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A Research Foundation for Transformative 
Student-Athlete Development

This research foundation examines why holistic student-athlete
development is essential for Black male student-athletes, who face
systemic barriers rooted in historical oppression and ongoing exploitation
within educational and athletic systems. The document synthesizes
scholarly research demonstrating how mass incarceration, academic
fraud, and stereotyping contribute to persistent achievement gaps and
unrealistic career expectations. 

Key findings reveal that 70% of former Division I Black athletes felt
exploited by institutions prioritizing athletic performance over genuine
education, while 84% held unrealistic professional sports aspirations,
compared to 41% of white athletes.

The foundation presents a research-based model grounded in character
development, empowerment, and culturally relevant mentoring. Evidence
demonstrates that structured, coach-led mentoring programs serve as
critical sources of social capital in high-risk communities, developing
essential life skills such as leadership, time management, and resilience.

The document advocates for moving beyond survival-based education
toward systems that liberate and empower, rejecting exploitative models
in favor of developing the whole person. This approach aligns with best
practices for enhancing Black male student-athletes’ educational
experiences through self-identity awareness, active mentorship, and
balanced development within and beyond athletic contexts.



PART 1: Understanding the Roots

Historical and Systemic Oppression
The New Jim Crow and Mass Incarceration – Michelle
Alexander (2010) documents how the War on Drugs and the
American criminal justice system continue to marginalize
Black men, treating them as second-class citizens. In many
U.S. cities, young Black men are more likely to be
incarcerated than to attend college. This systemic oppression
creates barriers that extend into every aspect of life,
including education and athletics.

Community Cultural Wealth and Systemic Barriers
Yosso (2005) introduces the concept of community cultural
wealth: 'an array of knowledge, skills, abilities, and contacts
possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to survive
and resist macro and micro-forms of oppression.' Black youth
face racial exclusion from early ages, and systems across the
United States have historically deprived them of reaching
their full potential. Adeyemo (2022) documents how Jim
Crow laws and housing policies resulted in dilapidated
school buildings, inadequate athletic facilities, and limited
employment opportunities that still affect Black
neighborhoods today.



PART 2: How Systems Fail Black Student-
Athletes

Academic Exploitation in College Athletics
In 2014, CNN exposed nearly two decades of fraudulent
classes at the University of North Carolina designed to keep
athletes eligible. This scandal exemplifies how institutions
prioritize athletic performance over genuine education,
exploiting student-athletes for revenue while abandoning
their academic development.

Deviant Exploitation on College Campuses
Murty and Roebuck (2015) document systematic exploitation
of Black male student-athletes on predominantly white
campuses, including economic exploitation, limited career
opportunities, academic exploitation, campus social
isolation, and exploitative career development. Beamon
(2008) found that 70% of former Division I Black basketball
and football players felt 'used' because coaches emphasized
athletics over academics, leaving them unprepared for life
after sports.



The Achievement Gap Persists
Shamseldin (2019) and Bouchet (2024) document persistent
achievement and graduation gaps between Black athletes
and their white counterparts. Benson (2000) found that Black
male student-athletes were 'the least prepared for college,
had the lowest GPAs, and were least likely to graduate
compared to all student-athletes.' These gaps exist not
because of student deficits, but because of inequitable
school structures and systems that fail to support Black male
student-athletes.

The 'Dumb Jock' Stereotype
Wininger and White (2008) document how student-athletes,
particularly Black males, internalize negative stereotypes
about their academic abilities. Anthony and Swank (2018)
note that 'Blackness has become synonymous with success in
athletic ability and a lack of intellectual ability,' which
profoundly affects both student-athletes' self-perception and
society's treatment of them.



Over-Emphasis on Sports Creates False
Expectations
Beamon and Bell (2002) found that 84% of Black male
student-athletes expected professional sports careers
compared to only 41% of white student-athletes. Beamon
(2010) argues that over-emphasis on sports in Black
communities, while offering hope, often creates 'false
expectations' and limits exploration of other opportunities.
This hyperfocus on athletics impedes personal growth and
reinforces limiting stereotypes.

Shut Up and Dribble': Racial Subordination
Continues
Tenjido (2020) examines the racial subordination faced by
Black professional athletes from Muhammad Ali to Colin
Kaepernick to LeBron James. When LeBron James spoke on
political issues, Fox News host Laura Ingraham told him to
'shut up and dribble,' calling his comments 'barely intelligible'
and 'ungrammatical.' This reveals how, regardless of
accomplishments and class status, Black athletes are still
denied intellectual credibility and told to stay in their lane.



PART 3: Research-Based Holistic Development

Our Solution: Holistic Development That Works
Our program takes a fundamentally different approach. We
reject the exploitation model and instead commit to
developing the whole person—academically, athletically,
socially, and emotionally. The research proves this approach
works, and our program's results demonstrate it in action.

Character Over Reputation: Our Guiding
Philosophy
Our program is guided by legendary basketball coach John
Wooden's principle: 'Reputation is what others perceive you
as being… Character, however, is what you are… and you are
what matters most'. We focus on building character, not just
winning games. Wooden's Pyramid of Success and emphasis
on self-discipline, composure, and personal responsibility
guide our approach to developing young leaders.



Reality-Based Leadership and Service
Our leadership approach aligns with Cy Wakeman's (2010)
reality-based philosophy: 'focused energy on what was able
to be created rather than what was being received is the
true meaning of serving'. We model authentic leadership,
channeling energy into creating meaningful opportunities
rather than seeking recognition. Wakeman notes, 'If you can
bring yourself to give open-mindedness unconditionally... you
will find your generosity mirrored back on you'.

Empowerment: Breaking Cycles of Exploitation
John Maxwell's (2007) Law of Empowerment guides our work:
'People naturally desire to gain power and hold on to it... but
the moment they manipulate others or justify bad behavior to
hold on to power, they begin doing harm.' We empower
student-athletes to become leaders by giving them tools,
knowledge, and support to take control of their futures.
Empowerment means breaking cycles of exploitation and
creating opportunities for self-determination.

Abolitionist Teaching and Educational Freedom
Bettina Love (2019) challenges us to move beyond survival-
based education to create systems that liberate and
empower. Love speaks about how community and grassroots
organizations can challenge systemic oppression and create
new ideas for social change. Black youth need spaces where
they are loved, where they experience joy, and where they
are supported as extensions of family. Our program
embodies this vision



.

The Power of Culturally Relevant Mentoring
Richardson (2012) demonstrates that Black male coaches
serve as critical social capital for youth in high-risk
neighborhoods. Coaches provide relationships, networks,
trust, and access to resources that improve life opportunities.
Richardson notes: 'The presence of coaches as positive adult
males can act as a form of community-based informal social
control and foster safety in urban communities that may have
been severely depleted of conventional adult Black male role
models as a result of Black male joblessness, violence, drug
addiction, and the mass incarceration rate.'

Structured Mentoring Programs Develop Life Skills
Johnson (2021) provides evidence that coach-led mentoring
programs develop essential life skills including leadership,
time management, and resilience. Johnson notes that
'formalized mentoring programs could assist athletes in the
development of appropriate behaviors, resolve issues
associated with social pressures, and develop sufficiently
enough to transfer to other life domains.' Keawe (2018) adds
that effective mentoring programs 'combine support,
structure, and skill development.'



Excellence Beyond Athletics: Best Practices
Cooper (2016) identifies best practices for enhancing Black
male student-athletes' educational experiences: self-identity
awareness, positive social engagement, active mentorship,
academic achievement, career aspirations, and balanced
time management. The Excellence Beyond Athletics
approach aims to 'empower, educate, and inspire students of
color to maximize their full potential as holistic individuals
both within and beyond athletic contexts.'

Comprehensive Support Systems
Harris et al. (2021) emphasize that 'comprehensive school
counseling programs, which focus on the academic,
socioemotional, and career development needs of all
students through intentional systemic efforts, should
incorporate targeted supports for the holistic development of
Black male student-athletes.' Our program addresses these
needs through structured programming, mentorship, and
wrap-around support.
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