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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Mae West is credited with saying, “When I'm good, I'm good. When I'm bad, I'm 

very good.”   

Intercollegiate Athletics in American society has taken on the attitude and 

swagger of the legacy of Mae West.  At its very best for the active and passive 

participant, intercollegiate athletics can be a breath taking, exhilarating experience.   

However, to attain and maintain successful teams at the competitive pinnacle of its 

amateur expression, Division I athletics comes with some human costs.  The exploitative 

nature of Division I athletics is hidden in the shadow cast by the cultural myth of the 

inherent good of competition.   

 While portraying the dynamic working relationship between first-generation 

college student-athletes and their Athletic-Academic Advisors, this qualitative study 

presents a case that concludes that the objectives of intercollegiate athletics function as a 

cultural action system that inculcates the capitalist paradigm.  

Despite long standing research that addresses the negative effects of competition, 

we continue to frantically engage in the effort to outdo others.  This has become the 

paradigm at work, in our schools, and on our playing fields.   

   Yet the true meaning of life can only be discovered through fully experiencing 

another human being ― by loving him.  In the end, the quality of our life is solely 

predicated on the quality of our relationships.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

ATHLETIC PARADOX 

PREFACE  

 This dissertation is my attempt to portray and address the dynamic working 

relationship between first-generation college student-athletes and their Athletic-

Academic Advisors (AAA) on Division 1A campuses.  As a former first-generation 

college student-athlete, I’ve long pondered the role of athletics in American society.  I 

consider the role and relationship of athletics and academics in our society as unique as 

the factors that effect a student-athlete’s academic success or failure.  My professional 

experience as a college coach and administrator has provided me a unique opportunity 

and unparalleled access to an insider’s perspective to the challenges of intercollegiate 

athletic academics.  My writing style is at times purposefully informal.  My intent is to 

match my method of writing with the authentic perspectives and chaos that most in the 

profession associate with the job.  The stories that make up the essence of this study are 

written purposely to convey and depict the social factors and relationship challenges 

between student-athletes and their AAA.   

 My writing began at a time of crisis.  To be sure that I was not imagining the 

events that consumed all my waking hours I started writing about the circumstances with 

which I was entwined.  My days and most nights were spent in an effort to protect the 

integrity of the University, the department and of course provide additional options for 

the student-athletes involved.  Although, the process was cathartic because it established 

my sanity, after it was all said and done, despite the lack of conviction by the student-
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athlete to fully engage in the educational process, or be accountable for their choices, I 

felt like a failure every time I lost one. 

 

CONCEPTUAL CONTEXT 

 A relationship with a special friend, developed through time and dialogue, 

initiated this process of inquiry.  During my lifetime, I have come to appreciate my talks 

with this friend because they have led me to examine the impact of socio-cultural traits 

on academic failure or success.  My friend often reminds me of his own early educational 

experiences when he struggled through periods of doubt regarding his intellectual 

abilities.  His experiences parallel those of most social outsiders and continue to influence 

his life today.  His self-concept is shaped by reluctance to risk, driven by feelings of 

inadequacy that are reinforced by early failures and ridicule from peers and/or teachers in 

school.  These kinds of stories often touch the core of my belief system regarding the 

influence schooling can have on a person's thoughts and feelings of self-efficacy.  For 

instance, the social reality constructed by early classroom experiences of "not fitting in" 

because your clothes are dirty, too big, or "not in" can greatly influence a student's 

confidence to participate in a classroom.   

 Historically, public schools typically exhibit the socio-economic, racial, and 

ethnic makeup of the neighborhoods in which they are located.  The attitudes of the 

parents and community at large often reflect the expectations teachers have of their 

students in the classroom.  Therefore, the attitudes of the community that surround a 

school influence student success (Fauth, 2004, p.2).  The book “Preschool on Three 
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Cultures” demonstrates “that even preschool education works more to instill than to 

subvert the values of the parents [and therefore their neighborhoods] in China, Japan, and 

the United States” (1989, p. 221).    

 The educational system currently in place in America provides a fundamental 

social institution that can influence self-efficacy.  Compliant children in the classroom 

are often regarded as having highly effectual behavior.  “Good students" become classic 

models of success, while children with a lower sense of self-efficacy, influenced by 

prejudicial teacher expectations, often experience a lack of success (in and outside the 

classroom).  These findings were first substantiated in Gay's (1974) study that concluded 

that both minority and white teachers act more alike than different in their classroom 

treatment of students.  All teachers in Gay’s study displayed preferential treatment and 

higher instances of quality participation time to compliant students.       

 My friend's experience as a student who beat the odds and went on to college 

inspires hope for others.  However, his university experiences resulted in a greater sense 

of exclusion.  My friend's struggle with a self-fulfilling prophecy, influenced by his early 

school experience of being an outsider looking in and wanting more, was heightened 

further by his imposed sense of a lack of academic preparation for college.  He tells of a 

university environment that continued to delineate the social backgrounds of its students 

and thus discriminate by economic and social class.  His presence on campus was also 

without the common trademarks (money from dad, plane tickets home, and a new model 

car) of the stereotypical college student.  His personal account led to the ensuing 
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examination of the ways our educational system’s treatment of “at-risk” first-generation 

college student-athletes reflects the ideology of those in power.     

 The educational experience of first-generation college student-athletes reinforces 

my belief that they struggle because they have difficulty making personal meaning of the 

educational process.  Their inability to personalize an educational construct hinders 

motivation and impedes the opportunity to enhance their independent critical thinking 

skills.  First-generation college students face a multitude of obstacles in pursuit of their 

education.  This assertion proves to be especially true of first-generation college student-

athletes.    

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 This is a phenomenological study in which I use narrative as both the method of 

inquiry and the object of interpretation.  The intent of my research is to gain a better 

understanding of the purpose and existence for the current multilevel and interdependent 

relationship of athletics and education in American society.  John Thelin’s book Games 

Colleges Play supports my assertion that intercollegiate athletics has become “one of the 

most sophisticated and codified enterprises in American life” (1994, p. 198).   

 My inquiry is motivated by my awareness of the culturally constructed existence 

of a commonly accepted dichotomy between athletics and academics.  As a pointed 

example, the term “dumb jock” is easier to accept than the concept of athletic genius.  

The recognition that such a structural dichotomy can be intentionally constructed is 
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priceless.  These types of social constructions become cultural myths that perpetuate the 

stratification of American society. 

 Cultural myths explain aspects of the natural world and define customs and/or 

ideals of a society.  Additionally, cultural myths and rituals serve the purpose of crafting 

common beliefs that bind people to a group identity [to specifically include the 

maintenance of our current socio-economic structure] (Collins, 1992, p.110).    

 In this work I hope to sort out some of the variations based on class, gender, and 

racial inequalities that lead to different experiences of the value of schooling and 

athletics.  A purpose of this study is to describe the interaction and human experience of 

African-American first-generation college student-athletes and their AAA.  I am fully 

aware that my point of view as a qualitative researcher is influenced by my perceptions 

and theories.  The theoretical lens through which I view this study is constructivism. 

 Constructivist research recognizes that data-collection is a discovery process.  My 

passion to provide student-athletes with increased opportunities for successful college 

experiences coincidentally became my profession.  My empathy with first-generation 

college student-athletes' college experience is driven by my personal experience of the 

lack of systemic change since my first arrival on a campus thirty years ago.  Every time 

that an AAA mitigates a student-athlete’s “dilemma,” which the athlete typically views as 

a life changing crisis and the AAA more than likely views as an athlete’s typical aversion 

to accountability, adds to the data-collection and hence the discovery process.  The extent 

of the severity of the effect of any event on a student-athlete, his or her team, coach 

and/or institution covers a broad range of circumstances.  The event can be as mundane 
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for the AAA as explaining to the athlete that his looming failing grade is related to his 

lack of effort to attend class.  The event can be as striking as an athlete’s criminal arrest 

or the stark contrast presented by the notice of a death in the family. 

 One of the challenges I faced while writing this dissertation was to maintain the 

original focus of my study.  The complication of continually separating the relationships, 

interactions, fates, and experiences between my research subjects - first-generation 

college student-athletes, my role as an administrator, and their AAA - was troublesome.  

The additional interactions with the many different constituents involved in a student-

athlete's educational process, along with the political dynamics at an AAA's university, 

made it increasingly difficult to maintain a narrow focus.  Since their fates are 

intertwined, separating the experiences of the student-athlete and his/her AAA does not 

permit a “thick description” of the challenges “at-risk” first-generation college student-

athletes face.  To separate the athlete’s experience from his AAA’s would oversimplify 

the actual experiences, behaviors, and predispositions of each, this narrative conveys their 

shared experiences.   

 Traditional fields of quantitative science minimize the role of qualitative research.  

In 1979, Jean-François Lyotard, a renowned philosopher, was asked to review the state of 

scientific knowledge and information in the late 20th century.  He looked at how 

knowledge comes into being, who controls it, who has access to it, and how it becomes 

accepted as valid.  Lyotard concluded that science's claim to possess a higher kind of 

knowledge was seriously flawed because it ignored human interrelationships (Lyotard, 

1979).     
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 Rather than relying upon a one-time survey or experiment with a representative 

sample, qualitative research has the benefit of returning to the site of study.  My 

professional experience, working in an Athletic-Academic Advising office, provides 

access to the changing circumstances in the daily lives of student-athletes.  When 

articulating their actual work experience, diligent AAAs that are fully invested in the job 

are apt to say we live in the environment rather than work in it. 

 The difficulty of acknowledging and fully describing the concurrent multiple 

realities of the student-athlete’s experiences adds to the complexity of relating the 

magnitude of consequences and choices involved in the lives of the student-athlete and 

his/her AAA.  My hope, while portraying the challenges faced in particular by first-

generation African-American student-athletes, is to provide the first comprehensive 

disclosure of typical dilemmas and stressors that Division 1 (D1) AAAs face while 

attempting to support and encourage educational opportunities that enhance the 

independent critical thinking skills of their student-athletes.   

 The data in this study was collected through observations and interviews.  The 

findings support the generalization that a majority of first-generation D1 student-athletes 

in the sports of football, basketball, and track and field are often the population most “at-

risk” and inclined to suffer academic failure.  Within the aforementioned populations, the 

correlation between athletic ability and lack of academic interest was also easily 

recognizable.  Typically, the best athletes in these sports have the least understanding of 

the purpose or value of a college education.  To protect the identity of the people 

involved in this study, I elected to create an amalgamated profile of different student-
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athletes I encountered over the past five years.  The athletes’ choices, circumstances, and 

interactions with their AAAs obviously vary from institution to institution.  Yet the 

athletes’ typical educational outcome continues to lead to academic failure.   

 This study is written as a narrative told from my perspective as a participant 

observer.  My role and job responsibility within athletics provides access to the inner 

workings of a closed profession.  Other than the few professionals currently in the field, 

the only other people who regularly have access to student-athletes are the sports’ 

coaches.   

 The emerging profession of Athletic-Academic Advising and its role in athletics 

have significantly increased over the past five years.  The increased significance of the 

role of AAAs is the direct result of the National Collegiate Athletics Association’s 

(NCAA) increased initial eligibility requirements.  The easy answer for most Athletic 

Directors is to resolve the academic burden of increased eligibility requirements by 

adding to the responsibilities of AAAs.  

 The insight this research provides is significant since little literature is available, 

and none specifically addresses the topic of the educational and social challenges D1, 

first-generation student-athletes bring to AAAs and college campuses.  My access to 

athletics administrators, coaches, their student-athletes and, of course, college faculty 

provides a unique glimpse into the world of intercollegiate athletics and the university.   

 Even for the strongest of minds, the alien environment that these student-athletes 

endure for the opportunity to enhance their athletic prowess is at times overwhelming.  

Although a student-athlete’s odds of moving on to the professional ranks of their sport 
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are slim at best, that realization has little effect on presenting the significance of their 

current failed or missed educational opportunity.  The truth behind the ill-fated 

educational circumstances of first-generation student-athletes is currently known only by 

those within the confines of the Athletic-Academic Advising profession, and is seldom 

talked about other than behind closed doors.      

 Finally, based on my analysis of the students’ stories and the resulting consistent 

themes of academic failure, I will present a meta-narrative that will represent the shared 

story of African-American first-generation student-athletes’ experiences within a 

university culture.  My hope is that this study adds insight to the world of D1 Athletic-

Academic Advising and the current educational experience of today’s college-aged 

student-athletes.   

 Although limited research published on the educational challenges and needs of 

first-generation college student-athletes exists, I have found nothing that tells of the 

interaction and challenges between AAAs and first-generation D1 student-athletes.   

 

METHODOLOGY    

 A study of the work challenges faced by AAAs requires the framework of the 

research to be contextual, since the circumstances that support and contribute to a 

student-athlete’s success or failure are subjective.  This qualitative research study 

provides the reader with a thick description of the interaction and involvement AAAs 

have in the academic and social lives of “at-risk” African-American first-generation D1 

college student-athletes.  The challenges AAAs face, more often than not, are the result 
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of a social construction.  The process of schooling - what it is about, what it should be 

doing, who should be engaged in it - is a construct that changes from culture to culture 

(Reynolds, 1980-1981). 

 

ASSUMPTIONS   

The following assumptions are made about this study:  

• First-generation student-athletes who attend D1 colleges are at 

risk in terms of their persistence to graduation.   

• Non-school factors (e.g. social economics of home, peers) 

influence educational achievement.  

• Existing negative cultural perceptions of student-athletes on 

college campuses profoundly affect academic success.  

• Prohibiting accountability for behavioral choices is counter-

productive to learning and impedes the process of self-

actualization for African-American student-athletes.   

• It is necessary to explore the individual collegiate experiences 

of student-athletes, and how they interpret that experience in 

order to understand how the student-athletes make meaning of 

their university experience. 

• A student-athlete's understanding and experience in their home 

and the university culture may both hinder and enhance his/her 

success. 
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• Narrative inquiry and phenomenological interviews are 

appropriate methods to use when obtaining first hand accounts 

(stories) of the student-athletes’ academic experiences. 

• A student-athlete’s willingness to share stories and 

experiences of being a student at the institution is a 

demonstration of the truthfulness of their accounts. 

• My direct intervention in the lives of the student-athletes 

profiled in this study came about as a consequence of issues 

relating to their academic eligibility or student misconduct. 

• Because individual responses are subjective, ethnographic 

research cannot be generalized. 

        

 James P. Spradley (1980, p. 3) defines ethnography as “learning from people.” He 

continues: 

The ethnographer has much in common with the explorer trying to 
map a wilderness area.  The explorer begins with a general 
problem, to identify the major features of the terrain; the 
ethnographer wants to describe the cultural terrain.  Then the 
explorer begins gathering information, going first in one direction, 
then perhaps retracing that route, then starting out in a new 
direction.  After weeks of investigation, the explorer would 
probably find it difficult to answer the question, “What did you 
find?”  Like the ethnographer, the explorer is seeking to describe a 
wilderness rather than trying to “find” something (p.26) 

        
 The first part of the analogy necessitates describing the “familiar terrain.”  

Intercollegiate athletics is my most familiar terrain.  As many ethnographers know, this is 

both an advantage and a disadvantage.  It’s advantageous because I have an entree into 
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areas that others may take a long time to gain access.  It’s a disadvantage in that familiar 

surroundings have a tendency to make us take things for granted, and cause us to miss 

things that outsiders “see.”  The antidote for this predicament is to question, reflect, and 

challenge the reality that I think I know.  This, in essence, is the practice of making the 

strange familiar and the familiar strange.   

 During my time in athletics, I frequently moved from school to school in an effort 

to improve my income and enhance my professional opportunities.  As a consequence I 

was typically the new member on every staff I joined.  Additionally, I was the only 

African-American administrator on the staff in the history of all but one of the institutions 

at which I worked.  My newness to a staff intrinsically aided my ability and prospective 

to notice and experience the “familiar” as strange.  The following pattern of staff 

interactions supports my claim that at times my newness to a staff did indeed make the 

familiar strange. 

Taking to heart the old adage: You only have one opportunity to make a first 

impression, as the new staff member, I made it a practice to be the first person to arrive 

for staff meetings.  Since the meetings were held in the Athletic Directors’ office, I also 

saw it as a potential opportunity to have five or ten extra private minutes with the AD.  

As the first to arrive I had my choice of seats.  When the staff began to trickle into the 

room, my choice of a seat became the focus of a comical rendition of musical chairs.  

Without fail, the seat I chose, any particular meeting was the historic seat of another staff 

member.  The very first meeting my seating preference was subjected to a hovering glare 

that preceded a scornful sneer of: “You’re in my chair.”  After the next staff meeting, 
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hearing the second reproach signaled the rules of engagement and I knew my place 

within the staff was being etched out.  Ahhh, the joy, the humor, and the competitive 

spirit of working in athletics were not lost on me.  The familiar can indeed be strange.  To 

my regret the absurdity of my experience was lost on all but the AD.  For the remaining 

four years that I worked for him his eyes glimmered with amusement every time I pulled 

a chair from the foyer into his office.  Throughout the years, as I moved from staff to staff 

the familiar surroundings of athletics remained new.  As strange as it may sound, in spite 

of my years of experience in athletics I was typically treated like an outsider because I 

lacked years of a shared common experience in the trenches with the other staff 

members.    

 My description of the cultural terrain is told from an advantaged insider’s 

perspective.  The regular access my job provides to sport coaches, their athletes, athletics 

administrators, and college faculty adds perspective to the subtle nuances and political 

dynamics of an athletic department that would likely be missed by other researchers who 

are total outsiders to the profession. 

 This ethnographic account of the trials and tribulations of student-athletes, and the 

role and intervention of AAAs, is significant.  My literature review uncovered a 

noticeable gap in research related to the challenges AAAs face while working with D1, 

at-risk, first-generation student-athletes.  To my knowledge, this ethnography provides 

the first comprehensive disclosure of the routine dilemmas, stressors, and balancing act 

that D1 student-athletes face as we attempt to support, foster, and encourage the 

development of their independent critical thinking skills in the safe learning environment 
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of a university.  Furthermore, this study may encourage others in the profession of 

advising to become candid about the problems in the field, which in turn may serve to 

mobilize them to address vital issues in a unified way.  The unification of the Athletics 

Academic Advising profession is critical to its continued success as it would greatly add 

to the stature of the profession, and hence promote the full potential of advisors as 

educators.   

 A good number of people become AAAs to enhance the educational opportunity 

and support the goals that most at-risk, first-generation college students fail to realize.  In 

addition to contributing to the generally scarce literature on Athletics-Academic 

Advising, this study may create a greater awareness of the institutionalized systemic 

challenges some first-generation college students face.  Recognition of a problem often 

promotes change.  At the very least, this dissertation may become a catalyst for others to 

become involved in a field that holds so much promise for discovering opportunities that 

enhance the lives of our young people. 

 In this dissertation, I explore the social, political, cultural, and economic forces in 

an environment that shape social constructions and provide context.  One example of 

such a social construction is the often proclaimed and trite label “dumb jock,” an epithet 

that is still strongly held on today’s college campuses.  This image, epitomized by the 

stereotypic college graduate who cannot read or reads well below grade level, is 

considered a national disgrace that for some characterizes all that is wrong with the 

American educational system (Underwood, 1980, p. 40).  Few citizens in American 

culture assimilate images more startling or suffer more misunderstanding than the 
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student-athlete (Sheinberg & Brodzinski, 1984; Zingg, 1982).  It is assumed, particularly 

at D1 institutions that student-athletes do not do well in the classroom and their presence 

at the institution stems solely from their athletic talents.  The “dumb jock” image is even 

more pervasive with African-American student-athletes (Roper & McKenzie, 1988).      

 The acquisition and reinforcement of stereotypes held about student-athletes have 

an impact on student-athletes’ self-image (Edwards, 1984; Wittmer, 1981; Zigg, 1982).  

The research on self-fulfilling prophecies highlights additional reasons for identifying 

stereotypes toward a particular target group (Hamilton & Trolier, 1986).  The self-

fulfilling phenomenon occurs when one’s expectations based on stereotypical behaviors 

guide interactions with a member of the target group.  This expectancy-driven behavior in 

turn encourages actions from the target person that actually verify the perceiver’s initial 

stereotype.  When members of the college community hold strong negative attitudes 

about student-athletes, the student-athlete, more often than not, internalizes these 

attitudes.  In essence, we become who others think we are.   

 The myths and stereotypes that are repeatedly projected by the media are part of a 

system that is exploiting and developmentally damaging to student-athletes (Edwards, 

1984; Lawrence, 1986; Lech & Conners, 1984).  Beneath the surface are patterns of 

institutionalized powerlessness (Edwards, 1984): mechanisms entrenched in the 

foundation of sports.  “Dumb jocks are not born, they are being systematically created” 

(Edwards, 1984, p.9).  The assertions made by Hall and Sandler (1982) that the curricula 

and educational programs of higher education institutions serve to preserve, rather than to 

eliminate, any stereotypical differences between men and women, might also be 
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descriptive of an institution’s impact on student-athletes.  The context of the interaction 

between D1 AAAs, student-athletes, faculty, coaches, and parents is a necessary element 

of the study.  Therefore, my principal approach for this dissertation is necessarily 

qualitative.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 To understand the academic culture of Intercollegiate Athletics this study will 

explore the following questions:   

1) What are the social factors of student-athletes that affect the 

job performance of Division 1 Athletic-Academic Advisors?    

2) What do intercollegiate Athletic-Academic Advisors believe 

is their primary role in the lives of first-generation college 

student-athletes?      

 The research questions are questions that I ask myself every day.  These two 

questions are also the ones most often asked by people I meet outside the profession.  A 

majority of the initial meetings I have with faculty seem to focus on those same 

questions.  Much like the challenges a classroom teacher might encounter, the answers to 

my research questions are understandably subjective.  The challenges AAAs face vary 

from student-athlete to student-athlete and institution to institution.   

  The research data was also collected from a series of different circumstances and 

ongoing conversations that I have had over the course of the previous ten years that I 

have served as the Director of Student-Athlete Support Services at two major 
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universities.  The ten-year span of my employment covers stints at two different 

institutions in distinctly different geographic regions of the United States.  I recognize the 

limitations of this research, although I will make a case in the dissertation for the validity 

of my observations.     

 Emile Durkheim’s book, The Rules of Sociological Method (1982), led me to the 

recognition of and appreciation for the treatment of social facts as data.  Durkheim 

defined social facts as the beliefs, tendencies, and practices of the group taken 

collectively (p. 54).  Durkheim went on to state:  

A social fact is identifiable through the power of external coercion 
which it exerts or is capable of exerting upon individuals.  The 
presence of this power is in turn recognizable because of the 
existence of some pre-determined sanction, or through the 
resistance that the fact opposes to any individual action that may 
threaten it (p.56).    

        
 Durkheim’s conceptualization of social facts as things relies on the sense that 

things are “principally recognizable by virtue of not being capable of modification 

through a mere act of the will” (p. 70).    Using Durkheim, one might reasonably 

characterize U.S. society as one where competition is a coercive reality; competition is 

the essence of both athletics and the capitalist economic system.  Further, one might also 

say that athletics is the action system that inculcates a capitalist paradigm.  To this day, in 

spite of relevant research that is contradictory (Rilling et.al., 2001), most Americans 

resoundingly believe that people are inherently competitive.  This belief is held to the 

extent that it is felt that competition is part of our human nature that may be mitigated but 

never eradicated by social norms.  
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  To substantiate and analyze the perceptions AAAs have of the challenges student-

athletes encounter, I solicited the feedback and support of peers of other D1 institutions.  

The peers I have queried have graciously facilitated member checks.  I define the term 

“member check” as a process in which a person, as a member of a primary group, solicits 

the feedback of others within the workgroup to confirm or deny the accuracy of a 

perceived event or series of events. 

 Dr. Tim Malone is a practicing four-board certified psychiatrist commissioned by 

the athletics department to work with a specific population of our “at-risk” student-

athletes.  Dr. Malone’s board certifications and licensing are in adolescent, forensic 

psychology, addictive behaviors, and drugs and alcohol rehabilitation.  His personal and 

clinical perceptions of the circumstances and challenges that “at-risk” student-athletes 

encounter provided a safety net and guiding light that support my effort to maintain 

institutional and personal integrity.  Additionally, he aided my understanding of the 

reality of the coercive nature of social facts that motivate student-athletes, coaches, 

faculty, and extended constituencies that all have interests in their success or failure.   

 When confidentiality became the overriding concern, Dr. Malone’s professional 

feedback confirmed or informed some of my suppositions, and proved instrumental to the 

data analysis.  The access he allowed me provided the singular confidential sounding 

board and forum for reality checks that became essential to maintaining some relative 

subjectivity during data analysis.  Most of the challenges and circumstances at-risk 

student-athletes face are properly protected from public disclosure by the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA).   
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 The restrictions of FERPA legislation and the political nuances of athletics add an 

exorbitant amount to the job pressures AAAs perceive.  By law, the only people with 

whom we can discuss the educational and/or misconduct issues of student-athletes are 

faculty, administrators, police agencies, or peers.   

 However, I must mention again that the dynamics and subtle nuances that affect 

the political environment of an intercollegiate athletics department vary from institution 

to institution.    

 My personal D1 college experience as a first-generation student-athlete, football 

coach, and then AAA provides me permanent access to an athletic culture historically 

considered a closed profession.  

 In addition to my prior experience, the past 18 months as the newest administrator 

joining an established administrative athletics staff has increased my acuity in discerning 

the different cultural nuances that I have discovered are specific to each individual 

athletics department.  The disparities among D1 conferences are based, to a large degree, 

on the athletics team’s success, which attract the attention from divergent publics to the 

institution.  Winning athletics programs attract public interest and dollars!   

 While student-athletes of my generation, the mid 1970s, considered it a privilege 

to have the opportunity to represent their institutions, today’s student-athletes who 

compete in the revenue sports often arrive on campus with a sense of entitlement.  A 

thirty-year time gap separates me from today’s student-athletes.  However, it is my 

contention that today’s, first-generation college athletes’ level of academic preparedness 
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and lack of interest in the educational process remains indistinguishable from earlier 

generations.  

 Over the years, I have found that a coach, like today’s parents, will often side with 

the athlete when disciplining the athlete falls into the realm of possible sanctions for the 

student-athlete’s misconduct or ill-fated behavior.  My experience and behavioral 

psychology dictate people should not be sheltered from their behavioral choices.  

Sheltered choices prohibit accountability and are counter-productive to learning and 

impede the process of self-actualization.  Yet, the misguided parent-like coddling that 

coaches use to ingratiate gifted student-athletes during the recruiting process continues 

once the student-athlete arrives on campus.  Although the lack of individual 

accountability among female student-athletes is not quite as pervasive as it is among their 

male counterparts, their day and time is approaching as more female student-athletes are 

afforded the same professional opportunities in sport as men.  In addition, male student-

athletes have higher failure rates than female student-athletes (NCAA graduation rates 

study 2002).  On a D1 campus, the profession of Athletic-Academic Advising provides 

the focal point of intersection between the university’s administration, faculty, coaches, 

and athletics staff.  Regrettably, faculty, staff, and coaches do not represent all the other 

stakeholders involved in the lives of D1 student-athletes.  However, if a student-athlete 

develops effective communication and relationships with these four prime constituents, 

the likelihood of having a rewarding and successful college experience is greatly 

improved.             
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SYSTEMS     

“System is a concept we create to enable us to indicate that in 
order to understand a part we have to study in relation to other 
parts…, that those parts stand in diverse relationship to each other, 
and that between and among those parts are boundaries of varying 
strength and permeability” (Sarason. 1990, p.15). 

 

 Seymour Sarason’s definition and conceptualization conveys the extent of 

influence systems unwarily assert on society.  The diverse quality of the components 

within a system is exponentially compounded by its number of relationships.  The 

complexity of a system’s relationships often masks the extent of its influence and 

intended purpose.  Since the quality of our lives is predicated on our ability to recognize, 

understand, and manipulate systems, their recognition proves critical.  However, the 

ability to recognize a system’s existence and influence often comes with the discomfort 

(pain) that is associated with change.  Since the avoidance of pain demonstrates an 

inherently natural human response, recognizing a system and its effect poses an 

interesting challenge.  While we are immersed in the system or behavior experience 

dictates our awareness of the influence of a system or pattern of behavior remains 

unrecognizable.  The conscious choice to change our participation in a system or 

patterned behavior often occurs only when some external event provides a new insight to 

the system or behavior.  This belief poses an interesting “systems paradox” and explains 

our inherent resistance to change.  The systems paradox promotes our current class 

structure by establishing in principle, one of our cultural myths, that change is painful and 

understandably avoided.  However, if time can be defined as the measurement of change 

then change is inherently an inevitable human condition and should be embraced.  
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However, our current resistance to change promotes social order and maintains the status 

quo.     

 Talcott Parsons identified and defined action systems as the cornerstones of 

culture in our society.  However, neither Parsons nor anyone, for that matter, could 

foresee or predict the economic role athletics would play.  During the late 1950’s, 

athletics and its inclusion in educational curriculum were still seen as part of the ancient 

Greek ethos that integrated the mind and body in educational theory.  The current 

omnipresent influence of athletics on American society and culture necessitates the 

consideration of athletics as an addition to the list of Parsons’ previously identified 

cultural action systems or social institutions such as the family and education.   

 The complexity of a system’s interrelationship with other systems further masks 

the extent of its influence and intended purpose.  The emergence of athletics and its 

athletes as American icons supports the capitalist paradigm.  Intercollegiate athletics 

represents the focal point of American society’s effort to integrate two separate action 

systems, education as a social institution and athletics as the adaptive behavioral vehicle 

that conveniently inculcates capitalism as our economic paradigm.  The relationship 

between higher education and intercollegiate athletics produces large revenue streams for 

the institutions, promotes a separatist ideology, and subliminally inculcates a zero sum 

paradigm in society, but ill-fated educational results for the athletes in the primary 

revenue sports of football and men’s basketball.  The graduation rates of typical first-

generation football and basketball players have historically been the lowest of all the 

sports with little exception.    
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 The debate generated, and spurred by public interest amongst college Presidents 

and intercollegiate athletics administrators, due to the publication of the meager 

graduation rates for football and men’s basketball has generated whole scale changes in 

initial and continuing eligibility legislation in NCAA athletics.  Yet, the meager 

educational outcome and lagging graduation rates remain the same for its athletes.  The 

lack of resolution of the continuing problem of poor graduation rates in these sports 

remains unresolved because college Presidents and athletics administrators have failed to 

address the systemic challenges that promote the problem.  The purported systemic goals 

of intercollegiate athletics, winning, and higher education, to promote independent 

thinking, are diametrically opposed.    

 The overriding goal of athletics programs is generating revenue through increased 

attendance, driven by winning records.  In today’s economic climate, educational leaders, 

like athletics administrators, struggle with the reality that they must also remain 

profitable.  Their common plight, economic viability, becomes the motivational hinge 

that distorts the reality that they have yet to address: the education of student-athletes that 

participate in revenue sports remains a secondary goal, at best.  This problem is 

compounded by the fact that most D1 first-generation student-athletes in the revenue 

sports arrive on campus lacking the cultural capital to derive personal meaning from the 

educational process.  Additionally, student-athletes view college enrollment as a means to 

an athletic end.   

 As a young boy, some of my earliest memories are of the success and failures I 

experienced in the classroom and on athletic fields.  At the time, I obviously had no idea 
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that the impact of my experiences with our society’s educational and athletics systems 

would become the foundation for my current reality.  Ah, those formative years!   

 To this day, my ill-fated preconditioned childhood classroom and athletic 

experiences trigger conditioned competitive responses that are, more often than not, 

inappropriate.  Oftentimes, I still find myself sizing up people I meet as if they were 

opponents.  My educational and athletics past continues to influence how I view who I 

am and what I want to become.   

 John B. Watson’s 1920 experiment was generalized to conclude, “When we 

repeatedly encounter people under competitive conditions, we will spontaneously begin 

to regard all others as rivals and treat them accordingly” (Kohn, 1986, p.136).  Yet, 

competition can easily escape our collective notice because as a society, we are so 

immersed in it. 

 From the time we are toddlers until the day we die, our lives reflect experiences 

within action systems.  According to Talcott Parsons, group survival depends on social 

institutions (Parson, 1966, P.31).  Social institutions or action systems such as school, 

church, legal, and government provide the cornerstones for culture in our society.  

Cultures perpetuate value judgments that are designed to support group survival and 

provide the parameters of our collective reality.  What a group considers positive (of 

value) or negative (of no value) are judgments basic to its existence.  Some of these value 

judgments quickly become common knowledge through common behaviors that are then 

identified as the group culture.  The larger the group and the more extensive its history, 

the greater the group’s cultural investment in preventing change.   
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 Our educational system provides the primary social institution (action system) 

that influences self-efficacy.  Children who exemplify highly effectual behavior through 

compliance become the classic models of academic success.  Conversely, children with a 

lower sense of self-efficacy influenced by teacher expectations often experience a lack of 

success.  The impact of teacher expectations on a student’s academic success is clearly 

reflected by the interaction and intervention of the student’s parents.  A personal example 

evolves from a child whose father, Carl, was a colleague.  He happened to share over 

lunch his concern about his daughter’s sudden school failure.  Her story was so poignant I 

asked Carl if he would mind writing an account of her experience for me to use as a 

relevant illustration of Gay’s aforementioned study.  The following paragraphs are taken, 

verbatim, from an email he sent me:       

My wife and I are both educators.  I am a college administrator and 
she a fourth grade teacher.  We have always labored to instill in 
our children a drive for excellence and a thirst for knowledge.  Our 
children have always excelled in academic settings - both grade 
wise and on standardized tests.  Caryn, our oldest, read on a third 
grade level in kindergarten.  Her sister, Karli, is performing at the 
99th percentile on standardized tests nationwide.  I might add that 
we are African-Americans. 
        
When our oldest daughter, Caryn, entered the fifth grade, a drastic 
change occurred.  Having previously earned straight A's, she 
started bringing C's and D's home.  Naturally, we were very 
concerned.  In addition, she lost confidence in her ability as a 
learner.  In response, we scheduled a series of meetings with her 
teachers.  After talking with teachers, talking with our child, and 
visiting the school regularly, we discovered that the teachers had 
preconceived notions about my child's ability to learn.   
        
Upon exploring our child's learning environment, we were left to 
assume that this assessment of her abilities was purely based upon 
her race.  Our daughter, who is a very outward child who makes 
friends easier and who emerges as a leader among her peers, told 
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other adults such as my secretary that, "her teacher does not like 
her."   
        
To make a long story short, our child ended the school year having 
earned three district-level honors.  She competed in an arts 
competition and won a spot in a summer program at an area 
college.  More that 850 students competed, only 40 percent were 
admitted.  My daughter was admitted with raving reviews.  She 
was one of three students whose paper was chosen on the district 
level to represent the district at a young writer's conference.  
Again, hundreds of students competed, but she emerged one of 
three winners in the district.  In addition, she interview for a very 
competitive magnet program at one of the top middle schools in 
the state.  Again, she was admitted, with raving reviews.   
        
Upon learning that we were educators, and upon noting the many 
honors our daughter was receiving, the teachers’ attitudes towards 
our daughter changed drastically.  Imagine the result if my child 
did not have parents who were able to support her in the midst of a 
situation wherein others lower their expectations and impression of 
her based upon her race.  How many children experience a similar 
situation daily without support?”   

 

 Education is a provincial system, set up to protect the status quo.  I, like Marable 

and Sarason, believe our educational system’s purpose includes perpetuating the existing 

structure of society and accommodating the perceived needs of the economic system 

currently in place (Marable, 1983; Sarason, 1990).    

 Athletics generally, and intercollegiate athletics, specifically, can be seen as the 

engine that sustains the cultural momentum of separatism fostered by our educational 

system.  Teachers and students do not contrive the social context of schooling from a 

blank slate.  We construct our social context from our life experiences, all of which are 

defined by the power and status relationships that exist outside the classroom.  These 
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status relationships are conditioned from birth and solidified by educational practice and 

cultural traditions.   

 It is my contention that an ideology of separateness is rooted in and bolstered by 

the current dynamics and role of athletics in American education.  A separatist ideology 

is inculcated and reinforced in our social systems by the omni-presence of athletics in the 

structure of our educational systems.  In America, the culture of college athletics is 

purported to represent the optimum virtues of our society.  The majority of individuals 

who have experienced the secondary education systems in the United States can recount 

the inevitability of interaction with some athletic experience.  Our grade school recess 

time is laden with the early teachings and activities of games.  For most, some of our 

fondest memories of high school are associated either actively or passively with 

participation in some athletic event such as pep-rallies, band, the homecoming dance or 

game, and of course bon-fires.  

 During the 1960s, James Coleman’s research on “Non-School Factors” that 

influence students’ academic achievement determined that inequalities imposed on 

students by “their home, neighborhood, and peer environment…become the inequalities 

with which they confront adult life.” 

 Athletics has long been recognized as an American cultural tradition.  Robert 

McDermott (1977) refers to the social context of schooling as working agreements 

between teachers and students, and their relationship in the classroom.  I have learned 

from my personal experience and candid conversations with stellar college student-

athletes that their ascribed status on campus is determined by what they view as fan 
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interest and recognition (i.e. “working agreements”).  These social constructs are 

attributed to their athletic participation by some faculty, most students, and the larger 

campus community.  In today’s American society, as a result of multi-national corporate 

conglomerations and their attractive commercial media blitzes, fan interest in the athletic 

prowess of athletes starts at a very early age.  Sport (athletic) participation, both active 

and passive, flourishes in almost all schools and at all levels.  Yet the seemingly endless 

arguments about the appropriateness and/or benefit of athletics in an academic setting are 

continually bantered about in educational circles.  The very fact that educators argue the 

appropriateness of the presence of athletics on campuses presents a historically 

unparalleled dichotomy.  There is a higher correlation of athletics participation (both 

active and passive) in schools in America than in any other society.  In most other 

countries, athletics are tucked away in sports clubs, which tend to be the cultural 

repository of their sports.  Since almost everybody goes to school in America and 

because of the close connection between schooling and sports, athletics has become 

embedded as part of the American way of life.  Athletics is so pervasive that it is even 

infused in the language of our Presidential candidates.  Senator Dole has been quoted as 

stating, “Our Super Bowl will be on January 12th.  Then there will be a new team in 

office.”  

 From the Little League ball player who bursts into tears after his [her] team loses, 

to the college students in the football stadium chanting “We’re number one!” from 

Lyndon Johnson, whose judgment was almost certainly distorted by his oft-stated desire 

not to be the first American President to lose a war, to the third grader who despises his 
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[her] classmate for a superior performance on an arithmetic test; we manifest a staggering 

cultural obsession with victory (Aronson, E.  1992, pp 153-154). 

 The imminent 2004 Presidential campaign exhibits yet again the preeminent 

allure of athletics on American society and politics.  Presidential candidates go to great 

pains to make appearances at sporting events during an election year to shore up their 

standing with their core supporters: white men.  The following text was taken from an 

article written by Jennifer Loven and published by the Associated Press March 8, 2004. 

President Bush’s appearance as a plain talking boots-wearer with 
Middle America tastes! An image Bush has cultivated for year to 
counter his background as an Ivy Leaguer from an old, wealthy, 
New England-based family.  That comes in handy particularly this 
year, as the Democratic Sen. John Kerry, a wealthy North 
Easterner the Bush campaign aims to paint as out of sync with 
much of the country.  Activities such as throwing out the first pitch 
at the World Series and hosting major sports champions at the 
White House are longtime presidential traditions that well predate 
Bush. 

        

 Our obsession with athletes is additionally institutionalized by our educational 

system.  Coleman (1961) argued that peer values establish the standard for adolescent 

acceptance and, therefore, play a critical role in the process of adolescent development 

and socialization.  Coleman associated peer approval and self-esteem with participation 

in peer-valued activities and, in 1961, reported that regardless of a school’s size, its 

location, or the socio-economic composition of its student body, athletics was the most 

important criterion for the popularity of high school males.  Despite differences in sample 

composition and the number of activities presented to respondents, subsequent studies 

have all reported remarkably consistent results concerning the criteria for social status 
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among adolescent males (Eitzen, 1976; Williams & White, 1983; Thirer & Wright, 

1985).  Given the choice of being remembered as an athletic star, brilliant student, most 

popular, or a leader in activities, high school males have continued to rank athletic 

stardom as the single most important criterion for achieving status within the adolescent 

social structure, while the brilliant student continued to rank second.  The ensuing 

educational dilemma is incessantly observable: a system of social values that rewards 

athletic more than academic achievement appears to motivate American cultural values 

(Lipsyte, 1982; Nelson, 1983; Snyder, 1985). 

 My newfound acuity to education and athletics systems came after a period of 

absence from both.  My formal education first ended in June of 1977.  At that time, I 

successfully completed my undergraduate degree with, of course, a recreation major.  I 

seriously doubt there is a better degree for a scholarship football player at a major 

university.  For the first nine years after my graduation I was a college football coach; for 

the next six years I worked as a corporate trainer, computer salesman, and fireman.  After 

relative success in the “real world,” I realized I was still unprepared for the ambiguity of 

its challenges and came back to the familiar, safe, yet acclaimed environment of a college 

campus and athletics.   

 My return to “campus life” brought into focus the contradictory educational 

experience some student-athletes face.  The educational experience of some first-

generation student-athletes is contradictory because of the explicit hostility they often 

face in the classroom.  My role as an administrator for Student-Athlete Support Services 
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grants me access to the shoptalk of the professorate.  Conversations with faculty 

regarding student-athletes tend to elicit generalizations. 

 The following example typifies some faculty’s attitude toward student-athletes:  

“When student-athletes are lax in their attendance or deadlines, are 
often unprepared for class, turn in poor work or work not their 
own, make little effort to seek or use help, I think of them as 
'marginally committed'...my department is aware of student-athlete 
pressures and [that they] often [are admitted with] problematic 
preparation...We have prided ourselves in making efforts to work 
with those who put forth their own effort...We have been 
chastened.”  (Quoted from a personal exchange with a Dean of a 
College, 1996). 

 

 Athletes may be trying to negotiate a system that was not designed for them 

(Sedlacek & Adams-Gaston, 1989), a system in which the individual or collective actions 

of individuals [to include actions the athletes chose to pursue] in the higher education 

community result in negative outcomes of the student-athletes (Sedlacek & Brooks, 

1976).  

 I often struggle with the lack of fairness of any generalization.  The “dumb-jock” 

stereotype is customarily directed toward student-athletes who participate in the most 

visible sports of football, track and field, men’s and now women’s basketball.  Athletes 

from these sports commonly come to institutions as first-generation college students from 

low-to-middle-income blue-collar working families.  These student-athletes are often also 

easily identifiable in the classroom because of their physical attributes, dress, attitudes, or 

ethnicity.  In spite of the double standard dealt to minority student-athletes on college 

campuses, their degree of persistence reflects their desire to advance their current social 

status.  As a matter of record, student-athletes as a whole graduate at a higher rate than 
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non-student-athletes (NCAA 1996).  However, some revenue sport student-athlete 

graduation rates may be well below the college norm at their institutions.   

 The emphasis to win at all costs in D1 intercollegiate athletics adds to the stress 

AAAs experience.  To date, coaches have yet to lose their jobs or face any other negative 

consequence for not graduating their athletes.  The legislative resolution of increased 

standards that college Presidents and the National Collegiate Athletics Association 

(NCAA) devised to address the problem of meager graduation rates contributes to the job 

stress of AAAs.  The dichotomy inherent to the new initial and continuing eligibility 

legislation further solidifies the established façade that a primary function of 

intercollegiate athletics is to provide educational opportunities to all athletes.  The NCAA 

actually passed legislation that lowered initial eligibility requirements while 

simultaneously increasing continuing eligibility requirements.  I regret that I’m forced to 

repeat the previous sentence to punctuate my point; however, please pay close attention 

to the paradox embedded in the legislative mandate by the membership of the NCAA; 

The NCAA actually passed legislation that lowered initial eligibility requirements while 

simultaneously increasing continuing eligibility requirements.  How is it possible to 

admit historically less academically qualified student-athletes and expect more of them?    

The obvious additional burden placed on “at-risk” first-generation student-athletes pales 

in comparison to the weight of increased job responsibilities of AAAs.  However, the 

student-athletes seldom realize the extent of their conjoined fates. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

HISTORY & REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

A fundamental tenet of American ideology is that education improves society by 

enhancing an individual’s living conditions, health, and social status. Physical prowess, 

even in today’s informational society, has been a strong indicator of such status from the 

beginning. Our image of prehistoric society is one where man (especially males) gained 

stature by their skills in hunting and gathering, talents necessary for sustaining and 

advancing life. Even as language evolved and aesthetic activity demonstrated the 

increasing importance of the mental life, physical superiority was a major factor in the 

social stratification of societies.   

Like their ancient forebears, today’s athletes stake their claim to dominance over 

another in terms of physical space; athletes work to “establish position” under the boards, 

“guard the plate,” and “stand their ground.”  In our struggle to outdo others, the endless 

succession of contests often goes unnoticed, yet permeates our posture at work, at school, 

and in our homes.  Competition is so pervasive in American culture that you would be 

hard pressed to find anyone who does not believe that competition is not an inherent 

human trait.  And, as in ancient societies, the athlete is a social hero who commands great 

wealth and status, and who is seen as a role model for the rearing of children. Young 

people imitate star athletes, dressing and acting like them, often in contradiction of their 

own parents’ views. 
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Sport in America was grounded in the cultural values the colonists brought from 

England.  A self-consciously communal people, the early New Englanders strove to re-

create the village and family life of their distant English countryside.  Recreational 

activities became a vehicle that placed an emphasis on unity, order, and hierarchy, which 

gave the colonists a sense of a closely shared experience.  Most early American 

recreational activities occurred spontaneously whenever people got together--swimming 

in a pond, skating on it in the winter, bowling on the town green or at the crossroads 

tavern, playing football (i.e. soccer) in a pasture.  The colonist used readily available 

implements while engaged in recreational activities.  Moreover, sports were not played 

according to standardized official rules; they were part of local culture passed on by 

example or word of mouth with rules varying from one place to another (Gorn & 

Goldstein, 1993).  However, few in America at that time ever claimed that athletics built 

character, made men out of boys, or inculcated the ethic of fair play.  Benjamin Franklin 

was probably the first American to propose that physical training be made part of the 

curriculum of an educational institution.  He promoted the desirability of running, 

leaping, wrestling, and in particular swimming, about which he at one time taught and 

later wrote an essay.  By the middle of the eighteenth century, in the booming cities of 

New York and Philadelphia, we find the earliest glimmers of what American sports were 

to become – urban, commercialized, audience-seeking spectacles.  The growing influence 

of cities and towns as centers of trade fostered the very beginnings of a consumer culture 

in American life.  The colonist pursuit of recreational activities turned out to be a 

contributing factor that influenced the beginnings of the entrenchment of a values system 
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that promoted economic and social nationalism, solidifying the class structure of 

American society. 

In the flourishing new cities, where strangers were thrown together to compete in 

an impersonal marketplace, sports clubs offered an opportunity to humanize 

relationships.  According to sports club members, universal education and a systematic 

program of gymnastics prepared men for political and social democracy.  These thriving 

sports clubs provided a place of refuge for immigrants where they could spend time with 

like-minded people, and quickly became havens of culture, scholarship, and gymnastic 

training (Gorn & Goldstein, 1993).   

The sport and exercise movement was boosted in the beginning of the nineteenth 

century by the reform movement and education.  The reform movement linked physical 

health with mental, moral, and spiritual well-being.  Horace Mann agreed that mental and 

spiritual growth depended on physical fitness.  Mann believed that sedentary habits could 

cause one’s body to deteriorate until it was an unfit dwelling place for the soul (Gorn & 

Goldstein, 1993).  Not only ethnic groups but social classes, as well, founded sports 

clubs.  At the upper end of the social order, men of wealth and power organized a handful 

of elite sporting institutions.  During the 1840s and `50s, cricket, racquet, yacht, and 

rowing clubs began to take their place alongside other exclusive men’s organizations.  

These organizations reinforced distinctive class styles of dress, speech, and values, while 

creating networks of personal and business connections free from interference by men of 

lower status. 
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Boat clubs, crew teams, and regattas sprang up at prestigious Ivy League colleges.  

In 1852, Harvard and Yale oarsmen competed in the nation’s first, albeit informal,   

intercollegiate athletic contest. The embryonic alliance between sport, education, and 

business is especially clear in this example because the Boston, Concord and Montreal 

Railroad sponsored the regatta and paid all the expenses as part of a business promotion 

(Smith, 1988).  Rowing also became the first sport to be regulated.  In 1870 the Rowing 

Association of American Colleges was formed and lasted six years.  In 1873, Columbia, 

Rutgers, Princeton, and Yale joined in the Intercollegiate Association for Football 

(Blanchard, 1923).  Two years later, the Intercollegiate Association of Amateur Athletics 

of America was organized for track athletes.  Known as the IC4A, it is the oldest athletic 

association still in existence.   

These early associations were composed entirely of student representatives, and 

were mainly concerned with securing agreement on rules for their respective sports, 

rather than eligibility of the participants.  As early as 1882, Harvard appointed a three-

man faculty athletic committee because of the faculty complaint that the baseball team 

had played several games away from home and had missed too many classes.  This 

conference marked the first attempt by college faculty representatives to impose some 

regulation on athletics.  Nine colleges were represented and it is interesting to note that 

three college presidents attended.  The conference drew up eight resolutions designed to 

prohibit college teams from playing professional teams or from receiving coaching from 

professional athletes; to limit competition to four years for each student; to have all 
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games played on the home field of one of the competing institutions; and to have a 

standing faculty committee supervise all contests (Savage et al., 1929). 

A brief historical analysis of the intention and propagation of sport reveals that 

ruling groups have shaped and utilized sport to maintain control of the populous. 

Historian J.A. Mangan (1986) demonstrated that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries the British consciously developed sport in their public schools as a means of 

preparing boys to one day administer the Empire.  In short, the British promoted, 

developed, and used sport to socialize boys to a certain kind of “manliness” whose raison 

d’être was the administration of domination over (mostly non-white) colonized peoples.  

It is obvious the British upper classes did not create sport from thin air.  Organized play, 

folk games, and community-organized sporting events have existed for centuries.  Rather, 

the upper classes appropriated existing sports and then shaped the structure, rules, values, 

and meaning of sport in ways that supported and furthered their own interests.  As 

Mangan points out, the British eventually extended their educational system along with 

sports, such as cricket, to middle classes of the colonized nations with the hope that they 

would adopt British morality, ethics, and values thus helping solidify colonial control. 

A brief historical analysis of the intention and propagation of sport reveals that 

ruling groups have shaped and utilized sport to maintain control of the populous.  As in 

Britain, sport (as we now know it) in the United States originated in the nineteenth 

century with upper and middle-class whites who were concerned with “building 

character” in an expanding entrepreneurial environment.  Unfortunately, American 

history recounts the annals of blue-collar workers and people of color who were initially 
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denied access to major sporting institutions.  Historians have argued that by the turn of 

the nineteenth century, the expansion of organized sport into widespread recreation for 

the masses was seen by the upper classes as a means of integrating immigrants and the 

growing industrial working class into an expanding capitalist order where work was 

becoming routine and leisure time was increasing (Rigauer, 1981).  At the time, like the 

British, elite Americans viewed the expansion of sport participation to the working class 

and minorities as a means of control.  However, eventually underprivileged and 

oppressed groups learned to utilize sport for self-expression.   

To this day, minorities often view athletics as a means to attain status and 

economic mobility.  The structure and values of sport, like those of education, are largely 

shaped by and serve the interests of those who hold power (control wealth).  My 

contention is easily supported when you consider the lack of minority representation in 

administrative positions in both higher education and athletics.  Clearly, education and 

sport continue to provide an institutional context in which racial and class antagonisms 

are still played out.  Our economic and educational systems are unmistakably predicated 

on competition.  From the earliest grades, our schooling trains us not only to be better 

than our classmates, but also to regard them as opponents and barriers to our own 

success.   

Writing about the growth of school sports in Boston, Hardy (1982) reported that 

by 1888 several area high schools were fielding football teams and had formed an 

Interscholastic Football Association.  Furthermore, “Within two decades, baseball, track, 

basketball, and ice hockey leagues operated among the city’s secondary schools...By the 
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turn of the century, interscholastic sports had become a fixture.  The daily newspapers 

carried not only regular coverage of the competition, but also featured articles on the 

prominent schoolboy stars and the prospects of each team for the upcoming season” 

(pp.112-115).  

At first, school faculty and administrators either discouraged or ignored these 

student-organized and student-controlled activities.  Eventually, they began to see 

potential in them for serving some of the schools’ purposes.  Seeking to capitalize on the 

popularity of sports, school authorities gradually and inevitably wrested control of 

athletics programs from the students.  Hardy explained that educators had come to accept 

“the notion that schools should convey to students the specific skills, behavior, and 

values necessary to a productive life in the new industrial order.”  In athletics they 

presumed that “the lessons of teamwork, self-sacrifice, and discipline were...transferable 

from the playing field to the business world or the factory” (Hardy, 1982, p.121).  Even 

more significant, it was believed that the qualities thought to be developed by school 

sport—loyalty, social morality, and social consciousness were those “upon which rested 

the greatness of America’s cities and corporations” (p.123).  By the 1920s, high school 

athletics was firmly under the control of school authorities, with teams supervised by 

coaches hired as full-time faculty.  There has been little change in the basic purposes or 

structural arrangements of high school athletics since that time.  

Over the past decade, a great deal of emphasis has been placed on reform in 

collegiate athletics.  Reform recommendations have come from within the governing 

bodies of collegiate sports along with external interest groups.  The Knight Commission 
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(1993) generated a series of reports in an attempt to minimize potential academic 

problems in athletics.  A major focus of the reform measures of the Knight Commission 

was to ensure the status of the collegiate athlete as a “student-athlete.”  Additional 

measures have also been introduced in order to minimize the separation of student-

athletes and the general student body.  Separate housing and dining facilities for 

collegiate athletes were abolished in 1996 through NCAA bylaw 16.5.1 and 16.5.22 

(NCAA, 2000).  However, one separate entity that has been allowed to continue to exist 

and actually grow during the same time period has been the office of Athletics-Academic 

Advisors (AAAs).  NCAA bylaw 16.3.11 allows for academic advising.  D1 institutions 

make available general academic advising and tutoring services to recruited student-

athletes.  Such advising and tutoring services may be provided by the department of 

athletics or through the institution’s non-athletic student support services.  I took the 

liberty, for the sake of clarity, of changing the original term “counseling” to advisor.  I 

feel the use of counseling implies psychological intervention.     

 
ROLE OF THE ATHLETIC-ACADEMIC ADVISOR 

Since its inception, intercollegiate athletics has been and remains a major force 

and source of debate and controversy on college campuses in America.  It is my assertion 

that the profession of Athletics-Academic Advising is the vanguard of any plausible 

nexus between academics and athletics in higher education at Division 1A institutions.  In 

the course of the past 15 years, the role of AAAs has changed substantially and attained 

some credibility. 
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The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) introduced the initial and 

continuing eligibility standards for student-athletes, Proposition 1.6, in the early 1960s.  

Of those first eligibility standards, the most recognizable is commonly referred to as 

Proposition 48 (Prop. 48).  Prior to the passage of Prop 48, the role of AAA was typically 

delegated to the freshmen football coach.  Now, when we fast-forward to the academic 

and social challenges today’s D1 student-athletes face, we realize that the evolution of the 

increasing role and responsibilities of AAAs ironically coincides with the passage of 

increased NCAA initial and continuing eligibility standards. 

The following mission statement and job description was taken from the 

Southeastern Conference manual for Directors of Student-Athlete Support Programs. It 

was written by the conference members and serves as a representative model of the job 

expectations and responsibilities of all Directors of Student-Athlete Support Programs.  

The inclusion of the conference mission statement and job description provides an 

excellent illustration of the duties and responsibilities of the profession of Athletics-

Academic Advising.  A renowned Athletics Director often describes the burden of his job 

as “living life one phone call away from disaster.”   However, words can never describe 

the trepidation experienced by a committed Director of Student-Athlete Support 

Programs. 
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DIRECTORS OF STUDENT-ATHLETE SUPPORT PROGRAMS 
 
MISSION STATEMENT 
I. Introduction   

Because of their high visibility as well as the very significant athletically 
related time demands that are placed upon them, student-athletes' 
academic and social needs, schedules and status on campus are unique as 
compared to the at-large student population.  In response to those needs, 
the athletic community has, over the years, developed support programs 
that are much more specialized than those available to the general student 
body.  Each institution must provide student-athletes with adequate 
assistance to accomplish the personal academic and athletic goals they 
desire, as well as to assist in mainstreaming them into campus life.  To 
accomplish these ends, there must be a highly efficient, well-organized 
academic support program that clearly delineates responsibilities, 
procedures and policies to be followed by staff, faculty, administrators and 
coaches as well as the student-athletes themselves. 
It is often argued that the purpose of such support programs primarily has 
been to keep student-athletes eligible for intercollegiate competition rather 
than developing the student-athlete as a total person.  However, in today’s 
reform-minded college athletics environment, university presidents and 
faculty, as well as the media, alumni, general public and student-athletes 
themselves are demanding increased accountability from the athletic 
community regarding the quality of the collegiate experience afforded the 
student-athlete.  The most vivid example of the call for such increased 
accountability is the adoption of 1990 NCAA Convention Proposal 24, 
which requires institutions to publicly disclose the graduation rates of 
student-athletes. 
That being the case, the support programs offered student-athletes are 
increasing in scope and importance.  Additionally, because of the growing 
number of student-athletes from socio-economically and academically 
deficient backgrounds, the types and foci of such services are rapidly 
changing to meet the individual needs of these particularly visible student-
athletes. 
The directors of student-athlete support programs recognize the rapidly 
changing face of intercollegiate athletics in general and academic services 
in particular and fully embrace the calls for such increased accountability 
and, as part of the athletic community, are prepared to fulfill our 
responsibility to provide its student-athletes every opportunity to achieve 
their full potential. 
 
 

II. Philosophy and Purpose Philosophy and Purpose 
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The duties and responsibilities of a director of a student-athlete support 
program may vary greatly from one institution to another.  However, 
despite differences in specific assignments, directors of student-athlete 
support programs have important responsibilities, that are common to the 
position.  They should thoroughly understand the policies, goals, and 
philosophy of the institution they serve.  Support personnel should believe 
in, and model for the student-athlete, the compatibility of academic and 
athletic achievement at that institution.  While each student is ultimately 
responsible for his/her own education, support personnel should be the 
catalyst leading to successful adjustment to university life and eventually 
to a positive academic experience.  In short, he or she must be a strong 
proponent of the institution's obligation to treat the student-athlete as a 
student primarily and an athlete secondarily. 
 
 

III. Status and Support Status and Support 
 

The institution's athletic director and faculty athletic representative should 
leave no doubt about the importance to the institution of the work of the 
directors of student-athlete support programs.  Depending on the 
placement of the director of the student-athlete support program within the 
university structure, he/she should report directly to either the chief 
academic officer of the institution or the athletic director.  If that 
individual reports to the institution's director of athletics, he or she should 
have a title of assistant or associate athletics director.  Additionally, the 
institution should provide the necessary budgetary support, facilities and 
personnel to operate a comprehensive student-athlete support program.   
 
 

IV. Specific Responsibilities Specific Responsibilities  
 
The specific responsibilities of the director of a student-athlete support program should 
include the following: 
 

1. To act as a coordinating agent between the academic and athletic 
communities on all matters relating to academics and student-
athletes. 

 
Comment:  Such matters include but are not limited to academic progress, 

academic eligibility, class attendance, academic policies and 
procedures established by the university, NCAA, and the SEC, and 
communication with university advisors and other faculty 
members. 
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2. To provide information and make recommendations to university 

administrators, faculty members, and various academic councils 
and committees of the university as appropriate. 

 
 
3. To act as an advisor to the athletic director and the faculty athletic 

representative on matters of academic policies, procedures, and 
requirements that affect student-athletes. 

 
 
4. To be available on a daily basis to the student-athlete for advice on 

academic matters. 
 
Comment:  Advising requires the exercise of sound professional judgment 

and experience to suggest alternatives, strategies, and behavior for 
the student-athletes.  The director of student-athlete support 
programs must, therefore, be aware of academic policies, 
procedures, requirements, programs, course offerings and any 
other elements of the institution that can impact the student.  The 
director should always represent programs, course offerings, and 
majors in a truthful and appropriate manner, especially when 
talking with recruits.  The director must keep the students' interests 
and aspirations in mind when making suggestions, and not impose 
personal values.  Course selection and ultimate choice of major 
should be left to the student and/or the student's faculty advisor.  
The director should, however, encourage students to challenge 
themselves academically, rather than taking the easiest courses 
available. 

 
 
5. To be available on a daily basis to the student-athlete for personal 

counseling. 
 
Comment:  The director's main concern in a counseling situation is the 

integrity and welfare of the student.  Therefore, the act of 
counseling and any information that is disclosed by the student 
must be kept confidential.  The director may consult with other 
professionals about a particular student, but confidentiality must be 
maintained.  The director must cease counseling if in his/her 
opinion nothing further can be gained by the student by continuing.  
In cases in which the student's problem is sufficiently serious or 
beyond the scope of the director's counseling competence, the 
director must immediately refer the student to an appropriate 
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specialist.  If the student's condition or state is such that they 
constitute a clear and present danger to themselves or others, the 
director will report this situation to the appropriate responsible 
authority or take other emergency measures as the need demands.  
In the counseling situation, the student retains full freedom of 
choice and decision and the director has no authority or 
responsibility to approve or disapprove of the choices or decisions 
of the student. 

 
 
6. To provide support to the athletic department in the recruitment of 

student-athletes. 
 
Comment:  Support includes being available to provide academic 

information to prospective recruits and their parents, and 
recommendations to coaches concerning the prospect's potential 
for meeting the academic standards of the institution. 

 
 
V. Ethical Standards 
 

The director of a student-athlete support program is obligated to uphold 
ethical standards when dealing with persons from other institutions or 
agencies involved with intercollegiate athletics.  The director should not 
seek self-enhancement either through the public critique of other 
institutions or by misrepresenting the personal professional qualifications 
of the director and his or her staff.  When the director provides 
information to the public, subordinates, co-workers or superiors, there is 
an obligation to present an accurate and truthful account in accordance 
with the situation.  This applies as well when the director is presenting a 
picture of services and programs of the institution to the media, to recruits, 
to the community and to other interested parties. 
 The director should ensure that the athletic advising program is in 
compliance with academic requirements of the NCAA and SEC.  
Particular care should be taken to ensure the integrity of the tutoring 
program for athletes.  If the director discovers any violation of academic 
or athletic rules, he/she should inform appropriate persons immediately.  
The director should respect the reputation of the institution and not behave 
in any manner that would cast aspirations on the academic or scholarly 
integrity of the institution or its faculty members. 
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The preceding portrayal of the Director’s job responsibilities seemingly presents 

the ideal altruistic work environment.  Most new employees enter the profession because 

of their passion to provide safe educational opportunities for young people.  My initial 

attraction to the profession was derived from the same belief.  However, the existing 

political environment created by the myth and residing stereotypical perception of 

athletes as “dumb jocks” who don’t belong on college campuses, along with the new 

breed of student-athletes who arrive with the belief that they receive dispensation, at 

times makes the job unbearable.  In time, without fail, a neophyte’s passion turns to 

cynicism.     

 It is also my contention that the raging debate surrounding intercollegiate athletics 

continues due to institutionalized structural paradoxes.  The purported inconsistency 

between the objectives of higher education and athletic competition is rooted in the 

history of both (Riess, 1995).  A primary structural paradox of intercollegiate athletics is 

apparent with a simple comparison of mission statements.  A university’s mission is 

clearly grounded in the educational opportunities provided to its students.  This is in 

contrast to the overriding obvious mission of athletics: To Win!  Once the mission 

statements of academics and athletics are compared, the phrase “the obvious is often 

overlooked” strikes another resounding cord of truth. 

 The lack of serious study of the challenges inherent to Athletic-Academic 

Advising in higher education is conspicuously obvious.  After 15 years in the profession, 

I can unequivocally state, without raising the ire or eyebrow of anyone in athletics, that 

AAAs are on the bottom of the athletic “food chain!”  The realization that no one, other 
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than a D1 peer, has any knowledge of the challenges we face, led me to this 

understanding.   

 If you agree that the context of any communication is critical to the interaction, 

then you can appreciate some of the challenges AAAs face.  I feel as if my research 

methodology chose me.  In fact, the selection of my study was opportunistic because I 

started collecting data on student-athletes when I first became a Director of Student-

Athlete Services twelve years ago.  Early in my career, I began to gather information on a 

particular group of student-athletes whose lack of class attendance, effort, commitment, 

and engagement in their education process, became the bane of my (and most other 

AAAs in the profession) existence.  Typically, the better the athlete, the less likely they 

are to engage in their educational process.  The data that I collected only affirmed the 

obvious.  The aforementioned populations of student-athletes that struggle the most with 

the academic demands of college are, characteristically, African-American first-

generation college students.   

 Current literature defines a first-generation college student as the first person in a 

family, to include parents and siblings, who pursue post-secondary education (Levine and 

Assoc., 1989; Terenzini, et.al., 1996; York-Anderson and Bowman, 1991).  For some 

first-generation college students, the campus experience can be likened to stepping onto 

Mars.  The language and protocol for interactions are often foreign to these students.  

First-generation African-American student-athletes arrive on campus challenged further 

by the added burden of racism.  In contrast, most students not encumbered as first-

generation college students arrive on campus at an advantage, entering an institution with 
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an understanding of the infrastructure of higher education and how to gain access to it 

(Speer, 1993, p.21).  

Substantiating the perpetual existence of racism in American society, Gaertner 

and Dovidio (1986) argued that over time, a “red-necked form of discrimination has been 

replaced by a more subtle, aversive type” (p.62).  McConahay (1986) refers to this 

aversive type as the “modern racist” (p.92).  Gaertner and Dovidio described “modern 

racists” as individuals who see themselves as non-prejudiced and non-discriminatory.  

However, in actuality, these “modern racists” possess feelings and beliefs about certain 

groups, particularly African-Americans.  Modern racists emphasize the importance of an 

egalitarian value system and consequently their negative feelings toward African-

Americans are frequently excluded from their awareness.  Aversive racists also tend to 

have numerous non-racial facts or reasons that serve to justify, rationalize, or legitimize 

their prejudiced behavior.  Living in the South has provided me ample personal 

experience with modern racists.   

Since race and racism is at the forefront of my consciousness, I seldom pass up 

the opportunity to ask a work acquaintance of European descent a question regarding 

their number of African-American friends.  Without fail, after giving the respondent 

ample recovery time, their response is, “Of course I have African-American friends!”  

My follow-up retort of, “That you’ve had over to your house for dinner,” is often 

followed by a longer pause and deafening silence.  I often have to break the silence by 

flatly providing some comic relief by stating, “It looks like I’ll be another first.”  Once, 

after the realization that I’d made a valid point with my question, one colleague became 
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the first person to offer a complete concession by stating, “Tom, if you mean do I have a 

Black person on my ‘go to a movie’ list, the answer is no!”  His honesty and candor 

scored some obvious points with me and became a response I’ll never forget.  To this 

day, his response still makes me chuckle.   

The resounding stereotype of African-Americans as lying, shiftless, lazy, stealing, 

and womanizing still lives in the American Euro-centric psyche, and oftentimes adversely 

weighs the scales of justice. 

Sander and Hall’s (1986) description of micro-inequities of a campus 

environment clearly supports the premise of the existence of the “modern racist.”  Micro-

inequities are considered small behaviors that often occur in everyday interaction in such 

a manner that individuals are “either singled out, or ignored and discounted because of 

sex, race or age” (p.4).  The hidden or not-so-subtle micro-inequitable messages sent to 

women and minorities from faculty, staff, and fellow students are so pervasive and 

intrinsically woven into the fabric of our culture, they often are invisible to those who 

receive them.  However, there are still people who have such an extreme sense of 

entitlement that they forego subtleties.   

A job interview I was on, that was actually going very well, took an odd turn 

when the Athletic Director with whom I’d be working preceded his question by stating, 

“I know that I’ll be breaking every Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) policy by 

asking this question, but how Black are you?”  The absurdity of the question and moment 

will stay with me forever.  Every time I think back on the interview I chuckle.  Was the 

job offered to me?  You bet!  Did I take it?  Hmmm….some questions are better left 
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unanswered.  I hope you enjoyed reading my minor illustration of racial entitlement as 

much as I liked sharing it.  The negative experiences of African-American student-

athletes on the majority of campuses are, to this day, still compounded by racism.  The 

truth is indeed stranger than fiction. 

 When I first started working in the Athletic-Academic Advising profession, I 

quickly realized the population of student-athletes that requested and received the most 

academic support included the best students.  At first glance, the paradox made little 

sense.  Most people, including those in the academic community, assume that tutoring - 

the mainstay for most athletics-academic support offices - is provided primarily for 

football and basketball athletes.   Upon examination, the contradiction of the reality is 

obvious.  It’s like pulling teeth to get the student-athletes that need the most help to invest 

in their education.  Most student-athletes that participate in the sports of football and 

men’s and women’s basketball are first-generation college students and African-

American. Therefore, they are inherently, to a larger degree, “at-risk.” 

 The population for this study consists of D1, African-American football student-

athletes with whom I’ve had the opportunity to work over the past 15 years.  I have 

extended my working experience to include my years as an assistant football coach, 

because I used some of the experiences of student-athletes from my time as a coach to 

create an amalgamated profile of a fictitious character.   

 When I use the term “at-risk,” I am referring to a limited sub-group of student-

athletes.  For the purposes of this study, I define the “at-risk” population as any student-

athlete who: 
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1) Is a first-generation college student, and/or  

2) Is admitted to the institution with a Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) score 

300 points below the average score of the entering cohort, and/or  

3) Is admitted to the institution as an undeclared major.  (Interestingly, most 

student-athletes who participate in what is generally considered a “club 

sport,” seldom meet this particular criterion.)    

Harry F. Wolcott affirmed, “The strength of Ethnographic Research fieldwork lies 

in its triangulation, obtaining information in many ways rather than relying solely on 

one” (2001).  Wolcott’s assertion of the significance of triangulation in ethnographic 

research supports my choice of research methodology.  The fundamentally different 

perspectives of my varied work responsibilities and personal experience with D1 

programs facilitate and aid my research.  I am able to recognize and have access to some 

of the subtle and, at times, blatant actions in and in opposition to the best interest of 

student-athletes – a perspective which other researchers might not possess.  The 

availability of the insight of Dr. Tim Malone also provided a key element for 

triangulation.  Tim is the Athletic Department’s psychiatrist, whose extensive time with 

the most “at-risk” student-athletes afforded me a sounding board.       

I’ve worked with student-athletes for more than 22 years.  That time span covers 

work with seven different universities.  The geographic range of those institutions 

includes all but one region of the country, and only excludes two of what most consider 

the major athletic conferences.  The distinctions among the conferences with which I’ve 

worked are as extreme as the social contrast between the college experience of an Ivy 
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League student and a student who attends a Historically Black College or University 

(HBCU).  As an employee of four of the six “big time” athletic conferences, the Ivy 

League, and arguably one of the most renowned HBCU, I have gained enough personal 

experience to discern the understandable, yet often unrecognized, peculiarities between 

conferences.  The range of my athletic experience greatly contributes to the insight this 

study provides a reader who lacks access to “the belly of a beast” – the world of college 

sports that satiates and drives America’s economy.   

Currently, I am a Senior Associate Athletics Director for an institution that prides 

itself on its membership in what many consider to be the premier athletic conference in 

the country.  Included as part of my ethnographic research are amalgamated case studies 

of character profile of student-athletes from different institutions with whom I have been 

privileged to work.  The use and creation of fictitious “amalgamated characters” while 

describing events, protects the confidentiality of all the student-athletes, faculty, and 

administrators in the study.  The use of fictitious characters also prevents me from 

requesting the use of personal information that is protected by the Family Educational 

Right to Privacy Act or FERPA (Buckley Amendment).  However, the circumstances, 

events, reactions and dialogue are accounts of actual events.  The demographic profile of 

the typical “at risk” student-athlete varies little from institution to institution.  The only 

tangible difference in the profile of “at-risk” student-athletes from school to school is the 

sport in which they choose to participate.  Oddly, sport participation opportunities are 

greatly influenced by the geographic location of the school, more than any other factor.   
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A vivid example that comes to mind of the degree to which a school’s geographic 

location influences participation opportunities (i.e. sport choices) is the prosperity of 

intercollegiate men’s and women’s lacrosse in the Northeast.  To my knowledge, both the 

men’s and women’s lacrosse national champions traditionally come from northeastern 

schools.  The demographic data I’ve been able to accumulate over the years supports my 

assertion that the majority of student-athletes who participate in the sports of football, 

lacrosse, softball, baseball, basket ball, and track and field are likely to be first-generation 

college students. 

 

THE BELLY OF THE BEAST 

Oh, the peril I fear I’m exposed to by describing some of the rife and internal 

challenges of the profession.  Any notice this study attracts may lead to some backlash 

from those working in athletics or, at the very worst, sanction me from continued athletic 

employment.  I could enduringly be viewed by those in the profession as a “whistle 

blower.”  This thought alone is unbearable.  The label is damning!  The ascribed status I 

now enjoy as “an insider” will be forever lost to me.  Of course, as Americans we all 

know the greatest virtue of any employee is their ability to keep a secret.  My only 

salvation from the fear of discovery is the eventual vortex of microfilm, commonly 

referred to as the great “Dissertation Depository!”  After all, who reads dissertations?  

What will fate bring me now?    

 
 

 



61

 

CHAPTER THREE 

ATHLETIC STEREOTYPE 
 
 
 A current trend of the fashion industry is another gauge that epitomizes the 

malign disassociation from traditional American society that some 18 to 24 year olds 

exhibit...Baggy pants.  

To the consternation of most people that are in the know, the origin of baggy 

pants is prison.  The shock and bleakness of the source of the fashion industry’s latest 

opportunity to profit goes further.  Homosexual inmates wear their pants low on their 

hips to indicate their sexual availability.  It is my assertion that if the origin of the 

oversized low hanging baggy pants became public knowledge, the fashion rave would 

have never emerged.  I’ll even go so far and contend that the stark reality of the origin of 

the style alone is enough to prevent its success.  Not to mention the apprehension the 

fashion trend source of the fad would initiate on the parental influence concerning the 

clothing purchases of their children.  Knowledge does indeed provide options.    

As a behaviorist, I am committed to the realization that we are all a product of our 

environment.  Growing up in a city of approximately 70,000 people and going to a 

private parochial middle and high school provided some shelter.  In the 1970s in most 

high schools, the worst thing that anyone could imagine happening was impregnating a 

girl.  The second worst offense most kids that were old enough to drive feared was a DWI 

arrest.  The only other trouble an adolescent could encounter was typically a fist fight.   

Indeed, times and the challenges young people face today have changed.   
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Some high school students are stripped of the halo their parents thought hovered 

over their child’s head the first time they spent the entire night out.  That first 

unauthorized night out often marks a change in the relationship with one’s parents.  To 

this day, some people still don’t understand why they decided to follow the leader of their 

high school crowd around as if he/she were the Pied Piper.  Most young people can never 

explain and will probably never know what influenced their social choices.  Looking 

back, the only rational reason that I came up with for the poor decisions I made in school 

involved the allure of the unknown.  The reasons and timing of an adolescent’s action or 

statement that marks their emancipation from their parents are as subjective as we are 

individual.  My God!  My memory of being fourteen years old and spending all night out 

with two friends compares to the annals of Huckleberry Finn.  As odd as it sounds, even 

the next morning after a night of drinking and sleeping on the ground, I clearly remember 

my lack of concern for any parental reprisal.  Even though I was so hung over from the 

affects of Boones Farm, the thought of getting into trouble eluded me until my eyes met 

my mother, and Orville Beard, my football coach.  To this day, I remember walking up to 

the school’s front door and the sight of Coach Beard, laughing and rhythmically shaking 

his head standing next to my crying mother.  The sound of his raspy voice spitting out 

words between chuckles still rings in my ears.  “Tommy, your Momma’s gonna tan your 

hide.  I hope the fun you had was worth it.”  Coach’s jowls held a characteristically 

gnarly unlit Swisher Sweet tucked in the right side of his mouth.  It’s odd how the 

memory of some people never leave you.   
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My mother took me straight home from school.  The ride home was unbearable 

and the longest of my life.  She cried the entire ride home.   

When we pulled into the driveway mom’s last comment to me was that since I 

was going to act like my father she was going to buy me a box of rubbers.  At the time I 

was not sure she was upset that I’d spent the night out or that I’d spent the night out with 

a Hispanic girl.  In spite of the confusion that raced through my mind at the time of 

whether the ethnicity of the girl was the most unsettling factor for my mother, my retort 

of, “You can take those rubbers and hang them from your nose,” provided comic relief.  

The visualization of my response made us both laugh, relieved the mounting tension, and 

ended the conversation.  My father and I never talked about any of it.   

From that day on my parents treated me differently.  I think that day marked the 

beginning of their realization that their child was establishing his independence.  I was 

beyond the age to receive a spanking and too young to heed the parental life lessons of a 

scolding about the dangers of the world.  The life choices of a high school student, a big 

fish in a small pond, can and often does determine one’s future.  Until the spring of my 

senior year in high school I had no expectation of any future.  It was only after the 

college football recruiting process started that I literally had any vision of a life after high 

school.  Prior to having the option of going to college on an athletic scholarship, my dad 

gave me four options: the Army, Navy, Air Force, or Marines. 

The college football recruiting process gave me my first opportunity to travel by 

plane and actually eat in a restaurant that used a table cloth and offered anything other 

than hamburgers.  In fact, it wasn’t until I was a junior in college that I was invited to eat 
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dinner at someone’s home.  Ironically, that first invitation came from my position coach.  

Throughout the last three decades, my experience with some of today’s “at-risk” student-

athletes reveals that little experiential educational change has occurred for first-

generation college bound student-athletes.   

The free time and the outcome of the subsequence choices that come with the 

opportunity to attend college often determine one’s future.  The typical college student 

has more unstructured free time than almost any other time in their life.  However, the 

prospect of fully appreciating the freedom of choice your college years provide is seldom 

realized until sometime after graduation.  My personal experience with student-athletes in 

five of the “Big Six” conferences has demonstrated that the individual social choices 

student-athletes make are the primary determinant of their academic success.  The “Big 

Six,” is a commonly used reference to the Southeastern Conference, the Atlantic Coast 

Conference, the Big East Conference, The Pac-10 Conference, the Big 12 Conference, 

and the Big Ten Conference.   

I’ve witnessed student-athletes who have earned perfect SAT or ACT test scores 

flunk out of school.  I’ve also seen under-prepared student-athletes that were admitted as 

special exceptions to an institution’s admissions standards graduate, become gainfully 

employed, and lead productive lives as contributing members of society.  The individual 

educational outcomes of student-athletes are directly associated to their will to achieve.  

This realization supports the educational belief that you should hold all students as able to 

learn; some students are just not willing to do what it takes to learn.  
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However, through the course of my life, I’ve learned that an individual’s desire 

for educational attainment is preempted by their ability to integrate “cultural capital” with 

acquired educational knowledge.   The term “cultural capital” represents the collection of 

non-economic forces such as family background, social class, varying investments in and 

commitments to education, different resources, etc. which influence an individual’s 

success (Bourdieu, 1986, pp. 241-258).  

The impact of deficits in the awareness, utilization, and social value of cultural 

capital as an economic commodity has escaped the notice of most educators.  I attribute 

the educational plight of African-American first-generation college student-athletes to 

their circumstantial lack of cultural capital.  Incisive Athletic-Academic Advisors (AAA), 

coaches, and educators understand and recognize that a cultural capital disparity exists 

between first-generation college students and second-generation students.  The 

formidable challenges AAAs face while providing successful educational opportunities 

for their “at-risk” student-athletes are to the advisors’ dismay, are multifaceted, and go 

unrecognized to those outside the profession.     

The ability to utilize cultural capital weighs heavily on an individual’s ability to 

recognize and make distinctions in critical areas of their lives.  This, in turn, affects their 

choices.  The largest factor that influences the academic failure of most student-athletes is 

their poor social choices.  The simple subjective choices each student-athlete makes 

regarding their choice of friends and/or how they spend their free time weighs heavily on 

their likelihood of academic success.  As simplistic as it sounds, the realization of the 

significance of impact of even the simplest choice a student-athlete makes often becomes 
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an AAA’s biggest challenge.  The student-athletes that are most “at-risk” are plagued 

with a self defeating sense of victimization.   

I attribute a student-athlete’s sense of victimization to their previous life 

experiences.  In essence, they become who they think they are.  I am religious, however 

out of respect for another’s individual beliefs I have made the personal commitment not 

to proselytize.  Nevertheless, the historical wisdom of the scriptures has its place and 

cannot be overlooked.  A colleague quoted a verse of the Bible to me once while I was 

lamenting the choices of a student-athlete and it struck a chord.  The King James Version 

of the Bible, Proverbs 23:7 states “For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he…”   

After he shared the quote it made such a lasting impression that I asked him to get 

me the exact source.  I was dumbfounded that the wisdom of the ages found its place and 

became the fabric of our social structure.  My mind started to whirl with the possibilities.  

My friends often chide me about being the consummate conspiracy theorist because I am 

known to question everything.  I am teased because of my belief that “it was all a plan.”  

It makes perfect sense to me that if historically the “educated” dictate the content of 

written word, then one of the functions of the Bible is to keep a record of God’s message 

so that an evangelist’s teachings of the scripture would be an unvarying oration.   Do you 

follow my logic?  The implications of my theory are staggering.   

If the ruling class has always been or come from members of the educated 

populace, then as far back as Biblical times the educated knew the power inherent to 

being a self-actualized individual.  A self-actualized person would be and/or becomes a 

rival to the ruling class’s intellectual and monetary wealth.  The ease of controlling the 
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masses that are not aware of their full potential, let alone achieving their potential, is 

obvious.  Knowledge does indeed provide choice.           

The ability to draw on the reservoir of knowledge that cultural capital provides, 

and most traditional students possess, is sorely lacking in the lives of some first-

generation student-athletes.   Generally, student-athletes are nothing more than a subset 

of the larger student population.  They arrive on college campuses with the same 

considerations, hopes, and dreams as typical students.  Like all college bound students, 

first-generation student-athletes are largely as capable of successfully participating in the 

educational process.  However, some first-generation student-athletes in the revenue 

sports arrive on campus with standardized test scores 200 to 300 points below the average 

student.  This difference in test scores clearly places most student-athletes that are 

admitted as NCAA initial qualifiers into an “at-risk” category.  The student-athletes that 

fail to meet institutional admissions requirements are typically admitted through a special 

process provision of the institution’s President’s Office.   

Most colleges and universities grant a special admissions process that provides an 

established number of slots at the President’s prerogative for students with political 

connections or special talents.  To my knowledge, all D1 institutions admit some student-

athletes through a special admission proviso.  The largest numbers of student-athletes that 

are admitted under this criterion are in the sports of football and men’s and women’s 

basketball.   Since the sport of football has the highest number of initial scholarships at 

25, most of the special admits in any given year go to that sport.   
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“At-risk” student-athletes that are admitted to institutions through an irregular 

process are aware of the admission exception that they receive.  A student-athlete’s 

knowledge of their admissions exception adds to the sense of entitlement for some, and a 

sense of insecurity for most.  Astute AAAs comprehend an “at-risk” student-athlete’s 

educational dilemma and work diligently to help them understand the importance of 

making the right choices to overcome their lack of academic and social preparation.    

Some of today’s “at-risk” student-athletes have become adept at disguising their 

athletic limitations because opponents learn to attack weakness.  Once a student-athlete 

learns to mask their physical limitations, that ability is often times transferred to their 

personal life and academic experiences.  The cloak that covers a student-athlete’s 

academic insecurity is often only discernible to a watchful eye of a perceptive AAA.  

Regrettably, over the years the challenges that first-generation student-athletes face on 

college campuses have remained the same.   

Our educational system has failed the last two generations of Americans.  This 

alarming claim is documented in a recent report by the National Commission on the 

High-School Senior Year.  The report released in October 2001 stated, 

“While 70 percent of today’s high-school graduates go on to enroll 
in some form of postsecondary education, only half of those who 
enroll at four-year institutions leave with a degree.  The main 
reason for this?  They weren’t prepared in high school for the 
rigors of college academics.” 

 
 The National Commission on the High-School Senior Year report provides some 

explanation for the lack of education and cultural capital that plagues some first-
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generation college student-athletes.  However, the sociology that affects the social 

choices that motivates first-generation student-athletes cannot be overlooked.   

The majority of African-American college student-athletes in the sports of 

football, track, and basketball have to cope with the greatest social and academic 

challenges.  Class and racial stratification in America is directly linked to economic 

opportunity.  Historically, the lowest classes of our society are ethnic minorities.  The 

reality that our capitalist economy has a vested interest in maintaining a permanent 

underclass is inescapable (Collins, 1992, p.195).  American industry needs a low paid 

work force.  The need for an underpaid work force equates to the establishment of a 

permanent segment of our society that is uneducated, uncultured, and unorganized.  The 

resulting vicious cycle of isolation and despair that the lowest classes of our society 

flounder in is perpetuated by the constructed failure of our educational system.   

 

COLLEGE RECRUITING 

The recruiting process is literally viewed as a student-athlete’s ticket to a new 

world.  My life experience prior to being recruited was not much different than most of 

today’s first-generation college students.  Ironically, the biggest change that has occurred, 

since my youth, that has had the largest affect on high school athletics and its athletes is 

the extent of early attention high school athletes now receive.  The newspapers in the 

South, in particular, chronicle the status of college prospects on a weekly basis the entire 

year.  The states’ papers typically devote a section of the sports page to the recruiting 

status of high school prospects.  A section of the newspaper often includes weekly 
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updates and comments from athletes on their college offers, and their preference of 

schools in rank order.  The level of public interest in athletics is honestly beyond the 

comprehension of most.  The NCAA’s effort in the late 1970s to create parity by 

reducing the number of scholarships institutions could offer has backfired.  The reduction 

in the number of scholarships has done nothing but heighten the significance of the 

recruiting process for athletics programs.  In the years prior to the legislative change, the 

number of scholarships was solely based on the institution’s budgetary consideration.  

The desire for parity, driven by financial concerns, obviously lacked foresight.   

In August 1975, the NCAA held its second special Convention, to deal with a 

growing financial concern that addressed the health of intercollegiate athletics.  The focus 

of the Convention was to cut costs so that college sports would continue to prosper.   

Limitations on the size of coaching staffs, traveling squads and off-campus visits to 

prospect, and reductions in the number of grants-in-aid allowed were among the key 

items delegates adopted (NCAA News).  

The ensuing exhaustive legislation that followed the scholarship reductions was 

necessary to protect prospects and attempt to supervise the recruiting practices of 

coaches.  Although the legislation improved parity amongst institutions, the scholarship 

reductions for the revenue sports increased the pressure on coaches.  In addition to the 

enhanced pressure scholarship reductions put on coaches, the significance of a recruit’s 

campus visit became the vital factor for the prospect.  The battle for top recruits made the 

good times roll. The most recent example of a consequence of the recruiting “wars” are 

allegations that the football team at the University of Colorado at Boulder used sex and 
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alcohol to recruit athletes have prompted a U.S. Congressional subcommittee to open an 

investigation into recruiting practices in college sports (Jacobson, Chronicle of Higher 

Education, March 12, 2004). 

 

DRUGS AND THE STUDENT-ATHLETE  

During the 1970s, I had a sense that several of my classmates in my high school 

class smoked pot. However, during my entire high school experience I had never saw a 

joint.  But, all the other things that most teenagers experience became my routine.  To 

this day even the bonehead things I did, and was caught doing, continue to bring back 

fond memories.  How I survived my high school years is still a mystery to me.  Coors 

beer was the vice of choice for most students in high school.   

A student-athlete’s introduction to the social culture and normative values of an 

institution’s teams occurs during the recruiting visit.  It’s important to keep in mind that 

the coach’s choice and effort to match a host with the recruit plays a critical role.  The 

initial evaluation process establishes that a prospect can contribute to the athletic 

program.  After that determination, a coach’s singular purpose is to uncover the recruit’s 

motivation to spur a commitment.  The focus of a coach’s remaining effort is vested in 

gaining an understanding of the recruit’s social values in order to facilitate the best host 

for the recruit’s official visit.   

 A recruit’s exposure to the good times that college life as a student-athlete 

provides, along with their opportunity to ascend to the professional ranks, weighs heavily 

on their decision to attend an institution.  The choice of host is critical to the recruit’s 
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perception of their fit with their prospective teammates.  It is highly unusual for a recruit 

to factor into the recruiting equation the level of academic support or degree program 

options that an institution has to offer.   The typical revenue sport recruit often has only 

two questions that must be answered resoundingly answered on their campus visit: 1) 

how much playing time can they receive, and 2) the extent and scope of their social life.    

A recruit’s introduction and immersion to their potential social life at an 

institution is left to the discretion of the host during the official visit.  The 48-hour time 

limitation established by the NCAA on official visits is the coach’s singular opportunity 

to expose a recruit to the school’s social environment.  The potential for disaster is 

obvious.  For most people inside athletics, the only surprise regarding the recent 

allegations implicating the University of Colorado’s football program in providing 

organized sex parties on recruiting weekends is that it was a first to become public.  A 

recruit’s weekend visit, where a good time is had by all, is not the exception but the 

expectation.  When the “good times roll,” the behavior of hosts and all others in 

attendance establishes a new social norm for the recruit. 

The percentage of college students that smoke or have smoked marijuana has 

increased between 1993 and 1999.  In fact, marijuana use among college students rose 22 

percent during that time, according to a study released by the Harvard School of Public 

Health (October 31, 2000 AP wire service).     My experience at three different 

institutions over the last fifteen years confirms the study’s findings.  The problem spans 

all sports and all demographic populations of student-athletes.  My experience dictates 

that some students’, to include student-athletes’, exposure and personal consideration 
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regarding their drug experimentation is directly linked to their institution’s sanctions.  For 

the sake of legal liability, an institution’s Athletics Department often takes into 

consideration its campus’s drug and alcohol policies.  In essence, if an institution has a 

three strikes drug and alcohol use policy, a student’s likelihood to experiment with drug 

use is seldom inhibited.  Because of the public’s general acceptance of alcohol, it should 

not be surprising that it is the most frequently abused substance on college campuses.  

The reality that marijuana is still an illegal substance has not deterred its use or public 

access.  In fact, on most of today’s college campuses, because of marijuana’s illegal 

status, it is ironically easier to access for minors than alcohol.  As a matter of record and 

to the surprise of most, more White student-athletes use illicit drugs than African-

American student-athletes.  The 2001 NCAA study on drug use of student-athletes 

reported: 

Despite the praise and glory bestowed upon many black college 
athletes, the general public is often presented with an image that is 
tainted by stereotypical labeling. The latest NCAA drug use survey 
should help shatter a long perpetuated myth: that the black college 
athlete is much more likely to abuse drugs. The research 
concludes, instead, that white college athletes use drugs at a 
consistently higher rate than their African-American counterparts. 
 
White athletes reported substantially higher or approximately equal 
rates of drug use as compared to blacks. In six of the eight 
categories, whites were substantially more likely users, including 
psychedelics (6.5% vs. 1.2%), cocaine or crack (1.6% vs. 0.6%), 
marijuana (29.3% vs. 23.5%), and smokeless tobacco (26% vs. 
5.4%). 
 

It’s easy to understand the dilemma the allegations coming from the University of 

Colorado have created for intercollegiate athletics.   
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Nevertheless, leaving the safety and isolation of high school to attend college 

promotes growth and brings an abundance of social choices.  As I previously mentioned, 

a student-athlete’s errant social choices create greater challenges and consequences for 

first-generation student-athletes than most traditional students.  The recruiting process 

starts this transition.   

A recruit’s campus experience during their recruiting visit weighs heavily on their 

choice of schools.  Most student-athletes choose one school over another because they 

sense a compatibility of values with their prospective teammates.  However, it is the 

recruiting coach’s role and primary responsibility to get the prospect to commit to 

making the visit.  

My time in athletics, and for that matter the private sector, has reinforced my 

belief that people possess a strong inclination to hire, or in this case recruit, people like 

themselves.  Coaches seem to have an inherent understanding of this unspoken rule of 

thumb.  

The psychology that drives this “rule of thumb” is associated with our 

fundamental human need for affirmation.  The choice of our friends or, in the 

professional world, the employees we hire is often times unconsciously driven by a sense 

of comparable life experiences.  The subtle nuances of conversation, such as the cadence 

of speech, can affect the outcome of the simplest personal interaction and often weigh 

heavily on our attitudes or feeling for others.   

Our desire and drive to be in familiar surroundings and with familiar people is 

connected to the unconscious behavior that historically supports our very survival.  The 
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human brain instinctively seeks to identify and recognize patterns.  The recognition of 

patterns is an inherent survival mechanism.  Pattern recognition obviously, still has a 

place and makes sense in today’s world because ― the recognition of an unusual sudden 

change in our surrounding provides an alert that triggers our flight or fight response.   

Even though the science of psychology has a common awareness of this specific intrinsic 

brain function, most people do not naturally associate that their negative reaction to a 

stranger as being linked to an unconscious ancient survival mechanism.   

The former example of an implication of pattern recognition is common 

knowledge, however without the aforementioned context lacks significance.   Since any 

construct is intrinsically social, the significance of possessing and applying cultural 

capital correlates to an individual’s life experience.   

The key to an AAA’s success, supporting positive paradigm shifts of “at-risk” 

student-athletes, is an understanding of their social experiences.  The typical first-

generation “at-risk” student-athlete comes from the lowest class of American society.  

This is particularly true for athletes in the sports of football and men’s and women’s 

basketball.  Minority student-athletes that come from families subject to discrimination, 

from the lowest classes, without economic opportunities to make a decent living, has 

little that ties them to the rest of society.  An individual’s lack of connection to society is 

a direct result of the telling failure of our educational system.   

In 1902-03, an education course Emile Durkheim taught on morality articulated 

his belief that any enduring system of human relationships must be seen as intrinsically 

moral, involving components that compelled conduct that perpetuated a shared 
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conception of a common good which provided a basis for social solidarity (Wilson and 

Schnurer, 1961 ).   

The pretense of education’s equity is marred by the disparaging economic reality 

of minorities in America.  In the state of South Carolina, African-Americans earn 53 

cents per every dollar made by Whites.   The disparity in earning ratio in South Carolina 

is significant because the state’s educational funding practice exemplifies the affect and 

relationship of educational attainment on income.  The South Carolina Supreme Court 

has a school funding case pending.  The median income for all U.S. households with 

some high school education was $13, 523, while household incomes with at least four 

years of college was $50, 549 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  In the U.S. Census Bureau 

2002 Current Populations Report, minorities’ in general, and specifically African-

American’s, median household incomes represented the bottom across all categories of 

income definition.  The monetary value of receiving an education cannot be understated 

(see Table 1).  The realization that an individual social context affects their ability to 

utilize information and recognize its value needs to be addressed by educators.  The 

ability to apply a personal social context to information an individual possesses (or is 

attempting to learn) is empowering.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DOG DAYS 

 
Sunday mornings are truly dog days.  Sundays often offer the only mornings that 

I’m not working and can take the dogs for a walk.  My wife refers to these walks as 

“death marches” due to the pace I set when the dogs and I walk together.   Her reference 

makes me smile because the dogs’ indifference to these walks with me is recognizable by 

their hesitation to go as I prepare.  They are always much more playful walking with me 

when my wife is there.  Jake is a Lab-Shepard mix that’s as mellow as summer days are 

long.  When I describe him to people, I jokingly tell them that he “wouldn’t bite a 

biscuit.”  Birdie, however, is another story.  He’s the most misunderstood dog in the 

world.  Rottweilers typically aren’t considered snugglers, and if one starts to rumble 

when approached, the perceived warning is hastily heeded.  When we found Birdie as a 

puppy, his abusive past was apparent.  He was approximately four months old and 

severely under-nourished with a tattered leash that trailed behind, indicative of his great 

escape.  The resounding growl that he emits when he’s introduced to strangers is 

amplified with each approaching step.  Ironically, it’s Birdie that “wouldn’t bite a 

biscuit,” and mild mannered Jake who’s the alpha dog.    

I was overly excited about this particular Sunday because the weather had 

returned to the expected seasonal highs somewhere in the mid 60s.  After spending six 

winters in the northeast where January temperatures hover at zero degrees, I have a 

greater appreciation for this climate.  I truly love my time alone on these walks.   
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My job as head of the Athletics-Academic Support Office requires that I sleep 

with a beeper.  After the tragic events that struck our country and the hearts of all 

Americans on September 11th, I was given a beeper that following Thursday prior to our 

next football game.  Beepers were issued to the entire administrative staff to provide a 

first alert system during football games, in the event the stadium has to be evacuated.  All 

members of the administrative staff have game day responsibilities.  I’m responsible for 

the 600-level suite, which is located in the press box.  All suite level seats are preferred 

seats that require membership in the alumni club of the athletics department.  The 600 

level suite capacity is about 200 people.   

When my secretary first handed me my beeper, I could not hold back my irritation 

and coldly asked her, “Who issued me this damn thing?”  Before she left the room, I 

called Brian, our ticket manager, and chided him with a voice mail message about my 

concern regarding the beeper’s use.  When Brian returned my call, he informed me that 

the campus Chief of Police suggested I have the beeper, and that it could be programmed 

with send and receive capabilities unique to my use. He said the beeper would also 

provide the Chief 24-hour emergency access to me.    

Later that night, to the annoyance of my wife, I quickly learned the use of my new 

toy.  From that day forward the beeper and I rarely parted company.  That Sunday 

morning, I routinely armed my side with my “StarTac” cell phone and trusty beeper, put 

the dogs in the car and drove to Sand Hill to start another “death march,” not knowing 

what the day would bring.   
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The dogs were particularly frisky that morning and I remember proclaiming at the 

top of my voice about 10 minutes into the walk, “What a glorious day!”  Sand Hill is the 

perfect place to turn the dogs loose to romp and freely walk without any thought of 

running into other walkers.  It is a series of open fields that are used as a site by another 

university to conduct agricultural tests on the effects of pesticides.  When we first 

discovered the fields, we kept the dogs on a sandy road that encased both top fields. The 

road was constructed and maintained by employees.  The entire site roughly consists of 

more than 500 posted acres with two large man-made ponds.  On our first walk, we 

naturally read every posted sign and kept the dogs off the fields. After several weeks we 

had the an opportunity to talk with a facilities employee who gave us a brief history of 

the plotted land and assured us that use of the fields and adjoining property presented no 

threat to the dogs.  It’s a rare occasion when I meet anyone else on my dog walks.   

The first field provides something close to what I believe to be a three-mile loop.  

About 100 yards down the road around the first field, I checked my cell phone for 

messages.  *86, send, you’ve reached the voice mail of Tom Perry.  Please leave your 

name and a number where you can be reached. Thank you. # key, password. The ensuing 

message literally took my breath away.  

 “Saturday 4:45. Tom, this is James. I got a call from a guy who works for WIS-

TV who got a call from a person in Greenville who heard Spivey got into some trouble 

and was arrested sometime Friday or Saturday night.”  To be sure I heard the message 

correctly, I listened to it a second time then resumed my walk as I planned the next series 
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of phone calls.  The glorious morning and the therapeutic affect the walk typically 

offered came to a quick end.   

I needed time to think, so I started the walk at a much more reflective pace.  Who 

would I call first?  After fewer than 50 yards, I started dialing numbers in a frantic effort 

to reach Spivey.  Meat’s number was the first I called.   

Meat was a graduate student who had been a high school football player for 

Spivey’s position coach, Jim Heinz.  Meat was receiving tuition money through the 

Football Department because he worked as one of their videographers, but he also needed 

extra cash to pay for room and board as well as extra spending money.  Coach Heinz first 

referred Meat to me hoping that the Athletics-Academic Support Office would find some 

way to utilize him.  This office is, to a great degree, the dumping ground within athletics 

for recalcitrant employees or graduate students who need to supplement their income.  

When Meat first arrived to talk with me about how best to draw on his skill set, I asked 

Keith to join in on the meeting. 

Keith is the Athletic-Academic Advisor (AAA) for football.  Keith’s social skills, 

or lack thereof, remind me of the same rough edges that I unwittingly displayed to people 

20 years ago.  Social skills aside, Keith simply gets the job done!  I truly would be at a 

loss without him due to the effort and pride he puts into his work.  We often joke about it 

now by simultaneously starting what has become a motto the two of us share in the 

office, “If you didn’t see it, it didn’t happen!”  We embark on this ritual whenever the 

topic of a football player’s class attendance, homework, or meeting with an instructor is 

brought up.  Keith’s predictable enthusiasm about his work comes to a crescendo every 
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time he rushes into my office with the news of a completed task.   He’s literally grinning 

from ear to ear, madly rubbing the palms of his hands together with excitement, to 

proclaim any student’s success.  This, of course, is Keith’s first job out of graduate 

school, so his enthusiasm for the job has not yet waned due to battles waged and lost, or 

diminished by the attitude of indifference our best athletes often exhibit toward 

schooling.   

After Heinz first approached me about employing Meat, I gave Keith the news.  

He anxiously asked me my thoughts on the position.  Keith, like most AAAs, was never 

himself a collegiate athlete. So his apprehension quickly rivaled his enthusiasm when he 

learned the candidate for the position was an ex-college football player. After I explained 

Keith’s supervisory role, his initial angst regarding a new rival quickly shifted to 

excitement with the prospect of additional support.   

When I formally introduced Keith to Meat, they shook hands and vaguely 

acknowledged hearing of each other.  I started the conversation by apologizing for a 

format I allow myself and refer to as “thinking out loud.”  Keith and I decided Meat 

would be a good role model for Spivey. Meat had earned his Bachelor of Arts degree, 

came to us with a great recommendation from Coach Heinz, and was an African-

American who had played the game and spent some time around Spivey. Meat’s primary 

responsibilities would be to get Spivey to class, review any schoolwork prior to it being 

turned in, be Spivey’s conscience, and be, last but not least his suitemate in the dorm.  

We were excited about Meat’s role in the office with Keith, and determined we had found 

the perfect fit!  Meat asked several questions for the sake of clarity, and then agreed to 
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take on the challenge.  After Meat left the room, Keith and I congratulated one another in 

our belief we had found the perfect tag for one of our most challenging student-athletes.  

In actuality, I had killed two birds with one stone by hiring Meat.  Not only did 

we need a “tag” for Spivey, we needed a replacement live-in monitor for football players 

in the dorm.  The previous spring semester, some conduct issues in campus housing had 

arisen involving several football players. The campus Director of Housing had requested 

the Athletics Department have a person live in the wing of the dorm specifically assigned 

to football.  In turn, the Football Department asked me to request a suite for the monitor 

in the corridor that housed their athletes.  As a result of the request, we were able to 

create a new employment category.  The good fortune to find and hire a person like Meat, 

who could “tag Spivey” and also be his suite-mate, added value to a newly created 

position for athletics.   

I clearly remember Meat’s enthusiasm when we first hired him as Spivey’s “tag.”  

The first week went well.  Keith and I would see Meat daily after he dropped Spivey off 

in the office for a tutoring session.  However, during the second week, Meat met his first 

challenge.  One particular day, Meat arrived in the office alone, at the time we had come 

to expect, wearing an obvious forlorn expression.  With the recognition that Spivey was 

nowhere in sight, my first and only question to him was, “Where’s Spivey?”  Greeted by 

my question, he entered my office and dolefully responded, “Tom, I don’t know.”  

“What happened, Meat?”  Meat proceeded to tell me the simple story.  All was 

fine until Spivey’s 11:00 a.m. class.  Meat told me the last time he had seen Spivey was 

when he had gone into the restroom.  With a shrug, Meat’s justification for losing Spivey 
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came to me as a question. Meat simply asked, “What am I supposed to do?”  My quick 

response with no intent to provide humor was, “When he’s ready to wipe, hand him the 

paper - end of story.”  Meat’s first taste of Spivey’s ability for escape weighed heavily on 

him as we discussed my perception of Spivey’s character flaws.  Meat honestly believed 

he was making headway with Spivey.  Meat, like me, to this day believes it is Spivey’s 

poor judgment, not malicious intent, which creates these dilemmas.  “Poor judgment” is a 

phrase that typically follows any conversation concerning circumstances where Spivey 

has compromised team rules and/or the institution’s Student Code of Conduct.  In the 

course of my 18-month tenure working to support Spivey’s matriculation, he somehow 

seemed to prevail and proved to be the consummate “Teflon-man.”  Meat had several 

more escapades and days of “no Spivey” sightings. However, looking at the bigger 

picture, he had several major victories that provided a glimmer of light at the end of the 

tunnel – at least so I thought until I listened to James’s fateful cell phone message that 

Sunday morning.     

As I continued on my walk, I anxiously dialed Meat’s number.  My attempt to 

contact Meat rolled over to voice messaging for his cell phone.  As I normally do with 

voice messaging, I asked Meat to return my call and left my number and time of day.  

Due to the circumstances, I also added a comment about the importance of my need to 

speak to him.  My mind continued to race through all the possible scenarios, as I began to 

amble down the long sandy stretch of road along one side of the first rectangular field at 

Sand Hill.  I noticed the dogs looking up at me with an expression of puzzlement.  I could 

tell they could sense something unusual was happening. 
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I held my cell phone in my hand poised to respond to the first ring.  After the 

longest five minutes imaginable, I made one more call to Jeff Corrs.  I first met Mr. Corrs 

in late November 2000 during one of our hunts for Spivey.  After the last football game 

of the season that November 18th, the head coach had allowed Spivey to stay in the area.  

Spivey assured coach that he was leaving from the game with his half-brother Mookie. 

You guessed it - Spivey disappeared.  When Spivey did not return after the Thanksgiving 

break, his position coach decided, upon my urging, to try to find Spivey and bring him 

back in time for his final exams.  Coach Heinz’s effort to find Spivey was to no avail.  In 

the small community where Spivey grew up, he was nowhere to be found.  When Heinz 

returned, we talked extensively about the dilemma Spivey’s disappearance put him in 

academically.  All Coach Heinz could say was, “Hell Tom, I tried. He could be hiding 

anywhere.  If the boy doesn’t want to be found, the hell with him. I did my best.”   

When I spoke to the Athletics Director about Spivey’s disappearance, I was 

surprised at his retort that if he’d known that Spivey was not in school for the past two 

weeks and that Heinz could not find him, he would.  Well, I’m not one to easily turn 

away from a challenge so I responded by telling him that I’d go get him myself.  I started 

my search by having another conversation with Coach Heinz.  My time was well spent 

because Heinz gave me names and phone numbers of contacts in Spivey’s hometown.  

Mr. Jeff Corrs was a key name on the list.  In fact Coach Heinz’s last words of support to 

me were, “Hell, if Jeff can’t find him, he doesn’t want to be found.”   
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When I called Jeff that Sunday morning and asked him if he’d heard anything 

about Spivey’s arrest, his first response to me was, “How’d you hear about it?”  After I 

told him what I knew, he told me that he wasn’t sure Spivey had been arrested but that if 

it were true, we had a 50 percent chance of sweeping it under the rug.  It seemed that one 

of the two judges who could get the case was a good friend of Jeff Corrs.  To be sure, we 

needed the citation or incident report.  I asked Jeff to find out as much as he could and to 

call me with any information.    

Meat then returned my call.  He’d gone home to Williamston for the Christmas 

holidays.  I rudely greeted him with my immediate question, “Where’s Spivey?”  His first 

response was appropriate. “Tom, how the hell should I know?”  Okay, after a moment’s 

pause, I understood and fully appreciated Meat’s retort.  The bowl game had been a week 

before, and everyone was on break and it was 8:30 on a Sunday morning.  Meat had 

every right to be pissed off with my question.  Chalk up one more for Meat.  “Okay Meat, 

do you have any idea where he could be?”   

Meat ultimately gave me two phone numbers that I also kept on a Rolodex in the 

office, just in case I needed to locate Spivey.  The first number he gave me was a high 

school buddy who was also a Liberal Arts student with Spivey. The second number was 

his Aunt Brenda.  Since I didn’t have a pen or paper with me, I found myself drawing 

both phone numbers in the sand.  To be sure I correctly etched the numbers, I traced over 

each number twice and then repeated them to Meat.  I chose to call Brenda first.  
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Thankfully Brenda was home.  Brenda is a nurse’s aid who works the night shift.  

Since she sleeps during the day, she usually refuses to answer the phone.  I fully 

anticipated the rings to roll over to messaging, and had already planned the message I’d 

leave.  The relief I felt when we connected and she remembered who I was reaffirmed my 

faith in God.  Her first question to me was, “Is Spivey in trouble?”  I hesitated and 

decided not to tell her the circumstances that necessitated my call.  I simply stated that I 

needed to talk to him regarding a course grade.  Skeptically, she asked her initial question 

again.  After hearing the same response, she gave me the number of one of Spivey’s 

girlfriends, LaShawnda.  As she gave me the number, I repeated the sand script ritual I 

had established earlier.  LaShawnda had delivered Spivey’s baby just six weeks before.     

On my next call, LaShawnda answered the phone. I identified myself and 

requested to speak to Spivey.  My first question to Spivey was, “Were you arrested this 

weekend?”  His unsettling response was simply, “No.”  Oddly distracted because I could 

clearly hear a baby crying, I asked if he was holding his newborn baby as we spoke.  

With his affirmation, I vividly pictured Spivey easily coddling and rocking - as any 

experienced father would - the baby in an effort to quiet her.  His “no” response to my 

question made me smile because I’d played this game with him before.  I knew I had to 

continue to prod and ask a more specific question.  Without remarking on the visual 

image of Spivey’s effort to comfort his daughter, I continued my line of questioning.  

“Spivey, since the bowl game, have you been involved in or had any interaction with any 

law enforcement agent or agency?”  Without any change in voice inflection, he simply 

asked me how I’d heard about it.  His question to me immediately kicked me into 
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autopilot, and I started my canned response about the visibility of student-athletes. As 

I’ve told Spivey enumerable times, “If you burp, spit, fart, or cuss, someone will talk 

about it.”  I asked the question again and this time he flatly responded, “Yes.” As my 

heart sank, I asked him to tell me the story.  “Mr. Perry, I’m innocent.  I didn’t do 

nothing.”   

“Okay Spivey, what happened?  Were you arrested?”  Spivey again flatly responded, 

“No.”   

“Ok, let me hear the whole story.” 

“Mr. Perry, me and a friend were coming out of a club around 12:30 a.m. and we 

got in the car and some cops tapped on the window and asked if they could look into the 

car - you know search the car. So they searched the car and found a half a joint on the 

floor.”   

“Spivey, was the joint hot?”   

“No, it wasn’t even mine. I didn’t know it was there.”   

“Okay, if you weren’t arrested, what did they do?  Are you sure that you weren’t field 

booked?  Did they take you in and have you fingerprinted?”   

“No, they didn’t do none of that.  Mr. Perry, it wasn’t even mine. I don’t know how it got 

there.  My friend told them that he lent the car to someone earlier in the day and it could 

have been theirs.  I wasn’t arrested - all they gave me was a ticket.”   

“Spivey, are you sure you weren’t arrested?”    

“Yeah, they didn’t arrest no one. They just gave us these tickets and let us go.”   
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“Okay, there is some good in all of this.  Spivey, you have to be the luckiest man alive.  

Okay, do you have the ticket with you?”   

“No, a friend of mine has it.”   

“Can you get it and be back in Columbia in three hours?”   

“Well, I don’t know - I think so. I’ll try. Besides I have to be back for a team meeting 

today at 4:00.”   

“Okay Spivey, get the ticket and keep me posted on your arrival time and I’ll meet you in 

my office.”   

Of course, three hours passed as I waited in the office and did some other work 

without a word from Spivey.  I ended up calling Meat again to ask if he’d heard from 

Spivey.  When Meat returned my call, he told me that he was to pick up Spivey at a 

halfway point.  Meat added that he thought they’d be in town around 4:00.  I asked Meat 

to call me once he laid his eyes on Spivey.  My apprehension continued to mount, 

because, Meat never called to confirm if his planned rendezvous with Spivey ever 

occurred.     

I called John and told him I’d spoken to Spivey, and what I then knew about this 

incident.  John wanted to be assured that an arrest had not been made.  I told him I’d 

know for sure sometime after 4:00.  I also intimated that there was a possibility the whole 

thing could “disappear” because of the conversation I had had with Jeff.  He asked who 

Jeff was and if the press was aware of anything.  He also asked me if I’d made a call to 

Coach Heinz.  No, I said I hadn’t but that I would after I saw Spivey and the ticket.  I 
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knew I needed more of the facts and, from his question, my next call would be to our 

Sports Information Director (SID), James. 

When Meat finally did call, it was 3:30 and he told me that they were about 30 

minutes outside of town.  I waffled on the meeting site and settled on joining them at the 

stadium.  To my relief, they arrived at exactly 4:00.  Hell, it was early for Spivey!  In 

passing, he handed me the ticket and I told him to hurry and not be too late for the team 

meeting.  Before either of us lost eye contact, I also plainly asked him to meet me in the 

office after the team meeting was over.  Predictably, after waiting for two hours, I knew 

Spivey would never show.  As I sat in the office frustrated by yet another 

incomprehensible no-show by Spivey, I called Meat to ask him once again what had 

happened.  Meat’s response to my question was something I could not wrap my brain 

around.  He simply said he had no idea where Spivey was and denied knowing I had 

requested they come to my office after the meeting.  Meat received another dose of my 

“what the hell were you thinking” speech and withdrew to a point of silence at the other 

end of the phone, resounding his lack of resolve and disposition for his suitemate at that 

moment.  The ticket in my hand offered some solace but also prompted more questions.      

I called Mr. Corrs back with the ticket information. Once again luck was on 

Spivey’s side.  The name of the hearing officer on the ticket was Jeff’s friend.   

When I’m dealing with issues like this, I literally lose all sense of time.  The days and 

sequence of events seem to all run together.  At some point during the late afternoon or 

early evening that day, the head coach gave me a call to talk about the incident.  He 

informed me that another assistant coach had a good friend who was a police officer in 
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the jurisdiction of Spivey’s citation, and that this officer shared an office with the same 

trial Judge who was to hear Spivey’s case.  The head coach also informed me that the 

assistant coach had spoken to his friend who would intervene.  My sense of relief was 

heightened by this additional good news.  All the coincidences that came together made 

me pause and marvel at the wonders and politics of small towns.  

 Unbeknownst to me at the time, the true account of the incident would not unfold 

for another week and a half.  My fear for the moment was what the day would bring next 

- not to mention what I could, or would, tell my wife. 

To say the least, I had a restless night.  My biggest concern was whether the 

newspapers would learn about and print a rendition of the circumstances surrounding 

Spivey’s arrest.  I got out of bed at 4:30 that Monday morning, made a pot of coffee, 

checked the weather channel, stretched my back and waited for the morning paper to 

arrive.  As usual, the paper was tossed on my driveway at 6:00 a.m.  When I stepped 

outside, in spite of my concern for the paper’s contents, I still took the time to notice the 

morning sky and marvel at the simple pleasure I received from walking barefoot on cool 

concrete in January.  During the past 18 months, the quiet time in the early morning 

before my wife and the animals woke up was the only time I had to myself.  It became a 

ritual to which I looked forward.  However, that particular Monday, the previous day’s 

events added a sense of urgency to my routine.  After checking the front page and sports 

section, I breathed a sigh of relief when I did not find Spivey’s name in the paper.  In the 

past, every incident with which he was involved made headlines.   
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Mondays, we have weekly administrative staff meetings scheduled to start at 

9:30am.  That typically gives me an hour to read and respond to e-mails and check my 

weekly calendar.  I felt relatively good about the previous day’s events.  With the 

information Jeff had given me, I had some sense of hope that Spivey’s offense, simple 

possession of marijuana, would remain out of the papers and potentially disappear.   

At 9:00 I got a call from Ernie Ellis, our campus Chief of Police.  That call 

literally took my breath away and returned me to the same level of anxiety I felt the day 

before.  Mr. Ellis, the consummate southern gentleman always greeted me by saying, 

“Mr. Perry, Ernie Ellis. How are you this morning?” Then he continued.  “The 

Parkington Police Department will be issuing a press release concerning Mr. Spivey.”  

With a long sigh, I asked what time it was scheduled to happen.  He responded, 

“Sometime this morning before 10:00 a.m. I thought you’d like to be aware of this.”  I 

asked him to fax me a copy of the release.  I thanked him and rushed to stand by the fax 

machine next to my office.   

Even in this obviously stressful circumstance I found humor.  The very first time 

Mr. Ellis asked if our office had a secure fax, I responded with an affirmation and a 

twinge of some guilt for telling a small lie.  There are two fax machines in the building.  

One is on the second floor and the other is in an adjacent office.  My assertion to Ernie 

that our fax was secure as I walked to stand in front of the machine still makes me smile. 

When the fax arrived, I rushed back to my office to read it.  The first person I 

called was our Athletics Director.  I told him about the fax and quickly read its contents.  

He asked me when it would be released and told me to inform the head coach and James, 
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our SID.  Then I called the head coach and repeated the same process with him.  After my 

learning of the news release and its content, his question surprised me.  He calmly asked, 

“Is that it?”  Somewhat perplexed, after a pause, I responded, “Yes.”  He thanked me and 

hung up.  To this day, I’m still puzzled by his reaction and lack of response.  

I sat at my desk and re-read the press release.   

MEDIA RELEASE 
The Williamson City Police Department arrested two individuals 
during the early morning hours of Saturday January 12, 2002 
concerning a narcotics investigation.  Detectives from the 
Vice/Narcotics Bureau, while conducting surveillance in the 
parking lot of Salsatheque Night Club at 225 South Berry Drive, 
observed three individuals sitting within a 1975 four door gold 
Chevrolet.  The front passenger was in the process of filling the 
outer shell of a cigar (commonly known as a “Blunt”) with a 
substance from a small clear plastic bag, which was later identified 
as marijuana.  Upon approach by detectives, this same front 
passenger attempted to conceal both items to his side and 
ultimately to the floorboard area.  The bag weighing 8.5 grams, 
field-tested positive as marijuana.  Upon further investigation, the 
driver also had a clear plastic bag in his possession weighing 2.4 
grams. 

These two individuals were both charged with simple 
possession of marijuana and are identified as follows: 
 
Spivey    Smoke 
Black Male DOB 7/12/79 Black Male DOB 1/5/81 
Front Passenger   Driver   
 
The vehicle is registered to a relative of the driver.  Both 
individuals were issued citations of this offense and released at the 
scene.  The third individual in the rear passenger seat was released 
with no charges.  Copies of tickets are available upon request.”   

 

After reading the press release for the fourth or fifth time, I saw and understood 

the word “arrested.”  When it dawned on me that Spivey had been arrested, I instinctively 

called the AD again and pointed it out to him.  He asked me if I was sure.  I responded by 
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telling him I’d check with our campus Police Chief, Mr. Ellis, because I did not 

understand the association between being issued a citation (ticket) and being arrested.  

When I called Mr. Ellis, he pointed out that in this state, under these circumstances, 

indeed a “citation” would be issued and that it constituted an “arrest.”  Spivey’s luck had 

run out.  

When I called the AD back and gave him the news, he asked me, “Does the head 

coach know this?”  I responded, “No, I don’t think so.”   

“Well, Tom, you’d better tell him.” 

All I could think of was, why me?   Things were starting to go downhill fast.  

Because I was afraid I was reliving my worst fears, along with experiencing deja-vu, to 

this day, I’m not sure if I made that call to the head coach.     

Later that same morning, the head coach called me to ask if I could contact 

Spivey and set up a meeting for that afternoon with him, Spivey, our SID, and me.  The 

absence of the AD at this meeting should have been an ominous sign.  Here we go 

again…the hunt for Spivey was on.   

In late January, Spivey’s support system collapsed.  His long-time position coach 

left to take the head coaching position at his alma mater.  Meat left with him to become a 

graduate assistant football coach.  Coach Heinz and Meat’s departure produced a major 

void for Spivey.  Their exodus also created a large abyss for me.  Now, whenever the 

hunt for Spivey was on, the only resources I had relied on were gone.  Yes, I still had 

phone numbers to Spivey’s old haunts. However, Meat’s loss was especially challenging 

because he literally was the one who woke up with Spivey.  Odd as it now seems, in spite 

 



94

 

of Meat’s departure, I instinctively called him to help me find Spivey, in order to fulfill 

the head coach’s request for a meeting.      

The relationship that develops between suitemates, along with Meat’s realization 

of the serious nature of Spivey’s current predicament, precluded him from reminding me 

that he was no longer an employee with the university. He obligingly agreed to assist in 

the search.   About an hour after I called Meat, Spivey called me.  When I picked up the 

phone, I was greeted with his signature, “Hey.”   I thanked him for the call and informed 

him of the head coach’s request to meet.  Even now - just one day after Spivey informed 

me of his arrest, the same day the press release was to be made - he playfully asked, 

“Wuz up?”  After I updated him on the press release, his silence indicated his alarm and 

he asked, “So, what’s that mean? Am I in trouble?”  I dolefully responded, “I’m not sure 

- this is serious. I have no idea what the outcome will be.”  In further reply to his 

question, I told him of my earlier conversation with the AD who told me of the 

department’s protocols pertaining to any student-athlete’s arrest.  As I paused before I 

continued to tell Spivey of the consequences of his arrest, my mind raced to the question, 

why me? Why am I the one who has to tell Spivey he’s suspended from the team?  A 

long-time friend and confidant, Joseph, habitually reminds me that the extent of my effort 

to help Spivey for the past 18 months “is not my job!”  In spite of this realization, I 

ignored Joseph’s warning again and broke the news of Spivey’s suspension from the 

team.  Upon first hearing the news, Spivey didn’t understand and asked what it all meant.  

I repeated the Athletic Department protocol, cited the department’s policy manual, and 

explained it all to him again.  He responded, “So that’s it, huh?”  All I could say to him at 
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the time was, “Let’s go to the meeting and see what coach has to say. Meet me here and 

we’ll ride to coach’s office together.”         

      The kid never ceased to amaze me. This time he showed up, however he was late 

as usual.  The ride to coach’s office was comfortably silent.  We met James, our SID, in 

the parking lot of the football complex, entered the building and rode the elevator to the 

third floor lobby of the head coach’s office.  The only words exchanged on our way were 

James’s greeting to Spivey.  As soon as Trina, coach’s secretary, saw us step off the 

elevator, she picked up the phone to tell him of our arrival.  I stepped to the kiosk 

designed to be Trina’s workstation, that she also uses as a barrier to protect coach.  She 

politely said, “He’ll be ready for you in a moment.”  By the time we had arrived, it was 

close to 3:00.  I remembered another time when I had met with coach in the late 

afternoon - Trina had greeted me in the same fashion and offered a muted explanation 

that it was typically coach’s time to rest and that it would take a moment before he would 

be ready.  It was comforting for me to know his secret.  I imagined coach getting up from 

his well-deserved nap and combing his hair with his fingers in preparation, as James 

placed himself in a cushioned chair in the foyer and Spivey paced the room.   

Spivey approached me when I walked around the corner of the elevator to get a 

drink of water.  When I turned from the fountain, Spivey and I were face to face.  The 

intimacy of the moment was awkward and I instinctively whispered, “What’s up?”  In the 

same hushed tone of my question Spivey said, “Tom, I have to lie. I can’t tell coach the 

truth.”  It was another one of the instants that Spivey’s youth and vulnerability shown 

through.  At that moment, I believed he was remorseful for the first time since I’d known 
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him.  All I could say was that the truth would eventually come out, and that I understood 

his fear and apprehension and - it was his decision and life.  He said nothing but nodded 

in acknowledgment.  Then, Trina informed us coach was ready to see us. 

I was the first in the room and was welcomed by coach’s weathered face and 

handshake.  He asked us all to sit and motioned to an L-shaped sofa arrangement that 

overlooked the field, scoreboard and south end of the stadium.  The room smelled of pipe 

smoke.  He turned to James and, as he handed him a small notepad-sized white sheet of 

paper, said, “These are my thoughts that I’ve jotted down regarding Spivey.”  He then 

turned to Spivey and looked directly at him as he spoke to James and me.  “We’ve got 

rules and our rules have to be followed. Spivey’s not a bad person; he just makes poor 

decisions.  He’s not a malicious person.  Heck, if any other student shoved an official at 

an intramural game, nothing would happen. It happens everyday.  Spivey just has to 

realize that being a Bison comes with added responsibility and you can’t do things that 

normal students do.  If any other student did what he did, it wouldn’t even get in the 

papers.”   

He then turned to me and said, “It’s my understanding that the judge is a friend of 

the university and that may help Spivey.”  I was so surprised that he commented openly 

about the judge’s possible role that I found myself oddly nodding in agreement, not 

unlike Spivey had done just 10 minutes earlier.     

Coach then went on to say that it would only be fair for us to allow the judicial 

process to work and, for now, Spivey was suspended from the team.  It then seemed like 

he was talking to himself as he went on to say, “If Spivey goes through the process and 
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the charges are dropped, I don’t see how we can kick him out.  My goodness, he was 

simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.”  During a pause, coach looked to James 

and me for agreement and Spivey jumped in and asked, “Can I say something?  Coach, 

the police were fussing with themselves. One cop was out to get me - the other one kept 

telling him to just let me go. I don’t do nothing! He was just out to get me because he 

recognized I was Spivey.  He told me he wasn’t going to let me off like those people in 

the big city, just ‘cause I was Spivey.”   

Coach chimed in, “It makes sense to me. Okay, let’s give this some time to play 

itself out.  I don’t see how the university could expel Spivey if he’s found innocent.”  We 

all left the office with a sense of hope that this too shall pass.  After all, Spivey was the 

consummate “Teflon-man.” 

Later the same day, I had a late lunch with Greg Brown, the Director of Campus 

Judicial Affairs, to talk about the ramifications of Spivey’s arrest on his student status.  

Greg was an old Aggie who also happened to be a walk-on football player.  He is truly 

the best Director of Judicial Affairs with whom I’ve had the opportunity to work during 

my career with seven different institutions counting my current employer. After getting 

his undergraduate degree, Greg went to the University of Houston Law School, which 

enhances his ability to converse and deal with student incidences, families, and, of 

course, other lawyers.  Although Greg’s football career was short lived; he was a native 

Texan and his athletic prowess afforded him a great understanding and appreciation for 

the game of football and the disposition of student-athletes across all sports.  Greg’s 

 



98

 

physical condition also belies his age, and he continues to participate in a campus 

intramural softball and flag football league.   

During lunch, Greg and I played a “what if” game with the enumerable scenarios 

we anticipated could play out as a consequence of Spivey’s arrest. On the way back to the 

office, Greg picked up and read aloud the police press release.  After his first reading, my 

heart leaped and lodged in my throat. I lost all awareness of the traffic around us, so I 

pulled over to a parking lane in the middle of the street on Parker Road.  In my short time 

at this university, I always considered these middle-of-the-road parking provisions a 

southern anomaly, which I fully appreciated that peculiar day.  With the car hastily nosed 

into a parking space, I asked Greg to re-read the press release.  When he finished his 

second reading, I asked an obvious yet overlooked question.  “Did I just hear you tell me 

Spivey was identified as the passenger in the front seat?”  Greg flatly responded with a 

“yeah,” that also indicated a question.  I took a deep breath and sighed, “Wow, we missed 

that. I can’t believe James, John, and I all missed that.”   

As I gathered myself and started to pull out of the parking spot to head back to 

Greg’s office, I put in a call to John, my boss and the AD.  I was somewhat surprised 

when he picked up after just a couple rings because it’s unusual that he’s not in a 

meeting.  As soon as I identified myself, John took over the conversation by quickly 

inserting, “Tom, I’m glad you called.  I’ve got James in the room with me.  I want to talk 

to you about Spivey.”  As he proceeded, I interrupted him mid-sentence by telling him, 

“Spivey was identified in the press release as the passenger in the front seat in the process 

of packing a Blunt, and in possession of one-half ounce of marijuana.”  At the completion 
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of my sentence, I heard and envisioned John turning to James and asking him if he had a 

copy of the press release on Spivey with him.  With James’s “yes,” John’s response to me 

was a simple, “Tom, I’ll call you back.”   

I took another deep breath and took in the ramifications of all that had happened 

in the course of five long minutes.  I turned to Greg with a sense of despair and asked him 

in disbelief, “How could I have missed that?”  He handed me the copy to read as my 

mind raced back to the meeting previous day’s meeting with Spivey, James, coach and 

me.  I laughed out loud when I remembered the day before when just moments before we 

had entered coach’s office, Spivey had pulled me aside and quietly told me, “Tom, I have 

to lie.  I can’t tell coach the truth - I can’t.”  Then, shocked by his vulnerability and the 

youth I saw in his eyes, I had attempted to help and console him by saying, “Spivey, I 

understand. It’s your life and you’ve got a lot at stake.  You have to do what you think is 

best. However, the truth will eventually come out.”  I vividly remembered the 

awkwardness of the moment and our silent acknowledgment of one another.  It was a rare 

moment of truth had I shared with Spivey.  It had seemed oddly settling to be abruptly 

interrupted by coach’s secretary, Trina, when she said, “Coach is ready for you now.”  

Spivey and I had turned and followed James into coach’s office where we all stood and 

simultaneously shifted our weight from foot to foot, anxiously waiting for a cue to sit.  

My laughter was rooted in the irony of the moment.  In spite of all our combined years in 

athletics, Spivey’s confession to me, and a police report in hand, James and I both left 

coach’s office believing he was innocent.  I could not wait to see and share a laugh with 

James.  Ahhh, what would tomorrow bring?   
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When John called me back, his first words were, “Tom, you were right.  The 

police report did say that Spivey was clearly identified as in possession of marijuana. 

Well, he’s off the team.  Have you told coach?”  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE ATHLETIC BUSINESS 
 

“Tom, now you can’t be half a crook!”  The words still resoundingly send chills 

down my spine.  It had been three weeks since Spivey’s coach Darrell Heinz made that 

comment to me.  At least a week, which seemed like a lifetime, had passed before I had a 

chance to talk to James about all that had happened.  Even though we are considered 

colleagues, we work in different buildings and it seems, at times, that we live in different 

worlds.  James has been with the university for more than 20 years and has received national 

recognition from his peers for his work as a Sports Information Director (SID).  The first 

word that comes to mind when I think of James is smooth, and when I say smooth I mean 

really smoooooth.  I’ve watched James work a room during athletics department receptions 

and in crowds before or after home games, and he’s simply wonderful with people.  I find it 

interesting to watch him move through the diverse constituents of alumni, fans, or supporters 

of the university’s athletic programs.  James glides from person to person with a tap on the 

shoulder, a wink, or a nod as acknowledgement, he assesses the crowd and determines with 

whom to spend time and have a brief conversation.  What makes James remarkable is his 

affable disposition with black as well as white Bison athletes, alumni, and fans.  When you 

stop to think about it, there isn’t any facet of American society that is not affected or 

influenced by athletics.  The role of athletics in our culture and the importance individuals 

place on school affiliation and its athletics success truly makes American society unique.   
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James and I shared about 10 minutes of time in his office after a Monday morning 

senior staff meeting to catch up on all that had happened.  I had requested the time with 

James because it crossed my mind that I never learned what the hand-written note said that 

coach had passed to James during our meeting with Spivey the day after the news of his 

arrest broke.  When I asked James if I could get a copy of the note, he understood my 

interest and asked me to stop by after our 9:30 a.m. staff meeting so he could give me a 

copy.  When I read the note, it only added to my confusion.  The note was written in pencil 

on the coach’s personal stationary.  Some of the words were difficult to decipher, and I had 

to ask James’s opinion on several before we agreed on the interpretation of the script.   

Spivey has been dismissed from the Bison football team.  He will 
not play this fall. I am sorry for Spivey.  He clearly understood that 
if he chose to do certain things, he would no longer be part of the 
Bison football team. 

 
After Coach finished reading his statement he looked up and went on to say; I truly 

care about Spivey as a person and I will continue to try to help him in all his future 

endeavors.  Spivey is not a bad person but does have a tendency to make bad decisions.  He 

then stood to thank and dismiss us from the meeting.  By the look on James’ face I could 

sense that he was also puzzled by Coach’s action and comments. 

 My first question to James was, “Why do you think coach changed his mind?”  

James was as puzzled by the coach’s shift in position as I was and started to answer my 

question with, “You know, Tom, I don’t know.  Maybe when he heard Spivey’s side of the 

story he wanted to give him a chance and believe him.  You know there may be some truth 

to what Spivey said about that one cop being after him because the other cop wanted to let 

him go. The whole thing just doesn’t make sense.”  All I could do at the time was nod my 
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head in approval.  James went on to say he could use only part of coach’s note with the press 

release that was published by the paper.  The press release only stated that Spivey was 

suspended from the team.  From the onset James and I both knew coach would not readily 

make the easy and prudent decision to simply dismiss Spivey from the team.   

In the passing weeks, my sense of time was distorted because of the sleepless nights 

and the unproductive days that ran together in anticipation of the “next shoe dropping.”  I 

truly believed I was the only one in the Athletics Department who knew the entire story and 

sequence of events that led to those weeks of uncertainty regarding Spivey’s status on the 

team and with the university.  In the back of my mind, I knew that the principal actors in this 

melodrama, the head coach and the Athletics Director, were doing all they could to prevent 

the humiliation a public retraction of position would create.   

The university President’s Office openly admitted to me their primary role was to 

avert the imminent battle of wills over Spivey’s status between the Athletics Director and 

the head football coach.  When an Athletics Director hires a head football or basketball 

coach, their mutual fate, success or failure, is wedded.  A divorce or lack of amiable 

relationship between an Athletics Director and head coach often times brings demise to one.  

The university President’s Office had been reaping the financial rewards of the past two 

year’s success in athletics.  Consequently, it took an active role in insuring the relationship 

remained one of mutual respect and admiration.   

I had been hired 19 months prior, after two horrific seasons that offered only one 

victory to the football program.  Employment opportunities in athletics, like most action 

systems, are as incestuous as they come.  My relationship with the Athletics Director and 

 



104

 

current employer started four years previously.  Because I was actively seeking other job 

opportunities while I was at Syracuse University, the Athletics Director, Roger, provided me 

the unique opportunity to represent the Big East Conference in a cabinet position with the 

NCAA.  I believe Roger viewed the cabinet position as a perk that would, at the very least, 

insure him of two more years of my employment at Syracuse.  It was indeed a rare 

occurrence for an Associate Athletics Director to be on an NCAA cabinet.  All cabinet seat 

candidates must first be nominated by their conference.  After the conference office’s 

approval, the nominee’s name is submitted to the membership of the particular cabinet that 

has the open seat.   All cabinet positions are restricted by association legislation and are 

limited to one representative from each conference.   

The politics involved surrounding my appointment was disclosed to me during one 

of my last cabinet meetings.  A white female had vacated the slotted cabinet position I filled 

for the Big East Conference with the understanding that she would return to fulfill her term 

after my short tenure.  The news of the political agreement that created my opportunity to 

serve on the cabinet did not offer me solace.  In fact my initial reaction to hearing the news 

while discussing her return was anger, then shame.  I just could not believe the NCAA and 

Big East Conference would consider such a small token as my two-year cabinet appointment 

to rectify the unjustifiable lack of minority representation association wide.  Then I 

remembered that like most institutions, its main purpose is to maintain the status quo.   

John, of course, was on the cabinet.  Due to the size and scope of the cabinet’s 

responsibilities, it was difficult at best to get acquainted with its members unless you were 

on the same subcommittee. This was not the case with John and me.  A ballroom would best 
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describe the size of the room necessary for cabinet meetings.  Unless you were young and/or 

inherently gifted with great vision, it was difficult to read the nametag of the person seated 

across the room from you.  Needless to say, at forty-something I may have been the 

youngest in the room.  

The cabinet met for two and a half days, four times a year.  The meetings took place 

at some of the country’s finest resorts.  However, because of travel schedules, members 

often would arrive in the late afternoon or evening the Thursday prior to the first meeting 

that Friday morning.  The meeting agendas were jam-packed to cover all the topics and 

allow for departure times to be scheduled anytime after noon that Sunday.  Thinking back on 

the lack of contact time to socialize with cabinet members whom travel and meeting 

schedules prohibited, I now appreciate the necessity for the creation of the NCAA’s 

renowned receptions. 

At a reception my first year, during the second meeting of my term, John introduced 

himself to me.  Cabinet meeting receptions always took place in the early evening after the 

first day’s meeting.  Of course, the finest free alcohol was always provided as a beverage 

option for cabinet members who chose to drink.  I frequently arrived five to ten minutes 

before the meal was to be served because it would allow me time for at least one drink, and 

because I’m often challenged by idle conversations with strangers.   

I was standing alone next to the bar when John walked up with a drink in hand to 

introduce himself.  The conversation was at best short.  He gregariously slapped me on the 

back, smiled, and said, “I’m John, and someday I’m going to hire you.”  As quickly as he 

entered my life, he moved on to another conversation with two other Athletics Directors 
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who had entered the room, providing him the familiar refuge that the company of peers 

offers.  His animated gestures, loosened tie, and slurred speech led me to believe he, not 

unlike most other members of that particular cabinet, had taken full advantage of the freely 

poured alcohol.  By no means do I mean to imply by the aforementioned description that 

John is a lush.  My belief and experience dictate that most people who go to conventions or 

conferences view that time as an opportunity to relax and, with relative discretion, enjoy 

themselves.  The majority of the people in the room had, like John, several drinks by the 

time I arrived.  John truly left me with a lasting impression that was somewhat unsettling, 

yet I was anxious to find out more about the sincerity of his prospective extension of 

employment.  That next Monday morning after the meeting, I made a call to a colleague to 

ask about John.   

I was comfortable I could confide in this associate, and I was sure he knew John. The 

information I received confirmed my personal impression.  I was told that John micro-

managed, was quirky, and difficult to work with.  In short, John was an old-school ex-coach, 

turned Athletic Director.  “Old school” best characterizes John’s athletics background and 

persona.  During conventions which Athletic Directors attend, any non-observant stranger in 

the lobby would be miffed by the presence of so many men dressed in literally the same 

clothes, using similar gestures, tonality, and gait as they scurry from person to person, 

noticeably maintaining social relationships founded on divisional and conference affiliation.  

Oddly, the most observant or those in the profession truly appreciate the rare sighting of a 

D1 Athletic Director after the opening day of most conferences.  The “Big Dogs” usually do 

all their work, eat, and socialize secretly amongst themselves.  Believe me, the circumstance 
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of being approached by a D1 Athletics Director, not to mention his presence in the lobby, is 

enough to raise the brow of all my peers.   

The “John File,” most commonly referred to as his bio, exemplifies the traditional 

background of old-school Athletic Directors.  I frequently take an informal survey when I 

first meet men like John, to elicit background information and maintain idle conversation. 

My surveys have identified the following similarities in the career paths of “old school 

Athletics Directors:” football backgrounds, high school and college team captain, and 

coaching experience, predictably started at their alma mater.  Naturally, several differences 

in John’s file pegged him for greatness.  He is distinguished among his peers for earning 

All-American honors in football, along with attaining a Doctoral degree. He also holds the 

distinction of being the very first player to sign with the Dallas Texans (for historical clarity 

I must point out that the Dallas Texans name was later changed to the now infamous Dallas 

Cowboys).  John was a fullback who maintained his playing weight out of pride, and fear of 

embarrassment if he were to lose any run he routinely made on weekends with his wife.  

People that don’t know the characteristic differences between offensive and defensive 

players can appreciate the humor I find in knowing that few old-school Athletic Directors of 

whom I’m aware played defense.  Defensive players are uncommonly reckless and play with 

little regard for their bodies.  Offensive players usually are habitual, organized, neat freaks 

who do what they are told.   

After the briefing confirmed my intuition, I did not hold much stock in John’s offer 

of imminent employment.  Nevertheless, as the months passed until our next meeting, I 

questioned whether John would remember our brief exchange.   
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Throughout the remainder of my term, John and I never had the occasion nor went 

out of our way to talk to one another.  I never saw him registering, checking out, or going to 

and from the airport.  I have yet to figure out how Athletics Directors seem to appear and 

disappear from any conference.  Oddly, all of the Associate and Assistant Athletic Directors 

who go to these meetings and literally lobby, seem preoccupied if the sighting of a D1 

Athletic Director takes place at a conference hotel.  I imagine the same circumstance occurs 

for some with the prospect of sighting any celebrity.   

I was never concerned about the lack of contact with John because, while sitting in 

the large meeting room where our sessions convened, I felt connected to him.  At critical 

voting junctures of most sessions, our eyes met and we somehow communicated and came 

to agreement on our voting positions.  However, I comfortably can say that the realization of 

his influence on my voting pattern in no way diminished what I consider the value of my 

vote.  In all but a few instances, I agreed with his position.  On the votes I was unsure of 

casting I looked for guidance from John and the other true athletics personnel on the cabinet. 

My reference to “Athletic personnel” is an effort to makes a distinction that those in the 

industry commonly understand between a Faculty Athletics Representative (FAR) and a 

professional athletics staff member. 

As I relaxed and developed a routine for the abrupt nature of these meetings, I 

learned from the conversations I’d have with other members going to and from the airport 

that we all suffered from the same circumstances and sense of isolation, yet we continued to 

ideally offer a promise to get together the next time we met.  It often amazed me how so 

many different strangers could come together harmoniously, vote, and establish consensus 
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on legislative issues that shaped the future of the Association, and leave as if the time 

haggling over important issues never occurred.   

About a year after my cabinet term had ended and I’d had no success even getting an 

interview for another job, I decided to call John and ask him if he’d be a reference.  He 

rightfully inquired about the position I was interested in and seemed glad to be 

accommodating.  Two weeks later, John called me to tell me that by coincidence my 

counterpart at the university, Michael Stark, had told John of his plans to retire at the end of 

the upcoming school year.  When John asked me of my interest in the job, I assumed it 

would not open for at least 11 months and responded by telling him, “I’d love to have the 

opportunity to work with and for you.”  The conversation ended awkwardly when he hastily 

told me he’d get back to me soon.  The following Monday John called me again to ask if I 

could meet him sometime the following week at New York’s LaGuardia airport.   

On my flight to LaGuardia, all I could think of was all the clandestine meetings I’d 

heard that took place to hire head coaches.  The thought that I’d arrived to the “big time” 

brought me a great deal of satisfaction.  My flight arrived before John’s.  The extra time in 

the airport added to my typical pre-interview anxiety.  During the twenty minutes I waited 

for his flight to arrive, I checked and double-checked his flight’s arrival time and scoped-out 

the location of our meeting room.  John’s frequent flyer program provided him privileged 

access to a membership lounge.  To enter the area, I had to identify myself to a person who 

sat at a kiosk that guarded the door.  It seems odd now, however the thought that we would 

not be able to recognize one another crossed my mind.   
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When John arrived, we walked to the private conference room that he had reserved 

as he explained why the flight was late.  I intentionally chose not to sit across the table from 

John because I’d learned that seating arrangement was confrontational.  After our greeting, 

we were seated and John told me about a conversation he had with his Sr. Associate 

Athletics Director for Business, Dr. George Emery, who had returned from a presentation 

I’d made to the College Athletic Business Management Association (CABMA).  I’m truly 

bad with names so it took me moment to make the connection and realize whom he was 

talking about.  Eight months earlier, I had been asked to make a presentation to athletics 

business managers on the affects of technology on the future of student-athlete services.  I 

had fun with the presentation to CABMA and it provided me a free visit back to the 

university where I had done my graduate work.  That institution, the University of Arizona 

was the school that gave me my first opportunity to get back into college athletics.  John told 

me that when his business manager returned from the conference he said he’d met someone 

they should consider hiring.  We shared a smile of agreement when I commented, “What a 

small world it truly is.”  The meeting was off to a great start.  After six straight hours of 

talking, John invited my wife Patty and I down for a visit to interview and meet the athletic 

staff.   

The interview occurred at the end of May.  The process covered three full days that 

involved meeting and interviewing with the senior staff of the athletic department and with 

Carol Adams, the Faculty Athletics Representative (FAR).  In addition to a visit, we had the 

opportunity to watch the Bison’s baseball team play in an NCAA regional game at home.  
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During the game, we met the University President, several board of trustee members, the 

FAR, the baseball coach, and… I think you get the picture.   

The entire time I only experienced several awkward moments - two of which 

involved meals.  The first clumsy instance occurred during a lunch with the senior staff at 

the faculty house dining facility.  The seating in the room was uncomfortable and the entire 

senior staff was present.  With the exception of Susan Cooper, I’d never met any one of 

them before.  Remember, I’m “name challenged,” and whenever I’m not at ease with 

someone, for whatever reason, I revert back to a paranoia rooted somewhere in my 

childhood that makes me sweat profusely.  Of course the sudden appearance and abundance 

of sweat dripping down my brow only adds to my anxiety.  The other uncomfortable 

occurrence involved my introduction to the President of the university.  John made my 

introduction to Dr. Hand prior to arriving at our seats for a baseball game, and I immediately 

became aware of his lack of interest in me, or my reason for being there.   

John also arranged my first meeting with Spivey.  While still at the LaGuardia 

airport, John mentioned Spivey’s name, gave a short brief of his history, and announced he 

would arrange a lunch meeting for us during the interview process.  Of course he 

commented that I would be reimbursed for the expense of the lunch.  John would take care 

of the details later.  I left LaGuardia oddly wondering whether John intended to be part of 

that lunch.   The question of how I could ever influence Spivey, their incumbent yet 

obviously recalcitrant star student-athlete was the overriding question I ruminated over 

during my flight home.  I just couldn’t wait to talk to my wife about my time with John and 
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our invitation to visit campus.  I also to ask her what she felt John’s effort to get me with 

Spivey meant.   

I first met Spivey at the Broken Drum.  The restaurant’s name is misleading.  The 

Broken Drum is actually an upscale restaurant adjacent to the university. Once a railroad 

station, it had been admirably renovated.  The charm of the old station blended favorably 

with some modern fixtures.  I was the first to arrive.  I questioned myself regarding whether 

Spivey would really show up.  I told myself I’d give him a half hour before I ordered lunch 

for myself.  I knew this was my only chance to eat before a scheduled dinner later that night 

with John and his wife.  I sat in the seat that faced the door so that I could see everyone who 

entered.  I just love to watch people anyway.   

People watching is a past time, I consider an art.  I truly believe you can tell in which 

part of the country people live by the way they dress, look, and act in public.  Spivey was 

about 15 minuets late for our scheduled lunch.  Subsequently, over time, I realized any 

appearance Spivey makes should be considered your lucky day.  When Spivey first opened 

the door, I knew who he was.  Athletes simply look, walk, and act differently than most 

people.  I also anticipated the staggering reality that Spivey and I would be the restaurant’s 

only African-American patrons.  My first impression of Spivey came from the clothing he 

was wearing.  At a distance he was wearing a blue blazer, dark khaki pants with a white shirt 

and Bison colored striped tie.  Mr. Football for the state of Georgia sat before me.  The 

honor this single designation bestowed on high school athletes for their athletic prowess 

gave me pause.  After we went through a greeting, we sat across the table from one another 

and my mind raced to think of any other state I knew of that honored an athlete with a 
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similar title.  As I pondered the question, Spivey heard me sigh in wonderment, “Mr. 

Football.”  The flat tone of his response, “Yes sir.  I was also Mr. Basketball,” brought me 

back to the moment.  All I could utter with surprise was, “Mr. Basketball too?  You must be 

kidding!”   

Spivey smiled shyly and told me he’s a better basketball player than football and 

enjoyed the round-ball game more.  Since Spivey’s arrival, my mind was in assessment 

mode.  When I glanced at his shoes, it struck me as odd that he wasn’t wearing any socks.  

Spivey’s lack of socks created a critical awareness of his entire wardrobe, which was 

wrinkled to the extent that it looked as if it was pulled directly from a duffel bag.  It wasn’t 

until later when we played our first away game that I realized that Spivey had been wearing 

the team’s travel attire the day we first met.  Thinking back on it now, I fully appreciate the 

old adage regarding first impressions.  I started the conversation asking him if he knew why 

we were meeting.  In retrospect, his response to my question was an accurate assessment of 

the months to come.   

Since John first mentioned Spivey to me, I’d been thinking about what I would say.  

I knew our first meeting was my chance to establish the parameters of our relationship.  His 

answer to my initial question was what came to be my job description.  Simply put, keep 

Spivey academically eligible.  As a result of our conversation, I realized that my or anybody 

else’s impact on any of Spivey’s social behavioral conduct was to no avail.  Spivey’s 

honesty with me that particular day was shockingly admirable.  He shared with me how he 

was raised.   
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Spivey's mother, Glenda, died when he was 11.  Rumor has it she died because of a 

drug overdose.  His brother, Andre, was killed eight months later in a head-on car collision. 

Spivey moved in with his uncle, Jason Hampton, and lived with him for less than a year 

before Hampton was shot between the eyes and killed in a shootout with the Parkington 

police.  Spivey then moved in with his grandmother, who introduced him to and smoked 

marijuana with him regularly.  He listed his grandmother’s residence as his permanent 

mailing address until she died a year before.  Throughout his secondary school enrollment 

he rarely slept in the same bed twice.  He simply moved at a whim from his high school 

coach’s home to and from friends’ houses.   

Spivey truly loves sex.  I can’t put it any other way!  His candor opened a door that I 

rushed to enter regarding his availability to sex.  To determine the frequency of his sexual 

exploits, I asked him the number of women with whom he would typically have sex during 

any given week.  His response led me to addressing issues of sexually transmitted disease, 

the need for protection, and my monologue that leads to abstinence.  He shared his lack of 

money prohibited him from buying condoms.  But, he did all he could to protect himself.  

The most obvious concern I had to bring to John was condoms for Spivey.  As funny as it 

sounds, at that moment I realized my first call to duty would be as a supplier to Spivey.  The 

thought of the topics we covered during our first interaction oddly brings back fond 

memories.  As serious as the consequences of exposure to sexually transmitted disease can 

be, I found his candor heartwarming.  The realization that I was yet to be hired and already 

actively involved was completely ironic.   
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I felt that Spivey and I got off to a great start.  I couldn’t wait to talk to my wife 

about him.  Even though I felt good about my time with Spivey, I left knowing neither I, nor 

anyone else, could change the behavior or mind of another person.  Let alone a free spirit 

that lived life with a notion of entitlement like, Spivey.   

Later that evening after dinner with John and his wife Cookie, John asked to meet 

with Patty and me for breakfast.  He wanted to close the deal.  Spivey’s deal proved another 

matter.  Since I had informed John that Spivey was identified as the passenger packing the 

blunt and was also charged with possession of one-half ounce, I knew and John confirmed 

that Spivey had to go.  The week following his arrest, Spivey and I met to discuss his 

transfer options.  Since then, I’d been preoccupied with ways of placing him at another 

institution.  Oddly, it had been only two months prior to his arrest that I had told him 

whatever happened to him here, I’d help him transfer.  In fact, I explicitly remember stating 

to Spivey several times in the course of our 18-month relationship that if he continued to 

make poor decisions, he’d wind up on the chicken bus circuit.  The “chicken bus circuit” is a 

term that goes back to my days as a football coach at Howard University.   

Howard was my first real coaching job and my first experience living in or around a 

metropolitan city.  In my opinion, the District of Columbia (D.C.) is the center of the world.  

If you disagree or consider it an exaggeration, I hope you’ll agree and accept that in any 

general context, all things must pass through D.C.  At the time, my realization that the city’s 

population was predominantly African-American, amazed, confused and pleased me.  

Again, I must concede while in college my interest in being educated and the idea of having 

a world-view or global perspective was foreign. You would think a college graduate would 

 



116

 

have that awareness.  However, even today, I’m sure that if you took a street poll, because of 

the media’s presentation of the city, the unknowing public still perceives the population of 

D.C. to be primarily Caucasian.  The “chicken bus” was the term used to describe the 

Howard University football team’s mode of transportation to games.  As each person 

stepped onto the bus, they were handed a box lunch of fried chicken.  In time, all the 

Howard coaches used to joke about the “chicken bus.”  My experience in the city and at 

Howard University was a great one.  Oh my God, did I have a good time!   

Even though Howard receives more federal funding than any other college or 

university, the majority of the money is rightfully spent on academic programs.  Howard’s 

athletic department was far from a money making proposition.  Since Howard’s athletic 

department operated with an annual deficit, every one of its programs suffered as a 

consequence.  The facilities and athletic equipment were horrendous for a D1 program.  The 

choice its Athletic Director faced was between salaries and travel budgets.  He rightfully 

made the right choice - as a result, travel suffered and the choice lead to the cheapest mode 

of transportation, the “chicken bus!”   

The week of Spivey’s arrest, his cumulative grade point average (CGPA) was a 1.8.  

Due to NCAA continuing eligibility legislation, he was only immediately eligible to 

transferee to a Division II (DII) school.  While discussing his options, I assured Spivey that 

any DII institution would gladly welcome him.  At that point, he narrowed his options to 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) in a three state region closest to his 

hometown.  I started to make calls to coaches that day.  He stayed in my office as I made the 
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calls.  I could tell from the expression on his face that the thought of playing DII football 

and riding the “chicken bus” was not appealing.   

The thought of Spivey having no affiliation with the university seemed odd.  Even 

though the decision had been made in the President’s office and John concurred, there was a 

sense that the head coach still wanted him on the team.  After all, who had had that 

conversation with him?  As I continued to play the “what if” game, I checked and re-

checked all the scenarios and discovered a manner in which Spivey could be eligible at a D1 

school - specifically the one he most wanted to attend, the HBCU at which his ex-position 

coach had just become the head coach.  When I uncovered the NCAA provision and 

university loophole that would make Spivey eligible, without any effort on his part, I 

checked, re-read, and re-checked my logic again.  After I became reasonably sure my 

thinking and discovery was possible, I re-confirmed it with two of my staff members.  It just 

seemed too easy to be true, so I rushed back into my office and checked the process again.  

It could happen!  Spivey could be eligible without lifting a finger and transfer to Heinz’s 

football program. But agreement had to take place with several key parties to make it all 

happen.  I called John first.  When I first explained the process to John, he rightfully asked 

me to go over it slowly a second time.  After hearing the rendition again, John told me he 

wanted to think about it and go over it again with the person who formerly had held my 

position to have assurance my idea was possible.  When I hung up, I thought it was odd that 

John wanted to meet with my predecessor and me to talk about the plausibility of the 

process.   However, I guessed that I’d interrupted John with my phone call when he was 
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working on and thinking about something else.  At 6:45, I left my office to head over to the 

coliseum to attend a women’s basketball game that was scheduled to start at 7:30.   

Michael had been with the university for more than 30 years and was the first 

African-American football coach hired at the university.  Then in the early eighties, when 

Athletic-Academic programs started to develop into a profession, he became the first 

African-American senior staff member in the history of the school, and for that matter, the 

state.  I was hired to fill his position.  Not many people knew that his health was failing and 

he’d recently had a mild heart attack.  “Mild heart attack” - now that’s an oxymoron if I’ve 

ever heard one.  Anyway, after going through the “mild heart attack” scare, Michael’s wife 

talked him into giving up the job and slowing down.  An added incentive and bonus for 

Michael was a retirement package the university offered its employees that provided him 

more money in retirement than he’d earn if he continued to work.  Michael had hired all but 

one of the current academic staff.  Taking the job, I figured the first two years would be 

challenging because staffing issues would occupy most of my time.  However, I 

underestimated the complexity of the staffing problems I’d have to overcome. 

I left the office earlier than I typically would, with the hope of talking to our Faculty 

Athletics Representative, Carol Adams.  I knew that the plan to get Spivey eligible would 

require her support.  Several months earlier, in an effort to get an ex-athlete who recently 

retired from a 12-year career in the NFL back in school after the application deadline had 

passed, I was informed of the largest loophole one could imagine a university would ever 

provide and condone - the AS-199 form.  One of our Athletic-Academic Advisors (AAA) 

had discovered that, as hard as it is to believe, the AS-199 form allows any student to add 
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(register), change sections to change credit hours, or change credit hours to audit, during any 

given semester of enrollment.  In simple terms, the AS-199 form would allow a student to 

backdate his/her enrollment to a previous semester.  The AS-199 form became key to 

Spivey’s transfer eligibility at a D1 institution.   

The university’s stopgap to misuse of the AS-199 process required the student to 

have two critical signatures on the form before any course be added.  One of the required 

signatures, from Spivey’s major department head, I viewed as a lock.  Getting the other 

signature required Carol’s support.  The credibility Carol Adams provides the department’s 

academic process allows her to approach a Dean of a College or any faculty and, in this 

specific case, have the AS-199 form signed for Spivey.  My early departure to the women’s 

basketball game was intent on finding Dr. Carol Adams.  Carol and her husband David 

could only be lingering in one of two places before the game started.  Immediately upon my 

arrival to the coliseum, I went directly to the floor level to scan the stands for Carol and 

David.  In spite of the remarkable success and turnaround of the women’s program that 

season, attendance remained traditionally low.  Being as little as 15 minutes early to a game, 

the sparse crowd made searching for Carol easy.  After looking for and not finding them in 

their assigned seats, I went directly to the press lounge where the staff and press typically 

dawdle and eat prior to games.  I found Carol and David in the lounge.  Having some 

familiarity with my behavior along with sensing my urgency, David slid to the background 

as soon as I approached Carol.   

Whenever I have something pressing, I often neglect all consideration for the 

pleasantries of a greeting, so I started the conversation with the question, “Carol, have you 
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spoken with John?”  She said she had just left him a minute ago.  Before I could finish my 

explanation of the AS-199 form and its application as a catalyst to urge Spivey to withdraw 

from school, she inserted, “Tom, I think it’s a wonderful idea. Let’s do it and get his butt out 

of here.”  Her response set me back a bit and I commented, “John wanted to get Michael 

involved.”  I quickly interjected another question, “When did you speak to John about it, 

because at 6:30 he asked me to get with Michael and go over the plan?”  At that point, with 

assurance, Carol told me, “He agrees we need to get Spivey out of Bison U, as quickly as we 

can. I’ll talk to the Dean as soon as possible.”   

At a men’s game that same week, it was Carol who tracked me down.  As she 

walked up to me with the proclamation, “Boy you owe me big-time!”  I knew that Carol had 

good news that she was proud to share. I was being guided to the logical response, “What 

now?” At that point, she gleefully told me of her conversation about Spivey with the Dean.  

First, she told me the Dean was happy to sign the form to get him out of her college and the 

institution.  Then she told me that if Spivey chose to continue his matriculation at the 

university, he would be charged with plagiarism and the charge would stick, hands down.   

During her pause for my response, I noticed whenever Carol was full of herself and 

proud of some accomplishment her head shook, as if she was a victim of cerebral palsy.  I 

realize “palsy victim” sounds harsh; however it’s the best descriptive term that reflects her 

head motion.  The first time I noticed the subtle movement of Carol’s head I was in her 

office for one of our weekly meetings.  I was standing behind her as she was seated at her 

desk reading and reviewing a memo that I’d written regarding the reprimand of a staff 

member.  The slight rhythmical motion of her head began with her reading.  Carol is an 
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intelligent woman in her early 60’s with predominant ears.  There are several peculiarities 

regarding Carol’s physical appearance.  Over the years, ex-coaches and athletes develop 

acuity for body types.  As odd as it sounds, I unconsciously continually size people up.  

Although Carol wears her clothes well, the opposite distinction may be a greater truth for 

her, because quality clothes often wear well and her body, to say the least, is strange.  

Carol’s pear shaped body is short and thick, and I swear her thighs are larger than mine.  She 

also wears a perpetual frown while concentrating on some process [that, by the way, is how 

I’m also often described].   

When I first met her during my interview process, the fashion statement her clothes 

made struck me.  Carol’s flare for fashion is an obvious contradiction to the typical income 

category of most faculties.  Carol and I have scheduled weekly meetings to discuss athletic 

department student-athlete welfare.  Over the past 18 months during our weekly meetings, 

I’m sure there have only been a few occasions that I have not given her a flattering 

affirmation about her wardrobe selection.  At one occasion after one of my remarks on her 

clothing, she shared with me that her husband, David, buys all her clothes.  When she made 

that comment to me, it was far from shocking.  Only a man like David would marry Carol.  

Don’t get me wrong - she’s an asset to the athletics program and the university.  I only made 

the comment because David’s appearance is as peculiar as Carol’s.  Carol Adams is the 

Director of University Foundations first and foremost, although a larger percentage of her 

time is devoted to athletics because that’s where the action is. She enjoys the perks, 

attention, and the politics.   
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My initial job interview with Carol went extremely well.  The first comment she 

ever made to me was, “Tom, your résumé is impressive.”  Of course, I immediately chose 

to go into my denial mode by responding indifferently, “Not really.”  For some reason 

I’ve always felt comfortable in Carol’s presence, even though there have been and will 

continue to be numerous occasions where we seem to be on opposite sides of an issue, 

when I can’t be truthful, or I’m forced to quietly agree with her, knowing she’s far from 

comprehending the whole, real story.  However, knowing the same issues often challenge 

Carol and me is oddly reassuring.   

The solace Carol provides me is rooted in the commonality of the positions we hold, 

which is unique within athletics and the university.  Carol and I defend and support the 

educational mission of the institution, yet share athletics loyalties and play a crucial role in 

the continued certification of academic eligibility of student-athletes.  Spending so much 

time with Carol has brought her husband, David, into my life and the mix.   

David’s proud to say and the first to tell you he’s been retired from IBM for a 

number of years.  I’m not quite sure what he did for the company, nor have I asked.  All I 

recall is the smugness of his tone and gleeful expression with the announcement of his 

retirement.  David and Carol, married late in life, oddly compliment one another and seem to 

be the perfect match.  After all, they both have large ears!  David’s quick smile exposes his 

wit and affable personality, which balances the bleakness of Carol’s demeanor.  It’s hard to 

imagine what Carol and her life and wardrobe were like before David.   

Of course I congratulated her for the results of her effort, and with my 

acknowledgement we both seemed to pause oddly to reflect on what the next turn of events 
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would bring.  I interrupted the silence with, “Does John know?”  Carol, quickly shot her 

response back at me, “No, however, I’ll tell him before the game ends.”  We agreed I’d stop 

by her office in the morning to pick up the signed AS-199 form, and to keep each other 

informed. We went our separate ways to watch the game.  I believe we both sensed that the 

opposite worlds we experience share no commonality, and oddly represent the dichotomy of 

athletics in education. Yet to the same extent, as much as our job responsibilities force us to 

spend time together, it binds our faiths.  We’ve become a covert team, consciously working 

to protect the university’s academic and athletic reputation. We are one of the best-matched 

odd couples in our dual roles on campus.  Exposure of our working relationship would, in 

effect, surely devastate Carol’s academic reputation on campus.  Along with the satisfaction 

we shared in knowing we were one step closer to separating the criminal misconduct of 

Spivey from his continued association to the university and its athletic program; the 

women’s team played well and won that night, placing them in the next round of games in 

the NCAA tournament.  For the first time in several weeks, I went home looking forward to 

a full night’s sleep and the start of a work week.  All I could think of was my next phone call 

to Spivey. 

The success of acquiring both signatures, along with the anticipation of the day’s 

actions that would add closure to Spivey’s separation from the university, wakened me close 

to an hour earlier than usual.  The dogs routinely replace me every morning when I 

habitually slide out of bed at 5:30.  My early departure that particular morning caused a 

greater disruption than I anticipated and woke my wife.  Since the news of Spivey’s arrest, I 

had been preoccupied with the supposition that his receipt of extra benefits would bring 
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scandal to the athletics program.  The previous two years of football success would be wiped 

out by any admission of guilt.  The lesson I’d learned from my coaching experience taught 

me that I could not fully disclose my concerns about Spivey with anyone, even my wife.  

My attempt to leave the house unnoticed was in effect thwarted by the dogs.  All I could 

offer her as an excuse was that I couldn’t sleep and had an early meeting that morning.  By 

that time, before I could even offer her an explanation, she of course knew it involved 

Spivey. She angrily scoffed as she attempted to settle the dogs and fluff her pillow, that the 

extent of my obsession would eventually affect my health.  I wisely chose not to comment 

on her remark, grabbed my house clothes and slipped out the bedroom door.  All I could 

think about were the things and order of actions and contacts necessary to find Spivey.  

Since Spivey’s arrest, my 30-minute drives to work that typically provided me quiet time to 

plan my workday, were now spent making phone calls.  This Monday would be no 

exception.  To prevent the complication, danger, and preoccupation of dialing while driving, 

I developed the habit of dialing the phone number of my first call before I backed out of my 

driveway.  I knew I needed Coach Heinz’s help to find Spivey, and punched his cell phone 

number in before I even started the car.  

I had to get Spivey’s approval in writing before I withdrew him from Bison U.  

When I talked to Coach Heinz, he understood and appreciated what had been accomplished 

to assure Spivey’s academic eligibility.   During the conversations, Coach Heinz also gave 

me several phone numbers he had on Spivey and he told me he’d speak to Meat to ask if he 

knew Spivey’s whereabouts.  Several of the phone numbers seemed familiar. After making 

that comment to him, he responded, “Hell, he can’t go too many places now, can he, Tom?”  
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Heinz, like the DII coaches I’d spoken with about Spivey, knew how having him in uniform 

on their particular team would add an explosive dimension to their running game.  Along 

with Spivey’s strengths, Coach Heinz also knew Spivey’s liabilities. However, he felt the 

risks where worth the gains for one year.  With the three other transfers Heinz got from the 

Bisons, his team was a lock for their conference championship.  What a way to start at a new 

program.  Later that day Spivey called me.          

When Spivey returned my call, I could tell by the background noise and static that he 

was traveling in a car and on a cell phone.  Most of the time, with a couple of exceptions, we 

go through the same introductions.  This time was no exception because Spivey felt like he 

was still in control of his destiny.   

Spivey had remained confident during the weeks since his arrest and, hell, he had 

every right to be.  The day the news of his arrest broke, he had an assistant football coach 

working to provide support from the Parkington City Police Department.  A police detective 

from the Parkington department was a good personal friend and actually a one-time 

classmate of the assistant coach.  Another stroke of luck, as fate would have it, was that the 

detective’s office partner was one of two judges who could try the case, if Spivey chose to 

have a jury trial.   

When I spoke to the assistant coach about Spivey’s arrest, he conveyed by the 

swagger of his tone and comment that, “Hell, Tom. Spivey is in a good position to have the 

charges dropped.”  Spivey also had other options with which the assistant coach was 

entwined.  Along with the possibility of going to a DII school where he would be 

immediately eligible, Spivey was persuaded to believe that he would be a high pick in the 
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National Football League’s (NFL) supplemental draft which is held in July.  The most 

appealing opportunity to Spivey was of course the supplemental draft.   

Carl Angelo had spent his entire life working in college football.  To stay in the 

game any length of time, you have to be willing to move anywhere the next best job is 

located.  When I was a young football coach, a mentor that had been a college football coach 

for over twenty years told me:  a) “There are two kinds of coaches - those that have been 

fired and those that will be,” and   b) “A coaching job only allows you to do one thing, and 

that’s simply take time to look for your next job.”  Whatever anyone says about Angelo, 

they can never say he didn’t appreciate or take those words of wisdom to heart.  He’s a man 

in his mid-fifties whose full head of gray hair marks his time and experience in the 

profession.  He wears a warm smile that he’s quick to share and is so full of stories they 

seem to flow endlessly together with whomever he’s talking.  In fact he’s so amiable that 

you’re easily taken in by his charm.  As you can tell, my first impression of him was a good 

one.  Angelo’s résumé looks like a college football who’s who road map that includes four 

years as a head coach at a major college.  Angelo’s time has definitely taught him all the 

tricks of the trade.  That, in part, is the primary problem when it comes to his involvement 

with Spivey.  After Spivey’s arrest, it became clear to me that Angelo’s role in the Spivey 

affair could only mean trouble.   

Angelo and Heinz were initially both involved in the recruitment of Spivey.  In 

retrospect, it’s evident that to have them both involved in anything - let alone Spivey’s 

recruitment - could only mean double the trouble.  Angelo’s influence on Spivey’s thinking 

only added to the complexity of his circumstance.   
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The other reality that adversely struck the core of my belief and continued to haunt 

me was Coach Heinz’s comment; “Tom, you can’t be half a crook.”  All along I’ve held the 

conviction that I could describe my job responsibility with two words: to serve!  I’m driven 

to provide student-athletes every opportunity for success.  It’s not my job to choose who 

attends or leaves the institution.  However, the looming question of whether I have to sell 

my soul to the devil in the process emerged.  Coach Heinz was right: there’s no such thing 

as being half a crook!  In fact, my all or nothing attitude can be perceived as either a positive 

or negative.  I’ve been flatly told by people on the receiving end of my conviction that my 

approach to life can be to my detriment.  The moral dilemma of Coach Heinz’s comment 

brought to the surface was the least of my concerns at this point.  The largest issue and one 

that exasperated me most became the question of who do I trust?  My sense of isolation 

began to bring on paranoia.  The realization that my reputation and further was at stake 

made matters worse.  I knew that if it became time to cut bait, I’d be viewed as the worm.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE STUDENT-ATHLETE 

 

America’s obsession with athletics and its athletes is demonstrated by the 

favoritism high school student-athletes receive. It’s hard to dispute the cultural 

significance placed on athletics in American society.  Athletics reinforces our collective 

competitive behavior.  Without reflection, most Americans will tell you that their sense 

of competitiveness simply stems from “being American.”  Our athletics culture provides 

young budding athletes a veiled opportunity to exert power over the behavior of adults.  

If you disagree, it’s obvious that you have yet to raise another American icon, commonly 

known as a wily child. 

After some reflection on the lack of academic interest regarding some of today’s 

first-generation student-athletes illustrate, I realized I was no different when I was their 

age.  During my high school years, the teacher’s academic expectations of their college 

bound student-athletes were lower than those expected of traditional students.  My high 

school’s assistant basketball coach, who also taught my senior Civics class, assigned me 

to check cars in the school parking lot.  I spent the entire spring semester of my senior 

year of high school downtown at a soda fountain slurping on milk shakes.  I received an 

A in the class for my effort.  The treatment I received from my Civics teacher was not 

unusual, but closer to the norm.  I took classes from all of my coaches.  I also never, ever, 

did any homework!  With shame, I now realize that like today’s generation of college 

student-athletes, I was socially passed through school.  In disbelief, I contacted some of 
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my high school classmates to confirm and add insight to a recollection of our high school 

years.  I sent the following question to several high school friends whom I was confident 

would respond: 

Do you remember if I ever did homework or ever studied? I cannot 
remember doing either. Please don't laugh. I'd like to know what 
you remember of my study habits or the expectations teachers had 
of me in HS! 

 

The following response is undoubtedly true while at the same time alarming. 

Anyway...I don’t recall you doing anything without being 
reminded first by a teacher about the fact that it was due...I do 
remember seeing homework with your handwriting on it...so I 
guess you had to have done some...I think you squeaked by on 
your test scores, so you must have assimilated info from 
somewhere...  
I don’t remember much about you participating in class except that 
you always had a remark to make that made everyone laugh...and 
you just looked amazed at why the teacher would think you were 
being a smart ass...knowing exactly why and feeling pleased with 
yourself... 
I enjoyed every minute of hanging out with you...You made my 
high school days fun...I just loved seeing your flippant, devil-may-
care attitude.  I don’t know how you felt acting that way, but it got 
my attention.  I was too afraid to be rebellious, so I lived 
vicariously through you! 
Thanks for lots of wonderful memories.    Leslie 

 
My coaching experience recruiting high school athletes from the entire country 

confirmed my belief that the smaller the school, the greater the likelihood a coach also 

teaches their student-athletes.  At times I’m amused by my frustration with the 

recalcitrant student-athletes with whom I currently work.  The memory of my personal 

experience in college of never picking up text books, let alone reading them, reinforces 

the adage “Only the names and faces change!”  To add insight and establish triangulation 
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(i.e. scientific validity), I asked the Department Chair of African-American Studies about 

his perspective on today’s student-athletes.  I chose African-American Studies because of 

the respect I have for its Chairman, Dr. Howard Bassett.  My first and every visit 

thereafter to Dr. Bassett’s office has been awe inspiring.  The photos in Dr. Bassett’s 

office of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., the District of Columbia’s Marion Barry, Stokley 

Carmichael Kwame Ture (formerly Stokley Carmichael), Andrew Young, Hugh 

Masekela, and himself during the civil rights protest era depict his days as a freedom 

fighter.  I wish I had had the opportunity to be there!    

Like a true combat veteran, Howard has never offered to share many of the stories 

of his experiences during that torrid Civil Rights period of our history.  In fact it was an 

article in “The State” newspaper in which I discovered, “Bassett led protests in South 

Carolina and elsewhere…as a member of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee.  He was shot in 1968 by a patrolman during what’s become known as the 

Orangeburg Massacre.  He spent seven months in jail after being charged with inciting a 

riot in connection with that incident, but was later pardoned” (The State, February 20, 

2003).   

Each time I enter Dr. Bassett’s office is cause for pause and reflection.  It is not 

often I ever meet a man of true conviction.  The challenges he faced confronting the 200-

year old tradition of American racism requires a rare brand of presence, poise, and 

courage.   

Howard’s rationale for the academic apathy and lack of social consciousness of 

today’s first-generation African-American college student-athletes was easy for him to 
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explain.  To my surprise, he blamed the lack of both on the development of affirmative 

action programs.  My response of “You’ve got to be kidding me,” prompted his 

immediate reply of “Oh yeah!”  “You see, all those black people, who got good jobs and 

that thought they had made it on their own, became apathetic.  They forgot that 

affirmative action programs forced companies and institutions to hire most of them.  

When we get the chance we get all we can, put it in a can, and then sit on the can!  They 

got comfortable with that can they sat on and forgot about all the sacrifices of the black 

folks of the past.”  The trailblazers, the freedom fighters—the struggle was quickly 

forgotten.  To my amazement his simple explanation made sense.  I’ve often described 

Generation X as having a sense of entitlement.  It’s now part of our culture.  We all now 

have to deal with a generation of young African-Americans, damn I’ll over generalize 

and include all young Americans, who have grown up knowing very little about the Civil 

Rights movement.   

There are six African-American men who are regulars at the gym where I 

workout.  I’ve gotten to know most of them by name.  The most vocal of the group and 

its obvious leader is a junior high principle named TJ.  He just happens to have earned his 

undergraduate and master’s degrees from the same institution by which I am employed.  

Every opportunity I have to talk with any educator, I move the subject to the demise of 

educational opportunities for young African-Americans.  I often challenge anyone who I 

can drag into these discussions to be a leader, promote change, and make a difference in 

the lives of their students.  TJ, like most people, doesn’t appreciate the impact just one 

person can make.  To defend themselves from my onslaught the typical response I get is, 
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“How?”  What’s my answer?  Instill pride!  The lack of knowledge young African-

Americans have of our contributions to American and world history is the one thing that 

has hurt us as a people.  Durkhiem contends that one of the primary tasks of education is 

to reunite the child with his society (Durkhiem, 1961, p.79).   I strongly believe that the 

misrepresentation and/or exclusion from history books have minimized the contributions 

minorities made to American society and culture.   

For the past two years TJ and I have had the same on-going conversation.  Out of 

nowhere I asked him to simply tell me all he knew about Marcus Garvey.  I asked the 

question to prove a point.  We always discuss, or should I say truly argue about ways of 

educating black kids.  We talk daily about ways of engaging the kids he works with in the 

educational process and ways to enhance a students independent critical thinking skills.  

Of course, he had no idea who Marcus Garvey was.  In fact, he thought Garvey was a 

Black Panther from California in the sixties.  Eventually, of course we got louder and 

louder.  I’m sure all the white people in the room thought we were about to fight.   

Generation X arrives on college campuses all over America without the experience of 

having conviction for a cause.  How quickly we all forget!  What happened to the 

patriotism and flags that flew and were displayed all over the country after 9/11?       

Several months after the banter that took place with TJ, a passage from lecture 

notes Emile Durkheim wrote for a course he taught at the Sorbonne in 1902-3 affirmed 

my comment to TJ regarding the impact a loss of any sense of history has on a person, 

groups and or cultures.      

…the bond thus joining generation to generation—sense of 
continuity that makes of each generation a phase on the 
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development of the collective being—social solidarity would be 
singularly precarious, since its life would have to be renewed with 
each generation.  …the succession [history provides] through 
which he [an individual] passes, forms a continuous whole and a 
coherent moral environment, enveloping and sustaining him and 
re-enforcing his sense of solidarity.  (Durkheim, 1961, p.245). 

 
Finding Durkheim’s passage re-energized my passion to affect change.  The 

realization that schooling's primary function is to codify cultural messages sorely points 

to the reality that education in America is currently failing society.  Many of the public 

urban school teachers in impoverished districts no longer provide an impassioned 

presentation of our collective history.  Additionally, structured discipline is missing in the 

classroom.  As a result, we're dealing with two generations of Americans without any 

sense of true “social solidarity.”   

My work and interaction with first-generation college students uncovered their 

lack of connection to traditional segments of American society.  I characterize traditional 

segments of society as those that support and have some affiliation with what Talcott 

Parsons refers to as action systems.  According to Parsons, group survival depends on 

social institutions (Parsons, 1993, p.31).  Social institutions or action systems such as 

education, religion, and the legal system provide the cornerstones of culture in our 

society.  Cultures perpetuate value judgments (systems) that are designed to support 

group survival and supply the parameters of their collective reality.  What a group 

considers positive (of value) or negative (of no value) are judgments basic to its 

existence.  Some of these value judgments quickly become common knowledge through 

common behaviors that are then identified as the group culture.  The larger an 
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organization is and/or the more extensive its history, the greater its investment to prevent 

change.   

The downturn of voter participation is an obscured indicator that represents an 

increased lack of association today’s young people experience with traditional segments 

of American society.  The 2000 U.S. Department of Commerce’s election report 

postulated that people with more education, higher incomes, and jobs are more likely to 

vote.  The report went on to state, “Education is a key socioeconomic characteristic in 

understanding voting rates because it is [directly] related to a person’s occupation and 

income.  Educational level may also influence an individual’s interest in commitment to 

the political process.  Citizens who had bachelor’s degrees were twice as likely (75 

percent) to report that they voted as those who had not completed high school (38 

percent).  The age group of eligible voters between the ages of 18 to 24 year old since 

1964 has dropped from 50.9% to an unsettling 32.3%.”  It should be noted that prior to 

1972, data are for people 21 to 24 years of age with the exception of those aged 18 to 24 

in Georgia and Kentucky, 19 to 24 in Alaska, and 20 to 24 in Hawaii.  

The aforementioned current trend of baggy pants is another gauge that epitomizes 

the disassociation from traditional American society 18 to 24 year olds exhibit.  It is my 

assertion that if the origin of the oversized low hanging baggy pants became public 

knowledge, parents would initiate greater influence on the clothing purchases of their 

children.  

    The other reason I chose to speak with Dr. Bassett was that one of three majors 

that first-generation student-athletes frequently choose is African-American Studies.  
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Two other popular majors for first-generation student-athletes are Sociology and Speech 

Communication.  Additionally, I wanted to get his historical perspective on the views and 

motivations of today’s black students.  After all, I’m always looking for any help I can 

get.  Of the seven institutions where I’ve worked, the largest variable that affects a 

student’s choice of major is not their academic interest but the flexibility of the 

curriculum.  Remember, most of these athletes view the scholarship as a means to an end.  

Their only intent is to make the academic process as painless as possible and, of course, 

only do enough to just get by.  I’ve had countless student-athletes tell me, “All I need to 

graduate is a 2.0.”  How can anyone argue the point?   

It took me three years to decide to make the time to meet with Dr. Howard 

Bassett.  The impetus and request for my meeting with Dr. Bassett was generated by the 

distress of a particular student-athlete, his coach, and my Athletics Director.  I was totally 

taken by surprise when I heard them utter the simple words, “Tom, do all you can for 

Isaac.”  To top things off, the student they wanted me to save, Isaac, had a whopping first 

semester GPA of a 0.833.  Oh yeah, that’s right. Zero point eight, three, three!  A person 

has to really work hard at not going to class to get a GPA that low.  Out of disbelief, I 

requested that a friend and community leader be a witness to my first conversation with 

the young man.     

I often start my very first conversations with student-athletes by asking some 

questions regarding their family background.  This opportunity was no different.  At first 

Isaac told me his older brother went to college.  With some surprise I asked if he 

graduated.  His response of “no sir,” gave me time to get grounded again and ask a follow 
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up question.  Okay, where did he go to school?   Junior college.  With some relief and 

shame, I felt a sense of pity for Isaac.  When I ask most people about college, junior 

college is rarely in the realm of a person’s response.  Isaac was an exception to most 

cases because both parents were still in the household.  However, neither went to college. 

His account of his high school experience was typical of the majority of first-

generation college student-athletes.  He grew up poor and lived, in his words, in the 

“Hood.”  I often wonder if the use of the word “Hood” started as an acronym adapted 

from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).  I wonder if many 

or for that matter anyone who lives there knows, or cares.          

The claim that “today’s college athletes are different” is the current excuse used 

by college coaches and athletic administrators when they characterize the challenges of 

their profession.  However, like most truths, reality lies somewhere in the middle.  Often 

times, today’s most talented athletes come to campus with defiant attitudes that mask 

insecurities.  The athletes of the world have athletic lives reminiscent of gun fighters of 

the old west.  Every day, every practice, and every game they have to prove themselves 

again and again.  John B. Watson’s 1920 experiment was generalized to conclude, “When 

we repeatedly encounter people under competitive conditions, we will spontaneously 

begin to regard all others as rivals and treat them accordingly” (Kohn, 1986, p.136).  In 

most instances people that lead competitive lives struggle to realize that competition is 

not appropriate in all situations.  Additionally, most athletes’ inherent need to always win 

often brings with it the all-consuming burden of insecurity.  Ironically, the best athletes of 

all time are at their athletic best while playing out of pure love for the game.    
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Their stories and the detachment the athletes convey when telling their stories is 

even more unsettling.  One afternoon Warren, a new member of the staff, ambled into my 

office and asked if he could ask a question.  I responded by asking him to sit down and 

tell me what was on his mind.   

Warren then asked me about an eligibility interpretation regarding a 4-4 transfer 

(a 4-4 transfer is a reference to any student-athlete who transfers from a four year 

institution to another four year institution).  That’s when Jeffrey, one of our student-

athletes, first came into my life. 

The first question I asked Jeffrey was related to the tension and conflict he had 

communicating with Warren.  Jeffrey explained to me how Warren disrespected him.  He 

felt Warren treated him like a child.  The whole thing boiled down to how Jeffrey felt 

Warren was talking to him.  He went on to explain that at an early age, he was taught by 

his father to treat people the way they treated him, no matter who they were or what title 

they held.  Jeffrey had grown up in a predominantly black neighborhood.  I’ve 

experienced and found the rules of the street are basic.  Experience has taught me that the 

marginalized people of society, the poor and particularly poor African-Americans, 

literally believe they have nothing of value to lose, including their life. Still, they demand 

respect.  Although I don’t have any direct academic sport responsibility, Jeffrey became 

one of my advisees.  He simply would not or could not get along with his assigned sport 

advisor.  As time passed he began to trust and share more of himself and his family 

history. 
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  During one conversation with Jeffrey I asked him what initiated the conflict he 

encountered with his sport advisor.  Without hesitation his quick retort was, “He won’t 

give me any respect.”  When I asked him to explain his answer to me I began to 

understand his core values.  As a child, his father taught him to treat people the way they 

treated him.  He went on to say, “I just don’t respect anyone because they have a badge, 

or sit behind a desk, whatever.  If they don’t respect me, why should I respect them?”       

Jeffrey was a transfer athlete from another four-year D1 institution (thus the 

reference to 4-4 transfer).  As the story unfolded, I learned that Jeffrey and Warren were 

told that if Jeffrey received a D in any course during the fall, his first semester with us, 

he’d be ineligible for the upcoming season.  During this conversation, Jeffrey made no 

bones about the fact that he had no interest in getting his education.   

College was a means to an athletic end!  He was in school to become the world’s greatest 

athlete.   

Jeffrey thought he knew exactly what the minimum grade point requirements 

were to maintain his eligibility, and ultimately get his degree.  However, to leave the 

institution with an education was a waste of effort.  He was determined to make his 

millions as a professional athlete.  After confirming, correcting, and explaining the 4-4 

transfer requirements, I spent the next 15 minutes talking to him about his erroneous 

thinking regarding the value of his education.  In those short 15 minutes, I realized how 

articulate and bright Jeffrey was.  I also knew that Jeffrey, like most of us, was greatly 

invested in his beliefs and that changing his mind would only be of his own doing.  He 

vehemently conveyed his clear understanding of our lack of interest in his personal well-
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being.  He assumed my only interest in him was because of his athletic ability.  Jeffrey’s 

past experience had taught him that if he didn’t run fast, he would lose his scholarship 

and quickly be replaced by someone who performed.  Pressed for time on another 

deadline, I abruptly ended the conversation.  As I ushered him out of my office, he was so 

openly shocked by my reluctance to pursue the course of the discussion that he 

awkwardly extended his hand in an effort to assure some closure to our dialogue. 

The next morning, I asked Warren to arrange another meeting for me with Jeffrey.  

I wanted to see Jeffrey again because I liked him, and wanted to finish our conversation.   

The next time I saw Jeffrey time was not an issue, and candidly told him of my 

study and interest in him.  I sensed my candor was unsettling, so I softened my approach 

and asked about his background and family.  His story truly brought the realization that 

some athlete’s stories reflect the tragedy of the world in these times. 

 Jeffrey has two siblings, one brother and an older sister.  His brother had gone to a 

technical school and his sister struggled to finish high school and had one child out of 

wedlock.  His father and mother separated when he was young.  When he was 12 his 

Dad, whom he had never really known, died of a drug overdose.  He went on to tell me 

that his mother was receiving a disability subsidy because she was ill.  When I asked 

about her illness I was left speechless.  He flatly stated that she is an AIDS survivor who 

contracted the disease from his father because of his drug abuse.  I expressed empathy, 

remorse, and asked how she was doing.  After what seemed like an hour of silence I 

recovered, regrouped, and realized I was late for another meeting.  I asked to see Jeffrey 

again because I intended to learn something from him.   
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THE VALUE OF AN EDUCATION 

 
 What’s the value of an education?  Why is getting an education important?  Most 

student-athlete’s typical response to the question is, “Education is priceless.”  

”Okay,” I ask. “Why is it priceless?”  

“With an education, you can get a better job, make more money, be smart, and have a 

better life.”   

By this time, most student-athletes begin to experience some frustration or are 

confused and/or amused by my continued inquiry of why. What is the value, merit, 

advantage, benefit? What’s my answer?  

 I believe the fundamental and practical answer to the question is that education 

allows a person to recognize distinctions between choices, which simply provides more 

options, eventually leading to better decisions.  A quality education enhances a person’s 

capability for abstract thinking, again providing more options.  I believe the majority of 

the people who choose to feel victimized first also fail to recognize they have other 

options.   

To tell the truth there’s no wrong answer.  However, as a person progresses 

through the educational system the progression is from concrete to abstract thinking.  To 

clarify my point regarding the options education provides, I often make the following 

analogy.  The grade levels in our educational system are much like the rungs of a ladder.  

As you move up the ladder, the further your view of the horizon.  After making the 
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analogy, without fail, people get my point.  Walter Cronkite’s comment on education, 

when interviewed by a National Education Association reporter, supports my contention: 

“With education, almost every problem that you can put before the nation, the world, 

your local community could be solved. If people understood the problems better, they 

would make the right decisions” (NEA Today, 1999, p.42).  

Nevertheless, the majority of first-generation college student-athletes in the high 

profile sports of football and basketball fail to fully engage in their educational 

experiences.  Their primary hope and dream is to make it to the “Big Show,” the current 

euphemism for their respective professional league.  A student-athlete has a better chance 

to become a rocket scientist than becoming a professional athlete.   

To add insult to injury, most people miss the subtle irony created by African-

American’s participation in professional athletics.  The contribution of African-

Americans to professional sports is well chronicled and is unsurpassed.  The contribution 

and numbers of African-Americans that participate in college athletics in the revenue 

sports of football and basketball obviously mirror those in the professional leagues.   

The successful and highly visible participation of African-Americans in athletics 

perpetuates the myth that athletics is the most viable economic path to social acceptance 

in our rampant culture of American exclusivity.  However, I regard the success of 

athletics due to African-American participation as a capitalist effort to enhance and 

inculcate the systemic viability of a zero-sum paradigm (i.e. competition) in the 

American psyche that, ironically, also promotes their actual exclusion in our society.  

One would have to admit that the media hype supporting the glorification of athletes also 
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reinforces the view many African-Americans have of athletics as a means to an end—

upward mobility.  However, in reality only a small percentage of high school athletes 

have the ability and earn the opportunity to participate in college athletics.   Regrettably, 

the small percentage of high school athletes that make it to college have their professional 

aspirations to play in the “Big Show” rekindled during the recruiting process by their 

college coaches.  As a consequence, most first-generation “at-risk” D1 football student-

athletes continue to view athletics as the brass ring of fame and fortune.  Sport coaches 

encourage and want their athletes to have professional aspirations.  Professional 

aspirations drive most student-athletes to work harder at their sport.  For some, the dream 

of athletic stardom starts as early as the fifth or sixth grade.  However, some of these 

former high school athletes recognize their good fortune to be college student-athletes 

and fully engage in the educational process.  Their dream of making it to “Big Show” is 

literally kept alive by the two or three teammates who are drafted by the pros during any 

given year.  Any attempt to encourage one of these student-athletes to be accountable for 

and fully engaged in their educational process is seen as an effort to squelch their dream.  

While advising these student-athletes, conscientious Athletic-Academic Advisors (AAA) 

recognize the double jeopardy involved with walking a fine line between realistic 

educational and lofty athletic goals.   

Typically, these athletes perceive the presence and role of their AAA as an 

encumbrance.  However, a student-athlete’s academic success often is wed to the 

outcomes of the guileful choices of their AAA.  Student-athletes seldom comprehend the 

extent of their conjoined fates.  Characteristically, the most recalcitrant student-athletes 
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never understand that their advisor’s interventions are for their own good.  AAAs and 

their “at-risk” student-athletes often become either co-participants in the educational 

process or enemies.  In most instances an AAA’s interventions are about as well received 

as a cop’s arrival to a fraternity party.   

Effective AAAs are conscious of the timing of the vigilant prodding they are 

required to utilize in support of their student-athlete’s commitment to having a positive 

educational experience within the institution.  The decisions of when and how to provide 

an intervention are critical and often affect more than the student-athlete’s success.  The 

multiplicity of an AAA’s role as a co-participant in the student-athlete’s educational 

process is unequivocally stressful.  The ensuing dynamic tension between the academic 

objectives of an advisor and the student-athlete’s athletic goals only compounds the stress 

an advisor endures. 

Nevertheless, most people who are outside athletics perceive the role of an AAA 

as one of significance.  In actuality, in an athletic hierarchy the role delegated to AAAs 

lacks significance.  AAAs have no power or control of their work outcomes.  Control is 

an illusion whenever it is associated with Athletics-Academic Advising. 

AAAs have no authority.  We don’t determine who gets playing time.  We can’t 

even punish an athlete for mis-conduct during study hall.  However, sport coaches control 

participation time!  A student-athlete will almost do anything their coach requests of 

them.  The very best affect an AAA can hope for while dealing with any professional 

challenge is to influence a decision and/or the disposition of the involved individual(s).  

To add to the stress, an advisor’s job performance is predicated on the academic success 
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of their student-athletes.  Keep in mind, the at-risk student-athlete that presents the 

greatest challenge has virtually no conception of the value or purpose of attending class, 

let alone investing any effort or time to their studies.  Most first-generation student-

athletes arrive on campus with no understanding of the structure of a university or 

college.  They come to campus to play their sport, start new relationships, and party.  I 

asked Dr. Timothy Malone, “What is the most affective way to promote a student-

athlete’s full participation in the educational process?”  His response, presented with a 

sigh and an awkward shrug of his shoulders, was “Wow, Tom. It’s a daunting task.” I 

was shocked and somewhat disheartened.   

The following rendition of a student-athlete’s high-school experience was taken 

from an article written by Larry Williams, a sports writer for the Atlanta Journal-

Constitution.  The article was then posted on a web site for comment on June 24, 2001.   

A Natural   

“You don't drive around long in Williamston before coming across 
the areas where Watson spent most his time growing up. There's 
the ramshackle house on Mattison Street, where he lived with his 
grandmother. A few blocks over are the two outdoor basketball 
courts at Brookdale Park, where he was dunking by age 12. 

On the northeast end of town are Williamston's elementary, middle 
and high schools.  Palmetto High is directly across the street from 
Palmetto Middle, and behind the middle school sits the football 
stadium where Squeaky fashioned the most prolific rushing career 
in South Carolina prep football history.  Billy Burns was there in 
the beginning.  He remembers when Squeaky first picked up a 
football in elementary school, before all the awards and attention 
and admiration.  Burns, now 45, coached Watson in football, 
basketball and baseball before Watson reached high school.  
Squeaky's grandmother, Mabel Wright, wouldn't let her grandson 
leave the house to play unless he left with Burns.  Squeaky called 
Burns one day, crying because his grandmother was in a bad 
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mood.   ''He told me Mamie wasn't going to let him go play,'' said 
Burns, who lives in nearby Pelzer.  ''She didn't know Squeaky was 
talking to me on the phone, and she said, 'You ain't going to play 
no damn football; I don't care if that big old white man does come 
over here.'’  Burns told Squeaky he'd be over in a minute.  ''She 
was sitting at the kitchen table smoking a cigarette,'' Burns said of 
Wright. ''I said, 'Mamie, you going to let Squeaky go play ball 
today?' And she said, 'Yeah, I guess I'll let him go.’  ''Squeaky was 
tickled to death, and we left and went to practice.'' 
It wasn't long after the first practice began that Burns realized 
Watson was an extraordinary talent.  ''He was 8 when he played 
his first game, and the first time he ever ran the ball was on a punt 
return,'' Burns said. ''He scored a touchdown, and he scored two 
more after that.''  ''I'll always remember it.'' 

Squeaky didn't stop running or scoring. He set the state career 
rushing record with 6,766 yards and 88 touchdowns while also 
serving as Palmetto's starting linebacker, punter, punt returner 
and, occasionally, quarterback. 

''He was a lot farther ahead than everybody else,'' Burns said. ''It 
seems like he always has been.''  Squeaky excelled on the 
basketball court, too. As a guard for the Mustangs, he earned 
Class AA Player of the Year honors in 1998 after averaging 24 
points and seven assists. Some of his sky-scraping dunks still evoke 
wonder. 

But Watson's performance on the court got higher marks than his 
actions off it. When the subject turns to the classroom, people are 
less amazed. Some say he'd come to class, sit for five minutes and 
leave without explanation. 

''He was devilish,'' said Margaret Holloway, a retired substitute 
teacher at Palmetto. ''I was always trying to tell him to do right. 
He wasn't a mean fellow; he just lacked discipline.'' 
 

The comments of Squeaky’s high-school teacher about his classroom antics are 

revealing.  Athletes who come from and have high-school experiences like Squeaky’s are 

all over America.  The challenge AAAs take on is truly daunting.  Few people, if any, 

outside student-athlete services can truly comprehend the challenges some of these 

student-athletes present. 
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Dr. Tim Malone is one of two four-board certified psychiatrists that practice in the 

state.  Dr. Malone’s areas of psychiatric certification include substance abuse, general 

child and adult, forensic, and addiction medicine (i.e. addictive behaviors).  In spite of 

Tim’s extensive psychological educational background, his absence of exposure to the 

athletics mindset and culture prohibits his effectiveness.  Even though Dr. Malone works 

closely with some of our most troubled student-athletes, he is still perceived as an 

outsider. 

 Dr. Malone and I have engaged in countless conversations about the problems 

and negative behaviors that are unwittingly reinforced by some people in the lives of 

young athletes.   The proliferation of the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) and its coaches 

that coddle and, in a majority of cases, financially support student-athletes also foolishly 

prohibit student-athletes from dealing with the consequences of their actions.  Reinforced 

by my life experiences, I firmly believe that no learning can take place without dealing 

with the consequences of one’s choices.  Certain athletes are made to believe that they are 

the center of the universe; that someone will amend the result of their ill-fated choices.  

AAU coaches get involved in the lives of athletically talented children at an early age, 

some as early as sixth grade.  Once these athletes are discovered by an AAU coach, the 

manipulation begins.  As a parent I can fully appreciate the intuitive intelligence of 

children.  Children know how to get what they want!  If you don’t believe that, you have 

yet to have children.   

As a life long non-conformist who believes control is an illusion, I contend the 

conception of “the norm” is used as a mechanism that supports the notion of control as 
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one of our cultural myths.  Think about how often we hear and use the following 

philosophical constructions: self-control, control your own density, and, of course, you 

should control your children.  Although I struggle with the use of the word “normal,” its 

use is unavoidable for the following illustration.  Most “normal” children grow up 

learning how to manipulate their parents and other children to get what they want.  At an 

early age a child will quickly comprehend what behaviors attract the adulation of adults.  

The lack of accountability of some childhood athletic prodigies begins as soon as the 

child recognizes that anyone, let alone an adult, will do anything simply to gain favor.  

Dr. Malone confirmed my theory during one of many of what I now fondly call the 

reality check meetings when he informed me that his profession has empirical evidence 

that a person’s brain is “hard-wired” by the age of puberty.  Hearing the news only added 

to my distress.      

America’s fascination and love affair with athletic prowess is manifested in the 

classroom by teachers who lower the academic expectations for the next superstar.  To 

believe that a student-athlete doesn’t sense the power their athletic ability begets in the 

classroom is unrealistic.  They simply learn, to my regret, to do whatever they please.  

Since most are given grades through secondary and high school, their lack of appreciation 

for education is understandable.  Most of the Squeakys in college athletics have never, 

and for emphasis I must restate, never dealt with a single consequence of their actions.  

And to think at one time I was just like “today’s student-athlete” gives me hope, and adds 

to my frustration at the same time.   
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Paradigm shifts for the Squeakys of America are compounded further by the 

money that is at stake for their coaches, athletic administrators, and, lest we forget, the 

vested interest of the institutions that these student-athletes attend.  All of the 

aforementioned contingencies have a bona fide interest in keeping the current system in 

place.  During many of the conversations I have with Dr. Malone regarding the root of 

the problem for many first-generation college student-athletes, I gained insight that the 

challenges AAAs face are systemic.  These troubled students are simply manifestations 

of our current social issues.    

Albert Bandura’s concept of reciprocal determinism helps explain the behavior of 

a high-school athletic prodigy’s cognitive and social development.  Bandura’s research 

on Behaviorism revolutionized learning theory.  He suggested that “environment causes 

behavior true; but behavior causes environment as well” (Bandura, 1986).  The collective 

misbehavior of students in some of our worst urban schools prohibits the possibility of 

developing or promoting a safe educational environment.  The security a safe school 

provides fortifies a student’s opportunity to develop the understanding of the value of an 

education.  Bandura’s theory hits home: misbehavior and lack of discipline does indeed 

create an environment that is not conducive to learning (Boeree, 1998). 

If you associate Bandura’s observational learning or modeling theory to the self-

defeatist academic and social behavior of some of the most gifted student-athletes, you 

can turn to Anthony Giddiness’s social research and ponder the truth of his revelation that 

“what happens within a society of locale is shaped in part by the forces operating at the 

extremes of its extensions” (Giddens, 1981, p.90).  Some of our most gifted student-
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athletes literally come from home and school experiences that are on the extremes of 

society’s extensions.   

It is not surprising to most when the star athletes from financially disadvantaged 

schools and districts that have long been recognized as struggling with issues caused by 

disparate educational funding arrives on campus under-prepared.  An innumerable 

amount of student-athletes have told me of high school classroom experiences where the 

teacher literally has had no control or influence over his or her students.  The “students” 

(and I use the word loosely) in these classes do as they please.  Right under the teacher’s 

nose pupils talk, fight, engage in sexual activity, and roll joints to smoke while moving to 

or even in their next class.   

Americans are puzzled by the behavior of two generations of young people that 

are disassociated from society due to an absence of knowledge of history which 

traditionally creates “a bond thus joining generation to generation [and provides] 

continuity that makes each generation a phase on the development of the collective 

being—[and establishes] social solidarity.”   The historical gaps that exist have 

neutralized the patriotism that once identified America and Americans.  The lack of 

respect for authority stems from the lack of discipline in our educational system.  Our 

cultural preference for regularity has been displaced by two generations of Americans 

that expect to be entertained and/or at the very least distracted from their monotonous 

existence.  Al la reality TV!  Can anyone think of a better example of a social paradox?   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE EYE OF THE STORM 

 
Elgin DuCross was an All-American basketball player coming out of high-school.  

He made everyone’s All-American Team!  Every major college program in the country 

recruited him.  He literally had his destiny mapped out since his basketball potential was 

first recognized when he was in the sixth grade.  After several years of participation in 

Nike Camps and AAU basketball, the plan was to play two years of college ball and then 

bounce to the "league." Elgin was a gifted athlete who possessed all the physical tools.  

He was explosive, capable of getting off the floor quickly, all of his 260 pounds tightly 

packed into a 6 feet 8 inch frame.  His junior and senior years in high school Elgin was 

asked to tryout for the Junior Men’s USA Basketball Team (Team USA) that included 

college freshmen along with the nation’s best high school seniors.  He naturally made the 

team for two consecutive years.  Team USA played games in Portugal, Italy, and Spain.  

In essence, coming out of high school he was touted to be a smaller Shaq (Shaquille 

O'Neal)!  However in spite of all his athletic talent, Elgin’s life experience as the star 

athlete became his Achilles heel.  For Elgin and other college athletes like him, the 

protocols, cultural environment, and language and vocabulary utilized on college 

campuses are so foreign to the social reality to which they’re accustomed.  Their college 

experience is like stepping onto Mars.  The Elgins who arrive on college campuses often 

only find refuge in the new relationships they establish with other student-athletes who 

are like them.  Elgin’s choice of friends stands to reason and is easily understandable.  
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However, I feel it is important not to overlook the consequences of seemingly 

inconsequential social and educational choices.   

Most of us are naturally drawn to relationships with other people who have 

similar interests.  The unconscious inclination to be attracted to people with the same 

likes and/or dislikes provides personal affirmation.  Studies in behavioral psychiatry 

established that a person’s appreciation and reverence for money, power, and an 

affluence often correspond to the individual’s range of experience and contacts.  

Unconsciously, but not unwittingly, normative behaviors reinforced by educational 

paradigms establish personal boundaries.  Educational practices focus on the importance 

of the early years of schooling as the most formative.  Additionally, scientific research 

has determined that after the age of puberty the development of brain function patterns 

are stunted.   

Consequently, the plausibility of paradigm shifts for the Elgins of the world is 

difficult at best.  The range of our educational competency and sense of self-efficacy is 

determined by the time we reach junior high.  Our experience of the educational process 

could, and should, be a positive one that links all children to society.  However, the 

current structure of schooling systematically maintains the economic and social 

segregation established by school districting.  There’s an implicit correlation between a 

community’s values and the quality of educational services provided within the school 

district it's located.  It is no wonder the axiom “location, location, location” resounds in 

the ears of knowledgeable, prospective home buyers.  It's little wonder many Americans 

equate membership to a social class to a person’s place of employment, job title, income, 
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and/or educational background.  Invariably, student-athletes like Elgin arrive on college 

campuses stigmatized by the economic and educational limitations of the neighborhoods 

in which they grew up.  Ironically, the rich are as isolated by their wealth in their 

exclusive compounds as the poor in their slums and ethnic ghettos.  However, the poor 

are the urban inhabitants who suffer many of the city’s ills and struggle with feelings of 

entrapment that are spurred by the experience of fewer choices and enjoy even fewer of 

the city’s amenities.  In society, all of the keys to class membership impact the quality of 

an individual’s life choice. 

The greatest challenge mental health professionals, educators, and Athletic-

Academic Advisors (AAA) face is to support behavioral changes that enhance the life 

experiences of the population with which they work.  Our educational system misses the 

opportunity to make a broader statement in support of an appreciation for altruism and 

diversity.   

Altruism is a virtue that is inherent to man and contributes to and sustains the 

solidarity of our culture (Durkheim, 1961, p.220).  However, the current structure of 

schooling which can be viewed as a lens to the future of American society, currently, 

does little if anything to develop altruism.  In fact, the existing structure of schooling has 

the opposite affect on students and, unfortunately, society.  Most aspects of our 

educational system foster competition.  The good (compliant) students vie for the 

teacher’s attention and grades.  Often times, elementary school provides our initial 

introduction to competitive games.  I’m sure all of us can think of countless personal 
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examples of times we felt marginalized while engaged in a competitive school activity.  It 

never feels good to be the last person chosen to participate in an activity.      

For the Elgins of the world who grew-up in an environment that rarely if ever 

acknowledged any academic endeavor, athletics became a primary source for recognition.  

In a majority of these instances, the parents of these young fledgling athletes are not 

involved in school activities and showed little interest in their homework.  Believe me. 

It’s easy for children to discern what’s important to their parents.  Without parental 

support and involvement in their educational process these children tend to fall behind 

academically. 

Compliant children in the classroom are regarded as having highly effectual 

behavior.  These "good students" often become the classic models of educational success, 

while children with a lower sense of self-efficacy are often influenced by prejudicial 

teacher expectations.  Often these children experience a lack of success in and outside the 

classroom.  These findings were substantiated in Gay's (1974) study which concluded 

that minority and white teachers act more alike than different in their classroom treatment 

of students.  Given that schools are typically a child’s first “group” experience and 

acclimation to society, their sense of self-esteem is greatly influenced by the personal 

interaction that takes place in the classroom.  It is during our appropriately named 

“formative years” that our identity becomes ingrained and develops into subconscious 

affirmations of our capabilities or barriers to our academic success.  Since schooling is a 

familiar institution that has become a natural extension of American life, people don’t 

realize that it plays a significant role in establishing our normative values.   
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Our educational system reinforces our brain’s desire to seek patterns and 

continuity.  According to Emile Durkheim, schooling provides a means to train a child to 

become morally attached to the larger society that they will hopefully strive to enhance.  

In effect, schooling and civilization are concurrent things and closely connected 

(Durkheim, 1961, p.192).   Additionally, Durkheim believed schooling provides the only 

method of rationally shaping a child’s moral temperament along with stimulating the 

intellectual elements of culture (Ibid., p. 97).  Additionally, the systemic reinforcement of 

cultural norms introduced through educational paradigms also codifies a disdain for 

cultural, ethnic, racial, and economic difference in society.  The Elgins and Squeakys of 

D1 collegiate athletics struggle in an academic environment for a multitude of reasons, 

however none pertain to their inherent lack of ability.    

The environments that they grew up in rarely acknowledged anyone’s academic 

prowess.  In fact, there is a greater likelihood that good students will be subject to 

ridicule.  For African-American children, the ridicule can be presented as an accusation 

of “acting white.”  There seems to be an implicit correlation between a community’s 

values and the quality of educational services provided within the school district in which 

it's located.   

In American culture athletic ability holds a sanctified status.  The athletic star of 

the school, neighborhood, and school district quickly realizes athletic prowess brings 

privilege.  Adults would even break rules and, at times, laws too gain the athlete’s favor.  

The Chris Weber saga is a great recent example of the extent some people will go to 

ingratiate a student-athlete.  If you had and/or have children, the implications of the 
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adulation America society proffers star athletes is of concern.  In schools around 

America, today’s children see the implicit and overt yielding of rules for athletes. The 

over-riding danger of exhibiting the pliability of rules for athletic stars is that what was 

once treated as a non-approachable breach for all is now seen as a soft policy that comes 

with a circumstantial caveat for the select few.   

The Elgins of the world always have people around them who protect them from 

the consequences of their ill-fated choices.  There seems to be a direct correlation 

between the extent of adult involvement and a student-athlete’s ability.  However, like 

most talents it comes with a price.  The price tag is high for some athletic prodigies.   

The protected and coddled athletes who are first-generation college student-

athletes in the sports of football and basketball often arrive to college campuses ill-

prepared academically and socially.  If these student-athletes’ admissions packets were 

processed as part of the general applicant pool, they would be unceremoniously rejected.  

However, they are admitted on the sole basis of their athletic talent.  The collegiate social 

environment often becomes their introduction and experience of the mainstream 

American society.   

The Elgins that AAAs encounter enter college having never read a book cover-to-

cover.  The educational process has no meaning in their lives.  To make a point, I want 

you to realize that even the softest of college majors have core course requirements.  The 

philosophy, history, and science courses they are required to take have no relevance in 

their current reality.  In extreme cases, these student-athletes cannot make personal 

meaning of an instructor’s symbolic representation of the curriculum or subject material 
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of any course.  Without the ability to transfer and apply the course knowledge to a 

functional aspect of their lives there is little if any probability of generating interest 

and/or effort toward learning the course material.  Therein lays one dimension of the 

struggle AAA face!   

“Why do I have to know about someone that died 1000 years ago,” is a typical 

response I get when I attempt to convey the importance of knowing the significance of 

Plato and philosophy.  As odd as it seems, there are times when I do all I can to hold back 

nods of agreement.  After all, what good is it to acquire a knowledge of reality if the 

knowledge we acquire cannot serve us in our lives (Durkheim, 1982, p.85).  However, 

because I’ve gone through this process time and time before, I move on to my next 

question for the athlete.  “What would you do if you weren’t here?” Their shrug of “I 

don’t know,” neither surprises nor confounds me.  My next logical question, “Ok, do you 

want to be here,” brings on a dazed set of eyes that are quickly directed back to mine.  I 

perceive our eye contact demonstrates that they are following my logic.  Although I 

should know better by now, I often fall into the trap of hope and expectation that they get 

the point and their behavior will change.  Of course their answer to my question is 

always:  “Yeah?”  My retort of:  “Well then you’ve got some explaining to do,” only 

elicits a gaze of bewilderment from the athlete.    

Somehow these “at-risk” student-athletes don’t understand that when they tell me 

that they want to be in college, their behavior is incongruent with their previous assertion.  

Of all the things that can happen in any personal interaction, a student-athlete’s behavior 

that is inconsistent with their stated goals confounds AAAs the most.  To date, the 
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following explanation of an athlete’s behavior is the only one I have come up with.  I 

can’t wait to run this one by Dr. Malone! 

The Oxford Dictionary defines ‘incongruous’ as not corresponding; disagreeing; 

made up of diverse or discordant elements; at variance; clashing. At one time or another, 

or most of the time for some people, life feels incongruous with our desired 

outcomes. Because we are caught in a system paradox created by being immersed in a 

process we can’t always put our finger on the causes of our discontent and restlessness.  

If we live too much out of step with our real goals and desires, physical or emotional 

symptoms start appearing. The physical symptoms can be exhaustion, lack of energy, 

lack of or too much appetite, and high blood pressure. The emotional symptoms can be 

sadness, boredom, irritability, or general dissatisfaction with everything and everyone. 

This state can escalate to serious conditions such as depression or workaholicism if we 

don’t recognize what’s happening.   

Living incongruently affects our happiness, performance, and ability to achieve 

goals.  It is an emotional block that needs to be understood and dealt with to bring 

balance back into our lives. We are at our best when work has a purpose or is producing 

satisfactory results and relationships are harmonious.  It’s no wonder other people always 

know what’s best for us!   

Elgin’s challenges cover the spectrum.  Is Elgin to blame for his lack of 

educational preparedness?  The Elgins that arrive to college campuses only have the 

perspective on the TV channels they choose to watch.  You can bet they aren’t watching 
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the History Channel.  These kids have no idea who Winston Churchill is. They don’t 

know who or why we fought in the Civil War let alone World War II.   

It gets worse.  A tutor told me of a young man he’s working with did not know 

the two different spellings of roll (role).  When the tutor asked him to average 3 + 3 +3 he 

could not answer. After being presented with the question using a sport analogy of a 

running back that carried the ball three times and gained three yards with each carry, the 

student still struggled to understand the concept of averaging.  Please, remember the 

adage that the truth is indeed stranger than fiction.  And we wonder why they don’t 

understand the importance of getting an education.    

 

ONE SHORT DAY 
 

In less than a twelve hour period, Elgin’s opportunity to maintain his status as an 

enrolled student was in flux.   

Elgin’s first semester on campus could only be considered a lamentable failure.  

None of the academic provisions for his continued enrollment were met.  Although he 

claimed he only missed one or two classes the entire semester, the truth, as always, came 

to light and proved otherwise.  When his grades were posted, I asked him to explain to 

me how it was possible to receive Fs if he actually did attend all but two of his classes. 

Elgin would give me a doleful look, drop his eyes, and then stare at some distant point in 

silence.  When I pressed him for an answer to my question he‘d shrug his shoulders and 

stare at a distant wall and mumble what seemed to be the pat answer of “I don’t know.”  

After spending most of my life with college student-athletes, I still don’t understand how, 
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or for that matter why, they continue to lie.  If I didn’t know any better I’d swear my life 

is an old rerun of a B movie.  My life is living testimony to the veracity of the old axiom 

“the truth always comes out!”  Yet, somehow today’s student-athletes have not even 

learned the simplest of life’s lessons.   

For the next ten working days, Elgin stuck to his story, and with no other 

perspective my inherent faith in people had me falling hard for the lie.  In retrospect I’ve 

come to realize that nothing in athletics is what it seems.  Elgin’s AAA was even part of 

the lie.  When I asked Elgin’s AAA about his attendance he initially was told, “He rode 

to class everyday with Malcolm. Remember the plan?”  Malcolm would never miss a 

class; he has a car, and also needed the course to graduate.  The reminder I received from 

Elgin’s sport advisor assured me that Elgin didn’t miss a class because Marcus would not 

think of missing class.  However, I also learned that according to Marcus, who was 

placed in the class to provide a ride for Elgin, at times Elgin would leave class during a 

mid-point break and not return.  When I approached Elgin about the allegation, he 

assured me that he would never even think about missing a class because so much 

depended on it.  He said it with such conviction that I believed him.  Even though I live 

by and regularly remind my staff that when it comes to student-athletes, if you didn’t see 

it, it didn’t happen! 

The following email was a response from one of Elgin’s instructors.  Elgin 

initially contacted the Philosophy instructor to request another opportunity to earn a grade 

in the course.        
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Regarding your final grade, please refer back to my e-mail 
message to you of Dec. 13, 2002, wherein I noted that you had 
been absent from class more than 8 times, for a class that met a 
total of about 14 class meetings.  You did not complete any of the 
7 take home assignments, not were you in class for either of the 
two quizzes I gave the class.  Also, you did not take the mid-term 
exam, and did not give any reason for not having done so.  Indeed, 
you simply were not present to receive the take-home mid-term 
exam. 
All of these factors contributed to your final grade, I am sorry to 
say.  Your failure to attend the majority of classes alone is 
significant reason not to have passed the course – see the course 
syllabus for the class attendance policy. 
I regret that there is really nothing more I can say about the matter, 
but if you still wish to speak with me, e-mail me back. 

 
 
 The next time I saw Elgin, I asked him why he would lie to me about his class 

attendance.  You guessed it.  In silence he‘d shrug his shoulders and stare at a distant wall 

and mumble what seemed to be the pat answer of “I don’t know.”  The truth does indeed 

always come out.   

After receiving a copy of the email Elgin’s Philosophy instructor sent, I 

immediately called one of basketball’s assistant coaches to inform him of the truth 

regarding Elgin’s poor class attendance and the now growing list of lies.  The coach 

responded with the level of frustration I’d felt and flatly stated, “Get him over here to see 

coach. He’s through. He’s done. He’ll never play here.”  After I hung up the phone I 

simply turned to Elgin and told him coach wanted to see him right away.  The assistant 

coach I spoke with called me back 10 minutes after Elgin had left my office.  He asked 

me if I could get over to talk to the head coach about Elgin’s academic predicament.  He 

advised me that coach wanted an overview of the academic challenges that Elgin had to 
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overcome to gain his eligibility.  Prior to ending our phone conversation the assistant 

coach and I agreed that any effort to support Elgin’s attempt to continue enrollment 

would be in vain.   The conversation with Elgin’s assistant coach provided me hope that 

Elgin would finally be held accountable for his behavior.   

I’d appreciated the call because it gave me forewarning and time to gather all the 

facts that supported the conclusion that continued effort would be futile on my part.   

When I arrived at the head coach’s office Elgin was already there.  I was prepared to 

inform Elgin and his coach of the inevitable end to his academic and athletic career.  

After welcoming me, the head coach began to explain Elgin’s current dilemma: 1) he 

gave no effort and didn’t go to class; 2) earned a semester GPA of less than a 1.0 which 

did not meet the President’s continued enrollment mandate and; 3) and had an 

outstanding Bursar bill.  The entire time he’d outlined all the formable challenges coach 

was looking directly at Elgin.  Then he turned to me to make eye contact and used the 

conjunction ‘but.’ “I like the kid!  I want you to do all you can, to help him” he said.  I 

was dumbstruck in the surrealistic time warp most of us experience when taken by 

surprise.  My ears and mind must have experienced a fly by.  There had to be a 

misunderstanding!  To this day I’m not sure how I responded, however I’m sure I left his 

office after making some sound of agreement.  I reconciled the issue with the realization 

that I’m not paid nor am I in position to make those kinds of decisions.  Oh 

well…stranger things have happened in my time in athletics.   

In the time it took me to get back to my office, the Athletics Director had already 

left me the same message in my voice mail: “Tom, do all you can for Elgin.”  There had 
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to be some collusion between the two of them.  There was no way they could have 

communicated that quickly.  It takes less than five minutes to get from the basketball 

office to my building.  As I was asking myself the question I realized that I fell back into 

the paranoia trap that seems to be part of an AAA’s job description.  Oh how I hate the 

CYA syndrome.  I firmly believe good employees simply do what’s in the best interest of 

the student-athlete, the department, and then the institution.  The irony for good 

employees is that somehow our job responsibility’s primary objectives are at times 

conflicting.  Nevertheless, it was now my charge to find a way and to make it happen! 

After a restless night, I’d come up with a solution to Elgin’s dilemma.  The first 

thing I had to do was find out if we could still provide him academic support.  After our 

Director of Compliance confirmed that we could provide academic support to Elgin the 

rest seemed easy.  To be assured he had a spring class schedule I sent him to instructors 

to ask for class overrides.  The class overrides are equivalent to class add forms.  

However, overrides are used by students in the event a courses enrollment is restricted 

due to a limited number of seats.  Both forms require an instructor’s signature.  After 

Elgin had the forms signed by instructors he started to attend class like a traditional 

student.  The President’s enrollment restrictions for the spring semester had to be lifted 

before he could turn in the override forms to the registrar’s office.  All that he had to do 

now was get as many of the Fs he’d received for the fall semester taken off.  The Bursar’s 

bill could be extended on a payment plan that’s available to any student.  Two instructors 

accepted Elgin’s story and the circumstances he presented.  They agreed to allow him to 

take the mid-term and finals he’d skipped for reasons only Elgin can understand.  I’d 
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figured we could deal with the unmet mandates of the President regarding the Fs Elgin 

received as a grade in a Philosophy course as a cultural issue and gap that would 

challenge any African-American learning disabled student.  If Elgin replaced the two Fs 

with Bs in the two courses he has a chance to improve, the F he received in the 

Philosophy course could be explained in way that the President may take into 

consideration.  The President’s objection to Elgin’s explanation for his failure in one 

class is the largest hurdle he had to overcome.  I felt the odds were in his favor.  After all 

he is an athlete who is 6-8 and moves well.  Hell, it was worth a shot!     

 

TUTORING    

 Elgin was one of the lucky student-athletes because I was able to find him a great 

tutor.  Carmen had just completed her master’s degree in English literature from the 

university.  She’s very bright, had a passion to teach, and is also African-American.  

When I was introduced to her, I put her through what my staff refers to as the drill.  The 

drill from my staff’s perspective is the question and answer session I go thorough with 

tutors that potentially would work with our “at-risk” population.  The questions I ask 

during these sessions give me a good sense of the prospective with which a tutor views 

their job.  I go through the process because I feel it’s critical that the tutor know and or 

have some context of the student-athlete’s perspective of the educational process.  I often 

make an analogy to present to tutors regarding what a first-generation student-athlete’s 

college experience is like.   
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 After asking the tutor to imagine that they are now college student-athletes 

competing in the sports of Football or Men’s and Women’s Basketball, they clearly get 

my point.  To add emphasis to my point I further state that these athletes are as alien in 

the classroom as the tutors would be on the athlete’s playing field or court.   

As a thirty-seven year old woman, Carmen’s lack of experience in any athletic 

realm was obvious.  Since both parents were college grads she grew up with an 

appreciation for scholarly endeavors, so she came to the job with the conviction of a 

novice.  In Elgin’s situation her naivety was a plus because she had no conception of the 

challenges that she would face.  The task Carmen agreed to take on was indeed 

formidable: to teach the distinctions between authors and writing styles from an 

Anthology of American Literature to a student-athlete that reads on a sixth grade level.  

As Dr. Malone would say, “Tom, that’s a daunting task!”   

However, Carmen was up to the challenge and believed she could do it.  Who 

could ask for more from a tutor?  Elgin had the best chance of academic success he’d 

ever had with her in his corner.  We were off to the races!  My hope was that the issue of 

Elgin’s grade changes would be resolved in the next two or three weeks.    

Carmen invested all she had into tutoring Elgin.  When she initially started 

working with him, I would see them studying together and I’d pop my head into the room 

and ask how things were going.  Elgin would smile sheepishly and say, “All right.”  His 

mannerism reminded me of a boy much younger than his age of twenty-two.  Carmen’s 

enthusiastic response of “Tom he’s getting it.  Man he’s really working hard,” was 

always much more encouraging than Elgin’s response.  Whenever she spoke about Elgin, 
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her energy would fill the room.   After the first two weeks of working with Elgin she 

bounced into my office one day to ask if we could extend the deadline for the completion 

of his two exams.  Carmen must have inherently known my silence was an indication that 

I needed to know why more time was necessary because my pause gave her time to 

answer.  The four other classes Elgin was taking and its required coursework made it 

harder to squeeze in tutoring time for the make-up exams.  Her point was logical.  So, I 

gave her an additional three weeks to work with Elgin before his first make-up midterm 

exam for English Literature.  That timeframe would have provided Elgin six weeks to 

prepare.  Carmen seemed relieved and somewhat pleased with my concession.     

  The day prior to Elgin’s make-up midterm exam Carmen was beside herself with 

excitement.  She was sure that Elgin would do well on the exam.  When I spoke to her 

about his preparedness she energetically told me about the “memory-dump” process that 

she had taught and drilled Elgin to perform before he started responding to the exam 

questions.  The essay exam was structured to allow Elgin to choose four of eight 

questions to answer.  She had already checked with the instructor to determine that it was 

okay for Elgin to bring a blank piece of paper into the exam.  Elgin was to use the piece 

of paper to write down or dump everything that he could remember about the course 

material by author and theme.  Elgin had successfully practiced the process several times 

over the previous two days.  With glee she exclaimed, “Tom, he knows the material. 

Elgin’s ready!”  We would know the test results within three days.   

 Elgin even felt good about the test.  Following the exam, he told me that he 

answered every question.  However, for some unknown reason the instructor hadn’t 
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contacted Carmen with the grade results as promised.  On the fourth day after the exam 

Carmen had already tired of my constant questioning.  The instructor had not taken the 

time to grade the exam.  As Carmen had informed me for the last three days, “We’d get 

the test score as soon as he had graded the exam.  Gosh, Tom, what do you want me to 

do?”  Yah, her innocence even seeped out in the use and choice of her words.  “Golly and 

gosh” were part of her regular vernacular.   In the seven weeks of our interaction we 

became familiar enough with each other that I would chide her by calling her June.  June 

Clever was Beaver’s mother on the infamous “Leave it to Beaver” TV show from the 

early 60s.  At times Carmen acknowledged that she had led a sheltered life and needed to 

catch-up with the times.   

  During Elgin’s six weeks of intensive tutoring with Carmen, he had only 

disappeared two times.  Elgin was only out-of-pocket for three or four day periods. 

However because he had a previous record of making poor personal decisions his 

absence was of great concern.  After the first disappearance, he was tracked down by a 

basketball part time coach at my request and immediately brought to my office.   

When Elgin nonchalantly walked into my office, he apparently had no idea why I 

wanted to see him.  I routinely ask student-athletes if they know why they’re in my office 

and the majority claim ignorance.  Elgin was no exception.   

I asked Elgin, “What the hell were you doing?”  Elgin’s silent blank stare started 

to take form as he turned to place his gaze to off never-land.  I’ve grown so accustomed 

to silence between individuals in conversations that I’m consciously aware of the dead 

time that typically unnerves most people.  Elgin and I just sat there until I outlasted him.  

 



167

 

Then he oddly turned to me as if coming out of a trance and posed a question to me.  

“What?”   

“That’s my point Elgin!  What the hell were you doing?  You had to be doing 

something!” 

“Mr. Perry I was just chilling.” 

“Elgin, people just don’t chill for four days!  If you were sleeping that whole time, it’s a 

sign of depression.  Have you talked to Dr. Malone about it?”   

“Mr. Perry, I was with my girl.” 

“Okay, Elgin the next time you get away to be with your girl just let me know.” 

His simple response of “bet” sealed the deal.  In that one conversation we came to 

a new and higher level of understanding.  I called Carmen while Elgin was still in the 

room to re-establish meeting times.  Even though I told Carmen why Elgin went 

underground she never fully understood Elgin’s disappearance and subsequent behavior.  

The other disappearance of three days was for the same reason but different motivation.  

Elgin’s girl was coming into town and he had to literally “take care of business” with his 

in town girls before she arrived.  His second disappearance was of greater concern for me 

because he didn’t tell me when he’d have to get busy.  All he told me was his girl was 

coming.  The realization of what he was doing hit me like a ton of bricks during a 

conversation I was having with Carmen regarding his whereabouts.  Carmen and I were 

walking down a hallway when I realized the connection.  When Elgin told me his girl 

was coming into town again he was letting me know that he had to get busy with the in 

town girls to provide time for his attendance to his out of town girl.  After explaining his 
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circumstance and current disappearance to Carmen, all she could do was to add gosh to 

golly and profess, “I’m really naive.”  I could tell she was truly establishing a bond with 

Elgin.  I knew that the wait time on the test results along with my relentless badgering 

was also driving Carmen crazy.  However, time was of the essence.   

 A staff member who was responsible for student-athlete housing had left me a 

message to ask about Elgin’s residency in South Quad.  I realized things were starting to 

catch-up with Elgin.  The press had to be on his trail by now.   

 Later in that week the instructor for Elgin’s English course had contacted Carmen 

with test results.  When Carmen walked into my office, I could tell by her tone and 

posture that the news was bad.  She told me that the instructor couldn’t give her a specific 

score, however with the information he did give her she correctly could surmise that 

Elgin’s grade on the test was a 65.  What had happened?  We were both puzzled by the 

test results.  I needed to talk to Elgin immediately.   

All I could think of is how I’d failed Elgin.  Why was I surprised by the test 

score?  What questions had I failed to ask Carmen and/or Elgin?  What options did we 

have?   

It was a challenge to find Elgin because after he’d taken the test Carmen had 

given him a reprieve and not scheduled tutoring sessions.  Finding out that information 

was unsettling, however that was the least of my concerns.  I had to find out why Elgin 

had preformed so poorly.  I called the basketball graduate assistant and put out an All 

Points Bulletin for Elgin.  He walked into my office around 2:00 that afternoon.  By the 

time he arrived I’d already thought out the sequence of all the questions I needed to ask 
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him.  Over the years I’d learned that unless you asked specific questions the likelihood of 

getting to any part of their truth would be tricky.  My interaction with student-athletes has 

taught me an appreciation for and understanding that different concurrent realities do 

indeed exist.  It is the only way that I can rationalize a student-athlete’s conviction when 

they tell me the circumstances of their most recent dilemma.  After all, how else is it 

possible for Elgin to believe he not only passed but, did well on the test?   

By the time Elgin and I settled in our seats across from each other; he’d asked the 

first question.   

“What’s up Mr. Perry?” 

“Elgin what happened on the test?”   

“What do you mean Mr. Perry?” 

“How could you only get a 65?” 

As his head started to turn toward the nearest wall I knew my patience would not 

tolerate the silence I typically provided him to think.  To get his attention and head turned 

back to me I called his name.  “Elgin!”  When he responded with a preverbal, “Huh?” we 

got back on pace.   

“What Happened?”   

“I don’t know Mr. Perry.  I answered all the questions.” 

“Elgin did you write everything that you knew?”  

“Ahhh, no I didn’t know you could do that.  I just answered the questions in one 

sentence.”   

How could I possibly respond to his answer?  Okay, Elgin. Thanks…Wow…. 
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After he left the room I just sat there in silent disbelief.  What else could happen to ruin 

my day?   

After the Athletics Director, John, concluded his presentation at a meeting we’d 

attended that same afternoon, he excused himself and asked me to join him.  Once we 

were outside the building he started to ask me questions about Elgin.  He specifically 

wanted to know where he was staying.  I responded by telling him that I thought he was 

in the dorm at South Quad and shared a suite with a basketball equipment manager.  He 

asked if Elgin had a key to his dorm room.  I knew where he was headed and anticipated 

the next question.  I went on to remind him that I didn’t know if Elgin had a key, 

however housing had a difficult time tracking all the students that lived in and went in 

and out of the dorm.  I finally realized we were heading to my office.  The why was yet to 

be determined.  Once inside my office behind closed doors John picked up the phone and 

called the University President.  John started the conversation telling him, “According to 

Tom Perry, Elgin was indeed living in the dorm.”  I could not hear the President’s 

response, however I got a clear sense of his reaction from John’s response to him of,   

“Yes, I can assure you that Tom Perry will find Elgin and he’ll be out of the dorm before 

seven o’clock tonight.  It’s over and taken care of.”  Before John had hung up the phone I 

knew he was overwrought by the circumstance that dictated his call to the President.  He 

clearly was out of patience with me.  When John finally hung up the phone I knew that 

Elgin had lost his last chance to be a student at the institution.  Still, all I could think of 

was Elgin.  Having a full understanding of his predicament, I knew the result of removing 

him from the dorm would make him a homeless indigent.  Nonetheless, I had to find him 
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first.  I didn’t make an effort to dial Elgin’s cell phone number until I’d started my car.  

When he answered without fanfare, I instinctively asked him where he was and if he 

could meet me.  

I met him in the dorm parking lot.  After exchanging greetings I knew he knew 

something was up.  I got right to the point and told him he had to move all his stuff out of 

the dorm by seven o’clock that night.  After I let that sink in I told him the bad news.  He 

rightfully asked why and I told him what I’d assumed lead to his definite dismissal.  If 

there’s one thing that I can say about Elgin, he’s consistent.  His gaze drifted off again 

and I waited in silence for him to return.   When he came back to the conversation I was 

surprised by his question.  He looked at me and asked, “Did coach know?”  I told him I 

wasn’t sure, however I believed that John would tell him.  His response of “wait until 

after the game to tell him. It would ruin coach’s concentration for the game” made the 

entire event seem surrealistic.  I’d just finished telling him that he no longer had a place 

to stay or a future at the University.  And, all he could think about was he didn’t want to 

disrupt coach’s concentration for the game.  Before I left Elgin I asked him to contact me 

after things settled down.  I reminded him that no matter what happened I told him that 

I’d help him.  We talked a little about his options, like going to a National Association of 

Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA) school.  I told him again I’d help him and asked him if 

he was okay.  His gaze drifted off again.  He looked to the sky for the answer then he 

said, “It’s all good.”  I hugged him and turned to walk back to my car not sure when or if 

I’d ever see him again.   
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My thirty minute drive home was spent reflecting on the day’s events.  That night 

I got very little sleep.  All I could think about was Elgin.  I got out of bed a couple hours 

earlier than usual because I knew trying to sleep was a waste of time.  I went downstairs 

to putz, make coffee, drink my usual quart of water, and stretch.  At 6:30am the phone 

started to ring.  It was so early I checked my watch to make sure I was right about my 

sense of the time.  I normally don’t answer the phone at home.  I must respond to 100 

calls during the day.  While at home I consider the phone a simple convenience that I 

virtually ignore unless I choose to make a call.  When I get home I often simply unplug it 

to avoid the nuisance of hearing it ring.  However, when it rings that early in the morning 

I get anxious and start thinking about my son, family, and Patty’s relatives.  Something 

must be wrong. After all, who would call that early?  When I answered I was puzzled for 

a moment because I didn’t recognize the voice on the other end.  It was a man’s voice 

who assumed I would know who was speaking.  His first words were, “Tom, find a way 

to save Elgin.”  I was so puzzled by the statement I responded by saying, “Excuse me?”  

With that hint and plea of help the man on the other end of the line identified himself as 

my AD and made the request a second time.  As usual when John asks me to do 

something my simple response is “it’s done.”  We hung up in our usual fashion, without 

saying goodbye.  What changed for Elgin in just twelve hours?   The only thing that I can 

come up with is the basketball team won just one more game.  Huh, what a way to start a 

day!  I couldn’t wait to see what the rest of the day would bring.  

On the drive into work my mind was plodding through all the possible options 

that I could come up with to keep Elgin eligible.  The missed term exception was the only 
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thing the came to mind, however I needed to check the NCAA manual to confirm the 

legislative options that I thought were available.  Once I got into the office and put 

everything on paper and confirmed my interpretation of the legislation.  I could not 

believe what I’d discovered.  The missed term exception was applicable in Elgin’s 

scenario.   All Elgin had to do was complete the two courses that he was working with 

Carmen and he was eligible.  He didn’t have to go to summer school.  However, he did 

have to complete twelve hours during the upcoming fall semester and he’d be eligible for 

in the spring semester which was when the bulk of the basketball season was played.  All 

he would miss would be the four pre-season games.  It was truly unbelievable!  I 

confirmed the plan with our compliance coordinator when she arrived to work.  I couldn’t 

wait to talk to Elgin to tell him of the news.  If only I could find him.  I was worried that 

he’d do something crazy that would violate other provisions that were initially 

established by the President that allowed his enrollment.  When I dialed the only phone 

number I had on him a recording notified me that the phone had been disconnected.  

Carmen was the next person on my call list.  I felt certain that she would be able to reach 

him.  When I called Carmen, her phone immediately rolled over to her voicemail, so I left 

a message for her to call me back.   

When Carmen didn’t call me back by 3:00 that afternoon, I became concerned 

and knew something was up.   About an hour later, Carmen walked into my office to 

resign.  The explanation she provided for her resignation was understandable.  She had so 

much invested in Elgin’s success that she could not take the pressure and swirl of 

changes of direction that are a part of athletics.  In essence, as an educator she felt like 
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she was left out of the decision process.  It wasn’t easy, however we found a replacement 

for Carmen.  It’s hard to imagine but the person who was to take her place was the 

perfect fit.  He happened to be a Doctoral candidate in the English department and an 

assistant basketball coach who worked with Elgin while he was in high school.  Fate and 

luck were once again on Elgin’s side.     

It took me all week to find Elgin.  We had to call his parents to help us find him.  

His dad flew into town to facilitate our search.  On Tuesday of the following week Elgin 

and his dad were in my office discussing his eligibility options.  However, due to an ill-

fated social decision on Elgin’s part, the following Monday his opportunities to regain his 

eligibility were gone again.  He was no longer a part of the program.  To this day I’m not 

sure Elgin ever had even the slightest chance to be successful in life.  Right now only 

God knows what he’s doing or where he is.  I knew Carmen would want to know so I 

called Carmen to tell her about what had ultimately happened to Elgin.  Telling her of the 

news was hard.  Hearing the news broke Carmen’s heart.   

Some of our most challenging student-athletes are a lot like Elgin.  Their college 

experience is often the first time they ever had regular health care.  Some of them come 

to campus without ever having been to a dentist.  Some send their Pell Grant checks 

home to help their parents pay the bills.    

I didn’t come to realize the true circumstances that affected John’s decision to call 

me that morning with the edict to “find a way to save Elgin” until weeks later.  Over the 

years I’ve learned that in Athletics-Academic Support Services nothing is what it seems.  
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All of which seems to make the job challenges of Athletic-Academic Advising 

insurmountable. 

All I could think of was Birdie.  Elgin’s life and circumstance was an act of fate, 

just like Birdie’s.   

 

 



176

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

SUMMARY: THE POWER OF CHOICE 
 

Any attempt to conclude a project such as this one brings to mind the angst 

expressed by T. S. Elliot: “There is no beginning without an end. The end is where we 

start from.”   

In essence, I am one who resoundingly believes that the universe and all that it 

holds are connected.  One aim of this amalgamated ethnography is to describe to the 

reader an aspect of the culture of intercollegiate athletics to which few people are 

exposed.  Having said that, the following chapter recaps my effort to provide you with an 

insider’s perspective of the educational experiences and challenges some first-generation 

college student-athletes bring to their Athletic-Academic Advisors (AAA).   

James Spradley (1980) points out that “Rather than studying people, ethnography 

means learning from people.”  My time in athletics, much of it spent working to 

overcome the academic and social challenges of first-generation student-athletes, leads 

me to explore the role(s) of competition in American culture.  The institutionalized 

aspects of competition in our society are uniquely American in form.  That form is 

personified by our active and/or passive experience of D1 intercollegiate athletics.   

My lifelong study of people has admittedly shaped the conceptual context of my 

research.  However, as Maxwell (1988) suggests, I believe my thesis is strengthened by 

the insights provided by my life in athletics.  

My hope is that this dissertation promotes social change and spurs further 
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research that fosters greater social consciousness regarding the plausible intended 

purpose of athletics as an “action system” in American society.  The inclusion of athletics 

as an action system adds to the body of knowledge and work of Talcott Parsons.  Parsons, 

renowned as the first American social functionalist, alleged that action systems provide 

the cornerstones for culture in society.  Cultures perpetuate value judgments that are 

designed to support group survival and provide the parameters of our collective reality.  

What a group considers positive (of value) or negative (of no value) are judgments basic 

to its existence.  Some of these value judgments quickly become common knowledge 

through common behaviors that are then identified as the group culture.  The height of 

Parsons’ research was during the early 1950s.  At that time the commercial potential of 

athletics had yet to be realized.  Neither Parsons, nor anyone of that era, could have 

predicted athletics’ dominating presence or influence on society.         

If you continue to doubt the pervasive effect of athletics on American society, I 

encourage you to participate in a straw-poll.  Feel free to ask any American, without 

regard to gender or race the following simple question: Is competition inherent to man?  

I’ll leave the issue of age to your discretion, with the covenant that the petitioned clearly 

understands the question.  However, before you proceed, I must warn you that my poll 

results have led to heated debate.  Despite current research that supports my claim, I’ve 

had children as young as eleven emphatically protest my contention.  All of which, as far 

as I’m concerned, further shores up my contention that competition is one of the 

dominant social constructs of American culture.    
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The familiar routinely masks the nature of the “systems paradox,” while 

methodically promoting the capitalist paradigm.  The marriage of public schooling and 

athletics is a uniquely American phenomenon.  The Greek educational ethos was 

originally used to historically support the value of integrating the training of mind, body, 

and spirit.  The resultant American rendition of the athletic/academic bond instills a 

capitalist credo of win at all costs. 

 The language of athletics perpetuates American ideology.  The focus to be 

number one is so prevalent, the barrage of sound-bites manifested as current news has 

become another illustration of our cultural preoccupation.  For those of us old enough to 

remember the “good old days,” I’m sure you get my point; there was life before CNN and 

ESPN2.  As an additional ode to the past, the grass was truly greener in the old days 

because people took the time to notice.  I’ve often characterized a person’s interest in 

others by their conscious ability to “notice” the smallest changes in a person’s behavior.  

A parent’s notice of the subtle changes that occur as their children grow older is the best 

example that comes to mind.  Now most of our young people spend what we once 

considered play time logged on (the web) or tuned into TV.  To my regret, instead of time 

well spent interacting with others, the current generation of young people will remain 

transfixed by the ticker-tape of propaganda the status-quo prescribes through the internet.   

 Alfie Kohn’s 1986 book No Contest, clearly articulates the purpose and 

foundation of the myth that competition is part of human nature.  Kohn’s second chapter 

points to the sophistry of the two most renowned arguments for the inherently 

competitive nature of man.  The first argument is biological.  It claims that social 
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differences are genetically “unavoidable” and represent the adaptive nature of evolution.  

The second argument points to specific human characteristics that are, as Kohn put it, 

“unavoidably human; inborn rather than learned,” (p. 12).  Kohn refutes both arguments 

by simply pointing out that anyone who offers either argument has an insurmountable 

burden of proof because:  

...to say that a given characteristic is in our nature is to assert that it 
is a feature of all human beings, across all cultures and throughout 
human history.  Moreover, it is to propose its inescapability for all 
humans in the future (Kohn, 1986, p. 12).    

  

Additionally, Kohn clearly points out that “careful examination of the literature turns up 

virtually nothing that empirically substantiates the claim that competition is inherently 

part of being human.  For the most part, arguments that support claims that behavior is 

not a choice but unequivocally the consequence of human nature are submitted by people 

who have a vested interest in maintaining the status quo.  Need I say more?       

 

STICKS AND STONES MAY BREAK OUR BONES… 
 

Randall Collins’ book Sociological Insight (1992) articulated the significant role 

social rituals play in our daily lives.  Collins theorized that rituals can be looked at as the 

formula for a machine for creating social ideals or symbols.  The necessary components 

of conception of this “machine” are somewhat obvious and characteristically applicable 

to athletics.   

First the group must be assembled to create the energies flowing 
[for the possibility of creating spontaneous] contagious emotion. 
[Second] The actions must be ritualized through patterned 
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behaviors of coordinated gestures and voices. [And] Finally there 
is must be a symbolic object that focuses the group’s idea of itself 
(Collins, 1992, p. 42). 

 
 Before I address the structure of athletic competition, it is necessary for me to 

clarify what I perceive as distinctions between the characteristics of play, games, and 

sport. 

 The first critical characteristic of play is that it must be spontaneous.  

Spontaneity inherent to play specifically prohibits the predetermined limits an 

objective start or end time and, of course, any conception of rules.  Play simply just 

occurs.  Play is unquestionably a universal characteristic of man.   

 The elements of games, on the other hand, embody predetermined objectives 

outlined by rules that also create time parameters.  Although the structure inherent to 

games prohibits the spontaneity associated with the structure of play, it does not rule 

out an individual athlete’s ability to actually “play” while participating in a game.  The 

embodiment of the elements of games typically provides societies a model of their 

social norms.  

 Alternatively, sport is the personification of competition; the overriding 

objective is to determine a singular winner.  A society’s games and sports are a direct 

reflection of its values.  The objective of sport, to win within the “rules of the game,” 

provides a guise of equity.  My use of the term ‘guise’ is specifically in reference to 

the reality that the insertion and necessity of “officials,” to infuse a sense of fairness, 

assumes objectivity is humanly attainable.  The discourse that preoccupies people after 

most athletic contests often calls to question any number of variables that scrutinize 
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the vision or decisions of officials.  In essence, sports can serve as a reminder that 

human choices are never objective.  Objectivity, then, is a social construct that 

presents yet another structural “systems paradox.”    

  Athletics is so pervasive that most of us lose sight of the symbolic nature of 

athletic uniforms and mascots.  Athletic uniforms serve as a means to convert an 

athlete to an objective commodity.  Numbers characteristically transform the 

subjective effort of athletes, to objective data for today’s coaches and fans, and 

tomorrow’s history books.    

In order to fully appreciate the significances of the addition of rules to traditional 

village games, a short synopsis of the history behind this transition is critical.  The 

evolution of sport and the addition of strict rules as a successor of traditional village 

games represent the influence of the ideology of those in power and their effort to control 

the masses. Additionally, the advent of the use of the objectivity of numbers propelled 

science to the forefront as the mechanism to propagate a culture’s ideology of supremacy.  

To appreciate and fully understand the significance of the integration of science on the 

psyche of the western world, I have to mention the influence of Charles Darwin.    

During the 19th century, transformations in English political thought could be 

observed in social institutions.  The Englishmen began to trust more in empiricism and 

logical thought than the church and glory of the empire.  In two of Charles Darwin’s most 

famous works, The Origin of Species and The Descent of Man, Darwin introduced the 

concepts of "survival of the fittest" and "natural selection."   Darwin argued in his work, 

The Descent of Man, "When civilized nations come into contact with barbarians, the 
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struggle is short except where a deadly climate gives its aid to the native race…the grade 

of civilization seems to be a most important element in success in competing nations" 

(Darwin, 1871, p.297).  Treads of Darwin’s ideology are exhibited in eighteenth century 

expansionist beliefs that are demonstrated through the conception of our inherent 

“manifest destiny.”  Darwin’s influence still resonates in the minds of Americans 

regarding our attitudes on race and economic supremacy.   

The influence of Darwinism and English political consciousness had a profound 

effect on the emerging social perceptions developing in America.  The comprehensive 

acceptance of Darwin’s world view promoted an ideology of linear thought (i.e. science) 

that quantified issues of class and race for the budding dominate class in American 

society.  The rationale of science provided some relief for the racial controversy slavery 

presented on both sides of the Atlantic.  The contradiction presented in America by the 

professed constitutional rights of all men and the profitable institution of slavery was 

under the watchful eye of the Western world.  The budding model of American 

democracy felt the political pressure imposed by Europe, yet supported by the logic of 

science remained true to the allure of wealth.   The paradox inherent to the nascent 

American ideal of a democratic and capitalist society was evident in our early history.  

The objectification of any human process allows a rational mind to commit inhumane 

acts.   

The early stages of western capitalism mark the onset of the “commodification1,” 

of every human endeavor.  It is my contention that the American rendition of capitalism, 

codified by the insertion of athletics into schooling, established a standard for an 
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industrial society that has commodified every human interaction.  In the early 19th 

century for those in power, the acceptance of Darwin’s ideology provided justification 

and solace to the moral dilemma created by the institution of slavery.       

    Norbert Elias cites the construction of modern sporting stadiums as the 

“historical [benchmark for the] rearrangement of playing space.”  Elias went on to define 

the building of stadiums as the “sportization of pastimes” (Elias and Gunning, 1986). 

To Elias, “sportization” started in the 18th century in England when bourgeois and 

aristocratic classes feared the social affects of folkish pastimes.  Sportization came about 

as a consequence of the dominant class’ need to create and enforce strict rules of 

competition “in order to bring to the bourgeois notions of justice and fairness to the rough 

and often injurious village games” like Shrove Tuesday football (Shapiro & Neaubauer, 

1990, p.107).      

For today’s coaches, athletes, and fans, the objectification of an athlete’s effort 

is particularly subliminal.   The practical aspect of my point can be made with the 

realization that a team’s colors, emblems, and the jersey numbers of athletes bring the 

same recognition as their names.  Additionally, the depersonalization and 

objectification of contact sports allows for and provides its athletes with the 

rationalization to inflect pain upon opponents to accomplish victory.  In most cases, 

when it comes to sports in American society, the greater the violence involved in a 

contest, the greater the spoils. 

A team’s mascot is a symbolic object that brings focus by providing quick 

recognition amongst members of a group in addition to projecting the group’s identity 
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and conception of purpose.  For athletes and fans, once a mascot becomes the 

symbolic adversary, the opponent becomes easier to vilify.  It’s not hard to revive 

examples of the vilification of any number of ethnic groups, countries, organizations, 

and, of course, athletic teams that we choose to dislike for ideological reasons that 

ultimately become personal.  The reasons for our distain often times get lost in the 

fervor generated by the mere mention of the associated mascot.  A pointed 

representation of the marginalizing power of symbols in our society is the association 

that occurs with the use of racial slurs.  Racial connotations and racial slurs, much like 

athletics, are often casually presented to our children and imbedded into the fiber of 

American society.   

Another irony and negative cultural remnant of athletics’ prevailing influence 

on American society is the paradox created by the successful participation of African-

American athletes.  Since athletics can be considered the vehicle that transmits our 

capitalist paradigm, the successful participation of African-Americans perpetuates an 

ideology that furthers the objectification of man.  I don’t feel it’s necessary to delve 

into examples of the overt aspects of racial stereotypes of African-Americans as a 

consequence of their sports participation.  I’m sure you get my point.  Hmmm …what 

a tangled web we weave.  After twenty years on college campuses, the lack of 

awareness that most of our young gladiators have of the stereotype they perpetuate, no 

longer amazes me.  The first principle of teaching is the foundation of all professional 

interaction: go to the student’s reality.  For that matter, the aforementioned rule is 

applicable to everyone with which AAAs interact.      
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Finding literature on Lee Whorf’s ideas on the influence of language adds 

credence to my belief that athletics must finally be recognized as a primary action system 

of American society.  Whorf postulated language usage dictates our view of the world.  

Taking Whorf’s hypothesis further and using James Spradley’s definition of culture, “the 

acquired knowledge people use to interpret experience and generate behavior,” 

highlights the significant influence cultural institutions has over how we unconsciously 

inculcate cultural data to interpret our experiences.  Language is indeed the most 

powerful force in any society.  We are, after all, the only species that uses symbols, 

questions, makes value judgments, appreciates absurdity, create institutions, and, most 

importantly, consider their limitations.  To add perspective to our ability to create cultural 

institutions, consider the breath of all the forms of religions and governments that have 

ever existed.  However, for most people, the complexity of the institutions that we create 

obscures the function of their amalgamation.   

Our educational system’s denial of the dehumanizing effect of the inscrutable 

confluence and common purpose of our action systems is what I find most objectionable.  

The ultimate purpose of our action systems is unquestionably to preserve the “status 

quo.”  Our inability to recognize and understand the purpose of our cultural action 

systems is dehumanizing because it restricts our ability and human responsibility to 

question the systems limitations.  In nature nothing stays the same.  However, our 

cultural action system’s primary function is to prevent change.  The success of our 

transition from an agrarian to an industrial society required shift in orientation from 
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being, for example, a farmer to doing tasks.  In essence, work and the workplace began to 

take on objective qualities.         

The advent of the industrial revolution required a better educated workforce.  Our 

government’s legislative mandate of compulsory public education set into motion the 

infusion of athletics into schooling to inculcate capitalism.  The political and industrial 

free-thinking leaders of the time somehow came to the realization that sports participation 

does not simply build character.  However, it builds the kind of character that is the 

perfect model for the immediate needs of the social system.  From an economic 

perspective, at the dawn of the industrial revolution it was and is still useful to have 

people view others as rivals.  A society that is fully invested in the social paradigm that 

sports models is also disposed to easily accept adversarial relationships as a fated 

fragment of the process of natural selection.  George Sage wrote that: 

Organized sport has nothing at all to do with playfulness ― fun, 
joy, self-satisfaction ― but is, instead, a special agent for the 
deliberated socialization of people into the acceptance of …the 
prevailing social structure and their fate as workers within 
bureaucratic organizations…sports are instruments not for human 
expression, but of social stasis (Sage, 1978, pp. 42-44).   

 

  Athletics became the ideal model of our constitutional rights.  The constitutional 

ideal of our inherent right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness is easily conveyed 

and transmitted by athletic experiences that exemplify a life dedicated to hard work 

creating equitable opportunity for all.  Of course, in our society the spoils of athletics 

victory lead to economic success is analogous to happiness.  With its infusion in our 

education system, athletics quickly became an inescapable American experience.  The 
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zero-sum paradigm embodied through uniquely American athletic-educational 

experiences quickly became the backbone of our cultural ideology.  After all, to the victor 

go the spoils.        

The common usage of athletic terms and concepts are inescapable in our daily 

lives.  Our acceptance of the competition (zero sum paradigm) as the epitome of all that’s 

natural and good in American society, easily demonstrates Whorf’s point.  Language is 

indeed the most powerful force in any society.  Language usage has become a cultural 

vestige of not only race, but class as well.  There’s no point in disputing the fact that 

language competency provides or denies access.  The cultural nuances of language usage 

that are characteristically not cross-cultural often complicate human interaction and add 

irony and spice to life. 

In America, the “King’s English” denotes class.  The complications of 

communication created by language and its usage are easily substantiated when you 

consider all the subtle nuances of interpretation even the most common phrases convey.  

The nuances of language interpretation are solely contingent upon the cultural capital of 

the individuals involved.  Language competency came to the forefront of the American 

psyche and thus politics with the first legislation that established English as the national 

language.  The irony of the timing of passage of this legislation is easily lost to the public 

when it’s shrouded by patriotism.     

Bill Cosby was recently lambasted for his use of humor while he attempted to 

convey the significance of the impact of the poor use of language on African-Americans 

educationally and economically. 
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…cited elevated school dropout rates for inner-city black students 
and criticized low-income blacks for not using the opportunities 
the civil rights movement won for them. 
 
“These people marched and were hit in the face with rocks to get 
an education, and now we’ve got these knuckleheads walking 
around,” Cosby said. 
 
“I can’t even talk the way these people talk, ‘Why you ain’t,’ 
‘Where you is’ ... and I blamed the kid until I heard the mother 
talk,” Cosby said. “And then I heard the father talk ... Everybody 
knows it’s important to speak English except these knuckleheads. 
You can’t be a doctor with that kind of crap coming out of your 
mouth.” 
 
He also turned his attention to the population of black prison 
inmates, saying, “These people are not political prisoners. ... 
People getting shot in the head over a piece of poundcake. ... 
We’re outraged (saying) ‘The cops shouldn’t have shot him.’ What 
the hell was he doing with the poundcake in his hand” (Deepti 
Hajela, syndicated by The Associated Press, Posted on Sun, May. 
30, 2004). 

     

The effect and damning power of language are often only realized by people 

that are considered outsiders to any group.  People that aren’t subject to the 

reverberating sting and sense of exclusion caused by marginalizing experiences fail to 

understand the power of language.  I’m hard pressed to think of experiences of 

exclusion that did not utilize language.  The pervasion effect of subjugation seems to 

be conjoined with language.   

The adage “sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt 

me” is yet another example of how a cultural myth every child learns to recite 

transmits the ideology of the dominate class.  I’m compelled to remind you that our 

choice of words should always be as carefully considered as firing a weapon.  The 
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words we use to admonish a child can be as destructive and often times more lethal 

than the bullet that strikes its target.  How you are thought of and remembered is 

greatly affected by your ability to describe your reality.  The truth of my realization 

pains me to no end.   

I’ve intentionally excluded any comment on the effectiveness of language as a 

form of communication because, 1) cultural knowledge affects language context and 

therefore restricts or promotes cultural capital; and, 2) the realization that there are no 

other communication options does not escape me. 

My time reflecting on my life, and the plight of others, brought me to the 

realization that the driving question of the “human dilemma” revolves around issues of 

inclusion or exclusion.  Our need to feel like we belong to some group, family, or 

organization is simply what drives most of us and is part of our human nature.  If you 

spend just a moment to think about capitalism you’ll quickly realize that it’s driven by 

consumer consumption.  After a simple analysis of the marketing strategies of 

American manufactures, two advertising tactics are at the heart of every commercial 

advertisement.  Commercial ads suggest that 1) buying the product denotes inclusion 

and or access to a revered social group, and 2) buying the product signifies elite status.  

My claim even passes Kohn’s litmus test for social generalizations.  Kohn stated that 

if a given characteristic pertains to all human beings, across all cultures and 

throughout human history, then the characteristic could be considered an inherent 

human trait.  The pain and frustration of exclusion is something we all experience and 

endure at some point(s) in our lives.  Yet, the pain of exclusion is so casually induced 
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it often goes unnoticed by the perpetrator.  When we take a moment it’s easy to 

remember the seemingly enduring pain of humiliation caused by our last rejection.   

The most damning actions in the animal kingdom are those used to exclude a 

member from its group.  For all but man, exclusion from the primary group equates to 

a penalty of sure death.  Words can indeed be damning.  And like shots fired, never 

retracted.   

 

RITUALS 

Throughout my writing, the educational theories of Emile Durkheim continued 

to surface.  An older contemporary of Max Weber, aspects of Durkheim’s theories are 

still controversial today.  However, Durkheim’s theory of rituals as the method 

through which group solidarity is achieved remains a core premise of today’s 

sociological theory.  Durkheim’s hypothesis regarding the role of rituals in society 

developed out of his interest in the power and authority people consign to religion.  As 

an atheist, Durkheim was enthralled by the belief that there must be something real in 

what he considered the symbolic construction of deities.   He was driven to find the 

rational reason for man’s need to construct an entity more powerful than the 

individual.   

Durkheim’s inquiry led him to the conclusion that all religions contend with 

the duality of the sacred and the profane.  Anything sacred is particularly important 

and treated with reverence.  The profane consists of the rest of the world.   
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Durkheim found that rituals developed as an expression of reverence for the 

extraordinary.  The form of a ritual is in itself significant and must be performed in a 

prescribed manner; otherwise the effort is meaningless.  Durkheim concluded that all 

religions are made up of beliefs and rituals and the two are inseparable (Durkheim, 

1912).  He further deduced that the entity to which people attribute divine 

characteristics is actually the construct of society itself.  Durkheim was the first to 

suggest that God is a symbol that not only represents society but represents the 

omnipresence of society.  Durkheim concluded that the purpose of rituals is to 

promote the belief that society is greater than any individual.   

 It is my belief that one of the functions of athletics as an action system as 

defined by Tallcott Parsons is to inculcate into the fabric of American society the 

belief that competition is an inherent human condition.  Prior to legislation mandating 

it, public schooling recreational time and activities were considered a luxury for the 

wealthy.  Although the rich yielded on their formerly exclusive right to access leisure 

time, they held steadfast to the privilege of earning a quality education.   

 Historically, the rich clearly understand the adage that “knowledge is power.”  

As obvious as the adage’s meaning may be to some, few people have taken the time to 

consider its ramifications.  If asked its meaning, it’s seldom that anyone offers an 

enlightened response.  The clear power of knowledge is in the choice(s) it provides.  

The more you know about any topic, the greater the likelihood you recognize its 

intricate relationship to other subjects, its corresponding components, its limitations, 

and its ultimate function.  However, no one in my entire time in the educational 

 



192

 

system has ever offered any explanation of the value of an education or a meaning of 

the adage “power is knowledge.”  I was pleased to discover that my son’s experience 

of private schooling further supports my claim of the conscious failings of public 

education.  At an early age the curriculum at the private school he attended provided a 

fundamental understanding of the purpose and interaction of complex systems or 

social constructs.   The singular yet significant omission in public schooling of the 

purpose of complex social systems substantiates its meager commitment to the 

enhancement of the populace’s independent critical thinking skills.  The generalized 

educational outcome of not truly educating the populace adds to the illusion of control 

that provides an additional sense of security for those in power.  From the onset, and 

although seldom publicized, public education’s functional use was, nor ever will be, 

contested.  If you agree with my contention that knowledge provides choice, the 

realization that an uneducated public is easily manipulated is inoffensive.  The 

industrial revolution objectified and simultaneously created a new context for the 

traditional American workplace.  The “commodification” of a person’s effort 

dehumanized the industrial worker’s experience.  The process made monotony a 

predictable extension of the workday for most factory employees.  To this day, 

monotony is often times related to a perceived lack of choice brought on by the routine 

of production.  Public schooling was seen as the solution to shifting the public’s social 

context to one that promotes the virtues of adversarial relationships under the guise of 

“healthy” competition.  An athletic example of a systems paradox easily makes my 

case.   
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    A traditional belief most of us have is that team sports teach us the virtues of 

cooperation.  However, embedded in the obvious mutual end of victory there is an 

embattled means that each athlete routinely struggles to balance.  The competition that 

occurs at practice between teammates for the opportunity to make “the first team” 

creates an obvious/non-obvious systems paradox for the athletes that are competing 

for the same position.  The internal dilemma between competing teammates is 

entwined in how the athletes demonstrate support for the other’s effort.  During the 

course of any practice let alone competition, the athlete that is observing the “play” 

continually evaluates his teammate’s performance.  In fact, the observed flaws of a 

teammate can be the most effective teaching tool.  In most cases it’s rare to see 

athletes vying for the same position coaching one another.  The so called “teammates” 

are embroiled in an internal battle that is actually encouraged by the coaches as the 

competition escalates.  Without exception, every team has a brewing undercurrent of 

hostility that exists between teammates that contradicts the goodwill promoted by 

advocates for competition and team sports.      

 The facts strongly support my contention that competition is a social construct 

created to divide the interests of organizations, genders, communities, ethnic and age 

groups, and religions.  The edict of the upper class; divide and conquer; the smaller the 

group the easier it’s to squelch; these insurgencies are the lessons of history that have 

not fallen on deaf ears.  Capitalism exemplified through competition learned in school 

is the American way of life.       

It is undeniable that components of athletics include aspects that are ritualistic.  
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The ritualistic aspects of a sport are particularly true and relevant for its athletes.  The 

sagas that fill the autobiographies of some of the most renowned athletes in the history 

of sports chronicle their ritualistic experience of sport participation.  Most athletes can 

readily explain the necessity of repeating their pre-game, in-game, and post-game 

routine.  Any deviance in a game routine is often unsettling for the athlete.  The 

associated discomfort is considered an ill-fated omen to an injury or the extreme 

disgrace and rejection of a loss.  For all involved, whether participation is active or 

passive, the pre-game, in-game, and post-game routine that a participant establishes 

for a competition is methodical and ritualistic in nature.  

 The American economic paradigm of capitalism necessitated an action system 

that would instill the ideology.  Emile Durkheim’s contention that “school has above 

all, the function of linking the child to this society,” clearly points to the plausibility of 

the underlying utility of coupling education and athletics is to indoctrinate the 

capitalist ideal into the fabric of American culture (Durkheim, Moral Education, p.79).  

However, the systems paradox disguises the ideological intent of education.  The 

linear thinking that has become the foundation of science prohibits complete 

understanding of the effect and influence of complex systems.    

 The athletic educational systems paradox is the unyielding truncated root of all 

the challenges that AAAs contend with.  I’ve characterized the job as one that requires 

you to choose the lesser of two evils.  After years in the profession the choices never 

come easy.  The prevailing decision often sides with the student-athlete.  The adage of 

“do no more harm” proves to be the guiding light.   
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 AAAs have the toughest jobs in all of higher education.  I’m hard pressed to 

name any other office or job responsibility that deals with every constituency on a 

college campus on a daily basis.  Every daily decision that an AAA makes has the 

potential of affecting a coach, faculty, campus or athletic administrator, the parent(s) 

of a student-athlete, and/or alumni.  You may have noticed my omission of the 

student-athlete in the previous list of people in an advisors spear of influence.   The 

omission was intentional.   The recalcitrant “at-risk first-generation student-athletes” 

who often require the most time and attention are frequently the least likely to be 

influenced by the efforts of their AAA.  With the burden of all the responsibility that 

comes with seemingly the simplest choice, an AAA has virtually no control or 

authority.  The best outcome an AAA can hope for is that they positively influence a 

person’s choice.  The most important athletes in an athletic program are often the most 

“at-risk” and without a doubt the most recalcitrant students in the entire department.   

The job stress makes the turnover rate in the profession so high that after 

fifteen-years in the profession I was considered an old timer.  College sports are, as 

any sport inherently must be, a big business.  The business of college athletics is not 

lost on its athletes.  In fact, the financial stakes of the “game” in the revenue sports of 

football and men’s basketball have skewed the fundamental premise of the educational 

value of intercollegiate athletics.  The educational value of college athletics was lost 

when Dartmouth beat Yale and Harvard in the regatta in 1878. 

 



196

 

 Once the economic benefits derived from winning were realized, the nature 

and educational gain of sports participation became an agent for the ideology of those 

in power to justify an organization’s members’ supremacy.                 

However, from the time I was a child to this day, whenever I won, I never felt 

the satisfaction and elation that I’ve seen other “winners” exhibit.   It simply never felt 

good to win when I witnessed “the agony of defeat” displayed by the children that 

lost.  The realization that my victory was at the expense of another was unsettling.   

As an adult through the course of my education, I discovered that the zero sum 

paradigm was at the root of my moral dilemma.  My understanding and insight into 

the moral implications of competition helped me appreciate the motivation of great 

athletes.   

The great athletes actually play at their sports.  The great athletes participate 

for the sake of the pure pleasure that they derive from participating in their sport.  

Money or winning does not motivate them.  Oftentimes for the professional athlete, 

money and winning are simply a consequence of the literal fun they having playing 

the game.  When you participate in any competition for the pure pleasure that you may 

experience, the moral dilemma that is coupled with the zero-sum paradigm is 

mitigated.    

Over a year ago while waiting in an airport, I noticed a Wall Street Journal was 

unattended.  It felt like the paper was literally screaming for me to pick it up to read.  

Due to fatigue and my incessant desire to people watch for all of fifteen minutes I 

valiantly fought the urge to pick up and read the Journal.  Fate had found me again.  
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Buried in that particular edition I found a reference to a study dispelling the myth of 

man’s inherently competitive instinct.    

I was on my way back from my home town during the Thanksgiving break.  

That particular turkey day was spent with some of the brightest people I’ve known.  

Two were actually retire college faculty members.  And of course, with some regret, 

there’s always a lawyer in every crowd.  I’m only kidding of course!   

The conversation around the table was lively and as bountiful as the food 

portions.  Somehow the conversation moved to politics, education, and class structure.  

Oh yeah, I found myself on home turf.  However, I could not convince even this well 

educated group of friends and family that the American ideal of competition is a social 

construct that is counterintuitive.  Please remember my warning regarding straw polls 

on this subject.  My failure to convince a cordial group of friends during a holiday 

meal should be considered ample warning…the systems paradox remains undefeated!   

Lively conversations, in spite of the outcome, are never disheartening because 

they often stimulate inquisitive minds to seek alterative solutions which add to the 

excitement and broaden the scope of the discussion.  The good and bad times we 

spend with people are untimely all that we live to remember.  That truth was brought 

home to me during a recent reading of Viktor Frankl’s book, Man’s Search for 

Meaning.   

Dr. Frankl earned degrees in Medicine and Philosophy from the University of 

Vienna prior to the start of World War II.  During the war he spent three years as a 

prisoner in several concentration camps.  His book chronicles how he survived those 
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years of inhumane imprisonment.  Dr. Frankl and the prisoners that found meaning in 

their life survived the experience.  In essence, Frankl’s book points to the reality that 

life’s meaning can be discovered through fully experiencing another human being ― 

by loving him.  Frankl exclaims, “No one can become fully aware of the very essence 

of another human being unless he loves him” (p.116).  

Whenever I have the opportunity to talk to recruits and their families I inform 

them that choosing a school is easy if they remember that their choice is really one of 

people. After it’s all said and done, the quality of our lives is predicated on the quality 

of our relationships.          

  I don’t remember where I subsumed the belief that through repetition comes 

unconscious effort.  From unconscious effort comes peak performance.  However, I’ve 

come to understand that peak performance is one of the most exhilarating experiences 

of life.  The exhilaration that comes from peak performance is something that is with 

the realm of everyone, at any age.  If you think of all the exceptional people that 

you’ve come to know, or know of, across the breadth of every vocation, the realization 

that they play at work will make you smile and appreciate the adage that there’s truly 

honor in all work.  Now go out and play to your hearts content.  After all, you’re never 

too old to play.  

 
The following are two of my favorite quotes.  My hope is that you take them to heart.  
Carpe Deim and pass them on.  
 
 

The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful servant.  We 
have created a society that honors the servant and has forgotten the gift. 

---Albert Einstein--- 
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“Knowing in part may make a fine tale, but wisdom comes from seeing the whole” 

(Young, 1992). 
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TABLE 1 – The Relationship Between Education Level and Household Income 

The Relationship Between Education Level and Household Income

Median $29,943 $13,523 $18,191 $28,744 $35,724 $50,549
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