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accepting persconal responsibility for change. “Many people believe that sport is the
only institution that can cross barriers of gender, race, nationality, political views, and
religion to reach all people on a common plane” (Bruening, 2004, in press). Yet, little
fact gathering and information solicitation has occurred to determine how to reach
Affrican American women athletes and:

since the present and future lives of these athletes may be posi-
tively or adversely affected, research which examines the meaning
of sport in the lives of female athletes of color is necessary to assist
athletic personnel in understanding and communicating with fe-
male athletes, and in determining policy or making prudent deci-
sions regarding women’s sport. {Stratta, 1995a, p. 4)

The purpose of this study was to gather information on the experiences of African
American female student-athletes from the student-athletes themselves in order to
share findings with those who are responsible for making the daily decisions affecting
these women's lives. The following research questions formed the foundation for the
data presented in this paper;

1. How does sport serve to reinforce racial and gender based stereotypes?
2. How can sport serve to dispel those myths?

Academic Stereotypes

Research has shown that “race is the strongest predictor of university aca-
demic performance” among student-athletes with gender as a less salient factor (Kiger
& Lorentzen, 1986, p.160). However, this research treats race and gender as separate
constructs. For instance, most “frameworks examining gender in education .. .have
been developed and tested on White student populations™ (Chavous, 2002, p. 143).
Concurrently, “considerable attention has been paid to the special problems of African
American males in schools” (Frazier-Koussi, 2002, p. 151}, However, research on the
combined effect of gender and race on academic achievement is an almost unexplored
domain. In the general student population, Cohen & Nee (2000} focused on gender
differences in African Americans’ level of educational attainment and retention and
discovered significant differences between African American men and women. But
such studies have not investigated why such differences exist (Chavous, 2002). Fur-
thermore, even less data is available when athletic participation is added as a variable
alongside race, gender and academic environment. For example, Lucas & Lovaglia
(2002) reported that compared to non student-athletes, athletes do not see the overall
benefits of a college education when weighed against the cost and are less motivated to
achieve in the classtoom. However, the researchers did not account for gender or race
in reporting their results. In addition, they did not investigate but only recommended
that future research “shed light” (p. 5) on how racial and economic distinctions in the
United States contribute to their findings.

In examining differences between African American women and men in the
general student population, Fleming (1985) stated that African American women are
“anxious about their own competence” but those feelings are out of proportion with
some of the objective facts of their competitive abilities (Fleming, 1985, p. 144).
Fleming (1985) also found that African American women perform worse in math than
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Maintaining the dedication to achieve academically is not an easy road to
travel for Black female students given that they do experience alienation and unfairness;
whereas “white students adjust well” and “have no complaints about alienation or
unfairness in the classroom” (Fleming, 1983, p. 136). African American women also do
not choose to withdraw from the challenges facing them in their academic pursuits like
their Black male counterparts who struggle at predominantly White institutions to the
point where they may “withdraw academically and psychologically” (Fleming, 1985,
p. 145). Chavous (2002) contended that African American women do not respond to
unfriendly academic envircnments the way that Black men and even White women do.
White women have a more difficult time adjusting to the collegiate academic environ-
ment and tend to internalize failures in a manner that diminishes their self-esteem to the
point that they become more reserved and uninvolved in the classroom (Belenky,
Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986) wherc  African American women “show up
with a sense of purpose” (Close, 2003, p. 49). Black women “develop the assertive
capacities that help them hold their own academically” (Fleming, 1985, p. 145). Pescarella
& Smart (1991} agreed that the impact of the academic envirenment for women may
“differ in both magnitude and in kind from that found in men™ (p. 129). Contrary to
male athletes {Adler & Adler, 1991), females who participate in athletics experience a
“modest positive effect of college academic achievement” (Pescarella & Smart, 1991, p.
128). In fact, Kiger and Lorentzen (1986) found that “women [student-athletes] will
tend to perform well academically, as a group, as long as the women’s athletic programs
do not heavily recruit athletes who might not otherwise attend the university” (p. 165).
African American female student-athletes find themselves differentiated from the com-
munities that would be thought “to sustain and support” (hooks & West, 1991, p. 18)
them (i.e., other women and African American men). They are “outsiders within”
lacking a significant body of research to assist those who are in roles to support their
achievemnent by understanding their experiences.

METHODS

Initial data collected involved determining participation rates through a docu-
ment analysis of the NCAA Certification Study for X University. In 1998-1999 the
university had a total of 336 female student-athletes making the rate of participation for
African American women 3% in track and field 911 women), 1.7% in basketball (6
women), and 1.1 % in ail other sports (2 in crew, and 1 each in volleyball and fencing).
Twelve of the twenty-one athletes agreed to participate in this study (Bruening, 2004,
in press).

Next a series of three focus group interview sessions were conducted with a
total of twelve women (groups of three, four and five). Background questionnaires
were used at the outset of each focus group session to gather demographic information.
The women ranged from first year in school to fifth year senior, aged eighteen to
twenty-three (See Table 1). The names used to identify the participants in the remain-
der of this document were selected by each woman as a part of the completion of the
background questionnaire. Focus Group 1 was made up of Dianne, Gabby, and Lolita.
Focus Group 2 included Essence, November, Kay, and Princess. Focus Group 3 was
the largest with Vanessa, Taz, Chyna, Madison, and Babeahgirl. A semi-structured
format was used for the focus groups (see Table 2).
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Gabby's experience of stereotyping was firsthand. She learned that people
believe that African Americans are not as intelligent as Caucasians. This stereotype did
not disappear for Gabby and her counterparts in this study when they went to college.
They were exposed to assumptions on the part of their peers and professors that they
were enrolled at X University only to play sports and not capable of excelling in the
classroom.

The women were acutely aware of what people thought and said about them.
As they traveled from their dorms and apartments to classes, the library, the cafeteria,
and practice, the women wore clothing that identified them as student-athletes. They
stood out on campus and being a student-athlete was a large part of their identity:

I was thinking about how I fee' ~1 campus. We got these back-
packs for the conference champ...ships. T started wearing mine
around. [t has your sport on it. So | was thinking about that, 1
wonder if they're looking at me? Do they look at me differently
because they can tell that I am in sports? That made me a little
aware of my surroundings and who was looking at me. Are they
looking at me because of a black athlete? (Lolita)

Yesterday [ was thinking because I always wear my backpack too,
not to be racist or anything, but when white people look at me
when [ have on the backpack, do they think that I'm here just to
play sports? Or do they think that I'm here to get my education
and to achieve more academically? That is always running across
my mind. Okay there’s another black girl here she must be an
athlete. She must be a track runner. I don’t want people to know
me just for that, T want them to know me because I have intelli-
gence too. (Dianne)

They wanted to be recognized for their accomplishments both academically
and athletically. However they believed there was a common perception, shared by
professors on campus, that they were only attending X University because of their
athletic talents,

I’m a biology major and there are many athletes, especially female
athletes in the sciences. After 1 graduate I’'m geing to optometry
school. There is a teacher 1've encountered in my tole as a [Black]
female athlete — looking at me as this dumb athlete who just
wanted to get by. 1 don’t know how many times | went to his
office to try to explain the reason why I was here. Ithink it’s great
that I can get an education not just a bogus degree or something. I
can get a biology degree in become a doctor and be a track athlete.
That teacher would not hear of it. He thought it was absolutely
impossible. (Lolita)
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TABLE 3. Grounded Survey Instrument

Please answer the questions on this survey based on the following
scale:

Strongly Strongly
Disagree  Disagree Neutral Agree  Agree
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

|. Early Socialization influences

1. My mother was the most significant influence on my becoming involved
in sports.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

2. My father was the most significant influence on my becoming involved in
sports.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

3. My brother (s) were the most significant influence on my becoming
involved in sports.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

4. My sister {s)were the most significant influence on my becoming
involved in sports.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

5. My peers were the most significant influence on my becoming involved
in sports.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

6. My teacher {s) were the most significant influence on my becoming
involved in sports.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

7. My coach (es) was/were the most significant influence on my becoming
involved in sports.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

8. My relatives were the most significant influence on my becoming
involved in sports.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a



The Academic Athletic Journal Page 39

TABLE 3. Grounded Survey Instrument (cont.)

Il. Choice of Sport

1. | chose to play the sport | play in college because | was good at it.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

2. | chose to play the sport | play i.. .ollege because | enjoyed it.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

3. I chose to piay the sport | play in college due to the most significant
influence | listed in the previous section.

1 2 3 4 5 n/a
4. ] chose the sport | play in college due to the availability of a scholarship.
1 2 3 4 5 n/a

5. | chose the sport | play in college for the opportunities it will afford me
after graduation.

1 2 3 4 5 n/a

6. | feel a slereotype exists that African-American women are supposed lo
play a certain sport or sports.

1 2 3 4 5 nfa
7. | believe this sport is basketball.

1 2 3 4 5 nfa
8. | believe this sport is track and field.

1 2 3 4 5 nfa
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TABLE 3. Grounded Survey Instrument (cont.)

ll. Societal Perceptions of Race and Gender

1. As a female athlete, | fight the perception of being a sex symbol.

2. As a female, | am not accepted as a legitimate athlete.

3. Because | am a female athlete, my sexual orientation is questioned.

4, | receive conflicting messages about whether it is acceptable to be an
athlete and a woman.
5. People assume | am an athlete because | am African-American.

6. People assume | am a talented athlete because | am African-American.

7. My coach expects more out of me because | am African-American.

8. Women athletes have to prove themselves more so than men athletes.
9. Men's sports are prioritized over women's sports.

10. There is a lack of respect of women's sports.

11. There is a lack of understanding of women's sports.

IV. Media Issues
1. Women athletes receive equal TV coverage to men athletes.

2. Women athletes receive equal newspaper coverage to men athletes.
3. Women athletes receive equal radio coverage to men athletes.

4, Women's sports receive adequate coverage by the media.

V. Additional Comments

Please use the space below for any additional comments you wish to share.
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