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Three important tenets of community psychology research are (a) to in-
clude groups who have historically been ignored in the research process;
(b) to investigate how the person and the social ecology interact to influ-
ence behavior; and (c) to use research to inform social policy in hopes of
making a change in the lives of the people which we study. The present
study attempts to accomplish all three goals by investigating the college
life experiences of African American women athletes. The present study
presents an empirical, descriptive analysis of their socioeconomic and edu-
cational backgrounds as well as four areas of their college life experiences.
The four areas examined include academic performance, alienation and
abuse, perceptions of social advantage, and satisfaction.

Dearth of Research on African American Women Student Athletes

Studies of the life experiences of African American female athletes
are virtually nonexistent. Although African American female athletes are
often included within the samples of studies focusing on African American
athletes and female athletes, results of these studies are seldom interpreted
with the African American female athlete in mind. Our literature review
revealed only two empirical studies that focused specifically on the college
life experiences of African American women student athletes (see Evans
& Quarterman, 1983; Prakasa Rao & Overman, 1984). Studies of African
American athletes' collegiate experiences have typically focused on African
American men. When studies include both male and female, there is a
tendency to ignore gender differences (e.g., Center for the Study of Ath-
letics, 1989a). Similarly, studies of women athletes' life experiences have
typically focused on White women. Those studies that have used a racially
diverse sample have tended to ignore race differences in the experiences
of women athletes (e.g., Center for the Study of Athletics, 1989b). Thus,
the current research literature represents a de facto assumption that the
life experiences of African American female athletes do not differ in mean-
ingful ways from either African American male athletes or White female
athletes. However, some researchers question this assumption of uniformity
of athletic experience across gender and race (see Bird & Cripe, 1986; Cor-
bett & Johnson, 1993; Duda & Allison, 1990).

College Life Experience and Academic Performance

Consistent with the conceptual work of Bell (1986), Bronfenbrenner
and Crouter (1982), and Seidman (1991), the present research views student
athletes' college life experiences as a mediating factor in the relationship
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between protective/risk factors (such as gender, race, socioeconomic back-
ground) and important social outcomes (such as graduation, upward social
mobility, and psychological well-being). The college life experience repre-
sents the ecological context that student athletes encounter during their stay
on campus. Although research examining student athletes' college life ex-
perience is sparse, there is a substantial body of research investigating the
relationship between nonathletic students' perceptions and experiences on
campus and their academic performance. A number of investigations have
linked college life experiences outside of the classroom to college students'
persistence rates and overall academic performance (e.g., Defour & Hirsch,
1990; Nettles & Johnson, 1987; Stage, 1988, 1989; Stoecker, Pascarella, &
Wolfle, 1988; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1978; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984). Within
this literature, a number of theoretical and empirical models have been pre-
sented to explain students' present college experiences as well as their aca-
demic background in determining academic outcomes. Within this research,
evidence of gender and race differences with regard to college experiences
and their influence on students' academic performance has been found (e.g.,
Nettles & Johnson, 1987). For example, social and academic integration in
the university community seem especially critical to the academic success of
African American students (Allen, 1985; Loo & Rolison, 1986). To fully un-
derstand the impact the ecological context has on the academic and psy-
chological functioning of African American women student athletes, an
examination of their on-campus life experiences is needed.

Social Policies Affecting African American Women Student Athletes

African American women student athletes are at the center of the
two most important issues facing intercollegiate athletics in the 1990s: (a)
the enforcement of Title IX, a federal regulation prohibiting sex discrimi-
nation in educational institutions; and (b) the academic reform movement
within the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). Pressure from
congress and the Justice Department has forced institutions to ensure that
their intercollegiate athletic programs comply with Title IX. Title IX man-
dates that any educational institution receiving federal funds must provide
equal educational opportunities, including intercollegiate athletics, for both
men and women. The enforcement of Title IX should provide greater op-
portunities for women in athletics. Meanwhile, a reform movement within
the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) has attempted to en-
hance the academic viability of student athletes by raising initial eligibility
requirements (i.e., SAT and high school grade point average) for potential
student athletes. African American student athletes are disproportionately
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excluded from the opportunity of an athletic scholarship as a result of the
reform legislation (McArdle & Hamagami, 1994; NCAA, 1991).

It is an open question as to which social policy has the greatest impact
on African American women student athletes. The dearth of research on
African American women student athletes makes evaluation of the impact
of both gender equity and academic reform legislation on African American
women student athletes' experiences tenuous. A baseline description of the
social ecological experience of African American student athletes provides
an important reference from which to evaluate the impact of future social
policy.

Review of Literature on Race, Gender, and Athletic Status
Differences in College Experiences

Although there is little research directly examining the college expe-
riences of African American women student athletes, researchers have
found important race, gender, and athletic status differences in experiences.
This research provides direction for the present investigation on four areas
of college life experience.

Academic Performance. The research literature on precollege predic-
tors of student athletes' academic performance has reported gender and
race differences in overall academic performance. There are significant race
differences in both academic background and college academic perform-
ance for student athletes. African American student athletes come from
poorer educational backgrounds than their White counterparts (Center for
the Study of Athletics, 1989a; Sellers, Kuperminc, & Waddell, 1991), and
once in college, they perform less well academically (e.g., Ervin, Saunders,
Gillis, & Hogrebe, 1985; Kiger & Lorentzen, 1986; Purdy, Eitzen, & Huf-
nagel, 1982; Sellers, 1992; Shapiro, 1984). With respect to gender differ-
ences, female athletes achieve higher grade-point averages (Center for the
Study of Athletics, 1989b; Kiger & Lorentzen, 1986) and graduate at a
higher rate than male athletes (NCAA, 1995). Graduation data specifically
on African American women athletes are consistent with previous findings
of race and gender differences in academic performance. African American
women student athletes graduate at a rate of 49% which is considerably
lower than the graduation rate of 69% for White women athletes (NCAA,
1995). On the other hand, African American women athletes graduate at
a significantly higher rate than both African American men athletes (42%)
and African American women nonathletes (41%).

Isolation and Alienation. Consistent with the person-environment fit
conceptual framework, researchers have consistently delineated integration
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within the university setting as an important component of successful col-
lege student development (e.g., Bean & Bradley, 1986; Nettles & Johnson,
1987; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1978; Tinto, 1975, 1987). Integration within
the university community has been positively associated with academic per-
formance for minority college student (Gosman, Dandridge, Nettles, &
Thoeny, 1983; Stoecker, Pascarella, & Wolfle, 1988) as well as African
American graduate students (Defour & Hirsch, 1990). For African Ameri-
cans, the racial climate of the environment significantly impacts their feel-
ings of integration and subsequent behavior and well-being (Beckham,
1988; Rutledge, 1982; Sedlacek, 1987). Unfortunately, for many African
American students the college environment can be both hostile and alien-
ating. Suen (1983) found that African American college students report
experiencing greater levels of alienation than White college students. Simi-
larly, Allen (1988) noted that nearly half of his sample of African American
students at six predominantly White universities reported feelings of al-
ienation from the general campus life. Experiences with sexism may result
in African American women having very different perceptions of the racial
climate of their universities than African American men (Smith & Stewart,
1983).

Along with being at risk for alienation and abuse as a result of their
status as African American students, African American women student ath-
letes also have to deal with the additional demands associated with partici-
pating in intercollegiate athletics. For instance, women student athletes spend
approximately 25 hours a week in athletic-related activities (Center for the
Study of Athletics, 1989b). Some researchers argue that these demands can
help isolate student athletes from the rest of the campus environment (Adler
& Adler, 1991; Davis, 1990; Sellers, 1993). The time demands associated with
intercollegiate athletics make it difficult for athletes to become involved in
student activities outside of athletics which has been associated with positive
student development (Boyer & Sedlacek, 1988; Sedlacek, 1987). Feelings of
isolation from the rest of the student body can result in poorer social and
emotional development. As a result, student athletes' emotional and social
development are often hampered (Petitpas, 1981).

Perceptions of Social Advantage As the Result of Athletics. Although
the time demands associated with intercollegiate athletics may result in
feelings of alienation, participation in intercollegiate athletics has also been
related to positive personal development (Danish, Petitpas & Hale, 1990;
Duke, Johnson, & Nowicki, 1987; Iso-Aloha & Hatfeld, 1986; Picou &
Curry, 1974; Ryan, 1989; Sonestroem, 1982). Participation in intercollegiate
athletics provides the opportunity to develop a number of skills which may
enhance the personal competence of the student athlete (Danish, 1983).
Benefits that athletes report receiving from their participation in intercol-
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legiate athletics include learning to make a commitment, the opportunity
to travel, self-control, learning patience, and becoming disciplined (Danish,
1983). Also, Ryan (1989) found in a national sample of college students
that those who participated in intercollegiate athletics reported greater mo-
tivation to earn a college degree, stronger interpersonal and leadership
skills, as well as greater satisfaction with their overall college experience.
With respect to women athletes, the Center for the Study of Athletics
(1989b) reported that the majority of women student athletes feel that it
easier for them as the result of being an athlete to learn new skills, learn
about themselves, take on leadership responsibilities, and set and achieve
personal goals. Participation in sports may result in the development of
skills and competencies that are important in later life. In fact, some psy-
chologists have hailed athletics as an important intervention for preventing
and/or reducing at-risk behavior in youths (e.g., Agnew & Peterson, 1989;
Burling, Seidner, Robbins-Sisco, & Krinsky, 1992; Cusson, 1989; Reppucci,
1987).

Satisfaction. Another potentially important area of the African Ameri-
can student athletes' college life experience is the extent to which she is
satisfied. Because college athletes are required to perform the duties of both
student and athlete, any assessment of their life satisfaction should include
domain-specific assessments as well as an assessment of their overall satis-
faction with life. With respect to measures of global satisfaction, the research
literature suggests that athletes tend to report higher levels of satisfaction
than nonathletes (Pascarella & Smart, 1991; Ryan, 1989; Sellers et al., 1991).
Sellers and his colleagues found that African American student athletes re-
ported being more satisfied with life in general than African American
nonathletes. In contrast, Pascarella and Smart (1991)'s study of male college
athletes and nonathletes did not find a significant difference for African
American student athletes and nonathletes in life satisfaction. However, they
did find an overall difference in satisfaction between athletes and nonath-
letes. The discrepancy between the Pascarella and Smart (1991) and the
Sellers et al. (1991) findings may result from the inclusion of African Ameri-
can women student athletes in the Sellers et al. study.

In sum, the research literature suggests that student athletes experi-
ence college in ways that are different from nonathletes. Many of these
experiences are beneficial such as perceptions that they receive important
inter- and intrapersonal competence as a result of their athletic participa-
tion. They also report that they are more satisfied than other college stu-
dents with their lives. The research literature also suggests significant race
and gender differences in the way in which student athletes experience col-
lege. With respect to academic performance Whites and women perform
better than African Americans and men. Exposure to racism and sexism
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also differentially impact student athletes' experiences of social isolation
and alienation. Unfortunately, as noted above, these findings do not directly
address the experiences of African American women. It is the intent of
the present study to address this oversight in the literature. An empirical
descriptive analysis is utilized to investigate two interrelated questions.
First, how do African American female student athletes experience college
life? Second, do the life experiences of African American student athletes
vary meaningfully as a function of gender and race? In other words, do
African American female student athletes experience college differently
from White female student athletes and African American male student
athletes? A national sample consisting of African American female athletes,
white female athletes, African American female nonathletes, and African
American male athletes from 39 predominately white institutions are em-
ployed.

METHOD

Sample

The present study utilizes data from a 1987 survey of a national rep-
resentative sample of 5,123 full-time undergraduate student athletes and
students at Division I institutions commissioned by the President's Com-
mission of the NCAA. The students were from 42 of the 291 Division I
schools in 1987-1988 randomly sampled institutions. The national survey,
conducted by the American Institutes for Research (AIR), also included
two comparison groups of nonathletes: a sample of African American stu-
dents and a sample of students involved in extracurricular activities. (For
a more complete description of the sample, see Center for the Study of
Athletics, 1988.) The present study examines only students from predomi-
nantly White institutions (39 of the 42 institutions sampled). Although
there may be important differences between student athletes' experiences
at these institutions and at predominately African American institutions,
the fact that approximately 95% of the 302 NCAA Division I institutions
are predominately white institutions justifies a focus on these institutions
as an initial investigation. An examination of differences by racial com-
position of the institution is also prohibited by the small number of pre-
dominately African American institutions (3) that are include in the data
set.

The sample for the present study consists of subsamples of African
American female student athletes (n = 154), white female student athletes
(n = 793), African American female nonathletic students (n = 250), and
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African American male athletes (« = 628) from the original study. The
AIR data set does not report response rates by race and gender groups,
thus we are unable to report a specific response rate for the subsample of
the AIR data set which comprises the sample for the present study. How-
ever, the response rate for the entire AIR data set was reported as 75%
(Center for the Study of Athletics, 1988).

In the present sample, approximately 75% of the African American
female athletes were women's basketball players and the other 25% par-
ticipated in nonrevenue producing sports. For white female athletes, the
proportions were almost reversed: Approximately 35% participated in
women's basketball and 65% participated in nonrevenue sports. The dis-
tribution of sport participation is very different for African American and
White athletes regardless of gender. African American athletes participate
in the revenue-producing sports of football and men's and women's bas-
ketball at a rate that is greatly disproportionate to their population on cam-
pus, whereas they are underrepresented in the other nonrevenue sports
(Center for the Study of Athletics, 1989a).

Procedures and Measures

Upon obtaining the informed consent of all respondents, students
were administered questionnaires. The questionnaires for both the athletic
and nonathletic groups were nearly identical in content but differed in their
wording to correspond to respondents' group membership. The question-
naires elicited information on a variety of topics, including academic prepa-
ration, social background, personal and interpersonal experiences at
college, expectations and attitudes regarding educational and career goals,
and mental health. The present study investigates academic preparation,
social background and four groups of variables reflective of the college life
experiences of African American female athletes: These four groups of
variables consist of academic performance; social isolation and alienation;
perceived growth; and academic, athletic, and college life satisfaction. Fac-
tor analysis and principle components analysis were used to reduce data
on various aspects of college life experience and to construct multiitem
measures of students' college life experiences. Composite variables were
constructed and analyzed using both raw scores and standardized scores.
Because both methods yielded results that did not differ substantively from
one another, the raw score composites are reported in order to simplify
interpretation of the results.

Academic Preparation and Social Background. Two measures of aca-
demic preparation were used in the present study: students' self-reported
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high school grade point average (HSGPA) and scores on the Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT). HSGPA was rated on an 8-point scale in which 1
represented a grade of C- or below and 8 represented an A or A+ average.
Students' combined verbal and math SAT scores were gathered from tran-
scripts (SAT equivalent scores were computed for students who had only
taken the ACT). Family income, occupational prestige, and parental edu-
cation were standardized and averaged to construct a single composite
measure of socioeconomic status (SES). When available, father's occupa-
tion level was coded using prestige scores from U.S. census codes; other-
wise, mother's occupation was used. Students reported their parents'
education levels on a 6-point scale in which 1 represented less than high
school graduation and 6 represented having earned a postbaccalaureate de-
gree (e.g., MA or PhD) (see Center for the Study of Athletics, 1988, for
further details).

Academic Performance. Two indicators of collegiate academic per-
formance were used. First, students' cumulative college grade point aver-
ages (college GPA) were collected from students' transcripts. Grades were
calculated on a 4-point scale. The second indicator of academic perform-
ance was a composite variable of encompassing three types of academic
difficulties: whether students had been placed on academic probation; re-
peated a class; or received an incomplete course grade since entering col-
lege. The total number of these incidents experienced were summed to
create a measure of Academic Difficulties (the range of this scale was 0-3).
Examination of these variables revealed weak to moderate negative corre-
lations with college GPA (r = -.15 for incomplete grades, r = -.24 for
repeating classes, and r = -.32 for academic probation, all p < .01), and
a moderate multivariate relationship (R2 = .12, p < .01). The composite
variable of academic difficulties was moderately correlated with college
GPA (r = -.28, p < .01). The moderate relationships between these vari-
ables and college GPA suggest that it may be meaningful to view the con-
struct of academic performance as multidimensional.

Isolation and Alienation. Isolation and alienation was measured as the
extent to which students reported feelings of negative experiences on cam-
pus. High scores on these variables were seen as contributing to higher
levels of isolation and alienation. Two composite variables were derived
through principal components analyses of seven items in the questionnaire.
The first composite variable was labeled Alienation/abuse (Cronbach's a
= .65) and measured the extent to which students reported feeling a lack
of control, feeling isolated, feeling sexual discrimination, feeling mental
abuse and physical abuse. The second composite variable was labeled Ra-
cial tension (Cronbach's a = .85) and measured the degree to which stu-
dents experienced feelings of racial isolation and racial discrimination.
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Because reports of feeling racial isolation and racial discrimination were
likely to have different meanings for African American versus White stu-
dents, we did not examine comparisons across race (i.e., comparisons of
African American women athletes vs. White women athletes) for the racial
tension variable. Both composite scores were based on a response scale of
1 (never) to 4 (frequently).

Perceptions of Social Advantage As the Result of Athletics. Student ath-
letes rated the extent to which it was easier or harder for them as an athlete
to experience 20 activities associated with personal growth on a 5-point
scale ranging from 1 (much easier) to 5 (much harder). Maximum likelihood
factor analysis of the subsample included in the present study yielded a
similar three-factor solution to an earlier analysis derived from the entire
sample (see Sellers et al., 1991); thus the earlier composites were used in
this study. Social skills (a = .83) measures student athletes' perceived dif-
ficulty or ease with items such as exercising self control, taking on leader-
ship responsibilities, and learning from mistakes as a result of being an
athlete. Opportunities (a = .74) includes items such as the student athletes'
perception of the ease or difficulty in gaining opportunities to travel, display
one's talents, earning praise, and interact with people of other races. Fi-
nally, Assertiveness (a = .72) measures students' perceived ease or diffi-
culty with making decisions, getting dates, getting to know other students,
and speaking one's mind. Comparisons between student athletes and
nonathletes were not included because of differences in the wording of
questions. Specifically, whereas student athletes were asked to rate the per-
ceived personal development items with regard to their experiences as ath-
letes, the African American nonathletes responded with regard to their
experiences as students.

Academic, Athletic, and College Life Satisfaction. Principal compo-
nents analysis was used to construct composite indices of satisfaction with
three aspects of college life. Four items rated on a 4-point scale from 1
(dissatisfied) to 4 (satisfied) comprised a measure of Academic Satisfaction
(a = .65). These items included students' satisfaction with their choice of
major, with their courses, with their current course performance, and with
their overall academic performance. Two items measuring satisfaction with
coaching staff and satisfaction with sport personality (r = .49) loaded on
a factor labeled Athletic Satisfaction and scored on a 4-point scale from
1 (dissatisfied) to 4 (satisfied). (Note that athletic satisfaction was not ex-
amined in the comparison including African American women nonath-
letes.) Life Satisfaction was represented by a single item that elicited
students' satisfaction with life in general ranging from 1 (dissatisfied) to 4
(satisfied).
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Plan of Analysis

Analyses were performed to examine mean differences between the
target group of African American women athletes and each of the three
comparison groups. Comparisons of African American women athletes ver-
sus White women athletes emphasize race differences in women student
athletes' college life experiences. Comparisons of African American women
athletes and nonathletes emphasize differences in the collegiate experiences
of African American women who differ in athletic status. Finally, compari-
sons of African American female versus male athletes accentuate gender
differences among African American student athletes. A series of multi-
variate analyses of variance (MANOVAs) were used to compare African
American women athletes with the three comparison groups on SES,
HSGPA, and SAT Next, a series of multivariate analyses of covariance
(MANCOVAs) were performed to compare African American women ath-
letes' experiences in the four areas of college life with the experiences of
the three comparison groups while partialling out the effects of the pre-
college variables of SES, HSGPA, and SAT by including them and all of
their two-way interaction terms as covariates in all analyses. The influence
of sport (revenue vs. nonrevenue) is partialled out by including such a vari-
able as an independent variable in the race comparison analyses. Revenue
sports were defined as women's basketball, men's basketball, and football.
In all cases, race, athletic status, and gender differences on dependent vari-
ables are examined only when the multivariate F for each MANOVA is
significant at the p < .01 level.

RESULTS

College Life Experiences of African American Women Student Athletes

Table I summarizes African American women student athletes aca-
demic and demographic background as well as their college life experi-
ences. The mean cumulative GPA for African American women athletes
is 2.32. On average, African American women athletes report experiencing
about one academic difficulty. African American women athletes' responses
to the Alienation/abuse suggest that they almost never feeling alienated or
abused. Similarly, African American women athletes report almost never
experiencing racial isolation or incidents of racial discrimination. With re-
gard to their perceived personal development, African American women
athletes, on average, feel that it is somewhat easier for them to learn social
skills, gain opportunities, and be more assertive as a result of their athletic
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status. African American women athletes seem somewhat satisfied with
their academic and athletic situation. They also report being more satisfied
than dissatisfied with their life in general.

Demographic and Academic Background of African American Women
Athletes and Comparison Groups

Table II summarizes the results of analyses of demographic and aca-
demic background variables. African American women athletes' demo-
graphic and academic background differed from all three comparison
groups. Compared to White women athletes (Multivariate F = 80.38, p <
.01), African American women athletes came from poorer social back-
grounds (p < .01). African American women athletes' average score of
759.55 on the SAT was 166.19 points lower than White women athletes (p
< .01), and the average HSGPA reflected a B average, compared to a B+
average for White women athletes (p < .01). A similar pattern of results
emerged in comparing African American women athletes to African Ameri-
can women nonathletic students (Multivariate F = 12.71, p < .01). African
American women athletes had a lower mean SES level (p < .05), earned
lower high school grade point averages (p < .05) and had SAT scores that
were more than 100 points lower than African American women nonath-
letes (p < .01). Compared to African American men athletes, however, a
different pattern emerged (Multivariate F = 9.53, p < .01). African Ameri-

Table I. Description of African American Women Athletes College Life
Experiences

Academic performance
College GPA
Academic difficulties

Alienation and isolation
Feel alienation/abuse
Feel racial tension

Perceived personal growth
Social development
Opportunities
Assertiveness

Satisfaction
Academic satisfaction
Athletic satisfaction
Life satisfaction

M

2.32
0.99

1.98
1.89

2.48
2.07
2.67

2.88
2.76
3.22

SD

0.49
0.93

0.58
0.80

0.56
0.56
0.66

0.52
0.59
0.54

Response range

0.00-4.00
0.00-3.00

l=never to 4=frequently
l=never to 4=frequently

l=much easier to 5=much harder
l=much easier to 5=much harder
l=much easier to 5=much harder

1= dissatisfied to 4=satisfied
l=dissatisfied to 4=satisfied
1= dissatisfied to 4=satisfied



can women athletes were similar to African American men athletes in terms
of their social background and SAT scores, but differed in their HSGPA
(p < .01). African American women athletes earned higher high school
grades (B) than did African American men athletes (B-).

African American Female Athletes Versus White Female Athletes

The results in Table HI indicate that African American women ath-
letes differed from their white counterparts on three of the nine compari-
sons that were examined (Multivariate F = 6.98, p < .01).

Academic Performance. African American women athletes differed
from White women athletes on both indices of college academic perform-
ance. African American women athletes earned lower grades than White
women athletes (Ftotal = 21.95, p < .01). While the covariates (SE,S
HSGPA, SAT composite score, participation in revenue sports, and their
two-way interactions) accounted for a substantial proportion of the variance
in college GPA (Fcovariates = 21.31, p < .01), race differences persist after
accounting for these effects (Frace = 23.32, p < .01). Examination of the
academic difficulties composite revealed a similar pattern. African Ameri-
can women athletes reported experiencing 0.99 of three indices of academic
difficulties, compared to 0.42 for White women athletes (Frace = 12.72, p
< .01). Once again, the covariates accounted for a significant proportion
of the variance in academic difficulties (Fcovariates = 18.24, p < .01).

Isolation and Alienation. African American and white women athletes
reported similar levels of alienation/abuse. Both groups reported that ex-
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Table II. Results of MANOVA and ANOVA Analyses of Demographic and Academic
Background Variables by Groupa

SES

HSGPA

SAT

Wilks's JL
Multivariate F

Black women
athletes
n = 154

45.30 (7.34)

4.93 (1.70)

759.55 (160.50)

—

White women
athletes
n = 793

52.41 (7.20)

5.98 (1.54)

925.74 (163.80)

.80 (F = 80.38)

Black women
nonathletes

n = 250

47.15 (7.98)

-

889.14 (238.71)

.91 (F = 12.71)

Black men
athletes
« = 628

-

4.i6 (1.63)

-

.96 (F = 9.53)

aOnly means (SD) are reported for comparisons in which the main effect for group (race,
gender, or athletic status) is significant at the p < .05 level and the overall F for the ANOVA
model is also significant at the p < .01 level.



periences of alienation/abuses had occurred "rarely (about 1 to 5 times
since being at school)." Feelings of alienation/abuse were significantly re-
lated to the covariates (FCovariates = 4.33, p < .01). No group comparisons
were examined for feeling racial tension (see above).

Perceptions of Social Advantage as the Result of Athletics. Generally,
both African American and white women athletes reported that their ex-
periences as athletes facilitated their personal development. These groups
did not differ in the extent to which they reported ease with gaining social
skills or in the extent to which they reported that it was easier for them
to gain opportunities as a result of their status as athletes. Both groups
reported that as athletes it is "easier/no difference" to develop social skills
and to gain opportunities as a result of being an athlete. African American
women athletes reported that it was easier to gain assertiveness skills than
did White women athletes (Frace = 8.89, p < .01). The covariates also ex-
plained a significant proportion of the variance in perceptions of gaining
assertiveness skills as a result of participation in athletics (Fcovariates = 2.50,
p < .01).

Academic, Athletic, and Life Satisfaction. Although there appear to be
some observed differences in the levels of satisfaction that African Ameri-
can and White women athletes report, these differences appear to be a
function of race differences in the covariates used in the analysis. Race
was not a significant main effect for any of the three areas of satisfaction.
However, the covariates were significant predictors of academic satisfaction
(Fcovariates = 9.74, p < .01), athletic satisfaction (Fcovariates = 10.42, p < .01),
and life satisfaction (Fcovariates = 2.43, p < .01), respectively.

African American Female Athletes Versus African American Male Athletes

Table HI also summarizes the results of the comparison of African
American women versus men athletes. African American women athletes
differed from African American men athletes on 3 of the 10 areas of col-
lege life experiences that were examined (Multivariate F = 5.65, p < .01).

Academic Performance. African American women athletes differed
from African American men athletes on one of the two indicators of aca-
demic performance. African American women athletes had higher college
GPAs than their male counterparts (Fgender = 8.17, p < .01). However, no
gender differences were found in the number of academic difficulties. Also,
the covariates (SES, HSGPA, SAT composite score, and their two-way in-
teractions) accounted for a significant proportion of the variance in student
athletes' college GPA (Fcovariates = 9.64, p < .01) and academic difficulties
(Fcovariates = 7.41, p<. 01).
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Table III. Results of MANOVA and ANOVA Analyses of College Life Experiences by
Group"

Academic performance
College GPA
Academic difficulties

Alienation and isolation
Feel alienation/abuse
Feel racial tension

Perceived personal growth
Social development
Opportunities
Assertiveness

Satisfaction
Academic satisfaction
Athletic satisfaction
Life satisfaction

Wilk's lambda for group

Black
women
athletes

M (SD)

2.32 (0.49)
0.99 (0.93)

1.98 (0.58)
1.89 (0.80)

2.48 (0.56)
2.07 (0.56)
2.67 (0.66)

2.88 (0.52)
2.76 (0.59)
3.22 (0.54)

White
women
athletes

M (SD)

2.80 (0.56)
0.42 (0.72)

na

2.81 (0.58)

-

.94 (F = 6.93)

Black
men

athletes
M (SD)

2.14 (0.44)

2.22 (0.94)

2.38 (0.73)

-

.93 (F = 5.61)

Black
women

nonathletes
M (SD)

—

-

na
na
na

-

.91 (F = 6.40)

aOnly means (SD) are reported for comparisons in which the main effect for group (race,
gender, or athletic status) is significant at the p < .01 level and the overall F for the ANOVA
and MANOVA models are also significant at the p < .01 level.

Isolation and Alienation. The covariates were significant predictors of
alienation/abuse (Fcovariates = 2.58, p < .05), however no gender differences
were found in alienation/abuse. With regard to racial tension, gender dif-
ferences were found (Fgender = 9.14, p < .01). Although both groups re-
ported "rarely" feeling racial tension, African American men athletes
reported feeling racial tension more often than African American women
athletes. The covariates did not account for a significant proportion of the
variance in racial tension.

Perceptions of Social Advantage as the Result of Athletics. Men and
women African American athletes perceived similar levels of ease with so-
cial development and gaining opportunities as a result of being athletes.
For gaining social skills and opportunities, both groups felt that being an
athlete made no difference in these aspects of their personal development.
However, gender differences were found with respect to their perception
of the ease to which they could obtain assertiveness skills as a result of
being an athlete (Fgender = 20.10, p < .01). African American women ath-

– –

– –
–

–

– –
– –

–
– –

–

–
–



letes were less likely to report that being an athlete made gaining asser-
tiveness skills somewhat easier than African American men athletes. The
covariates were not significant predictors of any of the three perceived per-
sonal development indicators.

Academic, Athletic, and Life Satisfaction. African American men and
women athletes reported similar levels of academic, athletic, and life sat-
isfaction. Women athletes and men athletes reported being "more satisfied
than dissatisfied" with life in general. Mean scores for both groups on aca-
demic and athletic satisfaction suggest some ambivalence, falling slightly
below the response range for "more satisfied than dissatisfied" The covari-
ates were not significant predictors of any of the areas of satisfaction.

African American Female Athletes Versus African
American Female Nonathletes

Table III summarizes the results of the comparison of African Ameri-
can women athletes and African American women nonathletes. Although
there was a significant multivariate effect for the models comparing African
American women athletes and nonathletes (Multivariate F = 6.40, p <
.01), this effect seems to be driven by the relationship between the covari-
ates (SES, HSGPA, SAT composite score, and their two-way interactions)
and the dependent variables. There was no significant group differences
for any of the individual dependent variables when the effects of the co-
variates were partialled out. The covariates were significant predictors of
both college GPA (Fcovariates = 4.31, p < .01) and academic difficulties (Fco.
variates = 4.70, p < .01).

DISCUSSION

The present study had two objectives. The first was to provide a de-
scriptive analysis of the life experience of African American women student
athletes. Our results suggest that in terms of academics, African American
women athletes are performing adequately considering the time demands
associated with athletics and their poorer academic preparation. Although
there is certainly room for improvement, African American women athletes
perform, on average, above most institutions' minimal GPA requirements
(2.0) for good academic standing. They also do not experience multiple
academic problems such as repeating courses, receiving incomplete grades,
or being placed on probation. On average, African American women ath-
letes reported almost never experiencing alienation or abuse. Although they

714 Sellers, Kuperminc, and Damas



reported more racial isolation than White women athletes and lower than
African American men, the level of racial isolation reported also was in
the "rarely" range of response. Of course, one could argue that experienc-
ing incidents of racial tension only rarely is still too often.

With regard to their perceived personal development, African Ameri-
can women athletes seem to believe that their athletic status provides them
with a greater opportunity to learn social skills, gain opportunities, and be
more assertive. Their perceptions of enhanced social advantage as a result
of athletics are consistent with the work of Danish and his colleagues (Dan-
ish, 1983; Danish, et al., 1990) who suggest that participation in organized
athletics may actually enhance the development of personal competence.
It should be noted that although African American women athletes view
athletic participation as facilitating their personal development, the present
study did not measure whether they actually had a relatively easier time
developing or the extent of development that actually occurred. We meas-
ured only their perceptions of growth. Consistent with their somewhat posi-
tive profile in other areas of college life, African American women athletes
seem to be satisfied with their college experience. Their satisfaction with
their academic performance appears to be linked to relatively high expec-
tations and reasonable assessments of their current academic status. They
also seem to be somewhat satisfied with their athletic performance. As a
whole, African American women athletes seem to enjoy a somewhat posi-
tive collegiate experience.

Our second objective was to examine whether African American
women athletes' college life experiences differ significantly from White
women athletes and African American men athletes. Our results suggest
that even after accounting for background differences, African American
women student athletes college life experiences differ in meaningful ways
from both White women studentathletes and African American men stu-
dent athletes. With regard to academic performance, African American
women student athletes perform less well than White women student ath-
letes but achieved higher GPAs than African American men student ath-
letes. African American and White women athletes report similar
experiences with regard to social integration. Both African American and
White women athletes report relatively low levels of alienation and abuse.

African American women athletes also reported experiencing less ra-
cial tension than their African American men counterparts. This finding is
consistent with those of Fleming (1983, 1984), who concluded that African
American women college students were able to fair better academically
and interpersonally on a predominantly White campus than their African
American men counterparts. Some authors have argued that African
American men are perceived as posing a greater threat to the White social
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structure than African American women and therefore, are at greater risk
within the current social structure (Staples, 1991). Although we did not
directly test this hypothesis, our findings that African American women stu-
dent athletes performed stronger academically and reported lower levels
of perceived racial tension than their African American men counterparts
are consistent with such an interpretation.

With regard to perceptions of social advantage, African American
women athletes perceive that their athletic status is more beneficial to
learning assertiveness skills than do White women athletes, but they do
not report as great a benefit as African American men athletes. One in-
terpretation of this finding is that assertive behavior has traditionally been
viewed as more socially appropriate among males than among females. Af-
rican American women athletes, being a "double minority," may be more
sensitive compared to White women athletes to the notion that the role
of athlete affords a greater opportunity for their assertive behavior to be
viewed as socially appropriate. Fleming (1983, 1984) found that African
American women college students were more assertive on a predominantly
White campus than on a historically African American campus as a result
of there being fewer African American men around. Thus, the African
American women take on more assertive roles that are usually fulfilled by
African American men when there is a dearth of men. Meanwhile, another
interpretation argues that because African American females have tradi-
tionally played a more assertive role in all facets of family life (Albert &
Porter, 1988; Myers, 1989), they may be more familiar than White females
with the increased opportunities to be assertive that may be afforded by
the role of athlete.

Interestingly, the college life experiences of African American females
seem to be comparable regardless of whether or not they participate in
intercollegiate athletics. Although African American women athletes and
African American women nonathletes come from different backgrounds,
they reported similar experiences across the three areas of college life
which were examined. Whereas African American women athletes had sig-
nificantly lower college GPAs and more academic problems than the Afri-
can American women nonathletes, these differences were accounted for by
academic preparation and demographic background differences. An inter-
esting question is whether or not African American women athletes and
nonathletes perceived similar levels of personal development. As men-
tioned previously, the items used in the questionnaire do not allow such
an analysis. Nonetheless, the similarities in the other areas of college life
experience suggest that participation in athletics for African American
women athletes does not seem to influence their experiences as much as
race and gender. However, further research is needed before a definitive
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statement regarding the relative importance of race, gender, and athletic
status can be assessed.

There are limitations to the present study which suggest that the re-
sults should be interpreted with caution. First, all the data in this study
were collected from self-reports. The extent to which participants responses
were influenced by social desirability is unknown. Also, the study represents
student athletes' experiences, attitudes, and beliefs at only one period of
time. Thus, it is impossible to capture the potential dynamic nature of their
experience. For instance, it is plausible that the African American women
athletes may have a different developmental trajectory during their college
tenure than other groups of students. Longitudinal data are needed before
such an analysis can occur. Despite these limitations, the present study pro-
vides an important foundation upon which further research can build. It
focuses on a population that has been virtually ignored by the research
literature.

Policy Implications

The present study serves as a baseline from which to evaluate the im-
pact of potential policy changes in the future. The present results also speak
tangentially to the current debate regarding increased academic standards
for incoming first-year student athletes. In general, African American
women athletes are doing relatively well academically in comparison to Af-
rican American men athletes. Despite the differences in college GPA, Af-
rican American women athletes have similar SAT scores and come from
similar socioeconomic backgrounds as African American male student ath-
letes. These results call into question the predictive value of the SAT com-
posite score for the academic performance of African American student
athletes (Sellers, 1992). The present results suggest that the use of HSGPA
as a criterion for initial athletic eligibility may be preferential to the use of
SAT composite score (Sellers, 1992). However, more in-depth analyses are
needed before a definitive policy recommendation can be made.

The high concentration of African American women athletes in the
revenue-producing sports of women basketball has implications for the en-
forcement of Title IX at the collegiate level. Many institutions have added
women sports and cut men's sport as a way of complying with Title IX.
Most of these sports tend to have very few African American women who
participate (e.g., women's crew). There is some concern that African
American women athletes will not benefit from the increased opportunities
that may occur as a result of the enforcement of Title IX at the collegiate
level unless they are provided with greater access and exposure to these

717Black Women College Athletes



"new" sports at the high school and recreational level (Corbett & Johnson,
1993). Nonetheless, African American women still have less access to col-
legiate athletics than African American men as evidenced by the far smaller
percentage of African American women receiving athletic scholarships
(2%) as compared to African American men receiving athletic scholarships
(11 %: NCAA, 1995).

In conclusion, the present study represents an effort to examine the
ecological experiences of the African American women student athletes.
Such an effort is consistent with Sellers (1993) argument that policy makers
interested in improving the academic performance of student athletes
should focus more on the college life experiences of student athletes. The
present study also provides baseline data on the unique experiences of Af-
rican American women athletes from which to evaluate the impact of po-
tential policy changes. Finally, we hope that the present study will spur
other investigators to recognize that African American women athletes are
a sample population worthy of study in and of itself.
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