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ABSTRACT 

 

The collegiate level student-athletes are subjected to a world that is different than other 

adolescents beginning their university experience. These individuals embark on their 

college campuses with more than freshman level English and dorm selection as their 

greatest sources of stress.  On the contrary this level of athletics and education is the 

genesis for many into the world of professional athletics. These young individuals are 

ushered into a world where balancing the many perils, pitfalls and pleasantries of a 

college campus are events that could be construed as the makings of a fulltime job…their 

sport of choice. The irony of this world is that only a tiny percentage of the student-

athletes will make an actual career out of their particular sport, however the training and 

preparation is the same for all. To top it off, each and every one of the student athletes 

believes they will be the one to achieve professional status with their talent. American 

college communities more often than not promote the fact that they are places for 

adolescents to grow and explore themselves in various ways. Erik Erikson (1982) has 

determined that the Identity vs. Identity Confusion crisis takes place at this very time and 

if not successfully resolved one will develop in a psychosocial manner that can impact 

negatively throughout the rest of one‟s life. The impasse that the student athlete is faced 

with is that so much is determined by their performance in their sport rather than their 

performance as an individual away from their sport. I will focus on the identity 

development of male and female adolescent collegiate student-athletes and how these two 

very important components, gender identity and social group identity, interplay in the 

development of some adolescents and create its own type of identity development 
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completely, Student-Athlete Identity Development (S.A.I.D.) It will be argued that 

student-athletes, particularly males, have embarked upon this time of exploration in their 

lives and begin with a foreclosed sense of identity and within months they start to alter 

their view of self as well as their place within the athletic world. 
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An identity is questioned only when it is menaced, as when the mighty begin to fall, or 

when the wretched begin to rise, or when the stranger enters the gates, never, thereafter, 

to be a stranger. Identity would seem to be the garment with which one covers the 

nakedness of the self: in which case, it is best that the garment be loose, a little like the 

robes of the desert, through which one's nakedness can always be felt, and, sometimes, 

discerned. This trust in one's nakedness is all that gives one the power to change one's 

robes. 

James Baldwin, The Devil Finds Work  
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 VIGNETTE 

“I will be a pro ball player!” That has been the statement running through Isaac 

Bengal‟s head since 6
th

 grade. His remarkable skills at such a young age amazed 

everyone, even his older brother JJ, who usually fought with him every chance he got. 

Isaac started bouncing a basketball when he was in 4
th

 grade one day during recess. He 

never thought anything more about the game other than it was something fun to do during 

recess and in PE class because he was always able to dominate his classmates. Isaac was 

never a particularly stellar student in the classroom, so finding success during recess and 

PE made him feel pretty good about himself. After all, PE is a required class.  

When Isaac entered middle school, he noticed that there were all types of sport 

teams he could join. Mr. Jones, the Math teacher made an announcement one day in class 

to all the students about basketball tryouts for both the boys and girls. Mr. Jones was the 

head Basketball coach and wanted to get the new students involved. Isaac took the 

permission slip home to his parents and thought he would give it a try. Isaac‟s parents 

were very supportive of his efforts.  His father, Jacob, had never seen Isaac play since he 

worked long hours as an accountant for a local publishing company. Mr. Bengal typically 

deferred to his wife regarding all decisions about the children. Isaac‟s mom, Melissa, was 

always supportive of anything her 3 children attempted as long as they were happy. 

Melissa Bengal did not work outside of the home and had dedicated her life to the 

happiness of her family. 
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From the first day of try-outs Isaac was a star. Mr. Jones  made it known to 

everyone there, even the older players,  that Isaac was the standard by which they were to 

model. All throughout middle school Isaac became known for his athletic abilities and 

became very popular. The teachers all knew his name and would encourage him to do 

well when big games were approaching. He was even given special consideration for 

turning in assignments late or not completed if the timing of an assignment or project 

conflicted with a basketball game. Isaac‟s father even attended the championship game 

and was proud when Isaac and his teammates made the front page of the local newspaper 

after winning. 

When Isaac entered high school things really changed. Isaac continued to be a 

moderate student and played basketball seemingly all year long (“I will be a pro ball 

player!”). Mr. Jones had encouraged his family to have Isaac join an Amateur Athletic 

Union (AAU) team with which Mr. Jones was affiliated with. Isaac really enjoyed the 

games and even the long practices; he loved everything about basketball and really 

started to believe that he was to be a professional basketball player someday. The head 

high school basketball coach, Mr. Harper, was also his History teacher and head of the 

Social Studies department.  Isaac liked that he did not have to work really hard at school 

because most of his teachers understood all of the extra time he was devoting to 

basketball.  The thing that really changed for Isaac and his family was the amount of 

national attention they were receiving (“I will be a pro ball player!”). Over his first 3 

years of high school, tons of colleges and universities were contacting him and offering 

athletic scholarships, even professional agents contacted him about his prospects of 
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playing professionally after high school and surpassing college. During the fall of his 

senior year, Isaac visited 5 NCAA Division 1 colleges (“I will be a pro ball player!” ) 

and after which he decided to go to New Jersey State University. His mom and dad said 

that this school would give him the best advantage of realizing the goal of becoming a 

professional basketball player. Isaac wasn‟t sure if this was the best school for him, but 

he trusted his mom and dad and felt that he owed them for all of the time and money they 

had invested in him over the years. He also knew that if he played for a legendary coach 

he would have a much better chance of making it professionally than if he played for 

someone not very well known. 

Isaac entered college the next fall (“I will be a pro ball player!” ) and was very 

excited to begin life as a college basketball player. Although, things quickly changed 

when he got to campus, life was not as he had expected. None of the professors knew 

who he was, nor seemed to care. He had to participate in mandatory study hall and the 

classes were really hard and boring. Everything was harder and he was no longer the best 

player. His coaches expected him to practice every day as well as go to class, study hall, 

weight-lifting and do extra skill work on his own. Isaac quickly started to think that this 

may not be the place for him. After his first round of exams his coaches made him go to 

even more study hall on top of what he was already doing. When the competitive season 

began in November,  Isaac was sure that he had chosen the wrong school because his 

coaches only played him about 10 minutes each game. His team was doing well, however 

Isaac was troubled. His parents were supportive and kept telling him to be patient and 



14 

 

that his time would come. Isaac was patient and went through the entire school year, 

however his time never came that year (“I will be a pro ball player!”).  

Isaac returned to school in the fall (“I will be a pro ball player!” ) and believed 

that he was going to make a difference this year and realize his goal of becoming a 

professional player. Regardless of what his coaches were saying, Isaac was leaving for 

professional basketball at the end of the season. Isaac believed his coaches were being 

selfish and wanted him to stay in school just so the team could have his name associated 

with the program.  During the season opener, Isaac started the game and was feeling good 

about this being his time. Toward the end of the 2
nd

 half Isaac went up for a routine lay-

up. When he landed on the ground he did not have his footing secured underneath him 

and toppled to the floor as his right knee broke his fall. Isaac had shattered his knee cap 

and would not be able to play for the rest of the season, if ever again.  “I will be a pro 

ball player?” 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

“Who am I?” is a question that many are asked at various times throughout one‟s 

life. The question may come from strangers, friends, family, even from within and still 

the answer can be a difficult one to search out and determine its truth. The truth about 

who one is relates to where that person is at any particular place and time. Who am I…in 

this family, in this school, in this town, in this relationship? All are questions that arise as 

people explore their sense of self and how their notion of self actually fits into the many 

labels they have allowed the world to assign. To them uncovering what one has been told 

they are versus who or what they know they are is a battle all to itself that sometimes 

takes a lifetime to determine a conclusion and finally to transform the question from 

“Who am I? to the statement, “Who I am…” The complex part of the battle is 

determining which part of “Who am I” is the most important or significant part of one‟s 

self, thereby forcing an introspective exploration to determine one‟s personal identity.   

The journey of discovering one‟s identity has been documented to have its dawn 

during the adolescent years (Elkind, 1981; Erikson 1959, 1968, 1982; Marcia 1966, 

1989). Adolescence is also the time period when many facets of a person‟s life begins to 

change or at least are called into questioning. The transformation from childhood to 

adulthood is occurring and presents new areas for individuals to explore as they journey 

to find a firm identity. Chronologically, adolescence can be defined as, “the transitional 

period between puberty and adulthood in human development, extending mainly over the 



16 

 

teen years and terminating legally when the age of majority is reached” (Santrok, 2003).  

Adolescence is a time when many they are too old to be considered a “kid” yet too young 

to be welcomed as an “adult”. This is an occasion when young people are shifting their 

perception of the world around them and their role within it. Adolescents begin to look at 

the world externally and assess how they fit. They live in a state of constant flux and 

change characterized by irrational perceptions of themselves and the world around them. 

Questioning and exploration dominate this time in their lives as they seek to find the 

answer to „what do I do in the world?‟, as opposed to, „what does this world do for me?‟, 

which has been their way of processing all along up to this point. Archer (1993) has 

determined that four ideas are at play: 

1. [Adolescents are] “cognizant of personal strengths and weaknesses 

2. Eager to initiate a search for purpose and direction 

3. In the context of and yet separate from people who are important in their lives 

4. Confident in themselves and others that they can effectively resolve the tasks in 

this final stage” (Archer, p.177, 1993) 

Identity Development 

Adolescence is when the most essential decision occurs in one‟s life – 

development of one‟s identity. According to Erikson (1968) identity development 

continues throughout the life course and has a normative crisis during adolescence. 

Erikson believed that until one has achieved or triumphed in the Identity vs. Role 
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Confusion crisis, said person would flounder throughout the rest of his or her lifespan and 

never fully achieve a strong sense of identity. Identity is viewed as a set of 

“comprehensive gains which the individual, at the end of adolescence, must have derived 

from all of his [or her] pre-adult experience in order to be ready for the tasks of 

adulthood” (Erikson, 1959, p.101).  This experience is a time when adolescents are 

plagued with a myriad of physical and social changes. Their bodies are developing new 

or altered parts that respond to unfamiliar emotions that could even involve matters of the 

heart. The settings in which they have been schooled typically are also changing. 

Graduating to a junior or senior high school setting, they may be faced with people or 

colleagues that are different than what they have been used to for the past 6 or 8 years. 

They are most likely no longer in one classroom all day as in elementary school, but 

changing instructors and subject matter from class period to class period (Daniel-Tatum, 

1997).  Furthermore, they may be faced with the conundrum that their body may be over- 

or under-developed in comparison to the other individuals in their same age bracket, and 

they may wonder how can they ever be just like everybody else. Kasendorf (1983) said it 

best noting that adolescence is a critical period of life when the transitions are most 

pronounced. 

Identity is viewed in different facets. For some the issue of which identity will be 

the most defining can impact the way in which individuals live their life. Is their ethnic 

group identity more important than sexual identity? Is their work identity more central 

than those within their family and friends to whom they look?   
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Ethnic Identity Development 

Jean Phinney developed the Multi-group Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM), which 

provides a way to examine ethnic identity as a general phenomenon, which is 

characteristic of an adolescent‟s degree of identification with their ethnic group (Phinney, 

1992). According to Phinney, the constructs that comprise the MEIM are self-

identification and ethnicity, ethnic behaviors and practices, affirmation and belonging and 

ethnic identity achievement (Burt & Halpin, 1998). Phinney believed that in order to 

achieve a healthy sense of identity one must first explore the meaning of one‟s ethnicity, 

and that process will eventually lead to a secure sense of self. A type of ethnic pride 

would be evident rather than haughtiness or extreme dislike of other ethnicities (Phinney, 

1992). 

James Banks pursued a cross-cultural look of identity development rather than 

assuming ethnic-specific perspective of identity development (1988). Banks saw identity 

development as a series of stages in which individuals define and perceive their culture 

and their ethnicity (Tomlinson, 1996). Banks‟ typology helps adolescents understand and 

except feelings not only within their own ethnic group, but in other ethnic circles as well. 

There are six stages in Banks‟ typology:  

Ethnic psychological captivity - Individual believes ideas, assumptions, attitudes 

about his or her ethnic group (class, gender) that are institutionalized within the 

society 
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Ethnic Encapsulation – the individual participates in his or her own 

ethnic/cultural group and believes them to be superior to other groups 

Identity Clarification - the individual is able to identify personal attitudes and 

cultural/ethnic (race, class, gender) identity to reduce intra-psychic conflict 

Bi-ethnicity – the individual has a healthy sense of Ethnic/cultural (class, race, 

gender) Identity and skills/characteristics needed to participate successfully in 

more than one group 

Multi-ethnicity and Reflective Nationalism – individual has clarified positive 

personal, ethnic and national identifications  

Globalism and Global Competency – has internalized universalistic ethical values 

and principles of humankind and has the competencies and skills needs to take 

action within the world to actualize commitments  (Banks, 2004, pp 295-297). 

Banks viewed these as cognitive stages that are not sequential in nature in that one may 

progress and regress according to whatever he or she may be experiencing in life. (Banks, 

1988) 

According to Helms, identity development theory as it relates to African-

Americans involves four stages with distinct characteristics encompassing each stage. 

These stages as defined by Helms (1990) are: Pre-encounter, Encounter, Immersion-

Emersion and Internalization.  Looking at this model provides a structure in which to 

better understand the African-American adolescent development process (Plummer, 



20 

 

1995). Pre-encounter consists of a type of colorblindness, i.e., not really attending to 

others as being part of a different racial group. This stage is characterized by the absence 

of exploration of one‟s ethnicity and can be compared to the diffused or foreclosed ego 

identity statuses as described by James Marcia (1993). During pre-encounter stage many 

racial issues tend not to be a pressing concern. Conversely, Encountered attitudes 

represent an awakening of oneself as a racial being, generally prompted by a critical 

racial event in one‟s life (Plummer, 1995). Many times this can consist of being told by 

non-African-American peers that they are “not really black” or that they “talk like a white 

person” (Tatum, 1997).    The exploration that will be encountered at this stage represents 

a transition from a period of denial to a period of racial effectiveness (Clark, 1974). 

Upon entering into the immersion phase of identity development, African-

Americans make a conscious decision to “become Black”, and embrace African values 

(Plummer, 1995).  Rebellion tends to be the name of the game at this point. The badge of 

their rebellion is skin color and it is always with them (Clark, 1947).  More often than 

not, extreme rebellion can occur and an adolescent‟s academic career begins to suffer. If 

and when this occurs, many can never fully achieve the next stage of development known 

as internalization. Internalization is when a person has a large degree of comfort with 

oneself as a racial being, due to a heightened sense of the meaning of being African-

American. These individuals insist on being acknowledged as African-American while 

recognizing and appreciating other racial heritages (Plummer, 1995). The internalization 

stage describes self-actualized, healthy racial identification attitudes that result in inner 

peace (Cross, 1991).   



21 

 

 As a contrast to African-American Identity Development theory, Janet Helms 

(1984) and Beverly Daniel-Tatum (1997) have explored the area of White Identity 

Development in an effort to illustrate the differences that Caucasian and African-

American adolescents may and often times do experience. White Identity Development 

has been characterized by Helms as a stage-like model, just as with the Black Identity 

Development. The stages are: Contact, Disintegration, Reintegration, Pseudo-

Independence and Autonomy.  Helms (1990) believed that, more often than not, Whites 

at birth have a debilitating naiveté that is a harbor of sorts, which will guard adolescents 

from seeing life from any other perspective. It can be argued that the same occurrences 

hold true for any ethnic group, however, only here in the White sector do we find these 

beliefs to be productive or believed by all, because they are the majority opinion. One 

could then infer that the overall benefit gained from fully exploring White Identity 

Development is to achieve a more realistic sense of the world. Helms states that “one of 

the concomitants of being a White person in the United States is that one is a member of 

a numerical majority as well as the socioeconomically and politically dominant 

group…even if one has few resources oneself, as long as one has White skin in America, 

one is entitled to feel superior to Blacks. This sense of entitlement seems to be a basis 

norm of White society (p 54)”.  Operating from this hypothesis it is clear to see why it 

would be most advantageous for White individuals to explore this area of their lives. By 

not exploring other people and places outside of themselves, they stand to limit and cheat 

themselves by settling for a very naïve point of view.  
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Gender Identity 

The Ego Identity literature suggests that college years are particularly important 

for identity development (Phinney & Alipuria, 1990).  The collegiate environment fosters 

self-exploration and discovery in a way that many individuals are not familiar with, 

especially those entering late adolescence. The distinction between what is inherently 

male or female gets explored even further at this time. Although research has stated that 

adolescence is a time for exploration of self, this exploration becomes more differentiated 

when gender roles are assigned (Powell, 2004; Warin & Dempster 2007). In the 

traditional home with a mother as the main caregiver, the transition for discovering who 

one is would seemingly be different for males than females. “Boys may have to pull 

themselves away from their mothers to identify themselves with their father as males,… 

girls may have no need for such drastic separation, since they identify with the person 

they love, their mother” (Josselson, 1987, p 22). This seemingly natural alignment to the 

same gender presents itself as the impetus behind the difference in the exploration of self 

in relation to ones‟ gender. This is not to say that a male has a more challenging time than 

the female just because he must be more aggressive in searching for what has not already 

been modeled. This is simply to highlight one such reason for difference. Josselson 

(1987) even postulates that the separation from caregiver to determine a sense of self may 

be even less of a challenge for a male than for a female during adolescence. Societal 

norms dictate that a male must establish occupational interests prior to determining 

relationships and identify with a vocation. Whereas females typically navigate this time 

with relationship development as the initial goal, as the need for a connective source is 
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imperative because it acts as the grounding force for how the female will navigate their 

life. In other words, once an attachment to a group has been established, a female can 

then determine how life will be dictated, at least in the near future.  Women build 

relationships and connections to entities and then seek out themselves in relation to that 

connective unit. 

Carol Gilligan (1982) worked with Lawrence Kohlberg with regard to general 

moral issues and from that developed a more specific theory of moral development for 

females. Gilligan stepped away from the pervasive notion that females were inferior to 

males in their development and search for self, and presented a model that demonstrated 

the differences as just that – difference, not better or worse, simply different. Gilligan 

does not present her work in an “us vs. them” model, rather she illustrates behaviors or 

patterns that are typically assigned to each gender. Summarily, Gilligan‟s work presents 

an argument that suggests women can be morally superior to men as they view life as 

more than a series of rights and wrongs, and account for the connectedness in life‟s‟ 

situations. 

Research Question 

The student-athlete is just that, a hyphenated individual, two parts in existence in 

an effort to create one whole entity. Both parts are complete in their own right. However, 

when the two identities are joined together inside one person, the result is something that 

can and does look different across gender, ethnicity, and sport group affiliation. What is 

seemingly the most important construct to look at would be the sport group affiliation. 
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How does the journey from „Who am I?‟ to „Who I am.‟ play itself out in the world of a 

collegiate freshman or sophomore student-athlete, from sport to sport? How do student-

athletes view themselves as individuals, and how do they perceive they are viewed by 

their teammates and coaches? Do certain sports produce more academically robust 

student-athletes? In other words, do some sports down-play the importance of academics 

and glorify sport participation by dangling the possibility of a professional athletic career 

as a plausible option? Does an academic year present enough growth to determine an 

impact in the above mentioned factors? These questions will be explored and the 

responses presented in a discussion that will, hopefully, shine a small light on Student-

Athlete Identity Development (S.A.I.D.). 

Limitations of Study 

There were a number of limitations to this study. The research was limited to a 

sample of college freshmen and sophomore student-athletes attending the same university 

in the southwestern region of the United States. This group was initially a robust 52 

participants, with various sport groups represented. However, each term, student-athletes 

make changes, and some of which involve no longer participating with a given sport 

team. The reason students do not continue could be one of many, yet those reasons will 

not be explored. The final number of continuing participants is 40, which will weave 

together for a wonderful story.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW  OF THE LITERATURE  

Learning who one is can be a process that occurs throughout an entire life. It has 

been documented (Erickson, 1968; Marcia, 1993) that identity development peaks during 

the adolescent stage of a lifespan. Also occurring during adolescence is the transition 

from high school to college. It had been estimated that in the year 2008 68.6% of high 

school graduates were attending some sort of college or university 

(http://www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.nr0.htm). Of that 68.6%, approximately 74,000 

were student-athletes at Division 1 colleges or universities (DeHass, 2009 

www.ncaa.org).   

Here we explore the identity development of the Division 1 student athlete and 

how this process of coming to know who they are in the world around them may be 

different than the typical progression of a non-student athlete.  It is hypothesized that 

adolescent student-athlete will encounter a crisis in the development of their identities, 

particularly males, due to their self-imposed assumptions about how others may perceive 

them. Most assume (Shriberg & Brodzinski 1984; Burke 1992, Harris, 1992) that the 

public views them as an athlete only and not a student, when most often they internally 

view themselves as both a student and an athlete.  

Identity development begins during early adolescence and comes to fruition in a 

person‟s early to mid-twenties or adulthood. There are human factors that are similar and 

seemingly identical from person to person in this process; so much so, one could almost 

http://www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.nr0.htm
http://www.ncaa.org/
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conclude that the development of a person‟s identity happens in the same manner for 

everyone. That being noted, it is not always apparent why there would be and are 

different classifications of identity development.  The reasons for these different 

classifications are highlighted when one realizes that   everyone may be created the same 

physiologically.  However the factors that make a person who they come to be is 

idiosyncratic to each individual, which creates categories that describe certain ways of 

seeing identity development. Identity can be categorized in terms of ethnic background, 

gender, age, sexual orientation and a myriad of other groupings in an effort to illustrate 

what is occurring within certain people or groups.  

At this juncture, I narrow our focus to the identity development of male and 

female adolescent collegiate student-athletes and how these two very important 

components, gender identity and social group identity, interplay in the development of 

some adolescents and create its own type of identity development related to Student-

Athlete Identity Development (S.A.I.D.) It will be argued that collegiate level student-

athletes, particularly males, have embarked upon this time of exploration in their lives 

and begin with a foreclosed sense of identity. These young men, very much like our 

friend Isaac, have not taken advantage of this time in their lives to explore any possibility 

other than athletics as their chosen career path.  Within months of entering a college 

campus, they start to alter their view of self, as well as their place within the athletic and 

academic worlds. 
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Identity Development 

There are many aspects to one‟s identity development.   The Social Issues 

Reference Guide (SIRG) (www.social.jrank.org) gives a Reader‟s Digest version of 

many of the different aspects that impact the development of one‟s identity.  SIRG 

presents a contemporary overview of Erikson and his theories related to the progressive 

development of identity, followed by a summary of Marcia and his 4 stages. A brief nod 

is given to the aspects of sexual and racial/ethnic identities and how these factors really 

do impact the larger picture of some individuals. However, to get to the root of the 

psychosocial process of developing an identity it would be beneficial to begin with the 

theories of Sigmund Freud that was the geneses for much of Erikson and Marcia‟s work. 

Sigmund Freud (1950) believed that there are 3 layers to one‟s personality: the Id, 

the Ego and the Super-Ego. These three layers need each other to exist, or at least, to 

provide a healthy sense of balance so that one is able to thrive in life.  Briefly put, the 

Ego is what the world sees as a representation of one‟s personality, the Id‟s sole purpose 

is to seek pleasure for oneself, and the Super-Ego is twofold: the conscience and the ego-

ideal self. The Ego can be looked upon as the final and strongest version of what emerges 

once the Id and the Super-Ego have had their input. The Ego must respond to the Id, as it 

is the facet of our personality that is present at birth and solely dictates life‟s actions up to 

the toddler years. The Ego emerges at about age 3 and brings some balance to the 

hedonistic Id that has ruled one‟s life, and takes into account more than just self. The Ego 

must sift through the desires of the Id and not allow only self-pleasing things to surface as 

http://www.social.jrank.org/
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the Ego knows that everything may not please others as it pleases oneself and can thereby 

eventually cause pain. The Super-ego can be viewed as the moral compass that further 

filters what the Id presents and brings more reasoning to one‟s life, trying to present the 

best possible self to the world. The Ego then surfaces knowing that it would like to do 

what feels good [Id], while making sure it is viewed well by others [Super Ego, Ego-

ideal] and will not be morally reprehensible [Super-Ego, Conscience] (Freud, 1950).  

Erikson‟s work regarding Identity Development is a continuation of Sigmund Freud‟s 

work regarding the development of one‟s personality through the Ego, Id and the Super-

Ego. Erikson‟s work with the Ego Identity (1968, 1982) has been referenced time and 

time again and is seemingly the foundational tenet for any discussion that involves the 

development of one‟s identity. He is considered the pioneer of the study of Identity 

Development. Erikson (1968) agreed with Freud in believing that most behavior is a facet 

of previous experiences and observations in one‟s life. To clarify his thinking Erikson has 

categorized life into a cycle of eight stages that he has deemed essential to successful 

living. Each of these stages has 2 possible outcomes and the conflict between which one 

will emerge victorious is considered to be a “crisis…or turning point, a crucial moment, 

when development must move one way or another” (p 16). The stages are: 

1. Trust vs. Mistrust – children develop a sense of trust when consistent and 

affectionate care provided. A lack of consistency will lead to mistrust 
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2. Autonomy vs. Shame Doubt – children develop a sense of control over their 

physical skills and a sense of independence. Failure to do so leads to feelings of 

shame and doubt 

3. Initiative vs. Guilt – children assert power and control over their environment. 

Exerting too much power can lead to disapproval resulting in guilt. 

4. Industry vs. Inferiority – children learn to cope and manage social demands, and 

obtain a feeling of competence. Failure to do so will result in feelings of 

inferiority.  

5. Identity vs. Role Confusion – adolescents develop a sense of self and explore 

independence. Failure to do so leads to role confusion and a poor sense of self 

6. Intimacy vs. Isolation – young adults develop loving, strong, intimate 

relationships. Failure to do so will result in feeling lonely and isolated. 

7. Generativity vs. Stagnation – adults begin to produce and nurture things that will 

outlast them. Failure to do so will result in a limited participation in society. 

8. Integrity vs. Despair  - older adults need to look back on life and feel a sense of 

purpose and pride. Failure to do so will result in feelings of regret and 

disappointment (Erikson, 1968, p 91) 

Interestingly, Erikson has identified these stages in a competitive manner by making a 

conflict implicit in each title with the use of the word “versus”. Erikson illustrates the 

stages in a stair-step fashion to further illustrate that when one stage is not successfully 

achieved then the next step is even harder to achieve in a stable manner because the next 

step is too hard to reach. Stage 5, Identity vs. Role Confusion, is the stage in which one‟s 
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identity is developed. Therefore, if previous stages have not been successful “won” then 

the chance of one effectively journeying through the next crisis is diminished. The next 

stage will come, as life will present opportunities that make the impending crisis 

inevitable, however the crisis will be more enhanced as the correct skills and confidence 

was not attained previously.   

Since the inception of Erikson‟s work he has been supported and explored time and 

time again with empirical research (Vaillant & Milofsky, 1980; Ryff & Migdal, 1984; 

Blustein, Devenis & Kidney, 1989; Blasi & Glodis, 1995). These researchers have all 

looked at varying aspects of the development of identity and have applied Erikson‟s work 

to the development areas such as career, life and social development. Blustein, Devenis 

and Kidney (1989) studied about 100 college students and found correlational support for 

their hypothesis of there being a link between successful exploration and commitment to 

the ego identity developmental process that resulted in positive career development as 

well. Their study looked students of varying ethnic backgrounds and class rank as well as 

an equal number of males and females. Vaillant and Milofsky (1980) looked at the 

developmental stages of Erikson in its entirety. They concluded that psychosocial 

development is a stage process and that one cannot progress to one stage without having 

successfully completed the previous. Also they concluded that education was a privilege 

that does not greatly impact adult-development as was thought by Erikson‟s initial work 

which was considered to be more “socially egalitarian” (p.1358).  However, they found 

that psychosocial development is open-ended and can be immobilized at any time due to 

issues impacting one‟s environment, biology and culture (Vaillant and Milofsky, 1980).  
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Continuing with the theme of challenging Erikson, or at least, raising questions as to 

whether his work will apply to different (gender, ethnicity, etc.) populations are Ryff and 

Migdal who wanted to explore how, if at all, does this work apply to women. They 

studied 100 women in two categories, young 18-30 and middle-aged (40-55) and reported 

that these women in varying stages of psychosocial development strengthened Erikson‟s 

findings regarding the corresponding developmental stage. 

James Marcia (1966) continued to expand on Erikson‟s writing on the development of 

identity. Marcia claimed that there were in fact 4 states that one can achieve along the 

way to developing one‟s Ego Identity. He believed that not every adolescent will 

experience all of the states, however it is possible to experience a lower identity status 

and then achieve a higher level status.  

1. Identity Diffusion (No Crisis – No Commitment) - the status in which the 

adolescent does not have a sense of having choices; he or she has not yet made 

(nor is attempting/willing to make) a commitment 

2. Identity Foreclosure (No Crisis – Commitment) - the status in which the 

adolescent seems willing to commit to some relevant roles, values, or goals for 

the future. Adolescents in this stage have not experienced an identity crisis. They 

tend to conform to the expectations of others regarding their future (e. g. allowing 

a parent to determine a career direction). As such, these individuals have not 

explored a range of options 
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3. Identity Moratorium (Crisis – No Commitment) - the status in which the 

adolescent is currently in a crisis, exploring various commitments and is ready to 

make choices, but has not made a commitment to these choices yet 

4. Identity Achievement (Crisis & Commitment) - the status in which an adolescent 

has gone through an identity crisis and has made a commitment to a sense of 

identity (i.e. certain role or value) that he or she has chosen (Marcia, 1993) 

These four states can look very different from person to person, and initially the 

research was done on individuals in therapy who had chosen an occupation and were 

presently in a decision making process or crisis regarding their identity. The two 

variables that are utilized to determine the state of an individual are “crisis and 

commitment” (Marcia, 1966, p551). Marcia believes that we are naturally curious and the 

exploration of alternatives becomes precluded by the anticipation of danger or rejection 

from those one depends most heavily on for affection and self-esteem.  In order for one to 

make a commitment they have to feel highly supported and affirmed if they are to not 

consider other alternatives. 

The identity of a student-athlete is seemingly two roles in one as the hyphenated 

name suggests. Settles, Settlers and Damas (2002) found that student-athletes who 

viewed their roles (student and athlete) as separate had lower psychological well-being 

levels when one role seemed to overwhelm the other. Conversely, those who viewed their 

roles as one singular identity exhibited higher psychological well-being levels when high 

levels of activity occurred. Furthermore they believe that when ones well-being is in fact 
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low, they may devote more time to increasing well-being rather than separating the roles 

and addressing the source of the tension. 

To further support the notion of blending two roles into one, Killeya-Jones (2005) 

found that the more convergence of the athletic and student roles, higher levels of 

psychological adjustment and satisfaction were reported. These students who value 

academics just as highly as athletics are more likely to find academic success and greater 

satisfaction in life. Although Killeya-Jones does support more academic activities be 

removed from the athletic environment, which seemingly is directly oppositional to the 

initial findings. However, it is believed that the athletic role receives validation in various 

forms, and by giving the student role its own identity it is then viewed as equally 

important and distinct. 

David Elkind (1981) takes a progressive view of development and accounts for how 

society has changed, which in turn is reflected in how children develop and progress in 

their lives. Elkind emerged with thinking that is based in the work of Jean Piaget. He 

believed that children develop in a stage-like manner that is closely related to age as 

Piaget had posited. Society has placed great demands on parents and what their personal 

ideal expectations for life need to be at any given time. Society has not and does not take 

into account that the development of a child, regardless of time and place, will unfold in a 

similar manner if given an idyllic setting. However, Elkind illustrates that the pressure 

parents feel can and does impact the development of a child and these missed 

opportunities for a child to properly develop in a timely manner manifest themselves 
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during adolescence and creates mini-adults. The adolescent also at times experiences 

behavioral dissonance in that they are expected to behave like adults, yet society will not 

let them do many adult things because they are too young (1981).  

The implications for this type of behavior can be detrimental and it can be seen in the 

manner in which adolescents in the United States have some harrowing statistics attached 

to them. For example, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, there 

were approximately 435,436 teenage live births in 2006 (www.cdc.gov), and the National 

Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University, stated that teenagers 

consume 11.4% of all the alcohol consumed in the United States 

(www.casacolumbia.org). Society has mandated that parents produce at a high rate and 

function at a fast pace in all areas, including child rearing. Schools, churches, sports 

teams, sport clubs and organizations reward those who are the best, brightest, and fastest. 

Yet when those same children engage in adult behaviors, the consequences mentioned 

above are created and present alarming data. Developing a sense of self in a hurried 

society as presented by Elkind does not allow a child to be a child for the appropriate 

amount of time. Today‟s child is being pushed into who they are in some cases, and 

society is doing all of the proverbial pushing. 

Student-Athlete Identity 

Being distinct and yet the same is a cognitive goal of many adolescents. Jean  

Piaget‟s (1965) stages of cognitive development state that the formal operational stage is 

the time which adolescents begin to emerge and think beyond the present and have 

http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.casacolumbia.org/
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hypothetical or abstract thought. Also, at this time, for a young person, the notion of an 

imaginary audience, an adolescent believes everyone is watching them, and a personal 

fable, an adolescent inflates their sense of worth, become dominant factors in their daily 

lives.  These 2 principles come into play with the student-athlete, where for some the 

imaginary audience is very real only the sense of worth and belonging may truly be a 

fable.  

A developmental theorist whose ideas regarding the development of psychosocial 

and stages in a person‟s life is Henry Stack Sullivan, who began his career as a physicist 

and later in life turned toward psychiatry where he developed 7 stages or epochs in a 

person‟s development: Infancy, Childhood, Juvenile Era, Preadolescence, Adolescence, 

Late Adolescence and Adulthood. Sullivan felt that one was not able to develop a 

satisfying life in all areas until a foundational intimate relationship was established with 

another person. What would be the crux of his thinking is anxiety which according to 

Sullivan is a social manifestation and can be the downfall of anyone who gives into 

anxious, thoughts or behaviors. Just as Erikson theorized, Sullivan felt that childhood 

experiences directly influence adulthood development (Sullivan, 1953).The way one 

viewed themselves is threefold: bad-me (negative facets of self), good-me(wonderful 

facets of self) and not-me (anxiety invoking facets of self) according to Sullivan.  

There are things that come about that can impact the way in which humans move 

forward with their psychosocial development, especially as a collegiate level student-

athlete. Yopyk & Prentice (2005), believe stereotype threat, “the anxiety people 
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experience when they risk confirming a negative stereotype of their group” (p 329), 

influences how student-athletes perform in certain situations. When students are told they 

are to perform as an athlete, their performance off the court/playing field is diminished, 

and the opposite happens when they are asked to perform as a student regarding an 

academic task.  

Ryske (2002) determined that an athletic identity or sport affiliation negatively 

impacts academic, social and behavioral aptitude. However, the quality of the student-

athlete‟s experience in athletics can have a direct impact on the perceptions of things 

outside of the sport. Also, the student-athlete‟s  motivational orientation toward both 

athletics and academics can impact the perceptions of a universal sense of knowledge and 

willingness to participate in either activity. 

Brewer, Britton W., Selby, Linder, Darwyn, Petitpas & Albert (1999) stated that 

when athletes have a poor or losing season, that an athlete‟s self-identity is viewed 

negatively. A student-athletes‟ sport participation and performance is how they define 

themselves and is considered to be a constant and unwavering factor within their lives. 

Therefore if they experience a poor or losing season in their sport of choice then they will 

have a negative outlook regarding their own self-identity. 

Killeya-Jones (2005) looked at the maladjustment of the male student-athlete in 

particular. The belief presented was that there are many roles that the student-athlete was 

expected to fulfill and these roles are polar opposites. A higher well-being was associated 

when the student-athlete placed the same amount of importance in both the student and 
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athlete role, which kept conflicts to a minimum. When the level of importance for each 

role was not in balance, the demands of one impacted the other in a negative manner, thus 

causing a psychological adjustment in the way in which one views himself, based on the 

situation. 

Harris (1992) has explored the developmental parts of athletics and noted that 

there are pros and cons for one to determine their identity through athletics. The cons 

come more so at the high school level with the media presenting an unrealistic picture of 

what college and professional athletics may be like. Therefore the high school student 

then looks to achieve unrealistic outcomes from their athletic participation. Much of this 

may have to do with the lack of maturity in the high school student, however those 

beliefs can be foundational for the psychosocial development of the collegiate student-

athlete.  

Gerdy (2002) felt that the entire college community is responsible for the 

pervasive feeling amongst student-athletes, that they are unable to achieve academically 

on a college campus. He felt that the campus faculty must rise up and begin to reform the 

distorted outlook on education held by a vast number of student-athletes. It is impossible 

to believe that the student-athlete is going to change level of achievement when faculty 

does not support him or her in the same manner that they would support a non-student-

athlete. Assuming that there are minimal levels of academic integrity within athletic 

programs has spilled over into how faculty “handle” the student-athletes in their classes. 
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Lanning and Toye (1993) cover a myriad of issues related to the collegiate 

student-athlete. Their acceptance by others is perceived as conditional and defined by 

their position within their respective sport. The ups and downs of a competitive season 

impacts an athlete‟s standing amongst his or her teammates and how they are related to 

by their counterparts. 

Coleman and Barker (1993) highlight the barriers that hinder the student-athlete 

in developing or seeking a career once the collegiate athletic career has ended. The 

barriers for the student-athlete are either external or internal. These factors are further 

complicated by the myth that the athletic scholarship is a way to achieve a successful 

career when in reality there are many factors why that is really not the case.  

Lomax (2000) demonstrates how minorities, particularly African-Americans, tend 

to encourage athletic careers within their youth. Knowing that certain resources and 

opportunities exist that will help aid and assist the admission of minority students to 

colleges and universities, adults keep college level athletics as a viable option. The 

predicament in which these young people find themselves in once they enter a college 

campus is the fact that they are not fully prepared to live out all of the roles that are 

expected of them. It is probable that Isaac has held onto basketball as his community of 

protection as most-student athletes may do. The campus athletic facilities are where they 

feel at home and tend to stay very close.  

Brewer, Van Raalte & Linder (1993) are some the earlier researchers to even 

attempt to look at student-athlete identity. They determine that there are positive and 
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negative aspects that are associated with athletic identity. They hypothesized that having 

a strong sense of athletic identity can be very beneficial in that it can improve athletic 

performance. However, that same strong sense of athletic identity can be difficult to 

manage when transitioning away from the athletic event, especially if the transition is out 

of the athlete‟s control.  There are three studies utilizing the Athletic Identity 

Measurement Scale (AIMS) were inconclusive as to whether or not a strong sense of 

athletic identity really did have consequences in one‟s life but was the catalyst for more 

research within this area.  

Eitzen & Hufnagel (1982) claimed that student-athletes achieve less in college 

because they were less prepared for the rigors of a collegiate curriculum due to their sport 

participation. They further claim that many factors play a significant role in this being 

true, from lack of preparedness in high school, to the way an institution structures the 

sporting events.  The coaches and administration may try to publicly promote that the 

athletes are students first and athletes second. However, what they practice illustrates that 

they are trying to keep the students eligible to compete by doing whatever it takes. Also 

discussed is the notion that some male sports should simply develop the collegiate level 

into a career and not even give any pretense of being interested in the academic realm. 

Mixon & Trvino (2003) looked at the positive role that athletics plays in the life 

of a collegiate student. They demonstrated that positive football seasons have a positive 

impact on freshmen retention rates, however they negatively impact freshmen level grade 

point averages as well as the converse being true. Their work is an extension of empirical 
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research that was performed by Tucker in 1992 and look at the relationship between 

football success and graduation rates.  

It is worthy of note that many of the issues researched regarding student-athletes 

do not necessarily impact every student-athlete. Many student athletes have wonderful 

experiences on college campuses, both in the classroom and on the playing field, and go 

on to lead happy productive lives. Just as the general student population on a college 

campus is sprinkled with certain students who do well and some who do not, so are the 

student-athletes. However, the focus of this review has been narrowed to looking at those 

student-athletes who may have difficulty in some of the previously mentioned areas. 

Gender Identity 

People can be judged by their origin of birth, their ethnic background or the color 

of their hair or eyes. Any one of these factors can sometimes have different and often 

contradictory assumptions to be made about the same person. Random House Webster‟s 

College Dictionary (1997) defines gender as “the societal or behavioral aspects of a 

sexual identity” (p 539). In other words the way in which a male is known to me 

masculine and a female to be feminine is based upon a society‟s notion of what is in fact 

masculine or feminine. Society dictates ways a person should or should not act based 

upon a myriad of factors that are sometimes beyond a person‟s control. Gender is one 

such factor that is beyond the control of the individual, and therefore some of the 

behaviors exhibited by persons who are sexually male or female maybe very different 

than their gender assigned role.  
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As we look at the student-athlete as an individual, one of the most glaring 

differences one finds is gender. They may be engaged in the same sporting event 

fundamentally; however the expectations and outside influences can be absolutely 

opposite based upon the gender in question. The parallels in the sporting experience for 

collegiate level males and females have differed for years. It was only after the mid-

1970s that the collegiate female athlete was mandated comparable treatment in athletics, 

occupation and education (www.dol.gov ).  In summation, Title IX of the Higher 

Education Amendment Act of 1972 was enacted to promote fairness in the workplace and 

in the classroom for all, and to prohibit discrimination based race, color, creed, gender, 

ancestry, national origin, or handicapping condition in all programs that receive federal 

funding. This legislation led the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) to 

enforce with its member institutions fair and equitable behavior with relation to race, 

national origin and most importantly, gender. Although this federal legislation exists and 

is closely monitored by the NCAA, there are still inequities among athletic programs. In 

2007, NCAA female sports made up 43% of athletic participation opportunities and 

received less than 40% of athletic department expenditures (NCAA.org , 2010).  

The majority of the research in the gender identity field has to do with the 

sexuality of the male and female and the distortion of their gender-appropriate behaviors 

or actions. Fast (1984) outlines a model of differentiation based upon the initial 

developmental theories surrounding gender developed by Sigmund Freud in the early 

1900‟s. Freud believed the female was born homosexual and the male heterosexual due to 

their anatomical features and the relationship to their mother, the initial caregiver. (Fast, 

http://www.dol.gov/


42 

 

1984).  Gender identification did not begin until the female and male both began to yearn 

for the “missing” anatomical pieces. Men asserted themselves at a much earlier age as the 

recognition of the sexual differences was highlighted as the mother was considered the 

caretaker and the person with whom the male had most interaction. Therefore the male‟s 

first inclination is that of heterosexuality.  The female begins to develop a gender identity 

only after realizing she does not have the same anatomical features as the male (penis-

envy) and blames the mother for this deficiency, then rejects the mother and turns to the 

father. By turning toward the father the female then asserts heterosexual behavior and 

represses the desire to be like a male (Fast 1984). These Freudian claims from the early 

1900‟s were the foundational elements to the studies of gender identity and looked 

mainly at what happened when the societal norms were not associated with the 

appropriate sex. As the years progressed Freud‟s initial claims were refuted by Jacobson 

(1937) Zilboorg (1944) and others.  They newer thinking refuted some foundational 

pieces of how males and females develop. In summary it would seem that males and 

females are more aware of their sex earlier than Freud predicted.   These more 

progressive thoughts have led to the reformulation of the initial claims and have evolved 

into a model that is more acceptable (Fast 1984). 

 

Modeling, enactive experience and direct tutelage are the methodology asserted 

by Bussey and Bandura (2004) that describe how gender roles/identity are developed. 

They have determined that gender is in fact a social construct that develops cognitively 
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with a casual structure. Casual because the influences for each individual are vastly 

different from person to person, therefore hold fast to a rigid framework serves no point 

in developing their findings. Personal influence, behavioral traits and environment are 

three facets that play and essential role in the initial three methods presented.  

Edwards and Jones (2009) tried to develop a theory of men‟s gender identity. 

Their findings elicited results that claim a man‟s gender identity development has 

expectations that are socially based in “…what it means to be a man” (Edwards & Jones, 

2009, p215). They found that many of the participants felt as if they had to “perform 

masculinity according to external expectations” (Edwards &Jones 2009, p215). Some 

performances included, feeling the need to put forth behavior that is associated with a 

man based on society‟s expectation. Some participants did however determine how to 

surpass the expectations of society and behave in ways that were seemingly more 

authentic to oneself. 

It is also important to note that gender identity can look different in individuals 

who share the same gender but not the same ethnicity. While utilizing the five 

components of gender identity developed by Egan & Perry (2001): membership 

knowledge, gender typicality, gender contentedness, felt pressure and intergroup bias, 

Corby Hodges and Perry (2007) illustrate differences in gender based on ethnic group 

membership. The Black and Hispanic children illustrated higher pressure to exhibit 

gender conformity and Blacks illustrated the highest link between gender contentedness 
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and self-esteem. White children illustrated results that were typical with previous gender 

research. 

Miller (2008) believes that marketing tactics are employed to have the male 

athlete view himself as a “jock”.  There are campaigns designed for sport products, 

energy drinks specifically, that encourage certain gender-defining behaviors in male 

athletes. The stronger the male athlete viewed himself as a jock, the higher the intake of 

the sport related drinks, almost as if to say, “I am more of a male athlete because I 

consume products that are marketed just for people like me.” Our society has a 

fascination with this notion. Consider the marketing strategies for a major sporting event 

such as the Super Bowl or March Madness. Those are both male sporting events that are 

laden with advertisements targeting alpha-male identifying consumers. 

Powell (2004) tackles the gender identity of the adolescent female. Expounding 

upon the work of Gilligan (1982), Chodorow (1978), and Josselson (1987), Powell 

(2004)  illustrated that there are conflicts within the adolescent development of the 

female. The female‟s self-esteem is twice as low as that of the male during adolescence. 

Males more often than not need separation as a way to strengthen their sense of self, 

whereas females thrive on and demand connectivity in order to gain confidence and 

security. 

It is important to understand gender as different from sexuality. Sexuality 

concerns physical and biological differences that distinguish males from females. 

Cultures construct differences in gender. These social constructions attach 

themselves to behaviors, expectations, roles, representations, and sometimes to 

values and beliefs that are specific to either men or women. Gendered 

differences—those that society associates with men and women—have no 
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necessary biological component. Instead of biology, socially agreed upon and 

constructed conduct, and the meanings cultures assign to that conduct, constitute 

the area of gendered difference. 

(Anonymous, www.answers.com, 2010) 

 

Social Group Identity 

The notion of society is fluid in that the “society” one interacts in changes based 

upon the people in a given room at a given time. If a student-athlete is in a room with 

teammates, the society is that of an athletic nature as the unifying factor in that particular 

community is sport. Whereas if a student-athlete is in a room with professors, the social 

norms then change and the mechanism that links them together would be academics. 

Therefore the collegiate community that a student-athlete lives is disjointed, at best, as 

there are conflicting communities in play, academics and athletics. Therefore, 

determining who one is or wants to be in their given society is just as important as 

determining who one is or will be overall.  

Social Identity theory is attributed to Henry Tajfel. Tajfel developed his thoughts 

regarding social identity and intergroup behavior in the 1970‟s and 80‟s. Tajfel defines 

social identity as , “ an individual‟s self-definition in a social context”  (1974, p 68). The 

theory of social identity has four main components: categorization, social identity, social 

comparison and psychological distinctiveness (Tajfel, 1974). They are mutually exclusive 

when describing the term identity in a social context. He describes the terms as follows: 

http://www.answers.com/
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Social Categorization – a system of orientation which creates and defines an 

individual‟s own place in society (p.69) 

Social Identity -  that part of an individual‟s self-concept which derives from his 

knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the 

emotional significance attached to that membership” (p. 70) 

Social Comparison – expounded upon the research of Leon Festinger (1954) and 

Tajfel believes this is the aspect that ties social categorization and identity 

together, in that it is not possible to determine who one is or not, or even what 

“system” one belongs without having a group to compare oneself.  

“…characteristics of one‟s group as a whole achieve most of their significance in 

relation to perceived differences from other groups and value connotation of these 

differences” (p. 71) 

Psychological Distinctiveness – is a behavioral and evaluative need of the group 

members that provides “order, meaning, and social identity” (p. 75)  

“Even if it is true that originally many groups are created as a common shelter for their 

members from outside threats and dangers (human or not), it is equally true that in any 

complex society an individual confronts from the beginning of his life a complex network 

of groupings which presents him with a network of relationships into which he must fit 

himself. One of the most important and durable problems that is posed to an individual by 

his insertion into society is to find, create and define his place in these networks. It is 

reasonable to assume that both his in-group and out-group attitudes and behavior must be 
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determined, to some extent at least, by his continuing process of self-definition” (Tajfel, 

1974, p. 67).   

Steele (1997) believes that knowing who you are (race, gender, SES, etc) can and 

does significantly impact ones performance in the classroom. By validating whatever 

stereotype has been attributed toward you, specifically female African Americans, 

performance in the classroom is considerably lower than their non-African American 

counterparts. He states that these females fall prey to the belief that they are academically 

inferior on two levels because of gender and ethnicity; therefore their scores in Math are 

considerably less than their classmates. 

When looking further into how identity can and does impact individuals on a 

daily basis many interesting aspects are detailed. Pickett, Bonner and Coleman (2002) 

believe that as one assimilates and differentiates their social identity self-stereotyping can 

develop. The conceptual framework of their research the Optimal Distinctiveness Theory, 

which  identifies the two motivations behind social identification as assimilation (in-

group inclusion) or differentiation (distinctiveness). Depending on the audience that one 

encountered and the perceived role one feels is expected, the more one saw traits within a 

group that they attributed to self or the more self-stereotyping would occur. It was also 

interesting to note that differentiation would lead to greater stereotyping of other group 

members and “enhanced perceptions of in-group and out-group homogeneity” (Picket, et 

al, p 544). Seeing less of oneself within his or her attributed group membership the more 

one engages in behavior that is distinctive. 



48 

 

Conclusion 

 Many different themes have been presented from the literature. The idea that a 

student-athlete must identify with many different facets of the world for the most part is 

not unlike any other adolescent. The foundational theories of Freud, Erikson and Marcia 

that have been presented apply to any and all adolescents in varying ways. However, 

what makes their theories so unique is that they will be utilized to determine what 

happens when things do not go as planned, and a type of arrested development occurs as 

a result of an unforeseen and sometimes unavoidable development in the life of a student-

athlete.  The impact of one‟s gender is also a factor as gender is socially attributed and 

the foundational theories are psychosocial in nature. The description therefore implies 

that societal and gender influences will have an impact on the progression of the stages or 

states coming to pass in student-athletes. 

 All adolescents will have some form of identity development, be that positive or 

negative. However, the student-athletes, by virtue of their hyphenated name, are 

hampered by a dual role that must be portrayed. Now, as stated previously, some navigate 

this developmental process with no substantial issues. However, when a concern does 

arise, it usually is a pretty substantial issue. The most prevalent issue is which role wins 

and which role loses, to use competitive terminology. The collegiate student and the 

collegiate athlete are seemingly two separate roles that diametrically oppose each other in 

virtue and principle. How and if the individuals chooses to balance both identities is the 

crux of their concern as well as the societal influences imposed upon him or her during 
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the balancing process. If stability is not achieved at this stage in their developmental life 

then the student-athlete will have psychosocial developmental issues throughout their 

lifespan. 

 The societal factors that impact identity are vas,t as identity formation is 

dependent upon interaction with others in various states.  If one does not interact 

effectively or at all with society than identity achievement cannot be established (Marcia, 

1993). It is also possible that student-athletes may experience a journey that is fraught 

with many twists and turns that expose them to various social situations based upon 

which role they are in at the time. The research demonstrates that collegiate student-

athletes do have stereotype issues that make it more palatable and socially acceptable to 

engage in behavior that may not necessarily be in line with who they are fully. 

We will use this literature to support the hypothesis that collegiate level student-athletes, 

particularly males, embark upon this time of exploration in their lives and begin with a 

foreclosed sense of identity. Only to later regress developmentally due to a realization of 

who they thought they were actually is not who they are to become. The process of 

developing one‟s identity is never-ending to some extent, but the foundational tenets are 

developed during adolescence (Erikson, 1968) and the collegiate student-athlete faces a 

competition from within. Some will be successful, some may need more practice and 

some will not even make it to the playing field. Nevertheless, however this will play is 

interesting to explore. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

Overview of the Procedure 

Determining the identity status of a collegiate student-athlete is not an exact 

science that can be precisely measured and produce a quantitative value. As previously 

stated, identity is not a tangible and concrete construct, rather one that is fluid and 

changing from day to day in some cases. The people and places with whom person 

interacts with and spends time around have the ability to greatly influence a person‟s 

sense of who they are at any given time (Pickett, 2002). Just as determining one‟s age is 

an ever-changing value and at best can be approximated for any given period of time, so 

is true for measuring one‟s own view of self.  In an effort to capture a likely significant 

period of change in a collegiate student-athlete, a survey was administered on two 

different occasions over the course of an academic school year. The objective was to 

capture how a student-athlete viewed him or herself across a brief, but hypothesized 

significant period of time. A time in the student-athlete‟s collegiate tenure was chosen 

that historically is an exceptional period of growth and discovery in the life of an 

adolescent, the freshman or sophomore years (Enoch & Roland, 2006).   

Participant Overview 

The participants were initially 52 student-athletes in their freshmen or sophomore 

year at a Division 1 institution, as designated by the NCAA, in the southwestern region of 

the United States. “The NCAA is made up of three membership classifications that are 
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known as Divisions I, II and III. Each division creates its own rules governing personnel, 

amateurism, recruiting, eligibility, benefits, financial aid, and playing and practice 

seasons – consistent with the overall governing principles of the Association. Every 

program must affiliate its core program with one of the three divisions.(www.ncaa.org ) “  

 The school is classified as Division 1 according to the following criteria from the 

NCAA: 

 “Number of required sports: Division I members must offer at least 14 sports 

(at least seven for men and seven for women, or six for men and eight for 

women). The institution must sponsor at least two team sports (for example, 

football, basketball or volleyball) for each gender. The school also must have 

participating male and female teams or participants in the fall, winter and spring 

seasons. 

Scheduling: Each Division I program must play a minimum number of contests 

against Division I opponents. The minimums vary by sport. 

Financial aid: Division I institutions must offer a minimum amount of financial 

aid but may not exceed established maximums. Football Bowl Subdivision 

football, men‟s and women‟s basketball, women‟s gymnastics, women‟s 

volleyball and women‟s tennis are considered head-count sports for financial aid 

purposes in Division I. Financial aid equivalencies (one grant-in-aid package 

divided into smaller pieces) may be offered in all other sports (www.ncaa.org ).” 

 

The designation of Division 1 is relevant, as it speaks to the caliber of athlete that is 

present in the school environment. It is widely believed that Division 1 student-athletes 

are superior to the Division 2 and 3 athletes in athletic ability and perform on a highly 

publicized national level (Purdy, Eitzen and Hufnagel, 1982). This level of achieved 

excellence in their respective sport programs can account for the amount of time and 

http://www.ncaa.org/
http://www.ncaa.org/
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attention most Division 1 student-athletes have committed to their sport throughout their 

lifespan. 

Procedure 

Recruitment. To begin the process of finding participants, permission was requested 

from the Athletic Director governing the Athletic Department. The central athletic facility 

on the campus, which houses all athletic department coaches, staff and student-athletes, 

was chosen as the location to canvass the student-athletes as this was the site on campus 

where the most concentrated and diverse number of student-athletes would be present on 

a consistent basis. After obtaining permission to recruit volunteer student-athletes for this 

research program, flyers were posted in the athletic facility. These flyers were 

specifically, in and around the areas in which study hall and tutoring sessions were 

conducted, as the targeted student-athlete traffic was higher in these areas. It is known 

that a high percentage of freshmen and sophomore student-athletes participate in some 

type of study hall program (Enochs & Roland, 2006).  Once the student-athlete made the 

initial contact, the purpose of the survey was explained and paper version of the survey 

was presented for the potential participant to peruse. It was explained to the participants 

that they would be asked to complete the survey at the present time and an additional 

survey in the spring semester. The student-athletes that committed to participating in the 

research project did so on their own with no additional urging or prompting. The option 

of completing a paper or electronic version of the survey was given. Each student was 

provided privacy to complete the survey, taking as much time as was needed.  
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Selection. Research has shown that it is essential that anchoring relationships be 

made for adolescents to thrive in the first two years of college, in order to avoid a student 

transferring or not returning to an institution. The young collegiate student need to know 

that they belong and are valued members of their college campus communities 

(Buczynski 1991; Enoch & Roland 2006; Toews & Yazedjian 2007; Veenstra 2009).  

This time of growth and discovery does not look the same for every young person; 

however, there are similarities and essential pieces to each person‟s story that can be 

deemed a common factor generally shared by young people. Those common threads in 

the student-athlete during their freshman and sophomore year in a collegiate environment 

may tell a tale that roars louder than any fan at a game could ever imagine. Just as a 

student-athlete has a hyphenated existence, so does the time of year chosen to gather the 

information have a dual purpose. Not only is it the beginning and end of an academic 

year it also signifies the beginning and end of an athletic season of competition. It has 

been shown that the difference in a player from the start and end of a competitive season 

can at times have a marked difference on their sense of self (Brewer, Selby, Linder & 

Petitpas, 1999).  

Participants 

There were 52 participants that volunteered for the initial survey. The participants 

belonged to one of the following teams, Men‟s Basketball (MBB), Women‟s Basketball 

(WBB), Women‟s Volleyball (WVB), Men‟s Football (MFB), Men‟s Baseball (MBB) 

and Women‟s Soccer (WSC).  
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Table 1 

Participant Sport Distribution 

 

Sport Survey #1 Survey #2 

MBB 5 5 

MBB 18 14 

MFB 9 5 

WBB 7 6 

WSC 11 9 

WVB 2 1 

   

As shown in Table 1, of the 52 student-athletes who completed the initial survey, only 

40 completed the follow-up survey.  The decrease in the number of participants can be 

attributed to one of two reasons: the student-athlete is no longer on the team or the 

student-athlete is no longer attending the university. Departure from an athletic team is 

not a rare occurrence during the freshman year for many NCAA sport programs. The 

national rate for attrition amongst NCAA Division 1 institutions is 9.7% (ncaa.org, 2010). 

The attrition rate is lower for those students who do participate in athletics than for those 

who do not. Nevertheless, the freshman student-athlete faces the same challenges as 

every other freshman on a college campus. Simply because they are a member of a team 
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does not mean that they feel they belong or are a part of the collective unit in any real 

manner. Having one‟s name on a roster does not create an instantaneous connection to 

any one place or group.  Connections and feelings of belonging must be cultivated just as 

anywhere else. The factor that makes sport groups and teams able to navigate this nuance 

with fewer casualties is proximity. Student-athletes are in pre-determined groups with 

common individual and group goals. There is an instant sense of dependence upon 

another “link in the chain” to achieve those goals, thereby creating an important 

association for the student-athlete to his or her respective team and hopefully university 

as well. When those connections are not realized or authenticated, for whatever reason, 

attrition is likely to occur, because no matter how well some student-athletes may 

perform athletically, both the personal and athletic connection need to be present for most 

students to continue participating early in their collegiate matriculation. 

Instrumentation 

 Two surveys (see Appendix A &B) were designed to present a snapshot of the 

student-athlete‟s idea of self. Eleven questions were asked that worked to capture a 

holistic picture of the student-athlete. In carving out one‟s identity many influences and 

opinions make up the underlying beliefs within a person‟s being (Erikson, 1968). One 

key element to note is that a person‟s definition of self is not simply how they view their 

self; it is also how they view their self alone through the eyes of others.  The opinions of 

people closest to them in their families and social networks are a factor, as well as events 

that have occurred throughout their lives, both personally and vicariously. That being 
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said, how all of these influences come into developing this picture of self often times 

comes through people telling an individual who he or she is so often that it becomes truth 

in that person.  

Operating from the premise that a college freshmen or sophomores are 

developmentally ripe for exploring (Buczniski, 1991) who they are in relation to the 

world they live, it seemed important to determine how they viewed themselves.  The 

survey was designed to capture how the student-athletes viewed him or herself, 

(questions 2-4), as well as how they felt they were viewed through the eyes of others, 

(questions 1, 10 and 11). Participants were also asked how long they had engaged in their 

sport and their level of enjoyment (question 6 and 8) as a possible indicator of the amount 

of time they have dedicated to the activity as well as their level of commitment. 

Additionally the student-athletes were asked to project their grade point average 

(question 5) for the current fall semester in an attempt to gauge how strong or capable 

they may be as a student-athlete with respect to academics. Lastly the participants were 

asked (questions 7 and 9) about their degree of contentment with their college of choice. 

The surveys that were administered in the fall and spring semesters varied by one 

question associated with the participants‟ grade point average. The first survey asked 

what grade point average the student-athlete was projecting for the fall and the second 

survey inquired as to what grade point average was actually achieved. 
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Reliability 

Inter-rater Agreement. Project S.A.I.D coders were able to begin reviewing 

results once sufficient documentation and sample questions were reviewed and consensus 

was reached on 7 of the 10 items presented. The total percent of agreement for survey #1 

was 96.2% and for survey #2 was 92.4%. When reviewing individual questions, the 

percentage of agreement was high across all questions except for questions 10 and 11, 

“How would your best friend describe you?” and “How would your current coach 

describe you?” These items characterize the participant‟s perception of self through 

another individual‟s eyes. It would seem that the difference in coding occurred when 

certain athletic terms were utilized (leader, hard-worker, athletic, responsible) in the 

friend category and more friend terms (nice, happy, good person) were utilized in the 

coach category. These responses were also delivered in narrative form with other 

supporting information that may present the descriptors in varying light. It should also be 

noted that the small sample size, n=52 and n=40, in survey #1 and #2 respectively, does 

not allow for a lot of fluctuation in responses.  

Data Analysis 

 Coding. The surveys‟ data were organized and analyzed utilizing SPSS Version 

16.0. As previously stated, the questions were presented in an effort to capture the 

participants‟ view of self internally as well as their perception of self through others. The 

coders were looking for athletic influence in the responses as well as a level of 

satisfaction in an effort to capture the presence of a crisis within the response. The 
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student-athletes were asked about present conditions and perceptions related to how their 

friends and coaches viewed them, as well as how they viewed themselves and their future 

career goals. In most responses (RQ# 1-3, 10,11) items were coded as to the nature of the 

response with the following choices: 

1. Physical-Positive,  

2. Physical-Negative,  

3. Physical Neutral,  

4. Non-Physical Positive,  

5. Non-Physical Negative, 

6.  Non-Physical Neutral 

 

The remaining items (RQ# 4-9) were coded to determine the presence of athletics in 

career goals and create a larger picture of the level of dedication and enjoyment the 

student-athlete had toward their sport. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH RESULTS 

This chapter presents the findings from the research collected with first and 

second year student-athletes regarding their perceptions of self and their perceptions of 

how others view them. The qualitative data to describe student-athletes and their identity 

development is sparse. Importantly, this study provides research to bring the student-

athlete‟s voice to the table. This is an important addition to the literature. 

Common Themes 

When reviewing the data in aggregate, the student-athlete story is varied and not 

consistent. However, the descriptive statistics provided in this study yield a very different 

story about student-athletes in their first and second year of college. For purposes of 

organizing the findings the following dimensions were utilized to group the sport teams: 

Revenue and Non-Revenue. A revenue generating sport for the purpose of this discussion 

is defined as a sport that generates more than their initial operating budget through ticket 

sales and championship or bowl game participation (Sellers, 1992).  Revenue Generating 

(RG) sports in this study are: Men‟s Basketball, Men‟s Football and Men‟s Baseball. The 

Non-Revenue Generating (NRG) Sports are: Women‟s Basketball, Women‟s Soccer and 

Women‟s Volleyball. It is relevant to note that the differentiation between revenue and 

non-revenue generating sports also delineates between male and female genders.  The 

themes that were most prevalent follow: 
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1. Participants felt as if they were primarily viewed as an athlete  

a. Preseason 

b. Postseason 

2. Commonality in personal descriptors 

a. Pre-Season less geared toward athletics 

b. Post-season more geared toward athletics 

3. Variation in career goals beyond college 

a. Coaching or pursuit of a professional career in RG sports 

b. More certainty in the responses from NRG sports 

4. Academic performance 

a. NRG sports predicted higher grade point averages 

b. RG sports predicted higher GPA‟s than were actually achieved 

The experiences and backgrounds of all 40 participants were varied. The only true 

constants that the participants possessed were that they all were Division 1 collegiate 

athletes and chose to attend the same college. Other than that, each participant differed in 

various ways. That being said there were common themes that emerged and painted 

interesting pictures of experiences, which are discussed in the following sections. Each 

theme is presented and reviewed as it relates to the commonality of the entire group.   
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 It is important to depict the findings accurately and to provide a contextual setting 

for understanding them. Since athletic competition is intertwined in each participant‟s life 

and sense of self, it is important to describe how the participants‟ teams faired over the 

course of the athletic season during the school year 2006-2007. Provided here are both 

the regular season record and whether or not a sport group achieved a place in post-

season participation. This is relevant because the duration of the competitive season 

impacts the amount of time spent away from the college campus and the activities there, 

such as class, study hall, dorm activities, etc. Post-season competition was included as a 

way to consider how each team faired within their athletic conference as well as 

nationally. If sport teams do not achieve a standard of success that is greater than their 

conference and national counterparts, then they cannot compete beyond the regular 

season for additional conference and national championships. 

Table 2 

 

Sport Team Participants and Competitive Post Season Indicator 

 

Sport # of Participants Post Season 

Participation 

MBB 5 Yes 

 

MFB 5 No 

 

MBA 13 Yes 

 

WBB 5 No 

 

WVB 2 No 

 

WSC 7 No 
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1. Participants felt they were primarily viewed as an athlete by others. 

How a person feels he or she is being viewed can have an impact on how one behaves. 

This phenomenon can be considered a type of self-fulfilling prophecy described by 

Robert Merton (1948) as “a false definition of the situation evoking a new behavior 

which makes the originally false conception come true” (p195). The fact that many of the 

student-athletes felt others viewed them primarily as an athlete is telling. This is 

important in the sense that the student-athletes may often acquiesce to whom they are told 

they are, or in this case, whom they assume others think they are. At this stage in their 

lives they should be searching for who they are as opposed to who they are told they 

should be. RQ#1 What is the first thing people notice about you?, attempts to explore the 

student athletes‟ perception of themselves through the eyes of others. 82% of the male 

participants and 87% of the female participants felt that people did view them initially in 

an athletic realm. Digging deeper into these responses, it is notable that only one male 

and female student-athlete felt that they were viewed negatively in athletic terms. 
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Table 3 

Fall - First Thing People Notice – Males 

  Frequency Percent 

 Physical - Positive 14 58.3 

Physical - Negative 1 4.2 

Physical - Neutral 4 16.7 

Non-Physical - 

Positive 

3 12.5 

Non-Physical - 

Neutral 

1 4.2 

Total 23 95.8 

Missing  1 4.2 

Total 24 100.0 

 
 
 
 

Table 4 

Fall - First Thing People Notice - Females 

  Frequency Percent 

 Physical - Positive 9 56.2 

Physical - Negative 1 6.2 

Physical - Neutral 4 25.0 

Non-Physical - Neutral 2 12.5 

Total 16 100.0 

 
 

Their reported initial perception of self from RQ #1 during survey #2 did not however 

carry over, garnering only 8% of male student-athletes and 12% of female student-

athletes surveyed demonstrating that they felt they were viewed first as an athlete. Those 
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individuals who continued to feel they were viewed through an athletic framework were 

equally viewed through an athletic lens by others.  

Table 5 

Spring - First Thing People Notice – Males 

 Frequency Percent 

Physical – Positive 1 4.2 

Physical – Neutral  1 4.5 

Non – Physical Positive 6 25 

Non-Physical Negative 3 12.5 

Non-Physical Neutral 13 54.2 

Total 24 100 

 
 

Table 6 

Spring - First Thing People Notice – Females  - 2 

 Frequency Percent 

Physical – Positive 1 6.2 

Physical – Neutral  1 6.2 

Non – Physical Positive 5 31.2 

Non-Physical Neutral 9 56.2 

Total 16 100 

 

2. Commonality in Personal Descriptors 

The beginning of the school year can often seem very optimistic and full of possibilities 

and avenues of change. That optimism was displayed in the responses of the participants 

for RQ#3 What five words would you use to describe yourself? The participants 

demonstrated that, given the opportunity to utilize five words to describe themselves. 

Only 13% of the responses related at all to athletics. It would seem that 71% of the time 

the student-athletes describe themselves positively, with the top 3 responses being: 
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a. Nice/ Kind 

b. Intelligent/Smart 

c. Funny 

There were a few instances where signs of adolescent doubt and insecurities showed 

through in that 6% of the personal descriptors utilized were negative in nature (i.e. shy, 

ugly, quiet) as they related to the student-athlete. The descriptors did not relate to any 

sport, however, they did indicate a negative perception of self. As previously stated, the 

time of the year that this information was provided is central in capturing how students‟ 

perceived themselves early in their collegiate term and athletic season. The responses 

provided were prior to the start of many of the competitive seasons and within the first 5 

weeks of the fall semester. Generally the start of a school year is a time when most 

college students are feeling confident in their abilities both in the classroom and on the 

playing field. However, although the collegiate environment can sometimes be a place of 

excitement, wonder and exploration for most student-athletes, it sometimes represents to 

the student-athlete a place of competition, negative exposure and anxiety and they may 

feel as if they are not worthy to be among their fellow teammates.   

When reviewing the descriptors related to gender and sport, there was no significant 

difference in the adjectives chosen to demark each student-athlete. Essentially the largest 

majority of descriptors furnished did not relate to them in any athletic capacity.  
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Table 7 

Fall - Personal Descriptors  1-5 

 Frequency Percent 

Physical – Positive 24 12 

Physical - Negative 0 0 

Physical – Neutral  5 2.5 

Non – Physical Positive 135 67.5 

Non-Physical Negative 12 6 

Non-Physical Neutral 24 12 

Total 200 100 

 

 
 
By the end of a school year and competitive season, typically student-athletes have a 

myriad of experiences to recant, and these memories all add to who they are and how 

they feel they are depicted. 66% of the participants continued to describe themselves 

separate from athletics, utilizing positive terms. There was a noteworthy increase to 20% 

of the responses related to athletics, and a decrease to only 4% for the negative terms was 

reported at the end of the competitive season. 

 

Table 8 

Spring - Personal Descriptor  1-5 

 Frequency Percent 

Physical – Positive 37 18.5 

Physical - Negative 0 0 

Physical – Neutral  4 2 

Non – Physical Positive 133 66.5 

Non-Physical Negative 8 4 

Non-Physical Neutral 18 9 

Total 200 100 
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3. Variation in Career Goals Beyond College 

Determining what college students will do or become when they obtain their bachelor‟s 

degree is problematic. RQ#4 My career plans after I attend college are…, addresses that 

issue. Prior to the competitive season the athletic field seemed to be the majority choice 

with 57% of the participants wanting to pursue an athletic career. Only 25% wanted to do 

something completely unrelated to athletics and yet another 15% wished to pursue a 

graduate or professional education.  

Table 9 

Fall – Career Choice 

 Frequency Percent 

Athletic – Same Sport 21 52.5 

Athletic – Different Sport 2 5 

Non-Athletic 10 25 

Additional Schooling 6 15 

Other 1 4 

Total 40 100 

 

Once the season and school year began to wind down, the focus of career began to shift; 

with only 40% of the participants felt that they would pursue a career in athletics. While 

increasingly, 30% of the participants selected career goals that had nothing to do with 

athletics, and 20% wanted to pursue graduate or professional education.  It was refreshing 

to note that only 2 of the 40 student-athletes surveyed commented that they did not know 

what they wanted to do with their career initially, and this did not change as 3 of 40 made 

that same comment in the subsequent survey.  
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Table 10 

Spring – Career Choice 

 Frequency Percent 

Athletic – Same Sport 16 40 

Athletic – Different Sport 1 2.5 

Non-Athletic 12 30 

Additional Schooling 8 20 

Other 3 7.5 

Total 40 100 

 

Clearly members of RG sports were much more likely to present career options that were 

focused on their sport with 70% reporting an athletic based career initially and 87% 

wanting the same after the competitive season ended. The top 2 choices were, coaching 

and professional sport career. Of the NRG sports, only 37% of the students stated that 

they would pursue a career in a sport related industry initially, and that decreased to 18% 

once the competitive season ended. Most students in NRG sports illustrated that they 

would pursue additional education (i.e. graduate or professional school) or a field that 

was completely different than athletics. 

Table 11 

Fall – Career Choice - Males 

 Frequency Percent 

Athletic – Same Sport 16 40 

Athletic – Different Sport 1 2.5 

Non-Athletic 6 30 

Other 1 4.2 

Total 24 100 
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Table 12 

Fall – Career Choice - Females 

 Frequency Percent 

Athletic – Same Sport 5 31.2 

Athletic – Different Sport 1 6.2 

Non-Athletic 4 25 

Additional Schooling 6 37.5 

Total 16 100 

 

Table 13 

Spring – Career Choice - Males 

 Frequency Percent 

Athletic – Same Sport 14 58.3 

Non-Athletic 7 29.2 

Additional Schooling 2 8.3 

Other  1 4.2 

Total 24 100 

 
 
Table 14 

Spring – Career Choice - Females 

 Frequency Percent 

Athletic – Same Sport 2 12.5 

Athletic – Different Sport 1 6.2 

Non-Athletic 5 31.2 

Additional Schooling 6 37.5 

Other 2 12.5 

Total 16 100 

 
 

4. Academic Performance 

How student-athletes feel about their academic performance provided informative 

responses that were worth noting. In RQ#5 What GPA will you earn?(Survey 1) and What 

GPA did you earn ?(Survey2), all of the student-athletes felt that they would perform 
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adequately to meet the universities standard of a base 2.00 needed to avoid academic 

probation. Overall 75% of the student-athletes surveyed predicted they would earn a GPA 

between 3.00 and 3.999.   

Table 15 

Fall – GPA Projections 

 Frequency Percent 

4.00 1 2.5 

3.00-3.99 30 75 

2.00-2.99 8 20 

Below 2.00 1 2.5 

Total 40 100 

 
 

However, when viewing the self-reported GPA‟s by sport it was clear that the NRG sport 

student-athletes projected and achieved higher GPA‟s than those participating in non-

revenue generating sports. All of the student-athletes in NRG sports predicted they would 

earn a GPA above the school‟s required 2.00 with one RG participant predicting below 

the 2.00. The actual GPA that was self-reported for the fall term for RG sports showed 9 

student-athletes achieving below a 2.00, as compared to the NRG sports that self reported 

only 1 student-athlete not meeting the threshold.   

 

Table 16 

Fall – GPA Projections - Males 

 Frequency Percent 

3.00-3.99 17 70.8 

2.00-2.99 6 25 

Below 2.00 1 2.5 

Total 24 100 
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Table 17 

Spring – GPA Earned - Males 

 Frequency Percent 

2.00-2.99 15 62.5 

Below 2.00 9 37.5 

Total 24 100 

 
 
Table 18 

Fall – GPA Projections - Females 

 Frequency Percent 

4.00 1 6.2 

3.00-3.99 13 81.2 

2.00-2.99 2 12.5 

Total 16 100 

 
 
Table 19  

Spring – GPA Earned - Females 

 Frequency Percent 

3.00-3.99 9 56.2 

2.00-2.99 6 37.5 

Below 2.00 1 6.2 

Total 16 100 

 
 
Summary 

In this chapter the data were analyzed for first and second year athletes. Further 

data were presented in terms of revenue and non revenue sports and by gender.  It would 

seem that much of these data bring to the surface issues that are seemingly obvious and 

others that are subtle and warrant further exploration. The discussion to follow will 

explore the findings presented as well as present issues that need additional investigation. 

These data provide a much needed insight into the development of student athletes. In the 
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next chapter the importance of this data will be discussed, and the limitations of this 

study and suggestions for future research will be presented.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, a discussion of the findings will be presented related to the 

identity development of first and second year collegiate level student-athletes will be 

presented. Essentially, the main topics were how the student-athletes viewed themselves 

versus how they felt they were viewed both before and after the competitive season. Also 

being discussed will be the choice of career that members of non-revenue generating 

(NRG) sports selected over those which are revenue generating (RG). Now I place a 

personal face on the data and the student-athletes in question by utilizing a case example 

that focused on a young student-athlete named Isaac. The goal in returning to Isaac is to 

explore the implications of these data for him and many other student-athletes. A fuller 

discussion of the research questions and the obtained findings will follow only to 

culminate with the limitations of the study as well as present suggestions for future 

research. 

There is a story that has materialized from the data of these first year student-

athletes that links to the life of Isaac and his aspirations. Isaac wanted to /needed to 

believe he would be a pro ball player. That was his focus. Isaac had no other dreams that 

he spoke of nor did he even attempt to explore his other endless options. Isaac wanted to 

be a pro ball player”. Along the way, life happened, and his dream hit a proverbial bump 

in the road. Isaac was caught in an unfamiliar and uncertain world of asking the question, 

“Who am I?” and trying to get back on the road to “Who I am”. The data in this research 
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attempts to relate to Isaac and others like him in those first two exploratory years of being 

a collegiate student-athlete.  

The data acquired from this research present a tale that may on the surface seem 

mediocre, however in part this is because data are unable to present the many external 

influences that have led the student-athlete to this point in their life. Influences ranging 

from: different schooling experiences to personal attitudes and backgrounds, which may 

be predictors for student success (Veenstra, 2009). The student-athletes who participated 

in this project presented evidence that they see themselves as a typical college student in 

pursuit of a dream Many of the participants may not have known what college or 

collegiate athletics entailed before they started college.  They knew their sport and were 

told at some point that they were good enough to compete athletically at a higher level. 

Some student-athletes believe that a professional athletic career is attainable even in the 

face of the NCAA statistic regarding the rarely attained professional career.  

Table 20 

Percentage of Professional Athletes from NCAA School 

MBB 1.2 

MFB 1.8 

MBA 9.4 

WBB 1.0 

WVB n/a 

WSC n/a 

 (www.ncaa.org2010)  

 

http://www.ncaa.org/
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It would seem likely that these facts may have impacted how they view themselves now 

and  in the future and the goals that they wish to attain, however that was not the case for 

the revenue generating sports. The differences in how the Non-revenue generating and 

revenue generating sports view the future, perform academically and also the way in 

which the participants viewed themselves after a competitive season are noteworthy. 

When looking at the Identity Development research (Erikson, 1959, 1968; Helms 

1990;Marcia 1966, 1993; Phinney 1992; Gilligan 1982) it is clear that this period of 

adolescence is a time of flux.  Therefore the change in self perception, career choice and 

perception of self through others should be anticipated to some extent.  

The life of a student-athlete is one that cannot be summed up from answers to a 

few simple questions, however, with these responses, a snapshot of the experience did 

emerge that can be discussed and possibly to identify items that can to be explored in 

more depth in the future. The discussion that follows explores the findings presented as 

well as examine issues that need further exploration. The central aim of this project was 

to add to the research concerning student-athlete identity development and bring an 

important voice to the table, the student-athletes. 

Common Themes 

Four common themes emerged from this research that where related to the 

identity development of the participants. These issues are not exhaustive regarding the 

issues that relate to student-athlete identity development. Each of the themes presented 

items that were notable and merit dialogue.  
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RQ#1 What is the first thing people notice about you?, addressed how the 

participants felt they were seen by others. During adolescence the idea of self can be 

tainted by an imaginary audience (Elkind, 1967; Alberts, Elkind & Ginsberg, 2007; 

Piaget, 1965), or the belief that others are just as concerned about their appearance as 

they are, therefore they act in a self-conscious manner. Seemingly, imaginary audience is 

at play in the way that the student-athletes, both male and female, responded as if they 

were viewed as an athlete or at least in a manner related to athletics. As stated previously, 

Merton‟s (1948) self-fulfilling prophecy could also be a factor; however it appears as if 

both classifications are correct to some extent. An overwhelming 82% of males and 87% 

of females believe that they are viewed by others as an athlete from survey #1 which was 

delivered at the start of the school term. These student-athletes had just entered college a 

few weeks prior and were now at a Division 1 institution to play the sport that they had 

been encouraged to play, most for their entire lives. Playing their sport  is what they 

know for sure, and clearly do not question or even fathom how anyone would believe that 

they are anything different than someone who is connected to a sport team. This research 

question may have even seemed like a rhetorical question to some student-athletes as 

they may not have even dared to believe in any other response.   

The spring term elicited a different type of response that was almost the exact 

opposite of the initial survey. 81% of the male student-athletes said that they were not 

viewed in an athletic manner compared to 87% of the women believed the same as well. 

Something to note would be the sharp contrast in the responses when only a few months 

have passed. This is notable because it would seem that some exploration of self has been 
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accomplished. One could be led to believe that the participants have explored the world 

beyond the playing field and are trying to be a part of the collegiate community as much 

as possible. Research (Bucznyski 1991; Toewws & Yazedjian, 2007; Veenstra, 2009) 

shows that most first-year college students simply want to fit in to the new world they 

have joined. By assuming that others view them as an athlete first at this point in the 

school year may seem as if the participants had not ventured outside of athletic circle of 

friends. The impact that the competition schedule had on the student-athletes could be 

another piece of a disconnect from athletics. Only 2 of the six teams, Men‟s Basketball 

(MBB) and Men‟s Baseball (MBA), competed in post-season competition or won at least 

half of their games. Disappointing seasons like the ones these student-athletes have 

witnessed and been a part of can be sobering enough to have the student-athlete try their 

best to find an outlet to not be reminded them of their failures (Brewer, Selby, Linder & 

Petitpas 1999). Maybe they feel they are not worthy to be amongst student-athletes due to 

their poor performance in the competitive season and any disconnection will be 

appropriate? 

The next research question that stood out was RQ#3 What 5 words would you use 

to describe yourself? has dissimilar responses than how they feel others view them. The 

self-descriptors had very little to do with athletics. Of all sports, only 14% in the fall and 

20% in the spring, had personal descriptors utilized that had anything to do with athletics 

at all. Now, the student-athletes feel that they are overwhelmingly viewed as an athlete 

when others look at them initially, however, they did not really feel the same way about 

themselves. They clearly described themselves, for both attempts, as people who 
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encompassed typical adolescent descriptors. Cognitively this presents dissonance 

between how the participants feel they are viewed and how they would describe 

themselves. What is refreshing to note is that the dissonance present during the first 

attempt of the survey seemed to fade away as the athletic vicarious perception of self 

diminished greatly.  

A possible response to the dissonance between the two questions could be a need 

for outward assimilation that causes self-stereotyping in RQ#3 and quietly asserting what 

is really inside of them in RQ#4 (Pickett, 2002; Yopyk & Prentice, 2005). As the 

participants search for their place in the collegiate environment, they may feel as if others 

really do view them only as athletes which in turn elicit a stereotypical response. They 

expect others to view them one way that is not inclusive of who they are in other settings, 

athletic or not.  Mastering the art of walking in two worlds is what is seemingly presented 

with these data.   

By the end of the spring term and the completion of survey #2, the student-

athletes have involved themselves enough in the college campus community to know that 

others really do not seem them as an athlete, therefore reinforcing their inward feelings of 

not being just a student-athlete as in RQ#3. This reinforces the many social identities that 

the student-athletes will acquire or develop over time for appropriate settings (Yopyk & 

Prentince, 2005). 

Career goals were confronted in RQ#4 My career plans after I attend college 

are…, by asking the participants to forecast where they see themselves in the future. The 



79 

 

difference in where the non-revenue sports saw themselves, compared to the revenue 

generating sports was marked. The RG sports reported 70% of the participants would go 

on to pursue a career in athletics compared to only 37% of NRG participants. Much can 

be attributed to the societal influences and the alluring structure of professional sports 

surrounding, Baseball, Basketball and Football, nevertheless, another question seems to 

present itself. Do the RG student-athletes believe that they can only be a professional 

athlete because this is all they know? Researchers have alleged the career choices may be 

limited for student-athletes due to their primary focus at college as their sport (Brown & 

Hartley, 1998). Like Isaac, have they grown up thinking that they have to attain a goal of 

a professional sports career because that they don‟t believe that they are good enough at 

anything else not because the mental capacity is not there, but because they haven‟t been 

presented with or explored the option (Brown, Glastetter-Fender & Shelton, 2000). This 

number only increase to 87% in the spring term. Even after losing seasons, the prospect 

of working professional in their sport of choice has grown even stronger in their minds.  

While the NRG sports did not want to work in athletics as much with a mere 37% 

initially reporting that they wanted to have a professional athletic career in some manner. 

This number decreased in the spring to 18%. The gender and maturation differences 

seemingly are at play in this response as the female respondents are considering a 

graduate or professional career more than an athletic career. Again, societal acceptance of 

women in sports is not as great as that of men‟s sports and the professional opportunities 

are comparably sparse. However, these student-athletes participating at the Division 1 
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level have a better chance than any of their counterparts in either Division 2 or 3 

collegiate institutions (Brown &Hartley 1998).  

“Young minds are not grounded in reality and very often it is adult intervention 

that helps to perpetuate myth and distort reality” (O‟Bryant, p13, 1993). The myth that all 

student-athletes are dumb jocks is dispelled for all when one reviews the academic 

guidelines set forth by the NCAA. The NCAA sets grade point average standards as well 

as progress toward degree milestones for each student-athlete. These standards and 

milestones must be met each term or else the student-athlete risks not being eligible to 

participate in their athletic competitions. The noteworthy finding with this question was 

the disparity between the predicted and attained academic goals for NRG sport teams and 

RG sport teams. The NRG sport teams not only self-reported achieving higher grade 

point averages than the RG they predicted the same as well. Predicting and achieving a 

high GPA is not alarming on its own given the academic resources available to student-

athletes. However when it is juxtaposed to the RG sports predicting and self-reporting 

having achieved lower grade point averages, it can give pause to a situation. This makes 

one take a step back because it speaks to the larger societal impact on the value of the 

collegiate and professional level sport industries. Men‟s Basketball and Football generate 

approximately 50 to 60 percent of the operating budget through tickets sales, concessions, 

paraphernalia, donations, etc. (Behind the Blue Disk - FBS Athletic Revenue and 

Expenses, 2010).  Coupled with the fact that from 2004- 2009 only 7% of Division 1 

athletic programs netted positive revenue, it is obvious that the impact of the student-

athletes self-worth may seem inflated. These student-athletes can be considered the 
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means of support for very large collegiate athletic departments. If the importance of 

success in the programs is promoted the RG sports in actions,( large fan base, frequent 

visits from athletic department administrators, media opportunities) it is possible to see 

how these student-athletes place a lower value on education and the energies need to 

maximize their academic potential in the classroom (Gerdy, 2002). The RG sports have 

not found the utility in capitalizing on their academic opportunities and involvement. 

Another explanation that could be account for the lower predicted and achieved 

grade point averages could be the lack of academic preparedness of that group of student-

athletes. Gerdy (2002) contends that an overwhelming task is presented to many student-

athletes because they are put in academic environments that they are clearly deficient. It 

is not solely the responsibility of the student-athlete rather the campus communities, 

professors and administrators alike that have granted these student-athletes admission 

into their community and classrooms. All parties need to step-up and help and help the 

students that were brought to the college campus for athletic guarantees first and 

academic possibilities second. 

Summary 

The student-athletes live in two worlds and can feel like a hyphenated individual 

competing between the student identity and the athlete identity. This research project was 

designed to look at Student- Athlete Identity Development. Surveys were delivered to 40 

participants and their responses were analyzed and discussed. What can be extrapolated 

from this project is the notion that society may be presenting unrealistic career 
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possibilities to young adults that are unattainable. Also, the disparity between sports 

academic sincerity and preparedness was highlighted. From these data more questions 

have arisen and warrant further exploration. 

Implications for Future Research  

Although the common themes discussed were the most resounding, it would be remiss to 

believe that theses few issues function in a vacuum. Ideas for future research continued to 

emerge over the course of this project. Below, they are presented as a suggestion for 

looking at other issues surrounding first and second year student-athletes‟ identity 

development.  

Race & Ethnicity. The impact of race and ethnicity was not viewed as a part of 

this research. Bringing this topic to the table would add to a great discussion about how 

some ethnicities dominate certain sports, specifically African-Americans in Men‟s 

Basketball. How young African-American males are groomed athletically while being 

socially promoted academically often confirms the dumb jock syndrome. If more 

African-American males were equally supported  and reinforced athletically and 

academically would their belief in their academic abilities increase as well as their GPA? 

The issue of race and ethnicity exposes the disparities within the college and professional 

sport communities across each of the 6 sports presented, however there are glaring issues 

with African-American and Latino youths and their athletic abilities in Baseball, Football 

and Men‟s and Women‟s Basketball . 



83 

 

Junior Year and Beyond. Completing the collegiate journey with the participants 

would have seemingly yielded a different story. Maybe by their junior or senior year in 

college they would have happily embraced both roles and found a balance in sport and 

academics. There are many viable options for what could happen in the future semesters. 

This topic is ripe for a longitudinal qualitative project that follows participants from year 

to year and more fully captures their voice at the end of each term in order to deliver a 

more complete description of the collegiate and athletic experience and its impact on 

their identity development.  
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APPENDIX A 

SURVEY ONE 

Name ___________________________    Sport ___________________           GPA____________  

Circle One:  Female     Male  Number of units enrolled for this semester?_________ 

Semester Fall     Spring Circle One:      Fresh       Soph        Junior        Senior 

What is the first thing people notice about you? 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 What is the first think you would like for people to notice about you? 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

What five words would you use to describe yourself? 

1. ________________________________________ 

2. ________________________________________ 

3. ________________________________________ 

4. ________________________________________ 

5. ________________________________________  

My career plans after I attend college are: ________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

What GPA will you achieve at the end of this semester? 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

How many years have you played your sport? ____________________________________________ 

I feel I have time to do all that is asked of me as a student-athlete. 

Always     Most of the time  Some of the time  Never 

I enjoy playing my sport. 

Always     Most of the time  Some of the time  Never 

I am glad that I chose this school to attend. 

Always     Most of the time  Some of the time  Never 
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How would our best friend describe you? 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

How would your current coach describe you? 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

  



86 

 

APPENDIX B 

SURVEY TWO 

Name ___________________________    Sport ___________________           GPA____________  

Circle One:  Female     Male  Number of units enrolled for this semester?_________ 

Semester Fall     Spring Circle One:      Fresh       Soph        Junior        Senior 

What is the first thing people notice about you? 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 What is the first think you would like for people to notice about you? 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

What five words would you use to describe yourself? 

1. ________________________________________ 

2. ________________________________________ 

3. ________________________________________ 

4. ________________________________________ 

5. ________________________________________  

My career plans after I attend college are: ________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

What GPA will you achieve at the end of this semester? 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

How many years have you played your sport? ____________________________________________ 

I feel I have time to do all that is asked of me as a student-athlete. 

Always     Most of the time  Some of the time  Never 

I enjoy playing my sport. 

Always     Most of the time  Some of the time  Never 

I am glad that I chose this school to attend. 

Always     Most of the time  Some of the time  Never 
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How would our best friend describe you? 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

How would your current coach describe you? 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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