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This qualitative multi-case study examines how athletic identity foreclosure (AIF) 

influences Black male student-athletes’ (BMSAs) engagement, confidence, and performance in 

secondary mathematics. While existing research on AIF largely centers collegiate athletes and 

post-sport transitions, far less attention has been given to adolescence—a critical developmental 

period when academic identities and mathematics pathways begin to solidify. This study 

explores how BMSAs participating in revenue-generating sports, such as football, basketball, 
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and baseball, in Louisiana high schools experience and interpret mathematics within the context 

of strong athletic identity development. 

Data was collected from 11 current and former Black male student-athletes through 

surveys, semi-structured interviews, and a focus group. Guided by Dawkins, Braddock, and 

Celaya’s (2008) academic–athletic typology for analyzing the connection between sports 

participation and academic engagement among BMSAs, data was analyzed using thematic 

analysis to examine how AIF shaped mathematics value, engagement, performance, and future 

aspirations of the BMSA participants in high school. 

Findings revealed that AIF influenced whether mathematics was perceived primarily as 

an eligibility requirement or a developmental resource. Participants with stronger athlete-first 

identities tended to approach mathematics instrumentally, investing minimal effort beyond 

eligibility requirements. In contrast, participants with lower AIF demonstrated more integrative 

identities, connecting mathematics and athletics to long-term goals and career aspirations, 

particularly in STEM-related fields. The study also found that family expectations, coach 

influence, and institutional athletic/academic support and services significantly shaped 

participants’ movement across typologies. However, existing athletic/academic 

supports—especially study halls—often prioritized eligibility maintenance rather than the 

development of mathematical confidence or identity. 
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This study extends AIF scholarship by demonstrating that the academic consequences of 

athletic identity foreclosure emerge during secondary mathematics experiences, not solely in 

collegiate or post-athletic transitions. The findings suggest that secondary schools and athletic 

programs must move beyond compliance-driven academic supports and instead cultivate 

environments that intentionally integrate athletics and mathematics learning. Implications 

include designing athletic study halls that support conceptual understanding in mathematics, an 

expansion to the typologies used to describe BMSAs’ mathematic engagement when 

participating in athletics, engaging coaches and families in reinforcing academic identities 

beyond compliance regulations, and developing programming that helps student-athletes 

recognize connections between athletics, mathematics, and future career pathways.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

For decades, scholarship has suggested that sport may play a disproportionately 

significant role in the lives of Black boys and men (Edwards, 1986; Beamon, 2012; Harrison et 

al., 2011; Harper, 2016; Singer, 2008). Black male student-athletes (BMSAs) represent a 

considerable proportion of participants in sports such as football and basketball at both the high 

school and collegiate levels (Center for American Progress, 2019; NCAA, 2015; Singer, 2016), 

contexts in which racial disparities in representation have been widely documented (Harper, 

2006; Rhoden, 2006). At the collegiate level, Black males—particularly in high-profile, 

revenue-generating sports such as football and men’s basketball—are often reported to 

participate at higher rates relative to other demographic groups (Sailes, 1993). This pattern of 

overrepresentation appears to begin prior to college.  

National survey data further support these observed patterns. In 2020, it was reported that 

African American youth were nearly three times as likely as their White peers to participate in 

tackle football (Project Play, 2020). According to a New York Times article, participation trends 

have continued to shift: in 2006, approximately 70% of high school football players were White 

and 20% were African American, whereas by 2018 these figures were estimated at about 30% 

White and 40% African American (Belson et al., 2019). These data suggest that the 

overrepresentation of BMSAs in certain sports contexts is evident well before college and may 

be associated with subsequent postsecondary athletic pathways. 

A range of factors has been identified in the literature as contributing to these patterns. 

These include the historical and ongoing exploitation of Black athletes (Hawkins, 2010), the 

influence of social media on the construction of athletic identity (Ballouli, 2012; Cooper, 2019), 
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family and community beliefs that position sports as a potential avenue for upward mobility 

(Bush, 2017; Harper, 2018), and psychological dynamics related to athletic identity and 

foreclosure (Beamon, 2012; Grove et al., 1997). Collectively, these factors are understood to 

shape the self-perceptions and future aspirations of Black male student-athletes and may be 

associated with increased orientation toward athletic pursuits, sometimes in ways that align more 

closely with institutional interests than with holistic academic and personal development 

(Rhoden, 2006; Beamon, 2014). 

Statement of the Problem 

Identity foreclosure is generally understood as a process in which individuals commit 

prematurely to a particular identity without fully exploring alternative possibilities (Good et al., 

1993; Murphy et al., 1996). In the context of sports, athletic identity foreclosure (AIF) refers to a 

tendency for athletes to prioritize their athletic role, at times limiting engagement with academic, 

social, and career exploration. Grove et al. (1997) suggest that AIF may begin early and extend 

into retirement, with potential implications for career development, post-sport transitions, and 

long-term identity formation. 

Harrison et al. (2011) found that Black males, more often than their White peers, report 

identifying primarily as athletes and perceive that others view them in similar ways. While a 

strong commitment to sports can provide personal and professional opportunities, some scholars 

suggest that AIF may be associated with BMSAs adopting athletic identities in ways that could 

constrain broader academic exploration and development (Beamon, 2012; Harper, 2016). This 

dynamic has also been discussed in relation to disparities observed in academic achievement, 

graduation rates, and post-sport career outcomes (NCAA, 2015). 
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The demands associated with sports—including practices, competitions, travel, and 

performance expectations—may limit the time and energy available for academic pursuits 

(Comeaux, 2011; Harper, 2009). As a result, many BMSAs report challenges in balancing 

athletic and academic responsibilities (Comeaux, 2013). These challenges may be further 

compounded by stereotypes and deficit-based perspectives that position athletic and academic 

competencies as competing or mutually exclusive (Hodge et al., 2008; Sailes, 1993). In such 

contexts, some research suggests that BMSAs may experience varying levels of academic 

engagement (Singer, 2016; Carter-Francique et al., 2015). Collectively, these factors may be 

associated with constraints on fully realizing academic potential. 

At the same time, some scholars argue that athletic participation does not inherently 

hinder academic performance and may, in certain cases, support persistence and school 

engagement (Lumpkin & Favor, 2012; Miller & Hoffman, 2009; Shifrer et al., 2015). However, 

other studies suggest that student-athletes who primarily identify as athletes may set lower 

academic goals, report reduced academic confidence, and demonstrate lower levels of school 

engagement (Beamon, 2012; Carter-Francique et al., 2015; Comeaux, 2015). Additionally, 

athletic program structures that emphasize eligibility and performance may inadvertently 

encourage students to focus on meeting minimum academic requirements rather than deeper 

engagement with learning (Comeaux, 2013; Southall & Weiler, 2014). These patterns suggest 

that when athletic identity becomes more narrowly defined, it may be associated with differences 

in academic motivation and achievement, particularly in more rigorous subjects. 

This issue is especially salient in mathematics and, more broadly, science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM) coursework. Mathematics is often described as a 

gatekeeping subject that influences access to advanced coursework, STEM majors, and related 
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career pathways (Martin, 2009; Berry, 2008). Research on BMSAs suggests that a strong 

emphasis on sports, in combination with stereotypes and institutional pressures, may be 

associated with variations in long-term interest and participation in STEM fields (Mark & 

Alexander, 2019; Harper, 2018; Carter-Francique et al., 2015). In some cases, mathematics may 

be framed primarily as a requirement for athletic eligibility rather than as a pathway for future 

academic or career opportunities. 

Although there is a growing body of research on athletic identity foreclosure and 

academic outcomes, much of this work has focused on collegiate populations. Less is known 

about how AIF relates to mathematics engagement, performance, and academic identity during 

high school, a critical period when students are forming longer-term commitments and making 

decisions that shape future trajectories. This gap underscores the importance of examining how 

AIF may be associated with Black male student-athletes’ engagement with mathematics at the 

secondary level. 

Purpose of the Study 

Although limited, there are some studies that detail the academic success of BMSAs 

overall (Cooper, 2026) even more so their successful outcomes in mathematics (Long, 2019) 

exists, most of it focuses on college students. This means BMSAs in high school are often 

overlooked, even though research has shown that athletic identity usually grows stronger 

between ages 10 and 15 and then levels off (Houle et al., 2010). So, the time when AIF starts is 

the same period as middle and high school. 

This gap is especially consequential in mathematics, where high school course placement 

and performance strongly influence students’ access to high quality coursework, STEM majors, 
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and high-opportunity career pathways (Adelman, 2006; Riegle-Crumb et al., 2012). Within the 

varying context of AIF, mathematics coursework may be valued primarily as a requirement for 

participation rather than as a foundation for future STEM pathways or career development 

(Adler & Adler, 1991; Dawkins et al., 2008; Singer, 2008). Despite this, few studies examine the 

lived experiences of high school BMSAs to understand how AIF influences their mathematics 

engagement during this formative period. 

This qualitative, multi-case study examines how high school BMSAs navigate both 

athletic and academic responsibilities, with particular attention to mathematics. By 

foregrounding student perspectives, this study investigates how AIF influences identity 

formation, academic engagement, and perceptions of support services that integrate athletics and 

academics. Employing Dawkins et al.’s (2008) academic–athletic typology, the study further 

explores how BMSAs experiencing AIF interpret their mathematics experiences and identify 

factors that facilitate or impede their success in mathematics. 

This study seeks to determine how schools and support systems can help student athletes 

develop both athletic and mathematical identities rather than viewing them as separate. The study 

is guided by these questions: 

Research Questions 

1.​ How does athletic identity foreclosure influence BMSAs’ perceptions of the value of 

engaging with and performing in mathematics during their secondary education 

experience? 
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2.​ What factors influence Black male student-athletes’ placement within—and movement 

between—the maintenance, incentive, and integrative typologies as they attempt to 

balance sport participation and mathematics academic performance in high school? 

3.​ How do BMSAs describe their experiences with athletic academic supports in relation to 

mathematics engagement and performance, and what recommendations do they offer to 

improve these supports? 

Context of the Study 

Scholars have demonstrated that sports have historically at times served as both a source 

of opportunity and a mechanism of exploitation for the Black community (Edwards, 1969; 

Hawkins, 2010). The historical relationship between sports and marginalized communities is 

particularly relevant to this study. A significant proportion of Black Americans reside in the 

southern most parts of the United States, especially in states such as Louisiana, Mississippi, 

Georgia, and Alabama (Frey, 2019), which can play a role in the connection between race, 

geographic location, and access to athletic opportunities in this region. 

For example, southern states produce a substantial proportion of elite football and 

basketball players, reflecting robust recruitment networks and significant investment in athletics 

(Hawkins, 2010; Rhoden, 2006). In the South, football specifically functions as a central 

component of culture, social status, and identity (Andrews and Silk, 2012; Oriard, 1998). 

Athletic programs generate considerable revenue, with football often serving as the primary 

source of income for many universities (Smith, 2010; Southall & Weiler, 2014). 

In Louisiana specifically, sporting events have historically served as ways to unite 

communities and integrate diverse cultural identities, including Creole and Cajun traditions, with 
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expressions of local pride (Brasseaux, 1992; Domínguez, 1986). In Southern Louisiana, 

Indigenous groups played stickball—referred to as “Choctaw stickball”—prior to European 

colonization, influencing subsequent sports traditions (Cushman, 1962; Nabokov, 1987). 

Enslaved Africans also participated in athletic competitions, sometimes in ways that reinforced 

racial divisions (Rhoden, 2006; Wiggins, 2018). Thus, the origins of athletic identity within 

Black communities in Louisiana predate the establishment of formal educational systems for the 

Black community. 

Despite the cultural prominence of sport, Louisiana continues to endure persistent 

educational challenges. The state has ranked below national averages in measures of educational 

attainment, particularly in literacy and mathematics performance, across multiple decades at the 

K-12 level (Reardon, 2015). At the same time, Louisiana remains highly competitive in 

interscholastic and collegiate athletics, producing nationally ranked high school programs and 

Division I athletes (Hawkins, 2010; Smith, 2010). This comparison—high athletic visibility 

alongside ongoing academic challenges—elicits crucial questions about how academic and 

athletic identities are constructed and prioritized. 

Given that BMSAs are disproportionately represented in sports like football and 

basketball and often experience educational environments marked by structural inequities, it is 

critical to examine how athletic identity foreclosure may further affect their academic 

engagement, particularly in mathematics. While athletic participation can offer valuable 

opportunities, prioritizing athletic performance over academic development may have lasting 

consequences for educational trajectories (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Sailes, 1993). 

Investigating the intersection of sport culture, regional context, and secondary mathematics 
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engagement in Louisiana, therefore, yields important insights into the convergence of identity, 

opportunity, and institutional structures. 

Significance of the Study 

Student athletes often navigate persistent stereotypes, such as the “dumb jock” narrative, 

which positions athleticism and academic success as incompatible (Hodge et al., 2008). For 

many BMSAs, balancing success as both athletes and STEM learners can present a complex set 

of often competing academic and athletic demands. For instance, racialized schooling 

experiences—particularly in mathematics, a foundational gateway to STEM fields (Makonye & 

Moodley, 2023)—are associated with patterns of exclusion from advanced academic pathways 

(Berry, 2008; Martin, 2009). As BMSAs contend with intersecting racial, academic, and athletic 

expectations, alongside institutional and social pressures to prioritize sport, these conditions are 

often associated with varying levels of mathematics engagement (Singer, 2016; Carter-Francique 

et al., 2015). 

Although academic supports are more commonly embedded within collegiate athletic 

programs, such structures appear less consistent at the secondary school level, where athletic 

identity foreclosure may begin to take shape. This gap is particularly significant during 

adolescence, a developmental period in which academic identities and future trajectories are 

actively forming. Without consistent, structured, and culturally responsive supports, BMSAs 

may encounter challenges in accessing rigorous coursework, developing mathematics 

confidence, and preparing for a broad range of postsecondary opportunities (Fountain & Finley, 

2009; Comeaux, 2015). 
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This study addresses these gaps by examining how AIF is associated with BMSAs’ 

mathematics engagement, confidence, and aspirations (RQ1). By centering mathematics 

specifically, this work extends beyond general academic outcomes to focus on a subject that 

strongly shapes college and career access. In doing so, it contributes to the literature by situating 

student-athlete identity development within a mathematics education context during the 

secondary years. 

Additionally, this study contributes a nuanced understanding of the factors associated 

with how BMSAs position themselves academically and athletically (RQ2). Using and extending 

the academic-athletic typology of Dawkins, Braddock, and Celaya (2008), this research 

examines Maintenance, Incentive, and Integrated orientations through a mathematics-specific 

lens. By incorporating individual identity and motivation, interpersonal accountability and 

influence, and institutional structures and incentives, the study provides a multidimensional 

framework for understanding how these orientations are shaped and how movement across them 

may occur. 

Finally, this study offers insight into how academic supports are experienced and how 

they may be improved to better support mathematics engagement (RQ3). Findings suggest that 

while structures such as eligibility requirements and study halls may ensure continued 

participation in mathematics, they are not consistently associated with deep engagement or 

conceptual understanding. Participant perspectives highlight the potential value of structured, 

educator-led supports and explicit connections between athletics and mathematics, suggesting 

that when these connections are made visible, student-athletes may reconceptualize the role of 

mathematics in their academic and future trajectories. 
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Collectively, this study contributes to research, policy, and practice by centering the 

experiences of BMSAs and examining how identity, opportunity structures, and support systems 

intersect in shaping mathematics outcomes. It offers a framework for moving beyond 

compliance-based academic support toward more intentional, equitable, and integrative 

approaches that support the development of both athletic and academic identities. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This literature review traces how BMSAs come to be positioned within sport-centered 

pathways and why those pathways matter for mathematics engagement during secondary school. 

The review is organized to move from macro-level historical and structural forces to individual 

identity processes and academic outcomes. It begins with racialized sport pathways and 

historical overrepresentation, establishing how sport has functioned as a prominent—yet 

institutionally structured—route of status and mobility for Black males (Beamon, 2014; Harrison 

et al., 2015; Rhoden, 2006). It then examines racialized constructions of the Black male body, 

demonstrating how historical narratives of hyperphysicality and biological determinism 

normalized athletic channeling while marginalizing intellectual identity (Henderson, 1939; 

Hoberman, 1997).  

Building on these structural conditions, the review shifts to athletic identity development, 

explaining how school and sport environments reward and intensify the athlete role (Brewer et 

al., 1993; Howe, 2022). The discussion then introduces athletic identity foreclosure to describe 

how overidentification with sport can narrow academic and vocational exploration (Good et al., 

1993; Grove et al., 1997; Murphy et al., 1996). Next, the review situates these identity dynamics 

within schooling through the athletic–academic paradox, highlighting tensions between 

eligibility demands and meaningful academic engagement (Adler & Adler, 1985, 1987; 

Comeaux & Harrison, 2011).  

The focus then narrows to mathematics identity, engagement, and confidence, positioning 

mathematics as a racialized domain shaped by stereotype management, tracking, and 

self-efficacy (Martin, 2006; Nasir, 2002; Steele, 2010). As many BMSAs in high school aspire 
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for higher education athletic opportunities, the review examines postsecondary impacts and 

academic supports, illustrating how institutional structures can either reinforce 

compliance-oriented engagement or cultivate integrated academic-athletic development (Foster 

& Huml, 2017; Ridpath, 2010; Comeaux & Crandall, 2019).  

Together, these sections build a coherent progression—from history and structure to 

identity and schooling to mathematics-specific outcomes—culminating in the need for a 

conceptual framework that explains how BMSAs navigate sport and mathematics under 

conditions of AIF. 

Racialized Sport Pathways as a Historical and Structural Context 

This literature review examines how Black male student-athletes are often positioned 

within athletic pathways that may serve institutional and commercial interests while potentially 

limiting opportunities for broad identity development and sustained academic advancement 

(Beamon, 2014; Rhoden, 2006). The central thesis guiding this review is that athletic 

participation for Black males can be shaped by racialized expectations that may elevate athletic 

performance relative to intellectual development, with possible implications for identity 

formation and academic outcomes across the educational pipeline. 

In some cases, sport is described as particularly complex within Black 

communities—offering visibility, access to resources, and narratives of mobility, while also 

being associated with stereotypes that may devalue intellectual capacity (Edwards, 2000; 

Harrison et al., 2015). Within schools and athletic systems, these expectations may influence 

how talent is recognized, which futures are perceived as attainable, and how academic effort is 

interpreted—especially for Black boys who are positioned primarily as athletes (Harper, 2006). 
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Participation patterns may further reinforce this positioning, as disproportionate representation in 

certain sports can contribute to athletics becoming a central source of status, belonging, and 

social capital (Eitle & Eitle, 2002). 

In recent years, additional opportunities have emerged that allow student-athletes to 

monetize and mobilize their athletic participation. Name, Image, and Likeness (NIL) policies, 

introduced in 2021 at the collegiate level and expanding in many states at the high school level, 

permit athletes to earn compensation through endorsements, sponsorships, social media 

promotion, and other brand-related activities tied to their athletic identity (NCAA, 2015; 

Sanderson & Siegfried, 2015). Additionally, the NCAA transfer portal, implemented in 2018, 

allows college athletes to transfer more freely between institutions in pursuit of playing time, 

exposure, or potential financial opportunities (NCAA, 2015). 

These incentive-based developments may contribute to the increasing commercialization 

of sport and expand the economic opportunities associated with athletic identity. However, some 

scholars suggest that these pathways may also be accompanied by what Harrison et al. (2015) 

describe as false dreams, particularly given that only a small proportion of collegiate athletes 

ultimately progress to professional careers (NCAA, 2019). Scholar, Harris (1994) illustrates how 

early these expectations may develop: in his study of high school basketball players’ 

occupational aspirations, Black male athletes frequently identified professional sport as a 

primary route to wealth and mobility, despite the relatively low statistical likelihood of reaching 

professional status. 

Racialized Constructions of the Black Male Body and the Channeling of Athletic Labor 
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The prominence of sport in the lives of Black males can be situated within a longer 

historical continuum in which the Black male body has often been framed as physically 

dominant, biologically distinct, and subject to regulation and control (Carrington, 2010; 

Edwards, 2000; Hartmann, 2000; Sailes, 1993). During slavery, Black male bodies were 

commodified as sources of labor and spectacle, frequently portrayed as physically superior while 

being dehumanized through assumptions of intellectual inferiority (Henderson, 1939; Hoberman, 

1997). Scholars suggest that this legacy has contributed to enduring racial logics in which Black 

masculinity is associated with physicality and athleticism, while intellectual domains have often 

been racialized as White. 

Roberts (1997) documents how Black women’s bodies were constructed as sites of 

control and exploitation; parallel scholarship indicates that Black male bodies have also been 

racialized through narratives of hyperphysicality, aggression, and presumed athletic naturalism. 

Hoberman (1997), for example, critiques pseudoscientific claims that attribute Black athletic 

success to innate genetic superiority, arguing that such forms of biological determinism may 

obscure structural inequalities and reinforce sport as a “naturalized” domain for Black men. 

Similarly, Carrington (2010) suggests that global sport industries may commodify Black 

male athletic performance, transforming racialized assumptions about physicality into 

marketable spectacle, while potentially limiting recognition of intellectual and leadership 

capacities. Taken together, these perspectives indicate that representations of Black male athletic 

dominance may function not only as forms of praise, but also as mechanisms that can normalize 

exploitation and constrain broader identity development. 
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Following desegregation, more overt forms of exclusion were often replaced by subtler 

mechanisms such as “stacking,” in which Black athletes have been disproportionately placed in 

physically demanding but less cognitively valued positions (Loy, 1970).Contemporary collegiate 

sport appears to reflect some of these patterns through highly commercialized systems that 

generate substantial institutional revenue while, in some cases, offering uneven academic 

investment or long-term career preparation (Beamon, 2014; Cooper, 2019; Harper, 2018; 

Rhoden, 2006). These patterns suggest that the overrepresentation of BMSAs in 

revenue-generating sports may be historically situated rather than incidental, and that such 

contexts may contribute to the salience of athletic identity. 

Athletic Identity Development and Reinforcement 

Within these structural and cultural conditions, athletic identity may emerge as a central 

developmental process. Athletic identity has been widely examined across psychology, 

sociology, and education, particularly in relation to identity formation, role engulfment, and 

transitions out of sport (Adler & Adler, 1985; Baillie & Danish, 1992; Grove et al., 1998; 

Sparkes, 1998). Brewer et al. (1993) define athletic identity as the degree to which an individual 

identifies with the athlete role, emphasizing how sport can become a primary lens through which 

self-concept is formed. Subsequent research suggests that athletic identity develops through 

processes such as competence-building, recognition, and relationships within sport environments 

(Pottraatz, 2023), and that coaching practices, school norms, peer cultures, and institutional 

reward systems may intensify the salience or exclusivity of the athlete role. 

For youth athletes with collegiate or professional aspirations, athletic identity may 

become particularly salient when social validation and achievement feedback are concentrated in 

athletic contexts (Beamon, 2008; Brewer et al., 1993). This pattern may be especially 
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pronounced for Black male athletes due to intersecting influences such as community narratives, 

media portrayals, perceived labor-market barriers, and social pressures that frame sport as a 

prominent avenue for success (Eitzen, 2009; Wiechman & Williams, 1997). Athletic success is 

also often associated with masculinity norms that emphasize toughness, dominance, and 

emotional restraint (Connell, 2005; Messner, 2002). 

Howe’s (2023) scoping review further suggests that commercialization and 

revenue-driven sport cultures may position “athlete” as a highly rewarded identity for many 

Black male athletes, while also noting that research on identity has largely focused on collegiate 

contexts, with comparatively less attention to earlier developmental stages when athletic identity 

may intensify. These norms may discourage academic vulnerability and help-seeking, 

particularly in academically demanding disciplines such as mathematics (Cooper, 2012). In 

addition, media representations may reinforce these dynamics by portraying Black male athletes 

as naturally gifted, which can narrow perceived pathways to success beyond athletics (Beamon, 

2012). 

Athletic Identity Foreclosure and Constrained Academic Futures 

When athletic identity becomes dominant to the relative exclusion of other identities, it 

may develop into AIF. Identity foreclosure is generally defined as committing to an identity 

without sustained exploration of alternatives (Good et al., 1993; Murphy et al., 1996), often in 

ways that are shaped by social authority and cultural expectations (Marcia, 1966). In athletic 

contexts, AIF refers to situations in which sport becomes highly central, potentially limiting 

engagement with academic, vocational, and psychosocial exploration (Brewer & Petitpas, 2017). 

Grove et al. (1997) suggest that foreclosure may begin early and extend across developmental 

transitions, with possible implications for career maturity and post-sport adjustment. 
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For BMSAs, AIF may carry particular significance, as identity development often occurs 

within racialized environments that can reward athletic performance while comparatively 

de-emphasizing scholastic achievement (Beamon, 2012; Harrison et al., 2011). Importantly, 

foreclosure is not solely an individual process; it may also be reinforced by institutional 

incentives, cultural narratives, and the structures of revenue-generating sports that position 

“athlete” as a highly rewarded identity (Beamon, 2010; Beamon & Bell, 2006; Howe, 2022). 

Bush (2017) suggests that such messaging may contribute to earlier foreclosure processes at the 

secondary level, while Edwards (1983) cautions that these conditions may be associated with 

reduced sustained investment in academic pursuits. 

The Athletic–Academic Paradox as the Schooling Context for Engagement 

AIF unfolds within school contexts where athletic participation requires academic 

eligibility while also structuring time and incentives in ways that may limit opportunities for 

deep academic engagement. Adler and Adler’s (1985, 1987) athletic–academic paradox (AAP) 

describes how increasingly intensive athletic roles, time demands, and subcultural pressures may 

be associated with diminished academic identity over time. Among BMSAs, this paradox may be 

further shaped by racialized expectations that position athletic performance as primary and 

academic excellence as secondary (Morris & Adeyemo, 2012), potentially constraining academic 

identity development and encouraging more compliance-oriented academic behaviors tied to 

eligibility requirements. 

At the same time, other research suggests that athletic participation can coexist 

with—and in some contexts support—academic aspirations when schools provide affirming 

climates, mentoring, and effective support structures (Broh, 2002; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006; 

Marsh & Kleitman, 2003). Athletes’ narratives illustrate how athletic pressures may, over time, 
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be associated with shifts in academic identification, particularly as time demands and fatigue 

reduce opportunities for sustained engagement (Comeaux, 2011; Harper, 2009; Comeaux & 

Harrison, 2011). However, Carter-Francique et al. (2015) suggest that when athletic programs 

intentionally cultivate academically affirming environments and support identity integration, 

Black student-athletes may experience success across both athletic and academic domains. 

Taken together, this body of work underscores the importance of examining how—and 

under what conditions—sport intersects with academic engagement, particularly in 

content-specific areas such as mathematics. 

Mathematics as a Racialized Gatekeeping Domain for Black Students and BMSAs 

Mathematics is a critical domain for examining these tensions because it is often 

described as a gatekeeping subject that shapes postsecondary access and STEM opportunities. 

Many BMSAs navigate schooling contexts in which intellectual potential may be 

underrecognized while athletic ability is amplified, reinforcing stereotypes such as the “dumb 

jock” trope (Bimper et al., 2013; Edwards, 1984). Athletic identity does not inherently 

undermine academic engagement; rather, outcomes appear to vary based on institutional support 

and the messages students receive about their intellectual capability. At the same time, racialized 

schooling conditions—including tracking, differential expectations, and uneven access to 

rigorous instruction—have been shown to influence mathematics value, confidence, and 

performance for Black students more broadly (Gutiérrez, 2008; Martin, 2006, 2007, 2009; 

Oakes, 2005; Steele, 2010; Nasir & Shah, 2011). 

Martin (2006) conceptualizes mathematics identity as encompassing beliefs about 

competence, perceptions of others’ views of one’s ability, and the significance mathematics holds 
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within one’s self-concept, while also emphasizing that mathematics engagement is shaped by 

sociohistorical forces and local school contexts. Black students’ mathematics engagement is 

often intertwined with processes of racial identity negotiation and stereotype management. 

Stereotype threat refers to the concern that one’s actions may confirm negative stereotypes about 

their social group (Steele, 2006). For Black students, this includes the pervasive stereotype that 

positions them as less intellectually capable, which can create pressure to avoid reinforcing such 

assumptions. For BMSAs, the intersection of racial and athletic stereotypes may further intensify 

this negotiation, particularly when teachers and peers signal that academic excellence is less 

central given anticipated athletic futures. 

Mathematics self-efficacy is also a strong predictor of persistence and course selection, 

sometimes more strongly than prior achievement (Hackett & Betz, 1989; Pajares & Graham, 

1999; McGee, 2015). Even high-achieving Black students may develop mathematics confidence 

under conditions that involve stereotype management and psychological strain (Martin & 

McGee, 2011). At the same time, affirming environments and culturally meaningful connections 

have been shown to support persistence and confidence (Nasir, 2002; Berry, 2008), and 

mentorship may help disrupt deficit narratives and support STEM trajectories for Black male 

student-athletes (Mark & Alexander, 2019). However, in high-profile sport contexts, academic 

engagement is sometimes framed in relation to eligibility requirements rather than as an 

integrated component of identity development (Adler & Adler, 1991; Beamon, 2012; Singer, 

2008; Comeaux, 2015). 

Postsecondary Patterns and the Role of Academic Supports 

Extending beyond high school, collegiate level athletes with stronger athletic identities 

are more likely to select less academically demanding majors (Foster & Huml, 2017), and 
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institutional norms often steer athletes into “major clustering” patterns linked to eligibility and 

schedule compatibility (Fountain & Finley, 2009; Gurney & Southall, 2013; Sanders & 

Hildenbrand, 2010). Meanwhile, academic support services for athletes have expanded through 

NCAA mandates and institutional investments focused on retention and graduation outcomes.  

Evidence suggests that supports such as study halls and tutoring help student-athletes 

manage competing demands (Ridpath, 2010; Brecht & Burnett, 2019). However, some argue that 

supports are most effective when they are developmentally responsive rather than 

compliance-oriented (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Comeaux, 2013; Comeaux & Crandall, 2019). 

When athletic academic support and programs operate primarily as surveillance for eligibility 

maintenance, they may do little to build autonomy, competence, or durable academic identity. In 

contrast, academically integrative supports can operate as bridges between athletics and 

education, strengthening the value of learning beyond sport. 

Summary 

Collectively, the literature demonstrates that BMSAs’ academic engagement is shaped 

not by sport participation alone, but by the interaction of racialized histories, institutional 

incentives, identity processes, and schooling structures (Beamon, 2012; Edwards, 2000; Harper, 

2006). Athletic identity can become socially rewarded to the point of foreclosure (Brewer et al., 

1993; Grove et al., 1997), how the athletic–academic paradox structures compliance-oriented 

academic behaviors (Adler & Adler, 1985; Comeaux, 2015), and how mathematics engagement 

among Black students is influenced by racialized opportunity conditions and self-efficacy beliefs 

(Martin, 2006; McGee & Martin, 2011; Pajares & Graham, 1999).  
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At the same time, evidence suggests that supportive academic climates and intentional 

identity integration can mitigate narrowing effects (Carter-Francique et al., 2015; Comeaux & 

Harrison, 2011). These insights justify the need for a framework that captures variation in how 

BMSAs relate athletics to mathematics. Accordingly, this study adapts Dawkins et al.’s (2008) 

maintenance, incentive, and integrative typologies through a mathematics-centered lens to 

examine how AIF shapes mathematics value, engagement, performance, and aspiration during 

secondary school. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

Existing literature on AIF has largely centered on collegiate populations, with particular 

attention to post-career transition, identity loss, and adjustment after sport participation ends 

(Grove et al., 1997; Murphy et al., 1996; Brewer et al., 1993; Sparkes, 1998; Lally, 2007; Park et 

al., 2013; Petitpas et al., 2009). A number of those publications have been central to 

documenting the long-term consequences of overidentification with sport, but it leaves critical 

questions unanswered about how AIF develops earlier in the identity-formation process. Far less 

attention has been given to adolescence—particularly the secondary school years—when 

academic trajectories, mathematics course pathways, and subsequent goals begin to solidify.  

The relationship between sports participation and academic achievement among BMSAs 

has long been debated. Edwards (1986) warned that too much emphasis on athletics can 

undermine the academic and social development of Black males and limit their long-term career 

opportunities. Similarly, Coleman (1961) argued that extracurricular activities, including sports, 

may detract from students’ academic focus. Given that Black males are disproportionately 

represented in sports-related extracurriculars in both the secondary and post-secondary level, an 
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enduring question persists: Does athletic participation ultimately hinder or support their 

educational and social development? 

The debate remains unresolved, Dawkins, Braddock, and Celaya (2008) assert that a 

simplistic view of this relationship—either positive or negative—is inadequate. Rather, the 

connection between sports and academics is controlled by a range of individual and institutional 

variables, including family, school, and community contexts (Harper, 2018; Beamon, 2014; 

Comeaux, 2013). AIF can contribute to identity narrowing, academic disengagement, and limited 

career maturity (Beamon, 2012; Harrison et al., 2011; Singer, 2008), others contend that when 

embedded within strong academic climates and mentoring structures, athletic participation can 

enhance engagement, well-being, and long-term opportunity (Gayles & Hu, 2009). 

To capture this complexity of the relationship sport participation has on academic 

engagement more generally, Dawkins et al.(2008) propose a three-part typology to classify how 

BMSAs in secondary schools engage with their scholarly obligations: 

●​ Maintenance Typology: BMSAs engage with academics chiefly to maintain athletic 

eligibility. Academic effort is minimal and often limited to satisfying eligibility 

requirements, with longstanding aspirations more aligned with athletic rather than 

academic success (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Sailes, 1993). 

●​ Incentive Typology: BMSAs recognize academic achievement as a means to access 

career opportunities beyond athletics. While their academic engagement is stronger than 

in the maintenance category, it is often extrinsically motivated—driven by eligibility, 

scholarships, or future job prospects (Beamon, 2014; Singer, 2008). In this typology, 
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academic and athletic identities are in tension, with each serving as motivation for the 

other. 

●​ Integrative Typology: BMSAs view academic and athletic pursuits as mutually 

reinforcing. They embrace education as central to their identity and are more likely to 

achieve success in demanding academic fields, such as STEM (Hodge et al., 2008). 

Using a mathematics-centered lens, the framework presented in Figure 1 builds upon and 

extends the academic–athletic typologies developed by Dawkins, Braddock, and Celaya (2008). 

Dawkins and colleagues examined academic engagement broadly among Black male 

student-athletes, this study refines and adapts their maintenance, incentive, and integrative 

typologies to focus specifically on high school mathematics engagement under conditions of 

athletic identity foreclosure (Brewer et al., 1993; Harrison et al., 2011; Spencer & 

Markstrom-Adams, 1990). In doing so, the framework situates mathematics—not general 

academic performance—as the primary site through which identity negotiation is examined. 

Each typology serves as an analytic foundation for understanding how BMSAs 

experience, interpret, and prioritize mathematics amid athletic identity foreclosure. Specifically, 

the adapted framework provides a structured lens for examining: (a) how BMSAs assign value 

to, engage with, and perform in mathematics (RQ1); (b) how individual, interpersonal, and 

institutional factors influence their placement within—and movement between—the 

maintenance, incentive, and integrative orientations in relation to mathematics (RQ2); and (c) 

how athletic academic supports shape mathematics confidence, engagement, and aspirations 

(RQ3). 
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By centering mathematics as a gatekeeping subject with long-term implications for 

STEM pathways and postsecondary opportunity, this adapted framework moves beyond general 

academic engagement to uncover the specific conditions under which mathematics becomes 

either an eligibility requirement, an opportunity lever, or an integrated component of identity 

development. Ultimately, the framework is used to identify the contextual forces that either 

constrain or expand mathematics engagement for Black male student-athletes navigating high 

school athletics and academic expectations simultaneously. 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework Model 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Athletic research has emphasized that the academic identity development of Black male 

athletes has often been overlooked (Beamon, 2010; Dawkins, Braddock II, & Celaya, 2009; 

Edwards, 2000). Much of the existing work centers on Black male athletes at the collegiate level 

and relies heavily on interview-based methodologies (Martin & Harris, 2006). Less attention has 

been given to Black male athletes at the high school level. This imbalance is significant, as 

adolescence represents a critical developmental period during which young people work to 

construct an integrated sense of self (Erikson, 1968). For African American youth, this identity 

formation process is further shaped by the intersecting influences of race, gender, and class 

(Pattillo-McCoy, 2003; Phinney, 1990; Spencer & Markstrom-Adams, 1990; Tatum, 1997).  

To better understand how identity plays a role in the lives of high school athletes, this 

study employed a qualitative multiple case study design to examine the influence of athletic 

identity foreclosure on the academic engagement of Black male student-athletes, with particular 

attention to their experiences in secondary mathematics. The following questions were explored:  

1.​ How does athletic identity foreclosure influence BMSAs’ perceptions of the value of 

engaging with and performing in mathematics during their secondary education 

experience? 

2.​ What factors influence Black male student-athletes’ placement within—and movement 

between—the maintenance, incentive, and integrative typologies as they attempt to 

balance sport participation and mathematics academic performance in high school? 
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3.​ How do BMSAs describe their experiences with athletic academic supports in relation to 

mathematics engagement and performance, and what recommendations do they offer to 

improve these supports? 

By focusing on the lived experience and student narratives, this qualitative multi-case 

study considers how AIF, sociocultural influences, academic demands, and institutional supports 

operate within secondary school contexts. Unlike quantitative approaches that emphasize 

statistical generalizability, this case study design offers an interpretive lens for examining 

identity and schooling as lived experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake, 1995). This approach 

is notably significant for centering the voices of historically marginalized populations whose 

educational identities are often formed by prevailing narratives about sport and achievement 

(Harper, 2009; Noguera, 2008).  

Offering insights into complex social phenomena like AIF, generating human-centered 

understandings of mathematics engagement, connecting with real-world issues such as the 

overemphasization of athletics among Black males, and responding rapidly to social changes like 

NIL deals and the deconstruction of DEI initiatives, the qualitative methods used in this study 

play an indispensable role in a world increasingly characterized by complexity.  

Research Methods and Design 

Qualitative research utilizes open-ended questions to gather information from individuals 

to gain understanding and meaning to phenomena (Yin, 2009; Stake, 2005). Qualitative research 

is also an effective method for examining complex social phenomena in natural settings 

(Creswell, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Eisner, 1991). Its strengths include an inductive 

orientation, an emphasis on contextualized meaning-making, and a concentration on participants’ 
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lived experiences rather than quantitative measurement (Maxwell, 2013). Because AIF is an 

identity development process shaped by individual meaning-making, social reinforcement, and 

institutional structures that privilege athletic participation over broader role exploration (Brewer 

et al., 1993; Marcia, 1966; Adler & Adler, 1991; Beamon, 2012; Harrison et al., 2011), 

qualitative inquiry enables a nuanced examination of how participants construct meaning 

regarding athletics, academics, and mathematics engagement. 

Quantitative designs can be valuable for examining trends and generalizability through 

statistical analysis (Creswell, 2009; Vogt & Johnson, 2005). In fact, some studies related to 

athletic identity and mathematics identity among students use a variety of assessments to 

produce measurable indicators of identity and engagement. Quantitative measures of athletic 

identity and foreclosure frequently employ instruments such as the Athletic Identity 

Measurement Scale (Brewer et al., 1993) alongside identity status measures (Balistreri et al., 

1995).  

Similarly, mathematics identity and confidence are often operationalized through 

domain-specific mathematics self-efficacy and self-concept scales (McGee, 2015; Seaton et al., 

2014; Wang & Degol, 2013). When used independently—or even in conjunction with qualitative 

components—these assessments are effective for identifying statistical relationships among 

athletic identity, academic self-concept, and achievement outcomes. However, such approaches 

may not fully capture the lived, contextualized experiences through which identity is constructed, 

reinforced, and negotiated over time. 

This study called for an in-depth, holistic exploration of participants’ experiences across 

their high school careers, allowing space for flexible interpretation and careful attention to 
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individual, interpersonal, and institutional influences shaping meaning-making (Patton, 2002). 

Because the goal was not to measure variation, describe population characteristics, or test 

predictive relationships, but rather to understand how Black male student-athletes make sense of 

their academic experiences in mathematics within the context of athletic identity foreclosure, a 

quantitative design was not appropriate (Merriam, 2009).  

Utilizing qualitative methods such as surveys, semi-structured interviews, and a focus 

group, the study considers how mathematics engagement, academic expectations, and athletic 

identity are negotiated within the context of competitive athletic obligations. Furthermore, this 

study extends prior case study investigations focused primarily on postsecondary BMSAs and 

the intersections of their academic and athletic identities (Mark & Alexander, 2019; Long et al., 

2019) by shifting attention to secondary education and the comparatively understudied domain of 

mathematics engagement.  

Case studies are widely used across disciplines to investigate contemporary phenomena 

in real-life contexts, particularly when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context 

are not clearly delineated (Yin, 1994, 2014). Creswell (2007) defines a case study as the 

exploration of an issue through one or more cases within a bounded system over time, relying on 

detailed, in-depth data collection and multiple sources of information. Merriam (1988) similarly 

emphasizes that a case study is especially valuable for examining complex social units affected 

by multiple interacting variables.  

A multiple case study comparative design improves analytic rigor through employing a 

logic of replication, which facilitates both within-case and cross-case analysis among the cases 

(Yin, 2003). Examining several cases allows identification of convergent patterns and 

meaningful divergences among participants. Investigating multiple athletes (multiple cases) 
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allowed an increase in credibility and stability of the findings (Merriam, 2009). Consistent with 

Stake’s (2005) conceptualization of a collective or multiple case study, this design also supports 

the joint examination of multiple cases to illuminate a shared phenomenon and generate 

knowledge of broader issues rather than to emphasize the uniqueness of a single case.  

In this study, each participant represents an individual case, and together these cases 

provide a comparative perspective on how athletic identity foreclosure shapes mathematics 

engagement and perceived value within high school athletic contexts. A multiple-case 

comparative design was therefore more appropriate than phenomenology or ethnography (Yin, 

2009). Whereas phenomenology focuses on identifying the shared essence of lived experience 

(Moustakas, 1994; Creswell, 2013) and ethnography emphasizes cultural immersion within a 

group (Geertz, 1973; Creswell, 2013), the multiple-case design allowed for close examination of 

how AIF influenced mathematics engagement within each participant’s experience while 

enabling cross-case analysis to identify broader patterns among BMSAs navigating similar 

institutional contexts (Dawkins et al., 2008). 

 

Participants and Setting 

Post secondary experiences and engagements account for a large portion of the literature 

on student athletes. Much of the focus has been on the racialized higher education campus 

climates, mandated institutional support systems, athletic exploitation in college 

revenue-generating sports, and post-college transitions (Beamon, 2008; Benson, 2000; Bimper, 

2014; Comeaux, 2015; Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Harper, 2009; Hyatt, 2003; Oseguera, 2010; 

Singer, 2008; Southall & Weiler, 2014). This work is critical, but it leaves an important question 
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less explored: What is happening earlier, during the high school years, when academic and 

athletic identities are still forming and solidifying? 

Approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (Appendix D), this study turns to that 

earlier stage. It focuses on BMSAs from high schools in Louisiana, particularly along the 

Interstate 10 corridor within the last five years (2021-2026). This region is not just 

geographically significant—it is culturally saturated with sport. Major collegiate programs such 

as Louisiana State University (LSU), Southern University (SU), and the University of Louisiana 

at Lafayette (ULL) are woven into the social and economic life of surrounding communities. In 

these spaces, football especially carries weight beyond the field; it is tied to pride, visibility, and 

possibility (Andrews & Silk, 2012; Carrington, 2010). High schools in this region regularly send 

athletes to NCAA Division I programs and, in some cases, professional leagues (Hawkins, 2010; 

Rhoden, 2006). 

Participants in this study came from two school districts in southern Louisiana. To protect 

confidentiality, each district is referred to as Cajun Parish, a school district in southwest 

Louisiana and Creole Parish, a school district in southeast Louisiana. These names reflect 

distinct cultural identities in the state and also maintain anonymity. Cajun Parish tends to report 

stronger overall academic performance indicators, whereas Creole Parish receives higher 

recognition in state-level athletics. This contrast was not incidental. It allowed me to consider 

how different institutional climates—academic and athletic—shape students' experiences in both 

domains. 

Louisiana has shown incremental improvement in statewide reading and mathematics 

outcomes between 2019 and 2024, though disparities across districts remain evident (Louisiana 

Department of Education, 2024). All participants were enrolled in high school during this period. 
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Their reflections on mathematics engagement, therefore, are situated within a broader moment of 

educational adjustment and shifts in accountability within the state. 

Participant Criteria and Recruitment 

Criterion sampling was employed to ensure that all participants met specific 

characteristics central to the phenomenon under study, thereby strengthening the connection 

between this study’s purpose, conceptual framework, and case selection (Patton, 2002). Because 

the study examines the intersection of athletic identity foreclosure and mathematics engagement, 

eligibility criteria were intentionally specific. Participants were required to: 

1.​ Identify as Black/African American male; 

2.​ Have competed in Louisiana varsity-level high school athletics between 2021 and 2026 

for at least one or more years; 

3.​ Have completed at least one or more years of Louisiana high school core mathematics 

coursework; 

4.​ Have participated in at least one academic support structure as an athlete (e.g., tutoring, 

advising, structured study hall) 

Recruitment occurred through district contacts, professional networks, digital outreach, 

and direct communication via email and physical letter outreach (Appendix E). Professional 

connections within both districts facilitated access and maintained clear ethical boundaries. 

Screening questions confirmed eligibility before participation alongside proof of school 

enrollment and athletic participation (school ID, report card, football roster).  
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The student-athletes who met the criteria were invited to participate via email (Appendix 

G) and an informed consent letter (Appendix F) was signed given the IRB requirements 

explaining the purpose of the study, signaling their participation in the survey and interviews, 

and focus group and assuring their confidentiality. The virtual interviews and focus group were 

recorded, allowing for more in-depth information (Yin, 2003). The final sample included 11 

participants. Eleven cases allowed for sustained engagement with each participant’s narrative and 

still supported meaningful cross-case comparison (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Guest et al., 2006).  

Data Collection 

It is necessary to use various sources of evidence in case studies (Yin, 2009). To 

investigate the lived experiences of BMSAs regarding mathematics engagement, sports 

participation, AIF, and institutional supports, this study employed three qualitative data 

collection methods: a preliminary self-assessment survey, semi-structured interviews, and a focus 

group. Applying multiple methods enhances validity through triangulation and offers 

comprehensive insight into participants’ experiences (Yin, 2017; Patton, 2015; Creswell & Poth, 

2018). 

Data collection occurred over a sequential, multi-phase timeline designed to both capture 

participants’ baseline perspectives and support deeper reflection on the relationship between 

athletics and mathematics. In Phase 1, participants completed a preliminary self-assessment 

survey (approximately 5–10 minutes), which gathered demographic information, academic and 

athletic background, and initial perceptions of mathematics, athletic identity, and academic 

supports. Survey responses were used to contextualize each participant’s case and to tailor 

individualized interview protocols. 
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In Phase 2, semi-structured interviews (45–60 minutes) were conducted to elicit rich, 

narrative accounts of participants’ experiences. Interview questions probed how participants 

perceived the role of mathematics in their lives, how they navigated academic and athletic 

expectations, and how institutional supports influenced their engagement. During this phase, 

participants were also introduced to key constructs, including AIF and the typologies of 

maintenance, incentive, and integrated orientations (Dawkins et al., 2008). Through guided 

reflection, participants considered how these frameworks aligned with or diverged from their 

lived experiences, allowing for more explicit articulation of their academic–athletic identities. 

In Phase 3, a focus group (45–60 minutes) was conducted with a subset of participants to 

facilitate collective reflection and cross-case dialogue. The focus group provided a space for 

participants to respond to one another’s experiences, further interrogate the connections between 

mathematics and athletics, and refine their understanding of AIF and typological positioning. 

This phase was particularly critical in capturing shifts in thinking, as participants engaged with 

concrete examples (e.g., mathematical concepts embedded in sports) and reconsidered previously 

held beliefs about mathematics. 

Across all three phases, data collection tools were intentionally designed and used to 

support the identification of each participant’s level of AIF and corresponding typological 

orientation. Survey data provided initial indicators of identity alignment and academic priorities. 

Interview data allowed for deeper examination of participants’ narratives, revealing patterns in 

how they valued, engaged with, and performed in mathematics relative to athletics. The focus 

group then served as a confirmatory and, in some cases, transformative space, where 

participants’ exposure to the concepts and their application to real-life experiences enabled 

refinement or reclassification of their positioning. Together, these methods facilitated a holistic 
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and iterative determination of AIF and typology for each participant, grounded in both individual 

reflection and collective meaning-making. 

Survey 

An initial online survey (Appendix A) was administered to Black male student-athletes 

who participated in varsity level sports between 2021 and 2026 to provide an overview of each 

case and participants’ secondary school experiences. The survey collected data on athletic and 

academic backgrounds, typology placement based on the conceptual framework, perceptions of 

mathematics and academic supports, self-identified academic–athletic orientations such as time 

spent in those areas per week, future goals, and key demographics (e.g., GPA, most recent math 

grade, report card/transcript, parental education). Unlike quantitative surveys designed for 

statistical inference, the purpose of this instrument was not to generate generalizable findings, 

but to inform case selection and enhance contextual depth. 

It included both closed-ended Likert-scale items and open-ended prompts (Fowler, 2014). 

Closed-ended responses were analyzed to summarize participant characteristics and patterns in 

mathematics engagement (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). Open-ended responses were examined 

through initial content analysis to identify recurring themes related to athletic and academic 

identity and institutional support (Krippendorff, 2019). Survey findings also refined the 

semi-structured interview protocol for each case, and allowed interviews to move beyond 

surface-level questions into deeper, individualized discussions based on their submitted 

responses. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 
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In-depth, semi-structured interviews served as the primary data collection method, 

allowing for rich, detailed responses, maintaining the essence of the study’s focus. Each 45–60 

minute interview was conducted via the University of Maryland’s encrypted Zoom platform, 

recorded, and transcribed. Since one-on-one, private interviews are the preferred method of data 

collection when conducting a case study involving a small group of selected individuals 

(Merriam, 2009), all interviews were conducted in that format.  

With participant permission, interviews were recorded and each transcript was reviewed 

as the recording was played by the researcher for editing purposes and also familiarity. 

Participants interviewed were also asked to review their own transcribed interviews to ensure 

accuracy. Only one participant chose to do so. All interview files were securely stored with 

password protection and two-factor authentication to ensure security. 

The interview protocol (Appendix B) included open-ended questions related to the RQs 

and conceptual framework and was refined based on survey responses to allow for clarifying or 

personalized follow-up questions. Consistent with Rubin and Rubin (2005), interviews balanced 

guiding questions with probing to explore themes related to AIF, typology categorization, 

mathematics engagement, future aspirations, and institutional support and services. Pseudonyms 

were assigned to protect participants’ identities, and all procedures were approved by the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB), with informed consent obtained prior to participation. 

Focus Group 

Following the surveys and individual interviews, six participants agreed to participate in 

a virtual focus group: two from Cajun Parish and four from Creole Parish. Focus groups offer an 

opportunity for guided discussion between participants with common experiences (Collins & 
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O’Brien, 2003). This format promotes interaction, letting participants build on each other’s ideas 

and reflect collectively on shared themes. 

Participants selected for the focus group represented different sports, AIF ratings, school 

districts, and typology classifications within the conceptual framework. The focus group 

extended on the themes examined in the interviews and allowed for deeper discussion of the 

influential factors shaping participants’ academic and athletic experiences. The focus group 

protocol is included in Appendix C. With participant permission, the focus group was recorded 

and the transcript was stored online in which the researcher was able to ensure the transcript 

matched the participants' responses verbatim. 

Discussion topics included participants’ perceptions of mathematics within their 

educational trajectory and athletic contexts, strategies used to balance academic and athletic 

demands, reflections on institutional academic supports, and recommendations for improving 

support systems. This format permitted flexibility in follow-up questioning and facilitated greater 

in-depth exploration of participants’ experiences within their sociocultural and scholastic 

contexts (Seidman, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis has been used in student-athlete research to examine identity 

development, racialized experiences, and academic engagement (Beamon, 2012; Bimper, 2014; 

Singer, 2008), making it an appropriate analytic approach for exploring athletic identity 

foreclosure and mathematics engagement among BMSAs. It is also well suited for identifying 

patterned meaning across qualitative datasets (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019). 

 



37 

Although guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework, the analytic process 

was operationalized through four iterative cycles for this study (see Table 1 below). Consistent 

with qualitative standards of rigor, analytic decisions were documented through analytic memos, 

reflective journaling, and both manual and electronic coding. Strategies including triangulation 

across survey, interview, and focus group data were incorporated to enhance credibility and 

trustworthiness (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Tracy, 2010). The transcripts were shared with each 

participant for member checking. 

In the first cycle, all interview and focus group transcripts were transcribed verbatim and 

analyzed alongside survey responses to support triangulation. Each transcript was read multiple 

times to ensure deep familiarity with participants’ narratives. During this phase, analytic memos 

were developed to capture early insights related to athletic identity, mathematics experiences, 

and institutional contexts. Initial coding was conducted using descriptive and in vivo techniques, 

allowing participants’ language to guide the analysis. Particular attention was given to 

expressions of athletic identity foreclosure, perceptions of mathematics value, eligibility-related 

pressures, academic confidence, and references to interpersonal and institutional supports. 

The second cycle involved focused and pattern coding to refine and organize the initial 

codes into more analytically meaningful groupings. Codes were compared across participants 

and clustered into higher-order categories that reflected recurring patterns in identity orientation, 

mathematics engagement behaviors, and motivational drivers. Using a constant comparative 

approach, the analysis moved beyond surface-level description to identify relationships among 

participants’ athletic identities, academic priorities, and contextual influences. These emerging 

categories were intentionally aligned with the study’s research questions and conceptual 

framework. 
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In the third cycle, thematic development occurred within each individual case to preserve 

the contextual integrity of participants’ experiences. Each participant’s data were synthesized 

into a comprehensive case narrative that captured their athletic and academic identity 

development, mathematics engagement patterns, and the role of AIF in shaping their academic 

trajectories. Themes were refined within cases using the individual, interpersonal, and 

institutional lens, allowing for a nuanced understanding of how multiple levels of influence 

shaped participants’ engagement with mathematics, their confidence, and their use of academic 

support and services. 

The final cycle involved cross-case analysis and theoretical alignment. Themes were 

systematically compared across participants to identify patterns of convergence and variation in 

experiences related to AIF and mathematics engagement. Cross-case matrices were used to 

examine differences in identity salience, academic behaviors, and support structures. These 

patterns were then mapped onto the maintenance, incentive, and integrated typologies (Dawkins 

et al., 2008), enabling deeper theoretical interpretation of participants’ positioning and movement 

across identity orientations. This phase culminated in the refinement and naming of final themes, 

which were explicitly aligned with the study’s research questions: the influence of AIF on 

mathematics engagement and perceptions (RQ1), the factors shaping typology placement and 

movement (RQ2), and the role of academic supports in influencing outcomes and 

recommendations for improvement (RQ3). 
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Table 1: Data Analysis Cycles Aligned with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) Six-Phase Thematic 
Analysis Framework 

Dissertation 
Analytic Cycle 

Description in This Study Braun & Clarke 
(2006) Phase(s) 

Purpose Within This 
Study 

Cycle One: 
Familiarization & 
Case Construction 

Transcript review, survey 
cross-checking, memo writing, 
and individual case summaries 

Phase 1: 
Familiarization 
with the Data 

Develop deep 
understanding of each 
participant’s identity 
trajectory and mathematics 
engagement context 

Cycle Two: 
Hybrid Coding 

Deductive (AIF, typology, 
supports) and inductive coding 
using NVivo and manual 
review 

Phase 2: 
Generating Initial 
Codes 

Systematically identify 
meaningful features of the 
data aligned with RQs and 
conceptual framework 

Cycle Three: 
Theme 
Development & 
Review 

Organizing codes into 
individual, interpersonal, and 
institutional themes; refining 
coherence 

Phase 3: 
Searching for 
Themes 
Phase 4: 
Reviewing Themes 

Develop patterned meaning 
related to RQ1 (AIF & 
math), RQ2 (typology & 
influences), and RQ3 
(supports & 
recommendations) 

Cycle Four: 
Within-Case & 
Cross-Case 
Analysis 

Development of case 
narratives and typology-based 
comparisons across 
participants 

Phase 5: Defining 
& Naming 
Themes 
Phase 6: 
Producing the 
Report 

Interpret findings across 
cases and align them 
explicitly with conceptual 
framework and research 
questions 

Assumptions 

This study assumes that participants provided honest and reflective accounts of their 

experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). It further assumes that AIF is a meaningful construct 

within secondary education and that identity influences how BMSAs assign value to 

mathematics (Brewer et al., 1993; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). Finally, the study assumes that 

BMSAs’ mathematics engagement is shaped by layered individual, interpersonal, and 

institutional forces, including eligibility structures and social influences (Comeaux & Harrison, 
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2011; Harper, 2016; Singer, 2008). Centering BMSAs is therefore both theoretically and 

methodologically intentional. 

Positionality Statement 

I identify as a Black, male mathematics educator from Louisiana, and these intersecting 

identities shape how I understand and engage in this work. Raised in a single-parent household 

with three siblings, I grew up in a context where sports were highly valued. Although I was 

introduced to athletics at an early age, I did not develop an interest in sports and do not identify 

as an athlete. However, athletics remained central in my family, particularly through my younger 

brother and extended family members who participated in football, basketball, and baseball. This 

positioned me as a consistent supporter of athletes, often through academic means such as 

tutoring and advising. 

As an honor student in high school and college, I became aware of the limited presence 

of Black male student-athletes in academically advanced spaces. These experiences shaped my 

early understanding of how academic and athletic identities are often constructed as 

separate—and sometimes competing—domains for Black male students. This awareness has 

remained central to my professional work. 

I am a career mathematics educator with experience across elementary, middle, high 

school, and higher education settings. In my work with Black male students, both athletes and 

non-athletes, I have observed varied ways they experience, perceive, and engage with 

mathematics. Among Black male student-athletes, I have often noticed a prioritization of sports 

alongside more complex relationships with mathematics. Through intentional 

relationship-building and culturally responsive approaches, I have supported students in 
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developing more meaningful engagement with mathematics, including recognizing connections 

between athletic contexts and mathematical thinking. 

My training in mathematics education situates me within a discipline that has historically 

emphasized notions of neutrality, meritocracy, and ability, which can obscure the influence of 

race and identity on students’ experiences. In response, I approach this work by centering the 

lived experiences of Black male student-athletes and examining how structural, interpersonal, 

and individual factors shape their engagement in mathematics. My professional and personal 

experiences have also informed my understanding of the maintenance, incentive, and integrated 

typologies, which I have observed both in educational settings and within my own family. 

My values are grounded in equity, agency, and the holistic development of students. In 

light of the historical exploitation of Black bodies in athletic systems, I aim to foster awareness 

of how institutional structures and incentives may shape the motivations and opportunities of 

Black male student-athletes. Through this work, I seek to support students in constructing 

identities that extend beyond athletics and include strong academic, particularly mathematical, 

engagement. 

Ultimately, my goal is to contribute to more equitable mathematics education by 

illuminating gaps in engagement and achievement and by advancing integrated approaches that 

connect athletics and mathematics in meaningful ways. I also aim to support educators in 

creating learning environments that affirm the identities and potential of Black male 

student-athletes while expanding their academic and career possibilities. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Description of Sample 

The sample consisted of 11 Black male student-athletes from two Louisiana parish school 

districts. One in southeast Louisiana and the other in southwest Louisiana. Ranging from the 

ages of 15-23 years old, the BMSAs in this study participate/d in athletic programs, including 

football, basketball, and baseball. Participants in Table 2 represented former athletes (Classes of 

2021–2025) who competed at the varsity level each year of their high school enrollment, while 

Table 3 includes current high school students in grades 10–12. Each participant was asked about 

their post–high school plans, and every player initially expressed aspirations of continuing as an 

athlete. For some, this represented their primary and only envisioned pathway, for others, 

curiosity and exploration of alternative opportunities also emerged. A brief snapshot of the 

participants is described below.  

Peter 

Peter is a high school sophomore from Creole Parish who plays football and is one of the 

newer athletes in the study, having joined the school team during his freshman year. He is 

currently enrolled in Geometry and describes mathematics as challenging, though he maintains 

an A in the course with support from his mother. Peter hopes to attend college where he can both 

play football and pursue a degree in engineering. Reflecting on his experience as a 

student-athlete, he explained that balancing athletics and academics can be demanding and that 

the workload associated with both roles can sometimes make it difficult for student-athletes to 

remain fully present in either space. 

Andrew 
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Andrew is a basketball player with over ten years of experience who graduated from high 

school in Cajun Parish with a 4.6 GPA and numerous academic and athletic accolades. He is 

currently an undergraduate student at a historically Black college in Louisiana, where he 

continues his athletic career as a member of the men’s basketball team while majoring in nursing. 

Reflecting on how he balances athletics and academics, Andrew explains that his Christian faith 

helps keep him grounded. He also describes basketball as a form of therapy that helps him 

manage stress and stay focused while navigating the demands of his coursework and nursing 

prerequisites. 

Jameson 

Jameson is a United States Marine who initially planned to pursue a college basketball 

career after high school while majoring in an athletics-related field such as sports medicine. 

When those plans did not materialize, he found his path through military service. As the middle 

child in his family, Jameson credits the women in his life—particularly his mother and 

sister—for consistently reminding him to prioritize his mathematics education even as he 

excelled on the high school basketball level in Creole Parish. Reflecting on his high school 

experience, he describes basketball as a meaningful part of his life, filled with memories that 

helped shape the person he is today. His persistence to become better in basketball pushed him to 

overcome challenges and struggles in secondary mathematics coursework which was described 

as often being an obstacle for him. 

Johnnie 

Johnnie is a graduating senior in the 12th grade from Creole Parish who plays baseball. 

Although he began playing both basketball and baseball at the age of four, he eventually 

discovered a stronger passion for baseball and continued pursuing the sport throughout high 
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school. After graduation, he hopes to secure an opportunity to play at one of two large 

universities in Louisiana, with a growing interest in attending a historically Black college or 

university. While mathematics has not traditionally been his favorite subject, Johnnie finds 

moments of satisfaction in his current Algebra III class when he reaches mastery on certain 

lessons. Although he has not yet selected a major or defined a specific career path beyond 

baseball, he shares an interest in possibly owning a business in the future. 

Phil 

Phil is a graduating senior from Cajun Parish who plays football and plans to continue his 

athletic career at the collegiate level while majoring in engineering. His parents, both highly 

educated, have consistently emphasized the importance of remaining committed to academics 

alongside athletics. Phil is currently enrolled in Algebra III, where his performance is average, 

though he recognizes that he will need to improve his grades to meet the admission criteria for 

the engineering program he hopes to pursue. While STEM subjects are not his strongest area of 

interest, he understands the discipline and skills required for success and acknowledges that the 

demands of athletics can sometimes interfere with his academic focus. 

Barty 

Barty began playing contact football at the age of four and throughout his childhood and 

adolescence focused almost exclusively on the goal of becoming a professional football player. 

As the youngest of five siblings, he received strong support from his family—particularly his 

mother—throughout his elementary, middle, and high school football experiences. Even after his 

mother passed away while he was in high school, Barty continued pursuing football as his 

primary path forward. Although college was never a strong academic interest for him, he 

accepted a football scholarship nearly 900 miles from his hometown; however, after a few weeks 
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he left the team and returned home. At the time of this study, Barty is currently incarcerated and 

awaiting trial. 

Tommy 

Tommy was an all-around athlete who excelled in nearly every sport his mother enrolled 

him in, showing a natural talent for organized athletics that brought him great joy. As his athletic 

identity grew, school was rarely viewed as a pathway to support his long-term goals beyond 

sports. Diagnosed with a learning disability, he struggled to fully connect with his mathematics 

coursework throughout school. After competing for three years in basketball, football, and track 

in high school, Tommy suffered a serious football injury that resulted in a medical discharge 

from the team and ended his athletic career. Following the injury, he experienced depression and 

a loss of motivation, eventually leaving high school before completing his diploma. 

Matt 

Matt is a school leaver who did not complete his high school coursework. A standout 

football player and cousin to Barty, Matt struggled academically throughout school and grew up 

in a single-parent household. While his grandfather—whom he refers to as his “Pawpaw,” a baby 

boomer who grew up in the segregated South—consistently emphasized the importance of 

mathematics and education, Matt remained focused on the high school–to–LSU–to–New Orleans 

Saints football pipeline that many BMSAs in Louisiana aspire to. As his grades declined and he 

eventually fell below athletic eligibility requirements, Matt ultimately withdrew from school. He 

is currently working toward completing his GED, reflecting on how his intense focus on football 

during high school overshadowed his academic priorities. 

Jamie 
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Jamie is a level-headed, Creole Parish former student-athlete who was encouraged to 

pursue sports from a young age because of his size and physique. Beginning around age five, his 

mother and other men in the community recognized his athletic potential and pushed him toward 

organized athletics. Known for his charm and outgoing personality, Jamie often used these 

interpersonal skills to navigate his academic responsibilities, particularly in mathematics, where 

he sometimes relied on extensions, additional support, or help from peers to complete 

assignments. While he understands the value of mathematics and its importance for the future, 

the support systems around him often shielded him from having to invest deeply beyond 

minimum academic requirements. Jamie briefly attended college in Cajun Parish after high 

school but ultimately withdrew before completing his first semester. 

Thad 

Thad is a graduating senior from Cajun Parish who plays football and is currently 

enrolled in Algebra III. He plans to pursue a STEM-related major in physiology while continuing 

his football career at the collegiate level. Although football remains his primary passion and 

focus, Thad intentionally views his academic pathway as a necessary backup plan should his 

athletic ambitions not materialize. Coming from a household with college-educated parents, he 

has been encouraged to take academics seriously and understands the role mathematics plays in 

everyday life and future career opportunities. Thad currently holds a B in his math class and 

maintains a level of confidence and value in the subject that keeps him academically grounded, 

even as the demands of football sometimes compete for his attention. 

Sammy 

Sammy is a queer former student-athlete from Creole Parish who participated in baseball 

and track throughout his youth. Although he began playing baseball at age five at the 
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encouragement of his father, he never developed a deep passion for the sport. Instead, he found 

greater enjoyment in track, where the environment allowed him more freedom to interact with 

both male and female teammates. Sammy never developed a strong interest in mathematics and 

did not pursue a STEM-related career path. He later graduated from a HBCU in Louisiana and 

currently works as a social worker. 

Sample Composition and Setting 

This study included 11 Black male student-athletes drawn from two Louisiana school 

districts: Creole Parish and Cajun Parish. Four participants attended schools in Cajun Parish, 

seven were enrolled in Creole Parish. The sample included both former high school graduates (n 

= 7) and current high school students (n = 4), allowing for examination of both retrospective 

reflections and present-day academic experiences within athletic contexts but all participating in 

high school athletics within the last five years of this study (2021-2026). 

To further protect participant confidentiality, pseudonyms were selected for each 

participant. These names are symbolic and do not reflect the participants’ actual identities, 

backgrounds, or achievements. Football was the dominant sport represented in the sample, with 

eight participants competing at the varsity level. Basketball and baseball were also represented, 

and several participants competed in more than one sport during their high school careers. All 

participants were involved in competitive athletic environments where sport participation 

required sustained time commitments and academic eligibility. As both schools the players 

attended in either Creole or Cajun Parish were Division 1 schools in the State of Louisiana.  
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Table 2: Former Student Athletes Background Information 

Table 3: Current Black Male Student-Athlete Participants 

Academic Profiles: Former Participants 

Among the seven former participants, final cumulative GPAs ranged from below 1.0 to 

4.6. The overall mean GPA for former participants was approximately 2.66. However, this 

average was influenced by two participants whose GPAs were below 1.0. When those two cases 
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are excluded, the mean GPA increases to approximately 3.14, indicating a cluster of participants 

who maintained moderate to strong academic performance. 

Final mathematics grades among former participants ranged from A to F, demonstrating 

substantial variability in mathematics outcomes. Postsecondary trajectories were equally diverse. 

Two former participants did not complete high school, one leaving after a career ending injury 

and the other leaving due to failing grades which caused him to be released from the football 

team. Others completed partial college enrollment, one completed a full college degree, and one 

was actively pursuing undergraduate education at the time of data collection.  

Current occupational outcomes among former participants included employment as 

chemical plant service operators, military service in the Marine Corps, licensed social work, 

customer service employment, and one participant was incarcerated during time of data 

collection. These varied outcomes illustrate differences in long-term academic and career 

trajectories following high school athletic participation as none of them were within the STEM 

field. Each former player expressed during their high school experience that a career in sports 

was their primary motivation.  

Academic Profiles: Current Participants 

The four current participants were enrolled in grades 10 through 12, with expected 

graduation years ranging from 2026 to 2029. Their GPAs ranged from 2.49 to 3.4, with a mean 

GPA of approximately 3.03. Current mathematics grades ranged from C to A. 

Unlike the variability observed among former participants’ long-term outcomes, all 

current participants articulated college aspirations. However, each expressed intent to pursue 
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collegiate athletics as first and top priority. But each participant expressed an understanding of 

the need to also attach those ambitions with academic or professional goals. Reported career 

interests included engineering, business, and physiology. These aspirations suggest an expressed 

integration of athletics with academic and career planning in STEM at the time of data 

collection. 

Parental Educational Background 

Parental educational attainment varies across the sample and provides important 

contextual background. Among former participants, parental education most frequently ranged 

from high school completion to some college coursework. Only limited representation of 

completed college degrees was reported among parents of former participants. 

In contrast, all current participants reported that at least one parent had completed 

college. Across the full sample, high school completion and some college were the most 

commonly reported parental education levels. This variation in familial educational capital 

provides contextual grounding for understanding differences in academic expectations, exposure 

to postsecondary pathways, and perceived academic support structures. 

Within-Case and Cross-Case Contextual Patterns 

Within individual cases, variation was evident in how athletic identity orientation 

corresponded with mathematics confidence, value, and performance. Some participants 

demonstrated strong academic outcomes alongside sustained and highly ambitious athletic 

commitments, others reported lower mathematics engagement in contexts where athletic identity 

appeared more central. 
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Cross-case comparisons revealed patterns related to time allocation between sport and 

academics, differences in parental education, variation in high school GPA, and divergence in 

postsecondary trajectories. Former participants demonstrated broader variability in long-term 

academic and occupational outcomes. Although all initially aspired to professional sports 

careers, none ultimately reached that level, and some outcomes included incarceration. In 

contrast, current participants uniformly articulated aspirations that integrated athletics with 

academic or professional futures, some with STEM aspired goals in mind. 

Together, these descriptive patterns provide contextual grounding for the analytic 

findings that follow. The subsequent sections build upon this background to examine how 

athletic identity foreclosure shaped mathematics engagement, value, confidence, and academic 

performance across cases. 

 

Key Finding RQ1: Athletic Identity Foreclosure Shaped Whether Mathematics Was 

Experienced as a Requirement or a Resource 

The results from RQ1, How does athletic identity foreclosure influence BMSAs’ 

perceptions of the value of engaging with and performing in mathematics during their secondary 

education experience, indicate that AIF significantly shaped how BMSAs interpreted the 

purpose, value, and future relevance of mathematics during their secondary education experience 

as reflected in Table 4. Eligibility created a structural floor for math participation, but AIF 

shaped the ceiling. Participants with high AIF and athlete-first orientations typically approached 

mathematics with disinterest, resulting in lower or inconsistent engagement, weaker 

performance, and future aspirations centered primarily on sport. Johnnie said,  
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“I didn’t really like math growing up. I never really liked it. I didn’t like how much you 

have to focus on it because if you miss anything, you can be messed up for a whole 

lesson, sometimes even the next few lessons. It can feel like you fall behind for the whole 

chapter. That why I just do what is asked and keep kicking.” 

Academic requirements ensured that participants remained enrolled and at least minimally 

engaged in mathematics coursework, however, AIF largely determined whether mathematics 

functioned as an instrumental requirement tied to sport participation or as a developmental 

resource connected to long-term aspirations.  

In contrast, participants with low AIF exhibited strong athletic identities but they were 

characterized by higher mathematics value, stronger confidence, sustained engagement, higher 

academic performance, and clearly articulated career goals to be collegiate or professional 

athletes but also partnering those ambitions with math-connected fields such as engineering and 

physiology. They also all had parents who had post secondary educations. Andrew, nursing 

major, mentioned, “My parents kept me and sister playing basketball but they also made sure that 

our grades were above average. We couldn’t just come home with barely passing grades.” 

 Those occupying intermediate positions acknowledged math’s importance but struggled 

with confidence and consistency, revealing that AIF operates along a continuum rather than as a 

binary condition. In the focus group, Jamie explained that he understood math would be critical 

for life “no matter what career” he pursued, yet he still chose not to invest beyond baseline 

eligibility requirements. This illustrates that cognitive acknowledgment of importance does not 

automatically disrupt foreclosure. Overall, AIF did not determine whether participants 
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encountered mathematics; it determined how deeply mathematics mattered in shaping their 

academic behaviors and future trajectories. 

Table 4: Athletic Identity Orientation and Mathematics Value, Engagement, Confidence, 
and Performance 

 

High AIF narrowed mathematics engagement, performance, and future orientation  

Across high-AIF cases—particularly those identifying as athlete-first—mathematics was 

most often framed as time consuming, frustrating, and/or something to “get through”. Most of 

these players were the student athletes who played football and spent 20+ hours a week investing 

in their sports career. Hodge et al. (2008) reveals in a study that football athletes described being 

socially recognized primarily as football players before being recognized as students. The 

visibility and commercial value of football reinforced a sport-dominant identity. Tommy, a 

football player since five years old, described this orientation plainly: 

“I did not like school…espcially math. Hated it. It was hard, it took a lot of time, 

and I was spending a lot of time for football. Math just wasn’t no priority” 
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When asked whether math was important for his future, he responded: “Not at all.” In his case, 

mathematics engagement was drowned out by the time commitments to develop his skills and 

knowledge in football. Barty described how frustration shaped his mathematics engagement: 

“Sometimes… I get frustrated… then I would say, ‘Forget this shit’ then you get pushed back 

even further in math.” 

Jamie echoed this same imbalance of time and interest logic while also demonstrating 

how foreclosure narrows future imagination: “My whole life was football. I didn’t have a plan 

B… I wasn’t giving my 100% in math at all. My head paid attention in class, but my heart was 

on the field.” Sammy similarly described mathematics as instrumental rather than meaningful: 

“I’ll be lying if I said I had a math class that interested me beyond just trying to get in and out as 

smoothly as possible without getting a bad grade.” 

Pajares (1996) explains that self-efficacy and performance are related but distinct; 

high perceived competence does not always translate into achievement. Importantly, the 

high-AIF group also revealed that mathematics confidence did not always translate into 

stronger engagement and performance. Matt described the emotional satisfaction of 

mathematical mastery: “When you practice on it, and you finally understand it… it’s like a 

big relief.” Yet he also acknowledged how football pulled him away from academics: 

“Football does come with a lot… you fall off track with school and I did just that with 

math and my other subjects too…” 

Suggesting that when athletic identity is central to the BMSA, mathematics value and 

confidence alone may not produce sustained engagement because sport governs time, attention, 

and perceived priorities—an effect that aligns with identity salience and role engulfment 
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frameworks (Adler & Adler, 1991) and with identity foreclosure theory’s emphasis on narrowed 

exploration and premature commitment. Across cases, participants categorized within the high 

AIF group did not ultimately pursue STEM or athletic-related careers. Despite sport functioning 

as a dominant identity during adolescence, their postsecondary trajectories reflected either 

limited educational continuation or entry into non-STEM occupational fields.  

Lower AIF supported integrative identities tied to broader career aspirations in STEM. 

The participants with lower AIF demonstrated more integrative academic-athletic 

identities in which mathematics was explicitly tied to future career pathways. Andrew stated: 

“Without being a student, you can’t be an athlete… I love basketball, I want to be a 

great player one day, but you need math for dang near every career possible. I’m 

going to be a nurse… I’m taking chemistry right now—it’s math.” 

His narrative reflects a developmental orientation: mathematics was not a barrier but a bridge to 

a profession beyond athletics even though he has an overall athletic pursuit as well to be a 

successful basketball player. These cases reflect Dawkins et al.’s (2008) integrative typology, 

where athletic and academic identities operate in tandem rather than in competition. For these 

participants, mathematics was not simply tied to eligibility; it was embedded within broader 

career planning and identity development beyond sport. Peter expressed a similar integrative 

view, emphasizing the durability of academics compared to sport: 

“There’s power in sports, yes… and it can get you a lot of money, but think about 

how much more is available when you focus on the schooling aspects too, especially 

in math… plus being an athlete has its time limit.” 
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These cases suggest that lower AIF supported broader future planning and sustained mathematics 

engagement. Consistent with identity development theory, individuals who maintain multiple 

salient identities—rather than prematurely foreclosing on one—are more likely to engage in 

exploration and long-term planning (Marcia, 1966). Although all lower-AIF participants aspired 

to athletic careers first and foremost, they positioned sport as a pathway rather than an 

endpoint—leveraging athletics for scholarship access, networking, and academic mobility. 

Consider Sammy’s thoughts, “I knew there was money in baseball, my dad would always tell me 

that, but it was just something that was drawing me to think about other options.” In these cases, 

sport functioned as one component of a multidimensional identity structure rather than the sole 

organizing identity.  

Participants like Sammy with mixed or incentive perspectives acknowledged math’s 

relevance for their lives more broadly, but still described low confidence and inconsistent 

engagement. Johnnie, for instance, stated: “I feel like math is my least confident subject, I am not 

doing too great in the class right now…” Yet he also admitted that athletics structured his effort: 

“Being an athlete… kind of makes you focus more on it though. I want to go to college, so I keep 

up my grades as best as I can to make sure that I can get into the school when I apply to play 

baseball..” This finding reinforces that eligibility rules can sustain academic contact but without 

identity integration, mathematics engagement often remains fragile and dependent on external 

accountability rather than internalized purpose. 
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Table 5: Cross-Case Pattern of AIF, Mathematics Experiences, and Future 
Aspirations/Trajectories 

 

 

Key Finding 2: Typology Placement and Movement Were Shaped by Layered Individual, 

Interpersonal, and Institutional Forces 

Findings from RQ2, what factors influence Black male student-athletes’ placement 

within—and movement between—the maintenance, incentive, and integrative typologies as they 

attempt to balance sport participation and mathematics academic performance in high school, 

indicate that Black male student-athletes’ placement within the maintenance, incentive, and 

integrative typologies (Dawkins, Braddock, & Celaya, 2008) was dynamic rather than fixed. 

Typology orientation functioned as a negotiated position shaped by the interaction of individual 

identity and motivation, interpersonal accountability, and institutional structures.  
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Balancing sport participation and mathematics engagement was not primarily a function 

of time allocation. As shown in Table 6, the BMSAs spent equal or greater time in sport-related 

activities compared to their academic investments; instead, the tension reflected ongoing identity 

negotiation shaped by family expectations, coach accountability, peer culture, and shifting 

opportunity structures. During the survey and interviews, each player was introduced to the 

conceptual framework tenets used in this study and asked to select the typology (maintenance, 

incentive, integrative) that best described their mathematics engagement while participating in 

sports during high school. 

Table 6: Mathematics Engagement and Sports Participation Typology 

 

Maintenance Was Retained When Mathematics Functioned as Eligibility Insurance 

Participants who identified within the maintenance typology described their mathematics 

experiences as threshold-based. Their balancing strategies centered on completing what was 
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necessary to remain eligible, rather than pursuing mastery or long-term growth. These messages 

were reinforced internally, through teachers, peers and their family units. 

Tommy explained his orientation clearly: “Long as I’m able to play… that’s all I’m 

worried about. I would still try, but… long as I’m on that field…” Even though he maintained 

routines after practice to complete schoolwork, his academic investment was calibrated toward 

staying eligible rather than excelling. Jamie similarly identified the institutional minimum as 

sufficient motivation: “I needed that 2.5 just to play… I wasn’t even trying to go above the bar. 

That was fine with everybody too, especially my teachers” 

Although Jamie also acknowledged, “Math really runs the world… everything is through 

math,” his high school behavior reflected the “ceiling effect” of eligibility: once the minimum 

standard was met, deeper academic investment felt unnecessary. BMSAs often navigate 

educational and sport contexts that normalize minimum academic benchmarks while 

disproportionately valuing athletic performance (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Sailes, 2017). 

Barty echoed this compliance-driven approach: 

“I did just enough… especially when it came down to projects and large exams. My 

momma knew school wasn’t my thing, but she made sure I at least got the work 

done. Was it perfect? Heck no, but I didn’t get an F. Sometimes I would even get an 

B or A-.” 

In these cases, mathematics was necessary but not developmental. Academic engagement 

functioned as protection against losing athletic access. Similar to the maintenance orientation, 

indicating that when AIF sets in, academic effort becomes instrumental. 
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Progression Toward Incentive Occurred When Grades Became Opportunity Currency 

Movement toward the incentive typology occurred when participants linked mathematics 

performance to scholarships, college admission, or financial incentives and opportunities. 

Academic effort intensified when grades were perceived as expanding athletic mobility. 

Jameson described this connection directly: 

“I wanted schools to look at me like… ‘He has a good GPA, he’s an athlete as 

well’… my mama didn’t play that. Plus, I knew that my family could not pay for me 

to go to school, so I had to think smart if I ever wanted to leave the hood. Coming 

from a single-parent home… that could help me and my family… I wanted schools 

to look at me.” 

Phil described a noticeable shift in emphasis as college approached. Earlier in high 

school, football occupied his primary focus; however, as postsecondary decisions became more 

immediate, he began prioritizing academics, recognizing that his grades would directly influence 

his college options, “I am getting ready to go into a new chapter, I have to set myself up, bad 

math grades won’t help me.”. Similarly, Johnnie framed academic effort as a strategic tool for 

college recruitment. “Early on in high school, math was not a priority, but now as an 

upperclassman it is becoming more important for my life when I leave here.” He explained that 

improving grades was necessary to increase exposure and expand opportunities for college 

programs to consider him. In both cases, mathematics performance was positioned not as an 

isolated academic task, but as a mechanism for preserving and expanding athletic mobility. 

Even Tommy, a high AIF rated athlete with extremely low mathematics engagement, 

acknowledged the motivational effect of modern day incentives like the NIL legislation: “Once 
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that law passed, it made me push harder, even though I hated math… everybody wants money.” 

Jamie described NIL in generational terms: “A meal ticket… if you interchange that N with that 

M, boom, that’s that MIL ticket every student athlete is looking for.” Jameson emphasized its 

impact on family stress: “If I have these deals, I don’t have to worry about sending money back 

home… that could alleviate stress to allow me to focus.” 

Across cases, institutional incentives reframed mathematics as competitive capital. 

Although it did not automatically reduce AIF, it added academic motivation—particularly for 

participants from low-income backgrounds. Incentive orientation thus reflected academic 

engagement driven by external opportunity structures rather than intrinsic academic 

identification. 

Integrative Placement Emerged When Mathematics and Athletics Were Prioritized 

Only a small group of participants demonstrated a sustained integration typology as it 

pertains to mathematics engagement and sports participation. In these cases, mathematics and 

athletics were described as mutually reinforcing. Thad articulated this reciprocity: “If this 

[academic performance] wasn’t right, that [athletic performance] wouldn’t be right… it all 

translates… hand-in-hand.” He described his coach's support for academic prioritization: “He 

understood if I can’t make it to practice on certain days because I know I had school related 

things to do.” 

Parental education plays a critical role in shaping children’s academic achievement, 

expectations, and long-term attainment (Davis-Kean, 2005; Haveman & Wolfe, 1995). Among 

minority student groups, parental education has been shown to influence academic self-concept, 

educational aspirations, and access to rigorous coursework (Sirin, 2005). Andrew, who had 
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parents and a sister who attended college for basketball, uses them as an example to look up to 

when tailoring his future career in school and sports.  

Peter also described his movement toward integration and future ambitions in: “At my 

lowest I fall as an incentive… but I’m striving to be integrative.” When asked what was driving 

this shift, he responded: 

“My mom (a college graduate) definitely inspires me… trying to merge into being a 

good math student and then excelling at it. I don’t like geometry right now but she is 

helping me find some fun in it.” 

In these cases, mathematics academic identity functioned as part of a broader future orientation, 

grounded in family reinforcement and long-term planning rather than tied exclusively to athletic 

participation or sport-dependent opportunities. 

Regression Occurred When Interpersonal Reinforcement Weakened 

Sammy’s case illustrates movement across typologies. While playing baseball under the 

pressure of his father, he described an incentive orientation driven largely by external 

accountability. However, after transitioning to track—where that external reinforcement 

lessened—his academic engagement shifted toward a maintenance orientation, characterized by 

meeting minimum academic expectations rather than striving for high achievement. Reflecting 

on this shift, Sammy explained,  

“I was incentive to just get him to get out of my face and stop hounding me about finding 

something to do… but when I started running track, it was kind of just back to 
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maintenance—just doing school without the heavy persuasion from my dad about 

baseball success.” 

This regression underscores that typology placement was context-dependent rather than 

fixed. Consistent with identity development theory, identity commitments require sustained 

reinforcement and exploration to remain stable. Moreover, when external accountability 

structures weaken, effort may decline if internalized commitment has not been fully developed. 

In Sammy’s case, the absence of continued interpersonal reinforcement, his father, corresponded 

with movement toward maintenance. 

Coaches Functioned as the Central Cross-Cutting Influence 

Across all typologies, every participant identified at least one coach who influenced their 

mathematics engagement. Coaches monitored grades, mandated study halls, paired teammates 

for tutoring, and communicated directly with teachers. Jamie described how humor carried 

embedded accountability: “The coach made some type of joke about our math grades when they 

were not too great… However, the truth is told behind the joke. That's his way of letting us know 

we needed to tighten up.” For many participants raised in single-parent households, coaches 

functioned as relational anchors. Barty stated: “My mom was my biggest fan… She was like my 

mom and dad all in one. But my coaches meant the world to me.” 

Thad described the relational authority of his coach: 

“My coach didn’t play… He was strict, but honest… I was 6 feet, 200 pounds, 

people stayed out of my way. But coach? When he said something, I’d get right. One 

of the areas he stayed on top of me about was my math grades. He was like my dad.” 
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Tommy acknowledged the mutual benefit embedded in coach-athlete dynamics, 

recognized academic redirection: “A coach gonna do whatever to see you on that field… Some 

want you at the next level. Some just want you to win games for them… so they can have a good 

reputation.” Yet he also recalled: “He didn’t make me go to tryouts… He sent me straight to 

class… like, don’t worry about this [basketball], go do that [tutoring].” 

These accounts illustrate how coaches operated as institutional translators, reinforcing 

maintenance through eligibility monitoring yet also catalyzing movement toward incentive or 

integration when they authentically advocated for academics (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; 

Comeaux & Crandall, 2019). 

Key Finding 3: Study Halls Supported Eligibility and Task Completion but Rarely Built 

Mathematics Identity 

Findings from RQ3, how do BMSAs describe their experiences with athletic academic 

supports in relation to mathematics engagement and performance, and what recommendations 

do they offer to improve these supports, show that athletic academic supports—most commonly 

study halls—were a familiar part of participants’ high school athletic experience, but they were 

not institutionalized through district policy. In both the Cajun and Creole school districts, there 

were no regulations requiring student-athletes to complete hours in athletic academic 

interventions; instead, study halls were largely created, mandated, and monitored by coaches. 

Participants described these supports as structured and sometimes helpful for keeping grades 

stable, yet overwhelmingly oriented toward short-term eligibility maintenance rather than 

sustained mathematics learning, confidence, or identity development. 
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For BMSAs in this study, the study halls functioned primarily as coach-led interventions 

that emphasized assignment completion and short-term grade stability. As seen in Table 7 below, 

the study hall sessions rarely built mathematics mastery, confidence, or durable academic 

identity. Matt said, “The coaches weren't really watching what we were doing, a lot of times we 

just joked around the sessions and made it seem like we were working.” Participants valued 

structure, peer support, and supportive coaches, yet called for supports that are consistent across 

teams, distributed throughout the week, integrated with content specific teacher instruction, 

attentive to mental health, and oriented toward long-term academic and career development 

beyond sport (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011). 

Table 7: Athletic Academic Supports and Mathematics Outcomes  

 

Study Hall as Coach-Led Accountability in Which Maintenance Typology was the Bar of 
Success in Academic Pursuits 

Across cases, participants described coaches as the primary drivers of academic 

accountability systems through weekly grade checks, lists of students who needed to improve, 

and routine monitoring of progress. Tommy explained the shifting nature of this system: “Our 
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coach would have a list on who would need to pick their grades up… every week it could 

change… next week, your name might be off the list.” Jameson detailed how his coach 

institutionalized accountability: “Our coach would check all of our grades… see where our 

weakest subject is… get extra work for us… sometimes he’d email the teacher personally.” 

Several participants noted that coaches used spreadsheets listing athletes’ classes and 

flagged subject-area concerns, and—at times—took concrete steps to connect students with help. 

Sammy explained: 

“He always had a printout sheet with all of the player’s names and the different 

subjects with their current grades. And he would always go down the list and call 

out each class we needed to ask for extra work to bring up the grade from that 

teacher.” 

This oversight functioned often as a form of support, but participants consistently framed it as 

eligibility-centric. Coaches monitored grades because athletes needed to remain eligible to play, 

and team success depended on having players available. This emphasis reflects a broader critique 

that academic interventions for athletes often prioritize athletic continuity and program 

performance over holistic educational development. Thad captured this tension when he reflected 

on the perceived motives behind some academic enforcement: “It didn’t really feel like he really 

cared about us and our grades… it was just more so about himself, so he was aggressive about 

making sure we got at least C’s.” 

Organized Time, Limited Learning: “Completing Math” Instead of “Learning Math” 

Participants repeatedly distinguished between completing assignments and developing 

mathematics understanding. Study halls were often described as segmented, efficiency-focused, 
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and built for task completion rather than conceptual learning. Andrew explained: “The first 15 

minutes would probably be, like, a math, the second 15 minutes… science…” This pattern helps 

explain why most participants described study halls as useful for stabilizing grades but not for 

strengthening their relationship with mathematics. Identity formation in mathematics requires 

opportunities for meaningful problem-solving, discussion, and connection-making, not just work 

production. 

BMSAs in the athletic study halls perceived secondary mathematics as something to “get 

done”, not a space to build confidence, mastery, or long-term academic purpose. Even when 

coaches served as intercessors—emailing teachers, requesting extra work, or checking students 

off completion lists—the structure produced “eligible athletes who completed math” more than 

“mathematics learners.” Barty said, “My coaches were friends with a lot of the teachers, they 

would put in a good word for us when our grades were falling. Then we would end up with extra 

time to complete things in math class, or even random bonus points. I loved that part. One of the 

athletic perks.” 

In other cases, study halls are clustered around game preparation—sometimes the day 

before or even the day of competition—making academic time feel like an afterthought. Jamie 

described the end-of-week rhythm for football: “Thursday was a soft day… if you did miss any 

homework, that day would be a good day to catch up and complete missed assignments in the 

gradebook.” Matt echoed that studying tended to occur only in the short window before games, 

after a week dominated by practice, “By the end of week or on game day, a few hours from 

kickoff, who the hell is thinking about solving questions or graphing a line? Certainly not me.” 

The lack of consistent academic structure throughout the week shaped outcomes beyond math 

completion.  
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Participants expressed appreciation for peer tutoring within the study hall design, 

especially the community amongst teammates supporting one another across content areas. 

Jameson said, “We had really smart guys on our team… where one lacked, the other would 

help.” Also, Phil declared, “The brotherhood was nice. We tried as best we could to see each 

other though the work.” However, the peer support sometimes became answer-sharing rather 

than learning. As Jamie states, “My brothers on the team would give us support if we needed or 

if the coach forced them… most times they just gave the answers to the material we were 

working on.” 

In most cases, BMSAs’ peers helped other athletes complete their math 

assignments—and, as Harper (2006, 2013) explains through the concept of “peer pedagogies,” 

Black students often assume responsibility for one another’s academic survival. But these 

interactions do not consistently produce deeper understanding in mathematics coursework. Peter 

saying how the study halls “were a joke most times. The blind leading the blind.” Participants’ 

study hall experiences were largely transactional: time was provided, work was completed, and 

eligibility was protected, but mathematics confidence and identity often remained unchanged. 

Participant Recommendations: More Time, Teacher Access, and Beyond Athletics Recognition 

When asked how support services like study halls could be improved to provide a more 

robust identity development process in school and sport, participants consistently called for 

expanded academic time distributed across the week rather than concentrated near games. 

Johnnie described short sessions as insufficient: “The study halls usually be really short… maybe 

45 minutes max for everything… that is not enough time to do anything, we need about an hour 

and a half.” Thad saying the same thing, “Sometimes, when I’m learning I have to take my time 

with my assignments, study hall moves so fast because the focus is on getting practice started.” 
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Even though high schools don’t have national legislation for academic support guidelines 

like college athletics do, Participants who experienced mandatory or daily study halls reported 

stronger benefits. Jameson described his model as embedded into the athletic routine: “Study hall 

for us was mandatory… first hour study hall, last two hours practice. I liked that model.” 

Andrew stated the same sentiment, I went to a school that did not play about student 

performance, study hall was not optional for athletes. Our principal made sure of that. Each of 

our players on our team had GPAs that were high.” 

However, across the study, participants emphasized that time alone was not 

enough—quality and instructional support mattered. Peter argued that math teachers should be 

integrated into study hall spaces: “Teachers should be a bigger part of it… interacting with the 

students, inspiring us in ways beyond math. Like that one on one time would be helpful..” 

Johnnie, “I am sometimes scared to ask questions in class so having a math teacher in the study 

hall would give me the courage to ask the questions I don't ask in class.” Barty’s experience 

reinforced how teacher relationships influenced understanding and motivation: 

“When [a family friend educator] was working at our school, my grades were higher 

in math, and I was actually understanding the math. She made it fun… but she 

switched schools and that’s when things started slipping… I did not really care about 

math anymore.” 

Scholars explain how math education learning conditions must be paired with rigorous, 

conceptually rich instruction for students to thrive as mathematical learners (Berry, 2008; Boaler, 

2016; National Council of Teachers of Mathematics [NCTM], 2014).  
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Beyond academics, participants also emphasized the need for non-athletic supports such 

as mental health services, counseling, and financial literacy education. Several participants 

recommended wraparound advising structures that expose student-athletes to pathways beyond 

athletics, including college planning, NIL and financial literacy guidance, regular counseling 

check-ins, and consistent reassurance from educators. 

Sammy urged schools to recognize student-athletes as whole individuals rather than 

solely as performers on the field: “They first have to look at us athletes as human beings and 

pour into our minds first. I am more than just an athlete. Sometimes I feel like that’s all they 

think I’m good for.” Similarly, Phil emphasized the importance of creating broader opportunity 

structures within schools, explaining, “Schools can have services that keep us connected in life 

within and beyond sports. What other options are out there?” 

Jamie highlighted the need for structured advising for student-athletes whose families 

may have limited experience navigating college recruitment, NIL opportunities, or athletic 

branding. As he explained, “Pop ain’t have to deal with that… so how would he know what to do 

with a branding deal? Mom didn’t either… so how would she know what to do? I feel the school 

should have something for us to learn those things.” 

Participants also emphasized financial literacy education in the study hall would be most 

meaningful incorporation. Matt noted that understanding financial mathematics related to NIL 

opportunities is critical for this generation of BMSAs, explaining, “Financially with the NIL and 

stuff like that, that is very well needed… It would make a tremendous difference… before we get 

in the real world and it’s just like a slap in the face.” These perspectives highlight the need for 
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study hall and academic support programs to incorporate practical financial literacy and 

real-world mathematical applications relevant to athletes’ future opportunities. 

Together, these recommendations echo long-standing calls in the literature to strengthen 

athletic academic support systems through responsive, individualized, and student-centered 

program design rather than compliance-oriented interventions alone (Comeaux & Crandall, 

2019). As Barty says, “There was no rhyme or reason for what we did in study halls, I need 

somebody to stay on me, if not, I am going to half ass and not be focused.” 

Key Finding 4: Mathematics–Athletics Disconnection Was the Default, but Guided 

Reflection Revealed Latent Integration  

Findings from the focus group interview revealed that many participants perceived 

mathematics and athletics as disconnected domains. There were six participants in the focus 

group. When asked, “Do you see math being connected to or showing up in athletics in any 

way?” The immediate response from all participants except Andrew—espcially those with 

maintenance and incentive typologies—was “no.” Johnnie stated plainly, “No, not really. I never 

really put it together.” Jameson similarly shared, “I see them as completely different, to be 

honest.” These responses reflect compartmentalized academic and athletic identities among 

Black male student-athletes, particularly when athletic identity foreclosure is salient (Beamon, 

2012; Comeaux, 2015; Singer, 2016).  

However, once prompted through researcher dialogue and peer exchange, participants 

began identifying clear mathematical dimensions embedded within their sports. Johnnie, a 

baseball player, initially denied any connection but then reflected as the focus group 

conversation expanded: “Now that I’m actually thinking and talking about it, they teach us about 
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how sometimes… if you're hitting the ball, if you hit it higher, it's not gonna go as far… they 

teach us launch angles… That is math. I never really thought about that before.” 

Similarly, Phil noted calculations related to field positioning in football—“This is about 

five yards from the line…”—while Barty described using addition and subtraction to track first 

downs, “I think about those ten yards all the time bro. I guess distance would be a math skill too. 

Like where and how far is the goal line?”. Andrew discussed calculating basketball statistics and 

percentages, even challenging peers during the group session: “So guys, think about it, if you 

playing ball, and you make 3 out of 5 free throws, what’s your accuracy percent?” Only Sammy 

responded, although incorrect with a response of 30%, the collective agreed that math was 

integrated in sports more than they thought.  

The focus group also demonstrated that meaningful connections between mathematics 

and athletics can emerge when those relationships are made explicit. Matt, who expressed strong 

mathematical confidence, reflected, “I never thought about that the two being similar until just 

now,” when asked about applying geometry to football plays. Through guided reflection, he 

concluded, “They really are the same… I really never realized that, I am kind of intrigued 

honestly. I been doing math this whole time in football?” Jamie experienced a similar shift 

during the discussion, noting, “Now that I think about it… the whole world is ran on 

mathematics. I still don’t like it, but damn—it’s all around us. I can’t help but want to like it 

(laughs).” 

Dawkins, Braddock, and Celaya (2008) describe the integrated orientation as the most 

effective typology for mutually reinforcing athletic and academic engagement. Integrating 

sports-related concepts into mathematics instruction has also been identified as a meaningful 
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strategy for improving student engagement across diverse populations. As reflected in this 

finding, recognizing the presence of mathematics within athletic contexts prompted a new level 

of understanding and interest in the subject among participants. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, Limitations, Recommendations, and 

Conclusion 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine how athletic identity foreclosure influenced the 

ways Black male student-athletes experienced mathematics at the secondary level and how their 

perceptions, performance, and aspirations were shaped by individual, interpersonal, and 

institutional contexts. Centering the voices of BMSAs, this qualitative multi-case study explored 

how mathematics achievement—or the lack thereof—intersected with athletic participation. 

Drawing on the typologies proposed by Dawkins et al. (2008), the study used surveys, 

interviews, and a focus group to examine how AIF shaped BMSAs’ perceptions of the value of 

engaging with and performing in mathematics during their secondary education experience, the 

individual, interpersonal, and institutional factors that influenced their placement within—and 

movement between—the maintenance, incentive, and integrative typologies, and how they 

described their experiences with athletic academic supports and services in relation to their 

mathematics engagement and performance. 

Notably, the athletic and mathematics engagements of BMSAs are shaped by broader 

opportunity structures in the South. Poverty rates across Southern states remain among the 

highest in the nation, and Louisiana and Mississippi consistently rank near the top in child 

poverty, food insecurity, and educational inequities. In these contexts, sport can appear to be the 

most visible pathway to mobility (Harris, 1996; Beamon, 2012). Matt explained that growing up 

with limited access pushed him to invest heavily in developing his athletic ability, rarely 

considering the opportunities mathematics could provide. In his small town, football appeared to 
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be the only viable path to success. He also described how talent scouts actively recruit athletes 

from Louisiana: 

“They want Louisiana athletes. Louisiana athletes have a different hunger than other 

players in other states in my opinion. Maybe because we're less fortunate here? We don’t 

have a lot. So we grind hard in sports, we play harder, and the scouts know that.” 

His statement reflects what scholars have long argued: Black male athletic labor is often 

identified, cultivated, and commodified early (Carrington, 2010; Edwards, 2000). The scouting 

pipeline begins well before college, reinforcing the idea that athletic prowess is a most valued 

asset in youth and teenagers. 16 year old Phil explained, “I workout a lot. I want to keep my 

body in shape and my film nice for the scouts to view online.” Peter echoed that same sentiment 

expressing how his football conditioning is intense to keep him highly competitive amongst 

other athletes. “My conditioning is intense, it's hard, it's tiring. Sometimes I’d rather sleep than 

work on my math, but the workouts will be worth it.” 

The findings from this study also illustrate how athletic and academic identities interact 

in shaping the educational trajectories of Black male student-athletes. When athletic identity 

becomes dominant and academic identity is not equally nurtured, some athletes become stuck in 

the “glory days” of their most climactic sports experiences, often confined to the perimeter of 

their small countryside hometowns. Barty explains, “I went to Illinois for a few weeks as a 

freshman in undergrad to play football. But by Thanksgiving, I booked a one way back to 

Louisiana. I hated it there.” Professional growth slows and career possibilities narrow.  

For other participants, school—particularly mathematics—was viewed as an obstacle to 

overcome in pursuit of professional athletic dreams as Sammy said, “I aint never had a math 
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class I liked. Not one. But I had to get that shit done to stay in good standing.” Jameson stated, 

“Math was easier in middle school. High school math was too complex. It did not come naturally 

for me. I did not like it.” Sports participation and mathematics engagement was a frictional 

athletic-educational experience for BMSAs in this study in which for many, sports had a high 

level of importance in their lives. Once sport was no longer part of daily life (eg; leaving their 

high school athletic program) finding motivation to return back to a school setting became 

extremely difficult. Tommy, for example, attempted to earn his GED twice after he dropped out 

of high school, but lacked the academic skills, persistence, and motivation needed to complete 

the process, “I started, I tried, but I just wasn’t made for no school man. Math is just so hard for 

me.” 

When Barty and Jamie dropped out of school during their first semester of college, they 

never seriously considered returning. Instead, they moved from one physically demanding job to 

the next, eventually securing plant positions through former football teammates. Just as research 

documents major clustering among college athletes (Fountain & Finley, 2009; Sanders & 

Hildenbrand, 2010), similar patterns appear in postsecondary career pathways. As Barty 

explained, “When one of my homies finds a plant job that is paying good, he tries to put the rest 

of us on game.” Brotherhood persists—but often within limited and physically demanding labor 

opportunities. 

Many of these jobs are located in the chemical plant industry within what is commonly 

referred to as “Cancer Alley” in Louisiana—a multi-billion-dollar industrial corridor along the 

Mississippi River that has been widely criticized for its environmental and health risks to 

surrounding Black communities (Allen, 2003; Bullard, 2000; Lerner, 2010). The participants in 

this study all live within miles of one of these plants. Jamie summarized this reality when he said 
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Black men are often “giving their bodies to the world in either sports or the work we do.” 

Whether on the field or in the plants, their bodies remain central to how they generate 

opportunity and survive. 

Across all three RQs, one of the most consistent and influential factors shaping AIF, 

mathematics identity, and engagement in academic support was the coach. Participants described 

coaches as central authority figures whose expectations often carried greater weight than other 

adults in their lives. Barty, growing up with in a single mother home with 3 other siblings, 

articulated this clearly: 

“My coaches were always the first person I listened to. I would almost consider 

what they said more than my mother. They had the tools that I needed to be 

successful, especially in the classes I hated like math. And they also kept me 

disciplined and focused. They were like a father figure to me. If I messed up on the 

field or in the classroom, I knew that my coaches were never just going to let me 

slide.” 

Yet in nearly all cases, coaches were described as the first line of defense—or offense—when 

navigating academic decisions and tensions. This influence functioned as both protection and 

pressure. For some participants, coaches reinforced minimum eligibility expectations, stabilizing 

them within the maintenance typology. But many other coaches encouraged discipline, academic 

accountability, spirituality, and advocacy.  

Jameson, a current United States Marine, detailed how his coaches' spirituality and 

generosity inspired him to do well in everything he did, basketball, math, and beyond, “He 

would make sure that our team gave back to people in need during off season and holidays. He 
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made sure that we were still connected to our community.” Coaches often operate as “non-kin” 

mentors in the lives of Black male student-athletes, occupying roles similar to extended family 

members who provide guidance, discipline, and support (Beamon, 2012; Singer, 2008). Because 

of this relational influence, coaches play such a powerful role in the lives of their athletes that 

potentially could disrupt AIF in the lives of BMSAs and frame expectations for life beyond 

sport.  

Limitations 

This study was limited to Black male student-athletes in high school who participated in 

sports—football, basketball, and baseball primarily—and who experienced athletic identity 

foreclosure. Centering BMSAs was intentional due to the distinct racialized and gendered 

dynamics they navigate in educational and athletic systems (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Harper, 

2016; Sailes, 1993). However, findings are not intended to generalize to student-athletes from 

other racial, ethnic, or gender groups. The exclusion of Black female student-athletes, who also 

experience complex identity negotiations further narrows the scope. 

The study was geographically bound to Louisiana high schools, and findings reflect those 

specific regional and institutional contexts. Additionally, as AIF has been widely studied at the 

collegiate level (Brewer et al., 1993; Miller & Kerr, 2002), this study focused on adolescence—a 

critical period for identity and mathematics pathway development (Boaler, 2016). 

Methodologically, the qualitative multiple case study design prioritized depth over 

generalizability (Yin, 2017). Data were self-reported through interviews, surveys, and focus 

groups and may reflect recall bias or social desirability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Finally, the 
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cross-sectional design does not capture how AIF and typology placement may shift over time 

(Brewer & Petitpas, 2017). 

Implications of RQ1: Athletic Identity Foreclosure and Mathematics Engagement Impact 

Critical at the High School Level 

RQ1 answered how AIF shaped the ways Black male student-athletes experienced 

mathematics in high school, particularly how the salience of athletic identity influenced their 

performance, engagement, and perceptions of math’s value for their futures. Prior work suggests 

that when athletic identity dominates the self-concept, academic identity development may be 

constrained and career exploration narrowed (Murphy et al., 1996; Beamon, 2012; Lally, 2007). 

Participants with higher levels of AIF consistently described mathematics as a 

requirement for athletic eligibility rather than a resource for postsecondary mobility. Sammy, a 

baseball player, reflected on his parents’ perspective: “They were more so just like, just pass 

your classes… we know you’re not dumb.” For several football players, mathematics functioned 

as “eligibility insurance,” where the goal was to do just enough to remain academically eligible 

to play. Higher levels of AIF often corresponded with lower mathematics performance and 

weaker long-term academic planning. Matt and Tommy, whose identities were heavily centered 

on football, ultimately left high school before graduating, illustrating how AIF can complicate or 

derail academic adjustment when athletic pathways are disrupted (Grove et al., 1997; Park et al., 

2013). 

Importantly, AIF operated along a spectrum. While all participants in this study aspired to 

professional sports careers, those with lower AIF demonstrated more incentivized or integrative 

identities, viewing mathematics as a strategic resource and articulating contingency plans beyond 
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athletics. Peter illustrated this perspective when he explained, “I’m trying to get to college for 

engineering… I gotta be able to know them math formulas. I try to switch my perspective and 

understand how academics is just as important, even though I love football and I haven’t even 

been playing that long.” 

Overall, the pattern was clear: higher AIF was associated with reduced depth of 

mathematics engagement, whereas lower AIF corresponded with stronger performance, greater 

academic investment, and broader future planning. These findings suggest that the academic 

consequences of AIF emerge during secondary mathematics experiences—not only at the 

collegiate or post-career stage. 

Implications of RQ2: Mathematics Engagement Through the Dawkins Typology Lens 

RQ2 applied the conceptual framework of Dawkins et al. (2008) through a 

mathematics-specific lens. While Dawkins examined academic engagement broadly, this study 

focused specifically on high school mathematics, analyzing how individual, interpersonal, and 

institutional factors shaped movement across the maintenance, incentive, and integrative 

typologies under conditions of AIF. Consistent with the framework, school structures, family 

expectations, and athletic opportunities influenced participants’ academic positioning; however, 

these findings illustrate how these forces operate uniquely within secondary mathematics 

contexts. 

Participants’ narratives reflected clear examples of these typologies. Jameson, 

representing the incentive orientation, explained that although mathematics was challenging, he 

remained engaged because of the possibility of earning a college scholarship that would allow 

him to “help me and my family out.” In contrast, Matt reflected a maintenance orientation, 
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describing how his focus centered almost entirely on athletics, stating that “math wasn’t my 

focus, the Superdome was.” Meanwhile, Thad demonstrated a more integrative orientation, 

shaped by the expectations of his college-educated parents, noting, “My father especially would 

go crazy if my math grade on my report card was below an 85%.” 

Importantly, the results suggest that movement across typologies is more fluid than 

originally proposed. While maintenance, incentive, and integrative orientations capture key 

patterns of engagement, the data from this study indicate that the spectrum may extend beyond 

these categories, supporting the need for expansion at both ends of the continuum, as illustrated 

in Figure 2 below. 

Masking Typology 

This study proposes a typology that exists before maintenance. Student-athletes in this 

type use sport not to support academic engagement, but to avoid it. They understand eligibility 

requirements yet show little authentic connection to mathematics learning, engagement, 

performance, or value. Participants described copying homework, relying on others to complete 

assignments, and benefiting from sports privilege—such as late submissions, extra credit, or 

coach intervention with teachers. As Jamie shared, “My teachers loved me because I was a 

football star. They pretty much gave me what I needed to stay within a passing grade, especially 

bonus points.” Johnnie, a current high school athlete, also admitted that older family members or 

family friends sometimes completed assignments for him, occasionally with encouragement 

from his parents as early as middle school. 

These accounts suggest that adults and elders in the lives of some BMSAs can 

unintentionally reinforce this typology by sustaining masking behaviors at early ages. In such 
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cases, academic engagement is often hidden behind flexibility and protection, leaving fragile 

academic foundations. When sport participation is disrupted, this mask can collapse. Several 

cases in this study reflect this pattern, particularly among participants with high AIF, where 

incomplete educational trajectories at both the secondary and postsecondary levels emerged after 

athletic pathways were interrupted. Consistent with AIF research (Brewer et al., 1993; Grove et 

al., 1997), when athletic identity overshadows academic identity, vulnerability during transitions 

increases. As Tommy reflected, “Without football, what do I need school for? Not being able to 

play football made me depressed and school became nothing to me. Which was easy because I 

already did not like school. So I left.” 

Intuitive Typology 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, this study also proposes an intuitive awareness stage 

beyond the integrative typology. Unlike the integrative stage—where sports participation and 

mathematics engagement are both valued and mutually reinforced—the intuitive typology 

reflects a deeper shift in consciousness. In this stage, the BMSA becomes aware of the limits of 

sport but continues to participate because of strong performance and personal passion. At the 

same time, he recognizes the need to intentionally strengthen his academic identity—particularly 

in mathematics—and begins to strategically use sport as a platform to advance access to 

mathematics, STEM pathways, and broader career opportunities. 

Andrew embodies this shift. A Division I basketball player pursuing a nursing degree, he 

recognizes that mathematics is foundational to his future and therefore engages intentionally 

through tutoring, study hours, and academic support services. His effort is not compliance-driven 

but future-driven. Andrew reflected on this awareness when he explained, “The body can only 

endure being used in sports for so long—what about the mind? Nursing is going to give more in 
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life than basketball. Maybe not money, but fulfillment, ya know?” At the same time, he 

described how sport still plays an important role in supporting his academic focus: “Basketball is 

a safe space. Basketball is like music to me. If that makes sense. It’s therapeutic—like a 

concentration-focused thing, especially when I’m working on my math.” 

In this stage, passion for sport remains, but athletic excellence alone is no longer 

sufficient. Athletes begin to intentionally apply the discipline learned through sport—training, 

focus, and resilience—to strengthen their mathematics engagement. Phil and Thad, high school 

seniors, for example, both expressed aspirations of pursuing STEM careers in engineering and 

physiology. During the focus group, Phil explained, “I know engineering is going to take a lot of 

focus, so I might have to let go of my first love (football). Just like I train for the football season, 

I gotta train my brain to do well in college next year.” Thad agreed with Phil and stated, “I love 

football, I’m not going to stop playing football, but I know I can use my time on the field to 

support me and my future beyond sports. They use me, so I'll use them.” In the intuitive stage, 

sport may still be prioritized, but mathematics achievement and STEM aspirations are 

strategically leveraged to expand possibilities beyond athletics. 
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Figure 2: Expanded Typology Framework 

 

Implications of RQ3: Reimagining Athletic Academic Supports for Mathematical Identity 

Development 

RQ3 examined how school-based athletic academic services influenced the mathematics 

engagement of Black male student-athletes. While collegiate athletic support systems are 

typically formalized and well-resourced (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Gayles & Hu, 2009), high 

school supports varied widely. All participants experienced study halls, but these were primarily 

coach-led rather than embedded within coordinated, educator-driven academic systems. Matt 

said, “Coach just had us do study hall to say we did it. It was almost like he was covering his ass. 

It was not consistent at all.” 

Participants described study halls as helpful for completing assignments, but not for 

deepening mathematical understanding or strengthening academic identity. Johnnie explained, 
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“There were not many times that I left the study hall feeling like I knew math better. I did the 

assignment to get my participation points.” These spaces prioritized task completion over 

conceptual mastery. Although peer collaboration occurred, students were rarely supported by 

certified math educators trained to promote critical thinking—an essential component of 

meaningful mathematics learning (Boaler, 2016; NCTM, 2014). Matt explained, “My coach ain’t 

know nothing about algebra or geometry, he taught Civics, we needed a math teacher in there to 

help us.” 

Further, some cases did affirm the study hall experience did yield success, but passing 

grades often resulted from turning in completed work rather than genuine understanding. As 

Jamie shared, “We would all just end up copying the work from one of the smarter players.” 

Without structured instructional design, peer learning can become answer-sharing rather than 

knowledge-building (Hiebert & Grouws, 2007). Additionally, study halls were often scheduled in 

the hours leading up to games, reinforcing urgency over reflection. Phil noted he was “just 

rushing to get my work done” even though his mind was thinking about the upcoming game. 

Participants ultimately called for more holistic support structures that connect 

mathematics, athletics, college preparation, mental health, and future opportunities such as NIL. 

Tommy reflected on the absence of these supports, explaining, “I dealt with ADHD and 

depression in high school. I wish the coaches would have cared about that too instead of just 

training me in football and basketball. When I got hurt, nobody called after I was released from 

the team.” 

Consistent with student-athlete development research (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; 

Miller & Kerr, 2002; Petitpas et al., 2009), these findings suggest that high school athletic 
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academic supports must move beyond compliance-based study halls toward educator-led, 

concept-focused, and developmentally responsive models that strengthen mathematical identity, 

long-term academic success, and post-athletic opportunities. Jamie emphasized this need, stating,  

“They know all of us are not going to the NFL… some of our grades were barely enough 

to get into a good college. So why don’t they use those study hall times to teach us about 

trade school? … We need math for everything in life. What good is it to be a top 

performing athlete and you can’t add, subtract, multiply, or divide?” 

Contribution to Mathematics Education  

This study contributes to mathematics education research by advancing a 

reconceptualization of mathematics learning as a dynamic, embodied, and developmental 

space—one that can mirror the forms of play, practice, and performance often experienced by 

student-athletes. Drawing on participants’ experiences and the integrative typology adapted from 

Dawkins, Braddock, and Celaya (2008), this work positions mathematics not solely as a 

cognitive or procedural domain, but as a site of active engagement where learners can refine 

skills, build confidence, and experience growth through structured practice. In doing so, it 

responds to longstanding calls within mathematics education to humanize the discipline and 

expand what counts as meaningful mathematical participation (Boaler, 2016; Gutiérrez; 2008). 

Specifically, this study introduces the idea that mathematics classrooms can function as 

“training grounds” analogous to athletic spaces, where iterative practice, feedback, and identity 

development are central. Just as athletes engage in drills, conditioning, and coached refinement 

of technique, mathematics learners benefit from environments where educators intentionally 

design opportunities for repeated engagement, productive struggle, and skill-building over time. 
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This framing aligns with research emphasizing the importance of identity, agency, and sustained 

practice in mathematics learning (Cobb et al., 2009; Sfard, 2008), while also extending these 

ideas through a culturally relevant and contextually grounded lens that reflects the lived 

experiences of Black male student-athletes. 

 When mathematics is taught through familiar and valued contexts—such as 

sports—students are more likely to recognize its relevance, thereby increasing engagement and 

participation (Nasir & Shah, 2011). Furthermore, this study contributes to the field by 

foregrounding the instructional potential of integrating sports-based contexts into mathematics 

teaching. From the perspective of the integrated model of the conceptual framework, weaving 

athletic concepts, language, and experiences into mathematics instruction is not merely an 

engagement strategy, but a pedagogical approach that supports deeper meaning-making and 

identity alignment. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings from this study point to several important directions for future research 

across policy, practice, and theory. In this sample, the mean age of sports introduction was six 

years old. Given that AIF can develop early and persist through developmental transitions 

(Grove et al., 1997), future studies should examine BMSAs’ mathematics identity and 

engagement beginning in elementary and middle school. Exploring these dynamics prior to 

secondary education could help identify when masking behaviors, maintenance patterns, or early 

foreclosure tendencies first emerge—and how early academic interventions might shift those 

trajectories. 
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There is a need for more quantitative and longitudinal research to examine how BMSAs 

move across typologies over time. While eligibility policies establish a baseline for academic 

participation, this study suggests that movement between maintenance, incentive, and integrative 

orientations is shaped by relational and structural influences such as mentorship, family 

expectations, and institutional support and services like study halls. Longitudinal studies could 

assess whether programs that extend beyond GPA compliance produce sustained gains in 

mathematics performance, identity development, and postsecondary outcomes. Future 

interventions may incorporate pre- and post-assessments, such as the Algebra I Mathematics 

Skills (AIMS) assessment alongside validated mathematics identity measures (Cribbs et al., 

2015), to track both skill development and shifts in academic self-concept over time. 

At the high school level, coaches are often employed as teachers or staff members within 

the same schools. Research should explore how coaches who also teach mathematics 

courses—or who work closely with math departments—set and reinforce academic expectations 

for their players. Given the powerful influence of coaches and the widespread use of 

interventions such as study halls, scholars should critically examine secondary athletic academic 

support models to better understand how institutional design, interpersonal accountability, and 

identity development intersect within mathematics classrooms and athletic spaces. Advancing 

this line of inquiry is essential to ensuring that BMSAs are supported not only as athletes, but as 

mathematically capable and multidimensional learners.  

Conclusion 

High school athletic participation continues to grow, reaching record levels in 2024–2025 

school year (NFHS, 2025). With this growth, the risks of AIF may intensify, but it may also 
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create opportunities to cultivate academically and mathematically integrated and intuitive 

student-athletes. In either process, BMSA’s families play an important role in shaping these 

outcomes. As the participants were engaged with the theory of AIF and also the conceptual 

framework typologies throughout this research, Several participants described families who 

celebrated “maintenance” academic progress—doing just enough to remain eligible. As Barty 

stated,  

“Everybody was happy when I made a C, especially in my math classes. That's like an A 

in their minds and mine too. C’s get degrees, they say. But if my brother made a C, they 

would fuss at him because they had a different level of expectation for him. That worked 

out in my favor because my mom would often make him help or sometimes do my 

homework or projects.” 

While the maintenance typology does not necessarily reflect failure, long-term consequences 

often emerge once sport ends and gaps in academic preparation—especially in 

mathematics—become more visible. In contrast, participants like Andrew, Thad, and Peter 

described parents who pushed them toward excellence in both school and sport. That pressure 

did not diminish their athletic ambition; it expanded their opportunities as they each have STEM 

oriented career pursuits. 

The consequences of AIF are not abstract. Tommy was injured while playing football in 

Cajun Parish and never finished high school. Matt dropped out of high school due to academic 

challenges. Barty and Jamie both left college early and later spent time incarcerated. Johnnie, a 

graduating senior, has no clear plan beyond athletics as his final weeks of high school come to a 
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close. These stories reflect what can occur when athletic identity crowds out academic 

exploration (Edwards, 1986; Beamon, 2012).  

Growing up and attending K–12 schools in a small, Black neighborhood in Creole Parish, 

and later beginning my career as an mathematics educator in Cajun Parish, I witnessed firsthand 

how gender roles shape identity in those communities. As a high school student, Black male 

athletes often publicly questioned my masculinity because I had no desire to play sports and 

instead loved learning and excelled academically. Yet privately, many of those same students 

sought my help in subjects they were failing. In many athletic spaces, masculinity is closely tied 

to dominance, toughness, and physicality (Connell, 2005; Messner, 2002). 

Sammy’s experience complicates the BMSA narrative. Reflecting on his athletic 

experience, he asked, “Sometimes I would think to myself, do people think the only thing I am 

good at is playing sports?” Sammy was the only participant to complete a college degree and the 

only openly queer-identifying athlete in the group. His experience challenges rigid constructions 

of masculinity in sport and suggests that resisting narrow identity expectations may create space 

for broader academic investment. 

As a secondary mathematics educator, I continued to see athletics overshadow the 

identities of many young Black males as they gravitated toward this idea of the “ideal man,” 

which often clashed with being academically driven. Later, as a higher education instructor 

working with student-athletes, I saw this pattern repeat itself. Many young Black men who were 

top athletic performers at their schools, in their districts, and even at the state level struggled 

significantly in mathematics. One summer, while teaching a mathematics enrichment course for 

athletes required to attend due to underperformance, I encountered high school graduates—some 
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on football and basketball scholarships—who struggled with basic arithmetic at the elementary 

level. These were student-athletes who had been awarded collegiate athletic scholarships despite 

not meeting academic benchmarks, revealing a troubling disconnect between athletic opportunity 

and academic preparedness. 

Ultimately, this study affirms that identities are not fixed, and neither are typology 

placements. Just as athletic identity foreclosure exists on a continuum, so too does mathematics 

engagement when paired with sports participation. Student athletes moved not only across 

maintenance, incentive, and integration, but also into newly identified typologies—masking, 

where sport was used to avoid authentic mathematics engagement, and intuitive awareness, 

where mathematics began to meaningfully shape athletic participation and future planning. When 

reinforcement centered primarily on athletic success, mathematics became instrumental—or even 

obscured. When families, coaches, and schools promoted multidimensional futures, mathematics 

became an opportunity and, in some cases, awakening. 

These findings extend existing athletic–academic research by demonstrating that the 

consequences of AIF emerge during adolescence within secondary mathematics classrooms—not 

just at the collegiate or post-career stage. As prior research suggests (Beamon, 2012; Southall & 

Weiler, 2014), strong athletic identity salience often leads students to approach academics 

instrumentally. Echoing Bush (2017), this study also underscores the influential role of coaches 

in either reinforcing foreclosure or encouraging expansion. For BMSAs—who remain 

overrepresented in revenue-generating sports and are navigating an increasingly commercialized, 

NIL-driven athletic landscape (Sanderson & Siegfried, 2015)—protecting and expanding 

academic identity, particularly in mathematics, is not optional. It is essential. 

 



92 

The same energy school and athletic programs invest in developing elite athletes should 

be matched with equal investment in academic development—particularly in mathematics. Even 

if advanced mathematics or higher education is not every athlete’s desired path, exposure still 

matters. Mathematics can create pathways to remain connected to sport beyond 

playing—through sports analytics, sports technology, management, and business operations. Just 

as high school athletes are introduced to college programs, divisions, and recruitment rankings 

before college, they should also be exposed to the statistical, technological, and strategic 

dimensions of the game. 

The joy these athletes expressed when talking about sports cannot be ignored. In the 

South, football is deeply embedded in community culture. The excitement and pride of 

participation are real as Matt explains it as a “Louisiana hunger.” However, enjoying sport 

should not signal the end of identity exploration beyond athletics. Helping young Black male 

athletes understand that multiple identities can coexist—athlete, scholar, mathematician, 

leader—may be one of the most powerful defenses against athletic identity foreclosure.  
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Appendix A: Survey 

Purpose:​
This survey gathers demographic information, academic and athletic background data, and initial 
insights into mathematics engagement, athletic identity, and academic support experiences 
among Black male student-athletes (BMSAs) in secondary education. 

Estimated Completion Time: 10–15 minutes 

Participation is voluntary. Responses are confidential and will be used for research purposes 
only. 

 

Section 1: Demographic and Background Information 

Age:​
☐ 14​
☐ 15​
☐ 16​
☐ 17​
☐ 18​
☐ 19 or older 

Current Grade Level (or most recent grade completed):​
☐ 9th​
☐ 10th​
☐ 11th​
☐ 12th​
☐ Graduated (Year: ________) 

Race/Ethnicity (Select all that apply):​
☐ Black or African American​
☐ Multiracial (including Black)​
☐ Other: __________ 

School Type:​
☐ Public​
☐ Charter​

 



94 

☐ Private​
☐ Other: __________ 

Parental/Guardian Highest Education Level:​
☐ Did not complete high school​
☐ High school diploma/GED​
☐ Some college​
☐ Associate degree​
☐ Bachelor’s degree​
☐ Graduate or professional degree​
☐ Not sure 

Do you currently or did you recently participate in varsity-level athletics (within the last 5 
years)?​
☐ Yes​
☐ No 

Which sports do you participate in or did you participate in? (Select all that apply):​
☐ Football​
☐ Basketball​
☐ Baseball​
☐ Track & Field​
☐ Other: __________ 

At what age did you begin playing your primary sport competitively?​
☐ 5 or younger​
☐ 6–8​
☐ 9–11​
☐ 12–14​
☐ 15 or older 

 

Section 2: Academic Background and Mathematics Engagement 

Which Louisiana Department of Education math course are you currently enrolled in or 
most recently completed?​
☐ Algebra I​
☐ Geometry​
☐ Algebra II​
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☐ Pre-Calculus​
☐ Calculus​
☐ Statistics​
☐ Other: __________ 

What grade did you earn (or are earning) in that course?​
☐ A​
☐ B​
☐ C​
☐ D​
☐ F 

Current Overall GPA (if known):​
☐ Below 2.0​
☐ 2.0–2.49​
☐ 2.5–2.99​
☐ 3.0–3.49​
☐ 3.5 or higher​
☐ Not sure 

How confident do you feel in your math abilities?​
☐ Very confident​
☐ Somewhat confident​
☐ Neutral​
☐ Not very confident​
☐ Not confident at all 

How important do you believe mathematics is for your future goals?​
☐ Extremely important​
☐ Very important​
☐ Moderately important​
☐ Slightly important​
☐ Not important 

To what extent do you enjoy math?​
☐ I really enjoy it​
☐ I somewhat enjoy it​
☐ Neutral​
☐ I don’t enjoy it much​
☐ I strongly dislike it 
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Do you see connections between mathematics and your sport?​
☐ Yes​
☐ No​
☐ Not sure 

If yes, briefly explain: ___________________________ 

 

Section 3: Athletic–Academic Balance and Identity 

On average, how many hours per week do you spend on athletic-related activities (practice, 
games, training, travel)?​
☐ Less than 5 hours​
☐ 5–10 hours​
☐ 11–15 hours​
☐ 16–20 hours​
☐ More than 20 hours 

On average, how many hours per week do you spend on academic-related activities 
(homework, studying, tutoring)?​
☐ Less than 5 hours​
☐ 5–10 hours​
☐ 11–15 hours​
☐ 16–20 hours​
☐ More than 20 hours 

Which statement best describes how you see yourself?​
☐ Mostly an athlete​
☐ More an athlete than a student​
☐ Equally a student and athlete​
☐ More a student than an athlete​
☐ Mostly a student 

If you could no longer play your primary sport, how prepared would you feel to pursue 
other career options?​
☐ Very prepared​
☐ Somewhat prepared​
☐ Not very prepared​
☐ Not prepared at all 
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Do you feel pressure to focus more on sports than academics?​
☐ Yes, a lot​
☐ Somewhat​
☐ Not really​
☐ No 

What are your current post-high school goals? (Select all that apply):​
☐ Play college sports​
☐ Play professional sports​
☐ Attend college (non-athletic focus)​
☐ Enter workforce​
☐ Military​
☐ Trade/technical school​
☐ Other: __________ 

Have you considered a career in a STEM field (science, technology, engineering, 
mathematics)?​
☐ Yes​
☐ No​
☐ Not sure 

 

Section 4: Academic Support Experiences 

Which academic support services have you used? (Select all that apply):​
☐ Athletic study hall​
☐ Math tutoring​
☐ Academic advising/counseling​
☐ Teacher office hours​
☐ Peer tutoring​
☐ Online support tools​
☐ None 

How helpful have these supports been for your math performance?​
☐ Very helpful​
☐ Somewhat helpful​
☐ Neutral​
☐ Not very helpful​
☐ Not helpful at all 
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How helpful have these supports been in increasing your confidence in math?​
☐ Very helpful​
☐ Somewhat helpful​
☐ Neutral​
☐ Not very helpful​
☐ Not helpful at all 

What challenges, if any, do you face in getting academic help?​
(Open-ended) 

Describe a time when a teacher, coach, or advisor helped you academically. How often did 
or does that happen?​
(Open-ended) 

What changes would make academic support services more helpful for student-athletes like 
you—especially in math?​
(Open-ended) 

 

Follow-Up Participation 

Would you be interested in participating in a follow-up interview? 

☐ Yes (Please provide contact email or phone number): __________​
☐ No 
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Appendix B: Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 

Estimated Interview Time: 45–60 minutes​
Format: Semi-Structured​
Setting: In-person or virtual (Zoom/Google Meet), recorded with consent 

 

Opening Script 

“Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. This interview is part of a study 
exploring how athletic identity influences academic experiences—especially in 
mathematics—among Black male student-athletes in high school. Your insights will help 
educators, coaches, and schools better support students like you. 

Your responses are confidential. You may skip any question or stop the interview at any time. 
With your permission, I would like to record this interview so that I can accurately capture your 
responses. 

Do I have your permission to record?” 

 

Section 1: Background and Identity Formation 

(Conceptual Alignment: AIF; Identity Salience) 

1.​ Can you tell me about yourself—your grade level (or graduation year), sport(s), and 
academic interests? 

2.​ How would you describe yourself: mostly an athlete, mostly a student, or both? Why? 
3.​ When did you first begin thinking of yourself as an athlete? 
4.​ When did you begin thinking of yourself as a student? 
5.​ Has anyone (family members, coaches, teachers, peers) influenced how you see yourself 

in either role? How? 
6.​ If you could no longer play your sport, how prepared would you feel to pursue other 

career options? Why? 
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Section 2: Mathematics Experiences and Engagement (RQ1) 

(Focus: AIF and Mathematics Value, Confidence, Performance) 

7.​ Tell me about your experience in your current or most recent math class. 
8.​ How would you describe your confidence in math compared to other subjects? 

○​ What makes you feel that way? 
9.​ How important do you think math is for your future goals? Why? 
10.​Do you see any connection between math and your sport? Explain. 
11.​Has being an athlete influenced how you approach your math class—positively or 

negatively? How? 
12.​Have there been times when athletics affected your math performance or engagement? 

Describe. 

 

Section 3: Balancing Athletics and Academics (RQ2 + Dawkins 

Typology) 

(Focus: Maintenance, Incentive, integrative Typologies) 

13.​What does a typical day look like for you during the sports season? 
14.​How do you manage your time between athletics and schoolwork? 
15.​When conflicts arise between sports and academics, how do you decide what takes 

priority? 

The following typologies describe different ways student-athletes balance athletics and 
academics (Dawkins et al., 2008): 

●​ Maintenance Typology: Academics are maintained mainly to remain eligible. 
●​ Incentive Typology: Athletics motivates stronger academic effort for scholarships or 

opportunities. 
●​ Integrative Typology: Athletics and academics reinforce one another and are both 

central to identity. 
16.​Which of these typologies best describes your experience? Why? 
17.​Has your position within this typology changed over time? What influenced that shift? 
18.​What individual, family, coach, or school factors have influenced how you balance 

athletics and math? 
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Section 4: Academic Support Services (RQ3) 

(Focus: Study Hall, Tutoring, Institutional Supports) 

19.​What academic support services have you used (study hall, tutoring, advising, etc.)? 
20.​How helpful have these supports been for your math performance? 
21.​Have these supports helped build your math confidence or just helped you complete 

assignments? Explain. 
22.​Who is most involved in monitoring your academic progress (coach, parent, teacher, 

counselor)? 
23.​How comfortable do you feel asking for academic help? Why? 
24.​What changes would make academic supports more effective for 

student-athletes—especially in math? 

 

Section 5: NIL, Financial Aspirations, and Future Planning 

(Contextual Influence on AIF and Academic Motivation) 

25.​What do you know about NIL (Name, Image, and Likeness) opportunities? 
26.​How do conversations about NIL or making money through sports influence how you 

view your future? 
27.​Do you feel pressure to prioritize athletics because of possible financial opportunities? 

From whom? 
28.​Does the possibility of earning money through athletics affect how much effort you give 

to academics, particularly math? 
29.​In your opinion, how can schools help student-athletes think about both short-term 

athletic opportunities and long-term academic or career goals? 

 

Section 6: Postsecondary Aspirations 

30.​Do you plan to attend college after high school? 

 



102 

31.​What schools or career paths are you considering? Why? 
32.​Are you familiar with the academic requirements for those paths? 
33.​Do you feel you are on track academically—especially in math—to meet those goals? 

 

Closing Script 

“Those are all of the questions I have. Is there anything else you would like to share about your 
experience as a Black male student-athlete—especially related to math, athletics, or academic 
support? 

Thank you again for your time and openness. Your story is important and will contribute to 
improving how schools support student-athletes.” 
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Appendix C: Focus Group Interview Protocol 

Purpose of the Focus Group:​
The purpose of this focus group is to explore how Black male student-athletes describe their 
experiences balancing sport participation and mathematics engagement, how they experience 
athletic academic supports, and what recommendations they have for improving these supports. 

 

I. Pre-Session Procedures 

1. Setting 

●​ UMD Zoom Platform 

2. Materials 

●​ Demographic sheet (if needed) 
●​ Notepad for observational field notes 
●​ Printed discussion norms 

3. Opening Script (5–7 minutes) 

Welcome and Purpose​
Thank you for participating today. The goal of this discussion is to better understand your 
experiences balancing sports and mathematics in high school, how academic supports work for 
you, and what could be improved. There are no right or wrong answers. I’m interested in your 
honest experiences. 

Confidentiality​
Everything shared here will remain confidential. Your real names will not be used in the study. 
Please also respect one another’s privacy and do not repeat what is shared outside this space. 

Voluntary Participation​
You may choose not to answer any question and may leave at any time without penalty. 

Recording​
This session will be audio recorded for accuracy. Is everyone still comfortable proceeding? 

 

II. Discussion Norms 
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●​ One person speaks at a time 
●​ Respect different perspectives 
●​ Speak from your own experience 
●​ It is okay to disagree respectfully 

 

III. Focus Group Questions 

Organized by research question and conceptual framing. 

 

Section A: Identity and Balance (Warm-Up) 

1.​ When you think about yourself as both a student and an athlete, which feels stronger? 
Why? 

2.​ How would you describe your relationship with mathematics during high school? 
3.​ What does “balancing academics and athletics” mean to you personally? 

 

Section B: Mathematics Engagement, Identity, and Sport Connection (RQ1 Alignment) 

4.​ In what ways has being an athlete influenced how you approach math? 
5.​ Do you see math as connected to athletics in any way? If so, how? If not, why not? 

○​ Prompts: strategy, statistics, playbooks, contracts, recruiting data, NIL, training 
metrics, budgeting, eligibility requirements 

6.​ Have there been times when sport became more important than math? What was 
happening during that time? 

Follow-Up Prompts: 

●​ Eligibility requirements? 
●​ Scholarships? 
●​ NIL opportunities? 
●​ Family expectations? 

 

Section C: Typology Movement (RQ2 Alignment) 
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7.​ What makes you put more effort into math at certain times? 
8.​ What causes you to do just enough to maintain your grades? 
9.​ Has there ever been a shift in how seriously you took math? What influenced that 

change? 

Probes: 

●​ Coach pressure 
●​ Parent involvement 
●​ Recruitment periods 
●​ Injury 
●​ Changes in sport participation 

 

Section D: Athletic Academic Supports (RQ3 Alignment) 

10.​Tell me about your experiences in study hall or other athletic academic supports. 
11.​What do those supports help you with most? 
12.​Do they help you actually understand math better, or mostly help you complete 

assignments? 
13.​How consistent are these supports across teams? 

Follow-Up Prompts: 

●​ Structure 
●​ Accountability 
●​ Tutoring 
●​ Teacher involvement 
●​ Mental health support 

 

Section E: Recommendations (RQ3 – Improvement Focus) 

14.​If you could redesign study hall or athletic academic supports, what would you change? 
15.​What would make academic supports feel more connected to your long-term future? 
16.​What advice would you give schools about helping athletes take math seriously? 

 

IV. Closing Questions 
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17.​Do you see math as connected to your future beyond sports? Why or why not? 
18.​Is there anything about balancing sports and math that we didn’t discuss but you think is 

important? 
19.​What message would you want educators or coaches to understand about student-athletes 

and academics? 

 

V. Closing Script 

Thank you for your honesty and participation. Your insights are valuable and will help better 
understand how schools can support Black male student-athletes academically and athletically. If 
you have any questions later, feel free to reach out. 

 

VI. Researcher Field Notes 

Immediately following the session, document: 

●​ Group dynamics 
●​ Dominant voices / quiet participants 
●​ Emotional reactions 
●​ Moments of consensus or tension 
●​ Emerging themes related to maintenance, incentive, or integrative typologies  
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Appendix D: IRB Approval Letter 
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Appendix E: Recruitment Letter 

Dear [Community Center/Athletic Program/Organization Name/Coach] Team, 

I hope this message finds you well. My name is Milen M. Matthews, and I am a Ph.D. 
candidate in the College of Education at the University of Maryland, College Park. I am 
currently conducting a dissertation study that explores how athletic identity influences 
mathematics engagement and academic experiences among Black male student-athletes in 
Louisiana secondary schools. 

I am writing to request your assistance in sharing this research opportunity with eligible current 
and former student-athletes connected to your program. The purpose of this study is to better 
understand how participation in varsity athletics intersects with mathematics learning, academic 
support structures, and future educational aspirations. 

Participant Eligibility Criteria:​
Participants must: 

●​ Identify as Black/African American and male 
●​ Have competed in Louisiana varsity-level high school athletics between 2021 and 2026 

for at least one year 
●​ Have completed at least one year of Louisiana core mathematics coursework 
●​ Have participated in at least one academic support structure while being an athlete (e.g., 

tutoring, advising, structured study hall) 

Participation includes: 

●​ One brief survey 
●​ One individual interview 
●​ One small-group focus group conversation 

Total participation time is approximately 2.5 hours. All responses will remain confidential, and 
participants may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. Participants who complete 
all components will receive a $95 Visa gift card in appreciation of their time. 

Attached, you will find a study flyer and informational letter detailing the research purpose, 
procedures, and contact information. If you are willing, I would greatly appreciate you sharing 
this information with the student-athletes network who meet the criteria so they may review it 
personally or with their parents or guardian. You are also welcome to forward it to other 
organizations serving eligible students. 
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Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions or would like additional information. 
Thank you for your time and for supporting research that centers and elevates the voices of Black 
male student-athletes. 

Warm regards, 

Milen M. Matthews​
Ph.D. Candidate, College of Education​
University of Maryland, College Park​
Email: milen@umd.edu​
Phone: 985-981-2662 
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Appendix F: Consent Form  

Project Title 
  

Counting More Than Points: The Influence of Athletic 
Identity Foreclosure on Black Male Student-Athletes’ 
Engagement and Performance in Mathematics 

Purpose of the 
Study 
  

Why Am I Being Asked to Be in This Study?​
My name is Milen M. Matthews, and I’m a student at the 
University of Maryland, College Park, working on my doctorate 
(the highest college degree). I’m doing a study to learn more about 
how school and sports affect each other for student-athletes like 
you. 

You’re being asked to take part because you are a Black male high 
school student who plays varsity-level football or basketball, has 
taken math classes, and has used school-based support services 
like tutoring, study hall, or academic advising. 

What Is This Study About?​
This study is about understanding how being focused on sports 
might shape the way Black male student-athletes think about and 
do in math. I also want to hear your ideas about what works and 
what doesn’t when it comes to school support for athletes. What 
you share could help schools better support student-athletes like 
you in the future. 

  

 



111 

Procedures 
  What Will I Be Asked to Do?​

If you agree to be in the study, you’ll be asked to do three things: 

1.     Fill out a short survey (about 15 minutes) about your 
background—like your grade, the sport you play, your 
math classes, and any school help you’ve used (like 
tutoring or study hall). 

2.     Take part in a one-on-one virtual interview (about 
45–60 minutes) where I’ll ask you questions about your 
experiences as a student-athlete, how you feel about math, 
and the kinds of academic support you’ve used. 

3.     Join a virtual group discussion (called a focus group) 
with a few other student-athletes. This will last about 
60–70 minutes and will be a chance to talk about your 
experiences and hear from others. 

If you’re okay with it, the interview and group discussion will be 
audio-recorded so I can remember what you said when I go back to 
study the answers. Your name won’t be shared, and everything you 
say will be kept private. 

  
Potential Risks and 
Discomforts 

  
Are There Any Risks?​
This study has very little risk for you. In the interview and group 
discussion, I’ll ask you to talk about your experiences in school 
and sports—especially how you feel about math and being a 
student-athlete. These topics aren’t meant to be upsetting, but you 
might feel a little uncomfortable if you talk about things like 
challenges in school or feeling pressure to succeed in sports or 
academics. 

If that happens, don’t worry—you can: 

·       Skip any question you don’t want to answer. 

·       Stop the interview or group discussion at any time.​
You won’t get in trouble or lose anything by choosing not 
to answer or by leaving the study early. 
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Potential Benefits  
  

  

  

Will This Help Me?​
You won’t get anything like a grade or reward just for being in the 
study. But you might find it helpful to think about and talk through 
your experiences with school and sports. This is also a chance for 
your voice to be heard. What you share could help adults—like 
teachers, coaches, and school leaders—better understand what 
Black male student-athletes like you go through. 

Even though this study may not help you right away, it could help 
other students in the future by showing schools better ways to 
support student-athletes, especially when it comes to doing well in 
math and handling the pressure of both sports and school. 

Confidentiality 
  
  

Will Anyone Know What I Say?​
What you share in the study will be kept private. Your answers and 
recordings will be stored on a secure, password-protected 
computer, and any paper forms will be kept in a locked cabinet that 
only the researcher can access. 

If the researcher writes about this study, your name and any details 
that could identify you will be removed. No one reading the report 
will know it was you. 

The only time your information might be shared is if the researcher 
believes you or someone else is in danger, or if the law requires it. 
But other than that, what you say will stay private. 

Compensation 
  Will I Get Anything for Being in This Study?​

Yes. If you complete the survey, interview, and focus group, you 
will get a $95 electronic gift card through Tango Rewards. 

To get the gift card, we’ll need to collect your name and address. If 
you earn $100 or more from participating in this or other research 
studies, you’ll also need to provide your Social Security Number 
(SSN) for tax purposes. If you don’t earn that much, just your 
name and address are needed. 

You and your parent/guardian will be told exactly how to receive 
your gift card after you finish all parts of the study. 
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Right to Withdraw 
and Questions 

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary.  
You may choose not to take part at all.  If you decide to 
participate in this research, you may stop participating at any 
time.  If you decide not to participate in this study or if you 
stop participating at any time, you will not be penalized or 
lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify. 
  
If you decide to stop taking part in the study, if you have 
questions, concerns, or complaints, or if you need to report 
an injury related to the research, please contact the 
investigator: 
  

Milen M. Matthews 
19407 Thomas Farm Rd, Gaithersburg, MD 

milen@umd.edu 
985-981-2662 

  
Participant Rights  
  

If you have questions about your rights as a research 
participant or wish to report a research-related injury, please 

contact: 
  

University of Maryland College Park  
Institutional Review Board Office 

1204 Marie Mount Hall 
College Park, Maryland, 20742 

 E-mail: irb@umd.edu   
Telephone: 301-405-0678 

  
For more information regarding participant rights, please 

visit: 
https://research.umd.edu/research-resources/research-comp

liance/institutional-review-board-irb/research-participants 
  

This research has been reviewed according to the University 
of Maryland, College Park IRB procedures for research 
involving human subjects. 

 

https://research.umd.edu/research-resources/research-compliance/institutional-review-board-irb/research-participants
https://research.umd.edu/research-resources/research-compliance/institutional-review-board-irb/research-participants
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Statement of 
Consent 
  

Your signature below means that: 

·       You have read this form (or had it read to you), 

·       All of your questions have been answered, and 

·       You agree to take part in this study. 

You will get a copy of this form to keep. 

If you agree, please sign your name below. 

  
If you agree to participate, please sign your name below. 

Signature and Date 
  

NAME OF 
PARTICIPANT 
[Please Print] 

  

SIGNATURE OF 
PARTICIPANT 

  

DATE 
  

  

  

 

 



115 

Appendix G: Information Letter to Participants 
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