourse that discernibly and covertly present themselves at and 
within the campus setting of this HWI and in the community. While describing their 
experiences as a black student at Yates, DeAngelo and Alana’s insights illuminate 
how each aims for and struggles with learning to be bilingual to build her social 
networks that include such cross-cultural ties.

DeAngelo: In a real sense there aren’t enough of us to solely rely on us to 
make it. It’s the world we live in; I have to build relationships with my white 
professors and white students. Those relationships are just essential to get 
places where we don’t usually get the easy opportunity to walk right into. So 
we have to figure out how to fit into their world. (Interview transcript, p.17)

Alana: I see my life as not only within the main story line, but it also plays out 
in those racist comments that live beneath an article posted online. I’m always 
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skeptical when I meet them [white peers] or my Profs. Don’t get me wrong – I 
play the game. But I want the relationship, but I can’t ignore the fact that I can’t 
see the real person in most cases because they’re like the anonymous comments 
section that shows how some people really feel about us walking around here. I 
think my teachers immediately see me as intimidating, but its only because I we 
see things differently. Not always, but sometime I have to present myself almost 
like I’m accommodating their insecurities about me. (Interview transcript, p.21)

Participants’ narratives for negotiating cross-cultural relations and developing 
their ability to essentially code-switch through social ties across racial bounds at 
Yates reveals how the presence of white privilege and the whiteness manifests in 
their experience and ability to generate a broader network of social capital.

Thriving Tomorrow.  A familiar focus communicated by participants during their 
interviews and observed in the formal and informal exchanges throughout Anchors 
was the concept of “preparation to thrive in the changing world” (Anthony’s 
transcript, p. 14). Isabelle recounted how she and her mentor spent quite a bit of 
time discussing “what the future holds and how she will have to show up as the 
world changes” (Isabelle’s transcript, p. 26). She shared in her interview:

I get that its not just about feeling good here or even trying to quote on quote 
make it here. We talk about how to learn in the here and now, but for tomor-
row. So he’s giving me the tools for something greater and preparing me to 
not only how to get acclimated and adapt here at Yates, but also prepared for 
life after Yates. (Interview transcript, p.26-27)

Weeks after her interview, Isabelle was having with a fellow student-athlete in 
the Anchors program. In the course of their dialogue, she offered the perspective 
of her mentor, Alvis, as advice to her peer. Isabelle stated:

He says you can’t think of campus as not the real world. It is! Alvis has shown 
me over and over, in different ways, how some of the challenges we face as 
a campus now will be more of the challenges you and I will face later in life. 
For example, more and more students are coming here from different places. 
We have to be able have a functional relationship with different people. But the 
majority of white people in your classroom could look like where you might 
work. Think if you ended getting a job here in town. (Observation notes, p.6)

In extension to his comment earlier, DeAngelo echoed the sentiments of his 
peers further explaining his position on fostering cross-cultural connections with 
others as mean to establishing new opportunities. He states:

I’ve been blessed to build connections with people that have opened up new 
doors to things that didn’t even seem possible for me or even us [black students] 
before. I’m beginning to get more of an inside look at a world that I could only 
see from the outside. And from the outside looking in you just don’t understand 
how it works till building those relationships.

Similarly, Anneesa’s justified the benefit taking the time to practice and devel-
oping cross-cultural relations with those across the Yates campus on the “inevitable 
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cultural shifts in demographics that are on our society’s horizon.” Anneesa reflected 
on the mentorship she receives from her “anchor:”

We talk about my generation and the expectations of us as the next generation 
of leaders. Going forward, Angie pushes us with questions after questions to 
think about what will be expected of us as the torch is handed off. We have to 
be aware and know ourselves. We have to have that anchor! But we also have 
to be able to cross those traditional boundaries because that’s what will be 
demanded of those of us that are going to be able to get things done. Tomor-
row’s careers and even the neighborhoods are becoming more diverse. So I 
have to know how to understand and work with all them mixes of people by 
race or whatever. (Interview transcript, p. 8)

The comments of student-athletes in the Anchors program revealed an inten-
tionality to develop cross-cultural relations, cultivate competences to traverse 
between social and cultural norms and behaviors, while preparing to be citizens in 
a world experiencing constant sociocultural change.

Discussion

Social capital has historically been a cornerstone in the shared experience of black 
people in American society (Morris, 2004). The lens of critical race theory, in the 
current study, assisted in filling a void in understandings of forms of capital by way 
of critically examining how race and racial ideology influence black student-athlete 
development and one’s broader experiences. As seen in this study, the intersecting 
societal institutions of sport and higher education embody a sociocultural climate 
for which black persons and their accrual of social capital are influenced by their 
navigation of overt and clandestine racial discourses, ideology and inequity. Through 
a collective case study approach, this research investigates black student-athletes’ 
accrual and meaning-making of social capital while involved in culturally-relevant 
student-athlete developmental programs located at two HWI sites. The subsequent 
discussion points to particularly relevant pedagogical practices that may better serve 
the capital needs of black student athletes with consideration of the sociocultural 
milieu for which their development is fostered. The research design enabled a rich 
exploration of the experiences of black student-athletes within and across uniquely 
designed programs while also an extrapolation of both similarities and differentia-
tions between case settings (Stake, 2005). Social capital, in this study, was framed 
as the sum of actual and potential resources that exist within, are accessible through, 
and are a derivative of the social ties of a relational network possessed by a person or 
community of color (see Bourdieu, 1986, 1993; Putnam 1995; Yosso, 2005). Although 
each of the student-athlete programs that contextually situate this study were grounded 
in a focus on black student-athlete development, the findings expose similarities and 
nuanced differences in social capital between participants and these programs.

Forms of Social Capital

Both the Ship and the Anchors development programs reflected cellular forms of 
intentionally organized communities ripe for facilitating compelling forms of social 
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capital for black student-athlete participants. In similar fashions, each program 
was seemingly grounded in the premise that their student-athletes would benefit in 
developing meaningful interpersonal resources and social capital through program-
matic facilitation of a network of social ties. In each the Ship and the Anchors, the 
networks of social ties themselves were constituted by perceptions of a developed 
level of trust stemming from mutual expectations linked to a perceivable authenticity 
of individuals and an onus to make oneself available to another. Coleman (1988) 
contends social capital like that observed in the Ship and Anchors programs is 
dependent upon manufacturing trustworthiness that is derived from the establish-
ment of obligations and expectations between actors.

Notwithstanding, Putnam (2000) contends all forms of social capital are not 
equal, shedding a particular light on bonding and bridging types of social capital. 
The student-athletes’ meaning-making of their social ties are situated within the 
dimensional concepts of bonding and bridging social capital located in Putnam’s 
(2000) multidimensional conceptualization of social capital. Based on the data, 
student-athletes’ social capital developed through the Ship principally evokes Put-
nam’s characterization of bonding social capital. Bonding social capital is based on 
networks that present a similarity among actors and social structures with regard to 
such demographic factors as race, ethnicity, age, socioeconomics, role status and/
or education. In this case study, race was a core factor for which the deeper bonds 
and connectivity between individuals in the program were cultivated. The element 
of bonding as a dimension of social capital is captured within the connecting of 
predominantly homogenous social ties leading to a strengthening, or reinforcement 
of values and characteristics upheld within and by such networks (Putnam, 2000). 
As such, the framing of “Welcome to the Ship” to invite mentors and mentees into a 
space of support drawn from an immediate recognition of race reflects a reinforcing 
discourse to strengthen the bonding of black athletes and their black mentors in the 
context of a HWI. Here, the social networks with a shared homogenous identity 
and experience, in this case being black, reify the exclusivity of their racial identity 
through social relations that embolden introspective examination. As evidence of a 
high degree of bonding social capital, the student-athletes of the Ship, in particular, 
cited a sense of comfort and perseverance as an underserved population with regard 
of finding community to traverse the sociocultural climate of their HWI.

Consequently, the potential for the preservation of social separations through 
bonding social capital heighten the chances of negatively bolstering antisocial 
behaviors perpetuating social inequities for homogenous social networks. Accord-
ingly, a common reactive behavior promoted by the Ship was for student-athletes 
to return and find solace with those involved in the Ship nearly to the exclusion of 
those outside the Ship. Essentially, the Ship constructed a strong sense of social 
capital for student-athletes, yet almost consigned to the social ties created within 
the program. To this point, Putnam refers to this quality of bonding social capital 
as “the darker side of social capital” (pp. 350–351). Whereby, a high degree of 
bonding social capital can be limiting by its potential to perpetuate siloes of social 
capital that offer support, yet do less to foster bipartisan or multilingual skills that 
enable one to speak across the sociocultural isles of race.

In contrast, the narratives furnished from the Anchors program echoes what 
Putnam (2000) describes as bridging social capital. Bridging, in this context, refers 
to the crosscutting ties (Paxton, 1999), which construct viable channels for access 
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and information that extend beyond the homogeneity of networks and social struc-
tures. It is the construction of networks or social structures that reach beyond the 
scope of homogenous social ties enabling a ripe environment for individuals to 
acquire bridging social capital. The cross-cultural emphasis to broaden the social 
networks of student-athletes in the Anchors program underscores this notion of 
developing bridges that connect heterogeneous social ties. The narratives revealed 
participants acknowledged the usefulness of exploring a different make-up of social 
relationships to possibly yield a positive return in ways homogenous social ties 
might not. There most certainly was a level of bonding social capital evident in 
the Anchors program. In observation of participants, the construction of bonding 
social capital emerged as a clear footing to the program. However, unlike the Ship, 
the focus of the Anchors looked to use this footing to initiate dialogue that inspired 
student-athletes to explicitly broaden networks cross-culturally. As reflected by 
the comments of Isabelle, DeAngelo and Anneesa, the expansive range connec-
tions fostered by bridging social capital afforded individuals an experience of new 
found relationships or ties seen as useful for finding out-group or external support, 
gaining newfound access, and attaining a new wealth of information meaningful to 
their needs now and/or in the future. The social ties of bridging social capital are 
conceptually weaker than that of bonding social capital. To this point, the weakness 
of developing social ties to furnish bridging social capital invoked participants’ 
realizations of the realities and complexities of how race influences their develop-
ment and experiences.

Social Capital and Critical Race Theory

Considering the contexts of sociocultural environment by which social ties are 
developed between and among actors is critical toward understanding the signifi-
cance of nurturing black student-athletes’ social capital. This collective case study 
revealed that black participants were aware and continually grappled with the 
racialized experience of being black within their respective HWI and the broader 
communities. The lens of CRT assisted in unpacking the data through the tenets 
used in the current study. Their awareness and continual negotiation of race and 
racism illuminate CRT’s tenet of the intercentricity of race and racism. Participant 
narratives reveal how race influenced their search for or their ability to extend their 
sense of community (Sarason, 1974; Warner & Dixon, 2011) and social relations 
on their campus. Intercollegiate athletic departments, akin to their campus coun-
terparts (i.e., student affairs, academic support services), play a key role in creating 
meaningful communities that serve to enhance the well-being of its constituents 
(Warner & Dixon, 2011, 2013). The interviews with participants bare how the deep 
rooted, systemic functionality of race played a central role in their self-exploration, 
their construction of their racialized identity and their presentation of self to others 
in HWI spaces. Kenyon’s statement, “The Ship is about drilling down into what 
makes us who we are and then thinking about how we show up today” illuminates 
the sentiments of his peers reflecting how race was key to considering their racial 
identity and lived experiences in the context and climate of white settings. This 
study supports research that has demonstrated a perceived sense of community 
can be elevated by the care, concern and intentionality of athletic leadership and 
support personnel accompanied by the availability of social spaces that afford 
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student-athletes, with shared experiences, the opportunity to build and draw upon 
their social and cultural capital (Warner & Dixon, 2011, 2013; Yosso, 2005). Future 
research must continue to examine how the creation of black student-athletes’ sense 
of community merges with and can be informed by CRT literature in affiliation 
with understandings social capital and the sociocultural wealth of communities.

Both the Ship and the Anchors programs were not positioned to nor functioned 
to glorify racial sameness concerning opportunity and experiences. Rather, these 
programs facilitated social networks that enabled meaningful dialogue for student-
athletes to consider the impact of the historic artifacts of race and racism present on 
their campus and in society that contribute to manufacturing their lived experiences 
as racialized persons (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). Findings across the collective case 
study also illuminate, from the perspective of the CRT tenet of skepticism of ideol-
ogy, how student-athletes in these programs de-privileged a color-blind liberalist 
discourse that commonly pervades normalized social dialogues. Accordingly, the 
student-athletes reflected upon racial inequities related to the accrual of meaning-
ful social capital often systemically privileged to whites in such settings. Another 
fundamental tenet of CRT, although not mutually exclusive of other tenets, is the 
centrality of experiential knowledge by which one is permitted to name their reality 
through counter-stories. Engaging in counter-storytelling empowers an intellectual 
deconstruction and explanation of the evolution of social discourse, framing of 
narratives, and the racial remnants in individuals’ lives and communities of color 
(Delgado, 1989, 1990). Hence, by self-reflecting on their experiences and presenting 
counter-narratives to notions of color-blindness, the participants were elevating their 
consciousness of the complexities of race and racism that persist (Ladson-Billings, 
1998; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).

The weaknesses in the developing the bridging social capital, most evident 
in the Anchors program, appeared as student-athletes were confronted with mani-
festations of whiteness (Leonardo, 2002) as they looked to develop cross-cultural, 
cross-racial social ties with campus faculty and staff. Whiteness here refers to the 
values, norms, behaviors and racial ideology that consciously and inadvertently 
privilege the social dominance and self-interests of whites; thus perpetuating racial 
inequity in a racialized American society. The racial discourse of whiteness, such 
as color-blindness and unnuanced consideration of equal opportunity disregard 
the contours of racism, avoid the acknowledgment of persons’ lived realities as 
a result of race, racism and racial legacy, and functions to otherize individuals 
across racial lines (Leonardo, 2002). Therefore, although developing bridging 
social capital was a focus and aspirational goal for student-athletes in the Anchors 
program, their social capital needs intersecting with the realisms of whiteness, as 
exposed in the present research, unveil a unique sociocultural climate for black 
student-athletes to navigate.

Traditional conceptions of social and cultural capital are rooted in the practice 
of privileging the accumulation of specific knowledge, skills and abilities valued by 
white, middle class culture as the standard by which all other forms of expression of 
cultures are evaluated in relation to the norm (Yosso, 2005). The lens of CRT offers 
an opportunity to further such notions of capital by exposing and challenging this 
function of whiteness and seeing communities of color—even cellular communi-
ties of color like the Ship and Anchors—as places of multiple strengths capable of 
nurturing ‘cultural wealth’ through various forms of capital. Yosso (2005) argues 
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the dynamic processes of various forms of capital, such as social capital, yet also 
aspirational, navigational, linguistic, familial, and resistant capital contributes to 
the cultural wealth of communities of color. Building upon the focus of the current 
study centered on social capital, future research should employ a CRT lens, drawing 
on the work of Yosso, to investigate how student-athlete programs nurture cultural 
wealth through various forms of capital.

Purposeful Pedagogy for a Sustaining Capital
The aim of the current study was to advance an understanding of how a case of 
student-athlete development programs programmatically and structurally developed 
social capital for black student-athletes by exploring participant narratives that 
explicate their meaning-making of social relations and social networks germane to 
their experiences at a HWI. Across the Ship and Anchors programs, the narratives 
in this collective case study revealed how the foundational purposes for which each 
program existed and functioned generated principally different forms of social capi-
tal. By utilizing a CRT perspective, this research advances a greater understanding 
of how race plays a significant role in the experiences of black student-athletes in 
white settings of higher education and an influencing role in their circumnavigating 
of sociocultural climates to amass dimensions of social capital. Accordingly, the 
findings from this collective case study bid further consideration for how best to 
effectively integrate culturally relevant pedagogical practices with student-athlete 
development programs to yield worthwhile forms of capital. Thus, a vital implica-
tion of this study is a call for pedagogy that better serves black student-athletes as 
a conduit for nurturing and transmitting forms of social capital.

The seminal work of Ladson-Billings (1995), rooted by a critical paradigm, 
sketches a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) composed of three key 
purviews: a) academic success through facilitated instruction and learning experi-
ences, b) cultural competence for appreciation and celebration of one’s own culture 
and others, and c) sociopolitical consciousness for solving real-world problems 
(Ladson-Billings, 2014). The practice of CRP is predicated on conceptions of self 
and others, developing a community of learners constructed by social relations 
that are equitable and reciprocal, and conceptions of knowledge. Paris (2012) 
offers the concept of culturally sustaining pedagogy, not only to build upon CRP, 
yet also to present a modern alternative frame to reposition pedagogy as “more 
than responsive of or relevant to the cultural experiences and practices of young 
people” (p. 95). Thus, culturally sustaining pedagogy seeks to preserve and culti-
vate cultural pluralism as essential to schooling to afford students to thoughtfully 
inquire of the solutions that attend to the needs of a pluralistic society, such as the 
aim in the Anchors program. Paris maintains the vibrancy of a pluralistic society 
requires “both the many and the one” (p. 95). Thus, creating what equates to an 
enriching experience for black student-athletes—one filled with academic success 
as well as personal and social growth—needs a network of both in-group and out-
group relationships. In other words, a robust experience for black student-athletes 
should help to provide both bonding and bridging forms of social capital. Based 
on the present research, there exist evidence that programs for student-athlete 
development are keenly suited as viable sites for these pedagogical possibilities. 
Furthermore, the pedagogical possibilities that stem from the use of a culturally 
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sustaining pedagogy can inspire and generate a sustaining capital for black 
student-athletes to thrive.

In this context, social sustaining capital begins with developing social ties that 
preserve an appreciation and celebration of one’s own culture and facilitates the 
sociopolitical, sociocultural consciousness of black student-athletes to find their 
agency in an ever-changing society. Social sustaining capital is grounded in three 
propositions: a) social ties enable one to find community that might strengthen 
one during times of perceived challenge; b) social ties cultivate a social-cultural 
consciousness that authors a critical understanding of influential systems, the 
impact of social order, and the complexities of how whiteness and privilege avail 
themselves to shape the lived experiences of racialized persons; and c) social ties 
facilitate an acquisition of culturally relevant and responsive competencies and 
faculties to position oneself as a meaningful change agent in a pluralistic society. 
Future research should explore ways in which to not only develop meaningful 
forms capital, but also seek channels that can deliver sustaining social capital for 
black student-athletes to prosper.

Note

1. 	 The phrase “historically white institutions” is used instead of a commonly used phrase 
“predominantly white institutions” to underscore that the gross numbers or percentages of white 
students have less to do with the composition of the majority than it does with the historical and 
contemporary racialized infrastructure still in place in institutional settings, which maintains a 
systemic racialized culture and climate that privileges whites over other racial/ethnic groups of 
color (Smith, Allen & Danley, 2007).
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