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Examining Assumptions & Beliefs

• Participation in sports builds character.

• Participation in sports reveals character.

• Winning is what sports are all about.

• Winning is what life is really about.

• Sports play a major role in the social culture of secondary schools.

• Sports are overemphasized in the social culture of secondary schools.

• Athletics prevent students from prioritizing academics.

• Sports keep students in school.



A Walk Down Memory Lane

Connecting 

Academics & 

Athletics



How language is constructed…

• In print

• In schools

• In society

Critical Literacy



Four Dimensions of Critical Literacy 

(Lewison, Flint, & Sluys, 2002)

1.Disrupting the commonplace

2. Interrogating multiple viewpoints

3.Focusing on sociopolitical issues

4.Taking action and promoting social justice

Critical Literacy



Critical sports literacy allows students to…

• examine the pros and cons of our societal 

emphasis on sports.

• deconstruct and redesign the meanings, values, 

and purposes of sports and sports culture. 

Critical [Sports] Literacy



“Athletics in High School”

“The amount of attention devoted to athletics 

would be most striking to an innocent visitor to a 

high school. A visitor entering a school would likely 

be confronted, first of all, with a trophy case. His 

examination of the trophies would reveal a curious 

fact: The gold and silver cups, with rare exception, 

symbolize victory in athletic contests, not 

scholastic ones….Altogether, the trophy case 

would suggest to the innocent visitor that he was 

entering an athletic club, not an educational 

institution” (Coleman, 1961, p. 34).



“Athletics in High School”

“As an impressionable stranger, this visitor might 

well suppose that more attention is paid to 

athletics by teen-agers, both as athletes and as 

spectators, than to scholastic matters. He might 

even conclude, with good reason, that the school 

was essentially organized around athletic contests 

and that scholastic matters were of lesser 

importance to all involved” (Coleman, 1961, p. 34).



Jock Culture

Robert Lipsyte’s (2011) view of “jock culture” is not 

about the essence of sports but instead the 

distortion of sports, which he believes is often…

• overwhelmed by masculinity and power

• fueled by greed and desperate competition

• pressurized by ambitious parents and coaches 

with a commitment to enforcing a win-at-all costs 

attitude.



Write Like This 

by Kelly Gallagher (2011)

Gallagher (2011) provides an activity called “Unwritten 

Rules” that begins with an excerpt from Sherman Alexie’s 

(2007) The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, in 

which “the narrator, Junior, a native American relocated to 

an all-white school, shares the following unofficial and 

unwritten rules of fighting” (p. 75).



The Absolutely True Diary 

of a Part-Time Indian

The Unofficial and Unwritten (but you better follow them or 
you’re going to get beaten twice as hard) Spokane Indian 
Rules of Fisticuffs

Rule 1: “If somebody insults you, then you have to fight 
him.”

Rule 2: “If you think someone is going to insult you, then 
you have to fight him.”

Rule 3: “If you think someone is thinking about insulting 
you, then you have to fight him….” (p. 61)



EDU 101

EDU 101: Issues & Trends in Education

The Intersection of Sport, Education, and Society

This course examines educational issues and trends 

with a focus on K-12 schools and teachers. This 

particular section highlights the intersection of sport, 

education, and society, and analyzes the impact of 

sports culture on K-12 schools.



Writing the Unwritten Rules 

of High School Sports

Assignment:

Imagine you met a stranger from another country who 
knows nothing about American high school sports. 
That person is interested in the emphasis schools 
place on sports and the culture it creates. This 
stranger is not interested in written, formal rules about 
sports but, instead, unwritten rules related to sports 
culture. 

To help this stranger, create a list of unwritten rules 
that describes the social culture of school sports based 
on your own experiences and/or previous readings.



Examples

“Dating a star athlete boosts social status.”

“Regular students are supposed to do an athlete’s school 

work.”

“Women’s sports aren’t as valued as men's sports.”

“On game day, school doesn’t matter.”

“Parents are your biggest fans but also put the most 

pressure on you.”



Writing the Unwritten Rules 

of High School Sports

Now you try…



Emerging Themes

1. Benefits of sports in K-12 schools

• Positive impact on students, schools, and 
communities

2. Social status of student-athletes

• Popularity, pride, isolation, and relationships

3. Men’s sports emphasized more than women’s sports

• Football and men’s basketball, sexism

4. Prioritizing athletic achievement over academic 
achievement

• Representations of athletic achievement

• Priorities of student-athletes, schools, teacher-
coaches, parents, and media

• Eligibility, not excellence



Critical Sports Literacy

and Young Adult Literature

Through reading young adult literature, students 

have an opportunity to consider the pros and cons 

of the emphasis so many schools place on athletic 

pursuits and consider how they connect and 

disconnect with the intersection of academics and 

athletics in their own K-12 education experience.



Whale Talk by Chris Crutcher



Whale Talk by Chris Crutcher

Which unwritten rules of high school sports lead to “jock 

culture,” and what are other rules we should add to the list 

based on our reading of Whale Talk by Chris Crutcher?



Sports Literacy Blog

http://sportsliteracy.org/ 

https://sportsliteracy.wordpress.com/


Themed Issue of English Journal

A Whole New Ballgame: 

Sports and Culture in the English Classroom

September 2014



Edited Book



Companion Website
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