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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the study was to scrutinize and explain the academic, social,
and athletic experiences of international student-athletes attending a
historically Black university. Participants were six international student-
athletes (five men and one woman). Situated in position theory, the research
design was explanatory multiple case study. The primary data collection
method was semi-structured interviews. The interviews were analyzed using
a constant comparative approach and revealed that the participants were
positioned by language differences and academic difficulties, were
disengaged from some teammates, and endured athletic disadvantages in
resources and training. To amply support international student-athletes, we
assert that athletic departments, coaches, faculty, and students should
respect and value the identities, as well as the linguistic and cultural
backgrounds of international student-athletes.

Keywords: Athletics, International student-athletes, Language differences,
Low resource institutions, Positioning, Historically black university
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INTRODUCTION

The athletic, academic, and social experiences of international student-
athletes are often distinctive and unique, particularly for those matriculating
at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) in the United
States (U.S.) of America (Sato, Hodge, & Burge-Hall, 2011). The Higher
Education Act of 1965 defines Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs) as institutions of higher education established before 1964 whose
principal mission was then, and remains today, the education of Black
Americans (Hodge, 2015; Wilson, 2007). International student-athletes at
times find it difficult to meet academic standards or follow the guidelines
established by the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) to enter
college (Connell, 2007), or they may struggle to maintain certain grade point
average (GPA) levels regulated by the NCAA to maintain athletic eligibility
as a collegiate athlete (NCAA, 2007). These student-athletes may become
worried about possibly losing their athletic scholarships; which in-turn,
would lead to possible separation from their athletic teams or even the
institution (Sato et al., 2011). The challenges for student-athletes who have
international status occur in the salient areas of academic performance,
social adjustment, and institutional factors which may contribute to negative
experiences including exclusion or racism (Sato et al., 2011).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Sato et al. (2011) analyzed the academic, athletic, and social experiences of
international student-athletes from Brazil, Serbia, South Korea, and the
Philippines who were members of athletic teams at a HBCU in the U.S. The
international student-athletes believed language differences led to academic,
athletic, and social difficulties. Further, Sato and colleagues reported that the
student-athletes mostly felt marginalized. These factors had negative effects
on the value of their experiences at the HBCU. A counter narrative (finding)
was that some African American peers and faculty were empathetic and
supportive of the international student-athletes (Sato et al., 2011).

There are a number of studies focused on the experiences of
international students in the general student body at colleges and universities
in the U.S. (Hayes & Lin, 1994; Sato & Hodge, 2009; Wan, 2001) as well as
studies on international student-athletes at predominantly White degree-
granting institutions (Ridinger & Pastore, 2000). Degree-granting
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institutions are “defined as postsecondary institutions that grant associates or
higher degrees and participate in Title IV federal financial aid programs”
(Snyder, Dillow, & Hoffman, 2009, p. 3). Some of the findings are quite
troubling. For example, Sato and Hodge (2009) reported that Asian
international graduate students have experienced feeling marginalized,
alienated, isolated, discriminated against, and even targets of racism. Further
such students may have communication difficulties caused by a lack of
English proficiency (Sato & Hodge, 2009; Wan, 2001). International
students have voiced concerns about various challenges such as adapting to
new roles, academic and language difficulties, financial issues, and
homesickness (Barrett & Huba, 1994; Hayes & Lin, 1994; Parr, Bradley, &
Bingi, 1992; Sato & Hodge, 2016). Despite the increased presence of
international student-athletes on HBCU campuses, the extant research-base
is underdeveloped on their academic, social, and athletic experiences at such
historic institutions (Sato et al., 2011). There is need to study the
experiences of international student-athletes using research methodologies
which are theoretically-grounded.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND PURPOSE

This study was situated in the positioning theory of social behavior, which
explains the fluid patterns of dynamic and changing assignments of rights
and duties among groups of social actors (Varela & Harré, 1996). The term
positioning means to analyze interpersonal encounters from a discursive
viewpoint (Hollway, 1984). Davies and Harré¢ (1990) asserted that when an
individual assumes “a particular position as one’s own” (p. 46), that
individual “inevitably sees the world from the vantage point of that position
and in terms of the particular images, metaphors, story lines, and concepts
which are made relevant within the particular discursive practice in which
they are positioned” (p. 46). Mindful of this logic, we examined the
academic, social, and athletic experiences of international student-athletes
on a HBCU campus. Positioning theory helps us better understand and
explain what international student-athletes experience based on their
academic, social, and athletic experiences at an HBCU—experiences that
influence their thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about interacting with
teammates, coaches, and faculty.

One tenet of positioning theory is intentional self-positioning, which
incorporates both a conceptual repertoire and a location for persons within
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the structure of rights and duties (Yoon, 2008). Hermans (2001) identified
two factors that affect a person’s position, which were (a) internal and (b)
external factors of self-positioning. An internal factor means a position
within the inner group that the person feels a part of (e.g., as a student-
athlete, as a foreigner). An external factor refers to a position within the
outer group (e.g., in relation to my teammates, classmates, or coaches). Both
internal and external factors mutually influence a person’s self-positions,
because they are part of a self that is intrinsically or extrinsically extended to
the group environment and culture that respond to individual experiences in
the environment that is perceived as ‘mine’ (Hermans, 2001). Self-positions
reflect the complex shifts between internal and external factors that help to
describe a person’s learning, social behaviors, and challenges (Hermans,
2001).

Davies and Harré¢ (1990) use the term “reflective positioning,”
which is useful in explaining how international student-athletes position
their own roles as both students and athletes. The term “reflexivity” might
refer to how international student-athletes critically monitor and understand
their academic and athletic roles. Reflective position is closely related to the
personal interpretative framework (in particular, academic and/or athletic
success) or the normative assumption about good student behaviors that are
the basis on which individuals ground their decisions for actions in
particular situations (Vanassche & Kelchtermans, 2014).

Student-athletes’ reflective positions would likely shape how they
participate in academic, social, and athletic discourses, as they must
combine and negotiate different positions (e.g., roles as athletes, students,
friends) (Jones, 1997). Although they might consciously understand that
they play various roles when studying or communicating with classmates,
teammates, and faculty, they might be unintentionally positioned within
their classes or teams as powerless or oppressed in isolated spaces, which
can lead to negative consequences such as marginalization (Yoon, 2008).
Jones (1997) explained it was important for individuals to analyze and
reflect on their own disposition as opposed to or aligned with positioning by
others. The reflexivity of student-athletes might be defined by “indexing
one’s statements with the point of view one has on its relevant world”
(Harré & van Langenhove, 1999, p. 62). This means that student-athletes’
experiences and backgrounds influence their positioning (beliefs, thoughts,
judgments) and, in turn, their actions in learning (Yoon, 2008).
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Further interactive positioning is “how one person positions
another” (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 48). How student-athletes are positioned
limits or extends what they can exhibit or provide in choice of speaking
forms and actions (Harré & van Langenhove, 1999). Interactive positioning
helps to identify student-athletes’ self- and other discourses based on
interaction among the student-athletes themselves and with classmates,
coaches, teammates, and others. Andreouli (2010) asserted that an
interactive position emphasizes the other as an integral part of the
positioning process. Individuals jointly (re)produce relational meanings so
that they may see the world from one point of the position, such as
metaphors, storylines, and concepts that may or may not be relevant to
others within the self-other discourse. The concept of interactive positioning
suggests that student-athletes’ experiences or interactions may positively or
negatively influence the academic and social positions of others. Interactive
positioning also helps to identify political or hierarchical interactions among
conflicting values or norms on the part of faculty, coaches, and student-
athletes. A faculty member or coach might reject or accept student-athletes
on campus (Harré¢ & Moghaddam, 2003).

We judged positioning theory as a useful lens for examining how
student-athletes position themselves and are positioned in athletic and
educational contexts. The purpose of this study was to analyze and explain
the academic, social, and athletic experiences of international student-
athletes at a historically Black university. The central research question was:
What meaning do international student-athletes ascribe to their academic,
social, and athletic experiences while matriculating at a HBCU?

RESEARCH METHOD

Research Design

For this study, we used an explanatory (holistic) multiple case study
design, which allowed us to conduct each case as a separate study and to
reflect replication logic (Yin, 2003). In this study, replication logic was
situated in the framework of positioning theory (Davies & Harr¢, 1990) to
better understand the conditions in which a particular phenomenon (e.g.,
athletic, academic, and social experiences) was likely to be found (i.e.,
literal replication predicts similar results across cases), as well as the
conditions where it was not likely to be found (i.e., theoretical replication
predicts contrasting results but for predictable reasons) (Yin, 2003). We
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used this approach to explore the complexities of international student-
athletes’ experiences on a HBCU campus replicated across cases.

Table 1. International Student-Athletes’ Demographic Data

Pseudonym Academic Gender Language Ethnicity/Race
Major
Bob Recreation Male Korean Korean
Jess Journalism Female Tagalog/English Malayo-
Polynesian
Greg Business Male Serbian Slavonian
Mark Health and Male Portuguese Two or more
Physical races: Native
Education Brazilian—
Japanese and
White
Nemo Business Male Portuguese Two or more
races: Native
Brazilian—
Japanese and
White
Calvin Recreation Male English Two or more
races: White and
Hispanic

Note. Language = Native (primary) language.

Research Site and Sampling

The research site was a private HBCU with an enrollment of some
4,500 students. This university had NCAA Division [-AA4 affiliation — the
moderate level of competition in intercollegiate athletics. The NCAA’s
Football Championship Subdivision (FCS) was formerly called Division 1-
AA. The selection of case study participants involved contacting the athletic
department at the HBCU and seeking nominations of international student-
athletes matching the selection criteria (Yin, 2003). The maximum variation
sampling (Patton, 2002) criteria were: (a) held international status, (b) had
an athletic scholarship, and (¢) maintained academic eligibility to participate
in athletic activities. During the conduct of this study, there were some 250
student-athletes enrolled at the HBCU. Fifteen potential participants from
the athletic department were nominated for this study.
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Participants

The participants were six international student-athletes who
volunteered to participant in this study. These participants were Jess, a
student of Asian heritage who was originally from Mindanao, The
Philippines. There was also Mark and Nemo both from Sao Paulo, Brazil as
well as Bob, Greg, and Calvin from Seoul, South Korea; Belgrade, Servia;
and Ontario, Canada, respectively. Pseudonyms were used for all
participants. In this paper, we operationally define international students as
those who declared themselves as non-immigrant to the host country (Sato
& Hodge, 2016). Table 1 presents the participants’ demography.

Data Collection

The data collection methods involved conducting face-to-face semi-
structured interviews with each participant and securing a copy of the
academic programs of study from each participant. Before conducting the
study, approval was sought and received from the lead researcher’s
institution’s Behavioral Sciences Institutional Review Board.

Semi-Structured Interviews

Each participant was interviewed following a semi-structured
interview approach during both in-season and off-season (Yin, 2003).
Specifically, the lead researcher used a protocol consisting of a 15-question
in-season interview guide and an 8-question off-season interview guide
about student-athletes’ experiences (NCAA, 2007; Sato et al., 2011).
Mostly, the questions solicited information on the participants’ views about
people, places, and events related to their academic, social, and athletic
experiences at the HBCU (Yin, 2003). The interviews took on a
conversational style guided by a pre-established set of questions that were
originally developed by NCAA (2007) and modified by Sato et al. (2011).
The specific questions were modified and carefully worded for relevance to
the current investigation of international student-athletes in undergraduate
programs at a HBCU. For example, some questions involved the student-
athletes’ athletic and academic performance, diversity, retention,
recruitment, and factors associated with the successful completion of
undergraduate degrees (NCAA, 2007).

The participants were interviewed, face-to-face, on the HBCU’s
campus and the interviews typically lasted between 60 and 90-minutes. The
interviews were conducted with each participant during the respective in-
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and off-seasons. Because softball, tennis, track and field, and football
seasons are scheduled differently, each interview was held in-line with the
respective seasons. Follow-up questions typically to clarify participants’
comments were asked via telephone (Shuy, 2002) and e-mail (Meho, 2006),
as warranted. After this process was complete, the researchers transcribed
the interviews and returned all transcribed data to all participants for
member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002) via e-mail (Meho,
2006). This process was used to ensure the transcribed data accurately
represented the participants’ views and experiences at the HBCU.

Trustworthiness and Data Analysis

Trustworthiness in this study was established through triangulation,
member checking, and peer debriefing. Triangulation involved the use of
multiple perspectives, including data from interviews, all of which were
interpreted through the lens of positioning theory. Use of triangulation is
intended to evaluate the accuracy of the data, as opposed to seeking
universal truth (Merriam, 1998). First, member checking was used to reduce
the impact of subjective bias (Patton, 2002). The lead researcher e-mailed a
copy of the transcribed interview data to the individual participants. The
participants’ acknowledgment of the accuracy of the data and the
researchers’ interpretations of the data ensured that trustworthiness was
established (Merriam, 1998). Second, the peer debriefers were two well-
established qualitative researchers with expertise in this area of inquiry.
They judged the interpretations of the data as accurate and representative of
the participants’ statements.

A constant comparative method (Boeije, 2010) was used to interpret
the data. The basic strategy of this analytical process is to relentlessly
compare different pieces of data. More specifically, each potentially
meaningful piece of data within the transcripts from the first set of
interviews with each participant, as well as their interview transcripts from
the in- and off-season interviews, were coded independently by the first and
second researchers, and any differences were discussed until agreement was
reached. The second set of interviews about practice experiences were
initially coded by the lead researcher and then checked by the second
researcher. In addition, the two peer de-briefers reviewed the codes to avoid
potential researcher bias. The coded data from three sets of transcripts from
each participant were compared so as to identify similarities and differences.
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After peer debriefing, the researchers conducted a second round of coding
key terms (e.g., positions; academic, social, and athletic experiences;
motivation; campus culture; and athletic contributions) in the transcripts of
the data sources (recoding the original ones). During this process, some
codes were combined (e.g., the similar terms interaction and experiences),
while others were split into subcategories (subthemes).

Finally, the researchers examined the final codes to organize them into a
hierarchical structure using individual and group coding percentages (how
many times key terms appeared in the data source). Then all data and the
definitions of the key terms were sent back to all participants for a second
round of member checking. After receiving final confirmation from all
participants, the researchers grouped the codes into thematic categories,
which were then refined into recurring themes (Boeije, 2010).

RESULTS

Three salient themes emerged from our analyses of the data. These themes
were: (a) differences and difficulties, (b) social disengagement, and (c)
under-resourced. These salient themes influenced the academic, social, and
athletic experiences of international student-athletes at the HBCU. The
themes and subthemes are discussed in the following narrative, with
supporting quotes from the participants.

Differences and Difficulties

This theme exposes the academic difficulties often attributed to
language differences (speaking and writing) as experienced by the
participants at the HBCU. They struggled to earn passing grades on their
writing assignments, as they grappled with cultural and fluency
discrepancies in the daily use of the English language. They often
misunderstood theoretical concepts and the content of class lectures. This
made them feel more challenged and excluded, especially because their
cultures, traditions, and in cases their languages were outside the dominant
culture of their academic setting.

Intensifying their academic struggles, the participants shared similar
experiences in that they perceived comments from some of their professors
to be negative and reflective of stereotypic beliefs about their positioning as
student-athletes of diversity. Many professors demonstrated a concern about
the student-athletes’ class behaviors and dedication to academic studies,
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believing that student-athletes prioritized athletic activities over their
education. Additionally, the participants held the belief that some faculty
assumed that their native backgrounds also influenced their academic
competence and motivation, so that their efforts would not be enough to
succeed in the courses.

Subtheme I: Additional Effort

The student-athletes believed that cultural and linguistic differences
caused them to struggle to write papers and meet the academic standards
required by their professors. They had limited fluency writing and speaking
using the English language. The student-athletes, even those from English-
speaking countries such as Calvin from Canada and Jess, who had lived in
the U.S. since she was 11-years old, were advised to get additional help and
support from academic services (e.g., writing center or counseling services)
through the athletic department and/or the university. What is more, the
student-athletes who used English as a second language had speaking
difficulties, which were reflected in class participation and presentations.
They realized that their professors wanted to treat the international and
American students on the same footing. It seems that some professors
wanted to help student-athletes, but assumed that the student-athletes’
competence in speaking and writing proficiently in English, as well as their
reading and comprehension abilities, were not good enough to succeed in
their courses. In an interview, Calvin (a Canadian football player) explained
his academic experiences as follows:

1 speak English. The only problem that I had was to write
papers. We write some words different, like sentence
construction, words. I had English 101. I got bad test scores. |
talked to the teacher and I told him I needed more help for my
writing from a tutor. I have a computer from back home. The
computer tells me everything was right, but when I turn it in,
teachers put comments about poor grammar and spelling. First,
when I came here I did not understand African American slang
or expression, and I had a hard time understanding their words.
I understood 50% but not fully. I decided to visit the writing
center to learn and read the papers that are relevant to the
African American culture in this university (Calvin, interview).
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Calvin felt that his professor for the Introduction to College Writing
(English 101) course positioned him as an unaccepted student in the
classroom. Calvin mentioned that “my professor ignored my academic
background and experiences in my home country”. This was a common
experience among the student-athletes, even those from English-speaking
countries. Greg, a student-athlete from Serbia, also had writing issues and
concerns, and at the same time, he struggled to speak English proficiently.
Greg’s academic counselor in the department of athletics did not offer a
conversation partner program or any other opportunity that would help him
to improve his English proficiency. When interviewed, Greg shared his
concerns about speaking:

I need to ask [for] academic help or support from classmates
and professors. The hardest classes I have taken were sociology
and psychology. I had to speak a lot. I had to practice
rehearsals of presentations before my presentation to the class.
I am struggling with speaking and presenting during the class
time — they are the hardest assignments. I had to visit the
professors during their office hours. You need to have
presentation skills. I am always nervous when I do a
presentation. I had already one group presentation which was a
nightmare, but I do not know how I am going do if I have
individual presentation assignment in future. I put in extra
efforts, but I have not satisfied my academic experiences (Greg,
interview).

Greg positioned himself as powerless and academically inferior in situations
where he was required to present in front of classmates.

Subtheme I1: Interaction with Faculty

All six participants mentioned similar experiences in that they
perceived stereotypical or offensive comments from professors who taught
general requirement core courses. Many professors were concerned about
the student-athletes’ dedication (or perceived lack of) to their studies and
reminded them that they would not treat student-athletes differently from
their other students. The student-athletes believed these faculty assumed that
their academic motivation and efforts would not be good enough to perform
successfully in their courses. The participants were certain that their
professors had negative sport and race-based stereotypic images of student-
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athletes on campus. They all attempted to meet all the requirements set by
the professors, but it was time-consuming and challenging. They were
motivated to earn good final grades; in-part, because they wanted to provide
better images of student-athletes.

Nemo, a tennis player, was required to take an African American
history course as a general core course. He felt his professor positioned him
in uncomfortable situations and discriminated against him in class. He
shared his experience during an interview:

Faculty members ... most of them are pretty good. I have one
from African American History class. Since I go to an HBCU,
the class is one of general requirements of my curriculum. Once
every week, she (the professor) says racist things of White
people, even Asian people. She says certain things that did not
make me comfortable. Every classmate looked at me like I am
different. I feel discriminated by her behaviors. She knows I am
Brazilian, and I am not White American. They think that I have
similar skin color with White Americans, and they treated me
negatively. It made me feel uncomfortable. (Nemo, interview)

In an effort to assist these student-athletes, their academic
counselors encouraged them to enroll in online courses rather than
classroom-based courses. They discussed their online course experiences.
The student-athletes felt they were treated equally by instructors in their on-
line courses in their on-line interactions.

Social Disengagement

This theme indicates that all six participants had negative social
experiences, which were disengaging for them, such as racism or lack of
peer support with teammates on their athletic teams. They believed that
some of their teammates disrespected the different racial backgrounds of the
participants. The participants felt that some teammates had not been exposed
to interacting with international student-athletes or persons of color in their
hometowns or local neighborhood schools. Some teammates were
disengaging, perhaps because they did not know how to welcome foreign-
born students as their teammates. The international student-athletes felt that
geographical location had significantly affected and shaped their patterns of
social engagements on athletic teams. Additionally, their teammates
(re)produced stereotypical racial views and behaviors toward international
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student-athletes. The participants admitted that they had limited context-
specific knowledge about how best to position themselves as international
student-athletes on the HBCU campus.

Subtheme I: Lack of Peer Support from Teammates

The participants expressed a desire to have good role models or mentors in
teammates. Many of them were first-generation college students, so they
had no idea of how to meet athletic and academic expectations from their
coaches and professors. Common across cases, Greg did not have a mentor
while he was playing tennis at the HBCU. Additionally, he felt that there
was no teamwork and there was a lack of motivation within the team. He
was completely dissatisfied, and he explained how he felt the tennis team
was dysfunctional:

Unfortunately, I see negative perspectives of peer support.
Specifically, with tennis, the coaching staff and peers do not
motivate us. We do not have a captain of the team, and there is
no leadership or mentor roles. I do not want to say negative
things about this team, but as an athlete, if you want to function
as a team together, we need a captain and mentor who
contribute to team building and support system as a team. In
some practices, we have some teams who do not want to be
serious, because some of my teammates focus on academics
rather than athletics. Many teammates are international
student-athletes and it is difficult to maintain their GPA. If they
do not keep their academic eligibility, they may be expelled
from this university and leave this country. (Greg, Interview)

Greg felt that all of his teammates were losing their athletic motivation. The
tennis teammates (Mark, Bob, and Nemo) heavily prioritized their studies
over athletics, which created friction with their teammates. Greg believed
that student-athletes could not care about their team and athletics as much as
their studies because they had to maintain a minimum GPA as stipulated by
NCAA in order to participate in intercollegiate athletics.

Subtheme II: Racial Discrimination

All six participants felt a sense of detachment, exclusion, and/or
separation. They experienced teasing by teammates and other student-
athletes that they interpreted as racial discrimination. For example, Mark,
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Nemo and Greg had heard negative comments about themselves made by
several Black student-athletes. They felt that international student-athletes
who had a lighter skin color were treated unfavorably as White Americans,
even though they were not born and raised in the U.S. Mark, a native
Brazilian, who was bi-racial, explained:

I am Brazilian, but I considered myself as white student. Many
female students come and talk to me friendly. Male students,
that is hard. Some female students like White guys, because we
are different. I was having dinner with other Brazilian
teammates. One female athlete from Track Team sat right next
to me. Other male teammates from Track team told her that
“Oh, you are sitting with White guys.” I told him “what do you
mean by that”? He told me ‘“nothing”. I feel so isolated on
campus. (Mark, interview)

Mark felt that this was the first time he experienced racial discrimination
and was offended by other student-athletes. He was hurt and disappointed
and was positioned as an outsider and an unwelcome student at the HBCU.

Similarly, Bob and Jess, who were Asian international students,
were viewed differently by some students on campus and were teased about
the cultural orientation (hierarchical relationships) among Asian student-
athletes. Bob was also teased about the cultural behaviors and patterns of his
Asian culture by some Black student-athletes. Korean student-athletes
develop hierarchical and authoritarian relationships within the group. Some
of the African American student-athletes who had observed this group
orientation thought it strange and began to tease the Asian student-athletes.
Bob said:

1t was difficult to accept cultural differences. African Americans
highly value group orientation. I am Korean. I do the same, but
we also have hierarchical relationships within the groups.
African American students told me, ‘Koreans have weird and
strange group orientations. Is that Asian thing?’ They started to
generalize and discriminate. Asian and African Americans are
so similar, but different. I need to accept differences and avoid
discrimination. I get mad for their behaviors sometimes. (Bob,
interview)
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Under-Resourced

Jess, Bob, Mark, Nemo, and Calvin mentioned that their athletic
department was situated at a HBCU which was considered a low-resource
institution. In this study, the budgetary constraints adversely impacted the
athletic department; and in-turn, the athletic teams, coaches and staff, and
student-athletes. Eventually, these issues trickled down and negatively
affected the athletic motivation of the student-athletes. All coaches except
the football and basketball coaches at the institution were required to teach
activities or lecture courses as a part of their salary contract, in addition to
their coaching service requirements.

Subtheme I: Motivation

The six participants were less motivated to compete alongside their
athletic teams. They were far more concerned about their studies, because
they were worried about losing their eligibility and being dismissed from the
university (non-immigrant law—yviolation of student visa). Additionally,
coaches and staff at the HBCU had extra duties and tasks such as teaching
and service assignments, which interfered with the amount of time they
spent monitoring, training, and interacting with their student-athletes. The
lack of time and attention dedicated to the student-athletes because of these
extra responsibilities and challenges reduced athlete motivation and created
friction among teammates.

My coaches are professors or graduate students here. They
teach 4 courses during the semester. Then, they’re on
committees. The only two coaches who do not teach on campus
are the football and basketball coaches. Other coaches need to
teach physical activity classes and lecture courses. Of course,
coaches cannot monitor athletic teams well because this HBCU
assigned coaches too many other responsibilities. That is why
there are many lazy student-athletes here, because the coaches
can’t monitor them. We are losing our motivation. (Nemo,
interview)

Subtheme I1: Underfunded

The participants had a significant lack of resources and severely
underfunded travel budgets, which caused them a great deal of difficulties
and at times overwhelmed them. For example, they often had to share hotel
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rooms with more than three or four student-athletes during trips, which
made studying and resting extremely difficult. These student-athletes felt
that the lack of resources and budgetary limitations of their athletic
department placed them in problematic situations that adversely affected
their athletic and academic performance. Jess, an Asian international
student-athlete, discussed such issues.

I know they put enough money up to travel the football and
basketball teams such as staying hotels, coming back a couple
of days later. Then when you look at tennis, we have to go on a
five-day trip, we go to North Carolina and come back 12:30
midnight. Wake up next day, we do not even eat breakfast, and
then play somewhere else like South Carolina, and go to
Delaware next day. For five days, we never stayed at hotels,
and we ate just two times a day. We are so stressed out and
exhausted playing tennis, because we did not have enough
money to stay at a hotel. (Jess, interview)

The underwhelmed athletic resources of the HBCU negatively affected the
athletic experiences of student-athletes.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The international student-athletes gave meaning to differences and
difficulties, social disengagement, and the under-resourced athletic program
on the HBCU campus. More specifically, the participants were positioned
by language differences, which exacerbated their academic difficulties.
What’s more, the international student-athletes were disengaged from some
teammates and endured athletic disadvantages in resources and training.
Their struggles had much to do with language and cultural differences and
they were academically underprepared, which adversely impacted
relationships with faculty, teammates, classmates, and coaches. Common
among the student-athletes, they faced difficulty in the proper use of the
English language, even though two of them used English as their first
language. They experienced such difficulties while matriculating throughout
their academic career in the HBCU educational system. The student-athletes
were advised by course instructors to seek help from the HBCU’s writing
center.

711



Journal of International Student

In the logic of positioning theory, when faculty are aware of the
contexts from which student-athletes come, they can draw upon their
background knowledge to help position them for success by developing
academic skills [writing, speaking, and reading] through writing centers,
study tables, and mentoring, as examples (McVee, Baldassarre, & Bailey,
2004). In positioning theory logic, faculty may or may not offer guidance
that will position student-athletes for academic success. In this study, the
course instructors were attempting to help position the international students
for academic and social success. However, such help was overshadowed by
forcing the international students to find their own positions by suggesting
to them to reflect and assess whether their behaviors align with the
instructor’s own cultural values. Harré and van Langenhove (1999) asserted
that the international students should receive appropriate and culturally
relevant mentoring with academic and social support from professors and
athletic program staff who reflect a broader spectrum of diversity (as cited
in Yoon, 2008, p. 496).

Additionally, positioning theory explains that “being positioned, or
position oneself in a certain manner carries obligations and expectations
about how one should behave or constrains on what one may meaningfully
say or do” (Barnes, 2004, p. 2). The way teammates position international
students in an athletic setting is important. Their positioning affects the
nature of international students’ interactions and their access of learning
opportunity as well as social and athletic experiences at the HBCU.
Interactive positioning occurs in the moment of academic, social, and
athletic interaction, but it is also contextually tied across interaction or scale
of study abroad experiences (Kayi-Aydar, 2013). These international
student-athletes created new self-positioning that results from the
combination of cultural changes of past and current athletic experiences.
When international student-athletes experience in one culture, and then
migrate to new culture (e.g., joining in HBCU athletic teams), they arrive in
a situation in which two or more heterogeneous positions interact with
heterogeneous external positions (e.g., policy, practices, schedule, rules, and
regulations of HBCU athletic teams). In some cases, such new self-
positioning may cause internal conflicts between imaginary and actual
athletic experiences in different countries and at HBCU.

The study’s findings expose the student-athletes’ frustration and
feelings that some course instructors held stereotypical views about race
and/or student-athletes (e.g., ‘dumb-jock myths). The student-athletes
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perceived that their professors were concerned about the implementation of
culturally inclusive teaching, including the lack of educational training in
working with international student-athletes, lack of skills to teach students
of diverse backgrounds, lack of appropriate infrastructure, and the lack of
adapted curricula in the classroom (Andrews & Frankel, 2010). Therefore,
this current study’s results indicate that these student-athletes had difficulty
adjusting to academic and behavioral norms in the classroom. For example,
some international student-athletes were treated as troublemakers (showing
academic laziness) by their professors. Such positions may cause cultural
conflicts that international student-athletes need to navigate new learning
positions of multiple (academic and social) experiences. The notion of
student-athletes as troublemakers is unfounded, nonetheless it gives the false
impression that student-athletes are not focused academically (Eagleman,
2011). A professor’s other positioning of student-athletes in a certain way
can lead to positioning them in a corrective posture (van Langenhove &
Harré, 1999) (as cited in Yoon, 2008, p. 499). For example, the student-
athletes found that the professors often used reactive and punitive strategies
(lowering students’ grades if student-athletes did not follow the professor’s
direction) in the absence of a planned preventive and culturally relevant
educational approach in the classrooms (Van Acker, Grant, & Henry, 1996).
Course instructors should respect, value, and embrace the racial identities,
origins, languages, and cultures of student athletes (Weber, 1986).
According to Weidman, Twale, and Stein (2001), students show
significant learning outcomes through three core elements (knowledge
acquisition, investment, and involvement) in the academic socialization
process. Socialization and mentorship by professors are of critical
importance for international student-athletes, who need to acquire the skills
and abilities necessary to be academically and socially successful. In view
of the current student-athletes, some course instructors held stereotypic
beliefs and even showed discriminative behaviors toward them. The student-
athletes had hoped the professors would become persons they could talk to
meaningfully or that they could consult with outside of class. Pratt, Kelly,
and Wong (1999) asserted that effective teachers are described as having
protective and caring relationships with students. Additionally, they
sometimes fulfill the role of a parent, including guiding the intellectual,
moral, and personal development of students (Tam, Heng, & Jiang, 2009).
The student-athletes indicated that they all were assigned to take
more online courses rather than classroom-based courses, because student-
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athletes must avoid schedule conflicts between academic and athletic duties.
They preferred to take classroom-based courses and saw the benefits of this
type of course format, such as an automatic connection because of physical
presence and the instructor’s ability to interpret students’ non-verbal
communication and real-time interactions. However, in an online course
student-athletes do not have access to those signals and mechanisms and
must depend almost exclusively on e-mail communications (Holzweiss,
Joyner, Fuller, Henderson, & Young, 2014). Additionally, online
communication often caused misunderstandings, and the academic
experiences of the student-athletes were more difficult when their professors
failed to respond to their e-mail messages in a timely manner. Student-
athletes face a difficult task in regard to creating their own learning that
keeps their motivation. It is speculated that there is an advantage in that
online courses can offer greater flexibility to student-athletes while allowing
them to save time. But, there is a lack of empirical evidence to support that
speculation regarding international student-athletes. In this current study, it
appears that the on-line courses helped the international student-athletes
avoid stereotypical comments and biases toward them from course
instructors and fellow students. This is an area in need of further study as
well.

Davies and Harré (1990) explained that student-athletes who do not
hold power on teams often show self-positioning rather than other-
positioning (e.g., I am not like you as American; not like you). To address
such resistance and meet athletic, social, and academic goals and objectives,
coaches and athletic staff must understand acculturative stress and the
positions of power dynamics of student-athletes. The student-athletes lacked
social support and mentors, which was manifested as acculturative stress
due to alienation and isolation based on their racial and athletic status. In the
current inquiry, acculturative stress might cause student-athletes to have
depression, low self-esteem, or academic and athletic difficulties (Brittan,
Sy, & Stokes, 2009). In addition, acculturative stress affects a student-
athlete’s health and motivation and increases social deviance (Pillay, 2005).
International student-athletes are susceptible to acculturative stress due to
their status as underrepresented ethnic minorities.

Thoits (1995) and more recently Carter-Farancique, Hart, and
Steward (2013) asserted that social integration, emotional social support,
and confident relationships were linked to student-athletes’ physical and
mental health. In this present study, the student-athletes identified athletic
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positions as being integrated physically (dumped into the team without
support and mentoring) with their athletic teams, but they were not socially
integrated within the team. They desired to receive teammates’ support in a
way that would help them improve their confidence and form meaningful
relationships that would reduce their physical and mental stress.

The student-athletes were less motivated to commit to their athletic
teams because they were concerned about potentially losing their
scholarships (Sato et al., 2011). They felt their teammates and coaches were
not helpful to them, and they did not establish social and peer support
systems that helped enhance the quality of their academic and athletic
experiences. Further, the international student-athletes felt that racial
discrimination is a sensitive yet unavoidable issue to be discussed within the
domain of athletic contexts. They believed that their transition into the
HBCU campus climate was difficult and challenging. The international
student-athletes felt marginalized and even discriminated against by some of
the African American student-athletes. These particular student-athletes had
positioned the international student-athletes as outsiders infringing on the
founding mission and tradition of the HBCU, where cultural communion
and Afrocentrism were prominent. This finding is consistent with Sato and
colleagues’ (2011) previous findings regarding international student-athletes
at an HBCU. In addition, the international student-athletes from South
Korea were teased about friendship and social patterns by African American
student-athletes at the HBCU. In Korean culture, a friendship entails a
serious obligation in line with a certain hierarchy whereby friends differ in
age, rank, health, experience, and wealth. For example, Korean student-
athletes are culturally taught to obey rules and regulations and show respect
to older Korean student-athletes (Lee & Padilla, 2016). Often, junior and
senior level Korean student-athletes are regarded as authoritative protectors
by new incoming Korean freshman or sophomore student-athletes (Lee &
Padilla, 2016).

Hurtado, Engberg, Ponjuan, and Landreman (2002) found that the
more student-athletes were engaged with diverse friends prior to entering
college and university, the more likely they were open to and hold diverse
viewpoints. The researchers of this current study found that these student-
athletes positioned themselves within the self-segregation that occurred in
the locker room and practiced among teammates on campus (Beamon,
2014). It seems that the international student-athletes and their teammates
did not have beneficial and meaningful contact that brought racial groups
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together. In order to improve racial harmony within athletic teams, coaches
and staff should embed self-responsibility and social responsibility training
(Hellison, 1995) in athletic team meetings (Andreouli, 2010). Moghaddam
(2003) explained that a focus on student-athlete duties (roles and
responsibilities) and rights must be well-balanced and embedded in team
building and practices that help student-athletes upgrade and sustain their
status positions.

The student-athletes were positioned in an under-resourced athletic
program, which they credited as a salient factor in influencing their athletic
motivation at the HBCU. Nationally, many HBCUs’ athletic departments
are housed in what are considered low-resource institutions; where the
athletic departments spend in the bottom 10% per capita on their athletes
(Charlton, 2011). In 2010, Academic Progress Report (APR) results
indicated that more than 52% of HBCUs in competing Division I received
penalties for negative results on the academic and athletic index (Charlton,
2011). The HBCU we studied struggled to develop a positive organizational
culture that increases student-athletes’ motivation. An organizational culture
has three components—organizational support, commitment, and citizenship
(Schroeder, 2010).

Organizational support is the belief student-athletes have about how
much the department of athletics (including coaches and director) values
them. Organizational commitment has two components—affective and
normative commitment. Affective commitment is when student-athletes feel
they have supportive athletic directors and coaches and a positive athletic
environment. Normative commitment is the student-athletes’ disposition to
be loyal to the HBCU. Organizational citizenship is the behaviors that are
above and beyond the call of duty, such as staying late, helping others, and
practicing when no one is watching.

In the current study, the student-athletes should have been
motivated to contribute their knowledge, skills, and competency to their
athletic teams and institutions about the above adverse factors that might
have caused negative results (dissatisfaction and a loss of motivation) within
the athletic teams.

Study Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the participants were
purposefully selected from one private co-educational HBCU. Statistically
speaking, the findings are therefore not generalizable. From a qualitative
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perspective, however, the reader may consider transferability to the contexts
of private or public colleges and universities elsewhere (Leininger, 1994).
Second, the sample size was small, and the students had rather diverse
backgrounds, experiences, cultures, and languages. Yet, qualitative
inquiries, including case studies, typically use small samples, and in the
logic of maximum variation sampling the intent is to capture and describe
the central themes that cut across a vast array of participant variation in
ethnicity (Patton, 2002). Our intention in using this sampling approach was
to uncover common themes reflective of a diversity of international student-
athletes. A third and fourth limitation was that some participants’ native
(primary) language was not used in gathering data for this study and the
interview guides were not validated in their native languages. English was
used for all data collection with each participant. They might not have fully
understood some questions or might have been limited in using English to
articulate their views about their experiences.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

These international student-athletes struggled to overcome academic, social,
and athletic challenges relating to their language differences, athletic
responsibilities, stereotypes and discrimination, as well as stressors such as
time demands and isolation (Sato & Hodge, 2009). Although they had
difficulty adjusting to the HBCU, they tried to learn how to cope in this
particular campus climate. Next, we articulate recommendations that will
help support the academic, social, and athletic experiences of international
student-athletes. First, faculty members should undergo cultural awareness
training (e.g., in academic and social issues such as how to eliminate biases
and improve racial diversity in classrooms) so as to help them better
understand these particular student-athletes’ unique challenges (Sato et al.,
2011).

Second, athletic directors, coaches, staff, and administrators need to
become more aware of the growing enrollment of diverse student-athletes
on American campuses and become more sensitive to the needs of these
students in terms of academic and social experiences (Sato & Hodge, 2009).
In collaboration with the office of student academic affairs, academic units,
and the diversity office of outreach, mandatory events on cultural, social and
academic experiences and seminars should be held to address issues
concerning  student-athletes’ academic and social experiences,
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discrimination, marginalization, and diversity (Sato, Kozub, & Samalot-
Rivera, 2016). It is also important to institutionalize a commitment to
student-athletes’ diversity (including internationalism) (Sato, Hodge, &
Eckert, 2017). Athletic departments should include in the promotion and
renewal contract process an evaluation of coach and staff activities
associated with promoting such diversity. Cross-cultural mentoring
(working with coaches, staff, faculty, and senior student-athletes) is one
example that should be a meaningful part of formation of students’
academic, social, and athletic developments that emphasize more culturally
sensitive, responsive, and relevant guidance on campus (Collins, Kamya, &
Tourse, 2001). The student-athletes understand some of the ways of
adjusting to the HBCU, they may be able to gain the knowledge and skills of
how to cope with particular academic, social, and athletic situations. This
type of accountability measure would encourage all student-athletes to
engage more regularly in activities of diversity (Hodge & Wiggins, 2010).

Third, athletic departments need to evaluate definitions of the
essential elements of department culture. Schroeder (2010) explained that it
was important that all coaches, staff, and student-athletes understand the
culture and subcultures about how these elements influence departments’
values and the impact of the history and tradition of athletic programs.
Adjusting athletic programs to meet student-athletes’ needs will
undoubtedly result in stronger and more comprehensive athletic programs.

Lastly, international student-athletes should be encouraged to
document their sources of academic, social, and athletic stress and their
coping responses through journaling techniques. These techniques might
enhance self-awareness of students’ thoughts and feelings in specific work
contexts (Reed & Giacobbi, 2004). Hill (2001) stated that self-awareness is
a critical first step toward identifying specific situations that elicit stress-
related emotions in academic, social, and athletic experiences. This
awareness allows international student-athletes to develop problem-solving
techniques.

To better support international student-athletes at HBCUs, we
encourage athletic departments, coaches, faculty, and all students to respect,
value, and embrace the racial identities, origins, languages, and cultures of
student-athletes of diversity. This will contribute to a greater appreciation
for the richness of diversity and to meaningful academic, athletic (as a
competitor or spectator), and social experiences at HBCUs for all students.
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