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Ahead of the Curve or 
Maintaining the Status Quo? 
Examining the Social Impact of Sports on American Society

Wayne Journell

In a reflection on being named Sports Illustrated ’s 1972 Sportswoman of the Year, 
tennis legend Billie Jean King, winner of the 1973 match against Bobby Riggs that 
became known as the “battle of the sexes,” stated that “sports are a microcosm of 
society.”1 Indeed, thinking about sports as simply athletic contests designed purely to 
make money or entertain the masses ignores the larger impact of sports on American 
society. In fact, over the past several decades many sociologists have increasingly turned 
to sports as a conduit to better understanding the social fabric of the United States.2

Although sports references may be 
rare in the formal curriculum, there are 
undoubtedly many social studies teach-
ers who incorporate sports into their 
classroom instruction regularly to illus-
trate points or capture students’ attention. 
The question becomes, then, how criti-
cally are teachers using sports in their 
classrooms? Using sports as a micro-
cosm of American society is complex. 
On one hand, sports have been ahead 
of the curve of many social movements; 
on the other, sports often reflect society’s 
ongoing inequities. 

When sports are included within 
textbooks, curriculum standards, or as 
part of classroom instruction, they are 
often used to emphasize the cases in 
which sports have been on the forefront 
of larger social movements. Numerous 
examples—such as Jackie Robinson’s 
breaking of the professional baseball 
color barrier; Jesse Owens’s four gold 
medals in the 1936 Olympic games; 
Jack Johnson’s boxing victory over Jim 
Jeffries in the “Fight of the Century”; 
Billie Jean King’s victory in the “Battle 
of the Sexes”; and most recently, Jason 
Collins and Michael Sam’s acceptance 

as the first openly gay athletes in the 
National Basketball Association (NBA) 
and National Football League (NFL), 
respectively—can illustrate the power 
of sports to challenge societal norms.3 
These examples and countless others are 
pedagogically useful because they illus-
trate how American society evolved, in 
many cases, before change was mandated 
through legislation or court rulings. Also, 
aligning with the social studies curricu-
lum standard  TIME, CONTINUITY, AND CHANGE, 
these examples can be used to show stu-
dents that the success of many of today’s 
most popular athletes (e.g., Tiger Woods, 
Serena Williams, Andrew McCutchen) 
was made possible by the actions of 
those that came before them. 

Sports, however, also offer a unique 
perspective on existing inequities in 
contemporary American society that is 
often not present in textbooks or curricu-
lum standards. In the wake of the Black 
Lives Matter movement and other high-
profile events in recent years that have 
roots in racial and economic disparity, 
it is more important than ever to engage 
students with these topics. However, 
trying to unpack complex events and 

issues with students can be challenging. 
Many students, particularly those who 
cannot relate to the frustrations of those 
who protest, may view such protests as 
isolated incidents fueled by anger over 
the death of African American men at 
the hands of police instead of grasping 
the greater context of communities that 
have been systemically marginalized and 
criminalized for decades.

Recognizing inherent racial and 
social inequities in professional sports, 
a domain in which participants often are 
idolized and make millions of dollars 
each year, may help students understand 
the systemic inequities that plague our 
society as a whole. The remainder of 
this article will discuss two examples of 
inequity in sports that teachers can use 
in their classrooms: The plight of the 
Black quarterback and the dearth of non-
White owners and head coaches within 
the NBA, NFL, and MLB.

The Plight of the Black 
Quarterback
In 2003, ESPN hired conservative radio 
host Rush Limbaugh to co-host Sunday 
NFL Countdown, the network’s highly-
rated weekly pregame show. The experi-
ment, however, only lasted a few weeks. 
Limbaugh was forced to resign after mak-
ing critical comments about Philadelphia 
Eagles quarterback Donovan McNabb, 
an African American, and framing those 
criticisms around his belief that the NFL 
and sports media had unjustly given 
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McNabb credit for the Eagles’ success 
in recent years due to the league’s desire 

“that a black quarterback do well.”4 The 
comment minimized McNabb’s hard 
work, talent, and achievements. 

The incident also brought public atten-
tion to the dearth of African American 
quarterbacks in the NFL. Historically, 
the quarterback position has been the 
domain of white players, even as the 
percentage of African American play-
ers in the NFL has risen to the point that 
they constitute two-thirds of the total 
player pool. I analyzed the rosters of all 
32 NFL teams prior to the 2015 NFL 
draft and found 103 quarterbacks.5 Only 
19 were not white, or 18.4%. Yet 70% of 
current NFL players identify as African 
American.6 Moreover, according to the 
teams’ depth charts (indicating starting 
quarterbacks, backups, third string, and 
so on), only five had identified a player 
of color as their starting quarterback.7

The question then becomes: why does 
this disparity exist? It is useful to start 
this analysis by debunking two incorrect 
assumptions that students might raise. 
The first is that African Americans are 
not capable of playing quarterback in the 
NFL. Not only is an African American 
quarterback in the NFL Hall of Fame 
(Warren Moon), but there are African 
American quarterbacks who have led 
their teams to Super Bowl champion-
ships. 

The second incorrect assumption is 
that African Americans have not wanted 
to play quarterback. It is no secret that 
quarterbacks make the highest salaries, 
garner the most endorsements, and are 
considered team leaders. Quarterbacks 
are the faces of a largely faceless sport; 
and from high school all the way to the 
pros, the quarterback position carries 
tremendous cultural capital. Through 
movies, television shows, and other 

aspects of American popular culture, 
the quarterback position has become 
synonymous with “getting the girl” and 
living a privileged lifestyle. As such, it is 
not unusual for anyone to walk onto any 
Pop Warner field or observe a backyard 
football game and see kids of all races 
clamoring to play quarterback.8

Once empty assumptions are dis-
missed, it becomes easier to see that the 
predominance of white quarterbacks in 
the NFL is a result of racist stereotypes 
and systemic discrimination. One stereo-
type is that African Americans possess a 
physical skillset that is more aligned with 
being a running back or a wide receiver. 
It also seems likely that white NFL own-
ers and executives have sought to have 
white quarterbacks be the face of the 
franchise.9

Although old stereotypes are being 
challenged on the field, the number of 
African American quarterbacks in the 

Green Bay Packers defensive end Mike Neal (L), without his helmet, watches as teammates pursue Washington Redskins quarterback Donovan 
McNabb (formerly of the Philadelphia Eagles) in the first half of their NFL football game in Landover, Maryland, October 10, 2010. 
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NFL has been slow to rise, due to exist-
ing power structures. This issue is best 
explained by looking beyond the NFL 
itself. The reason why there are so few 
African American quarterbacks in the 
NFL is because there are relatively few 
African American quarterbacks at the 
college level, and so on. To truly under-
stand the systemic nature of this issue, 
one has to start at Pop Warner leagues 
where coaches assign kids to positions. At 
that point, these future athletes become 
groomed to inherit the roles that others 
have chosen for them. In other words, 
as long as the existing power structure 
remains in place, the same inequities 
will occur. Some African Americans, 
of course, become NFL quarterbacks 
despite these odds, but it is likely that 
they benefitted from someone in power, 
such as a high school coach, who was 
willing to buck tradition and defy stereo-
types. When framed this way, the inher-
ent racism of the system becomes more 
apparent, and teachers can use these 
ideas to draw parallels to the systemic 
discrimination faced by people of color 
and people from disadvantaged commu-
nities in society at large. 

Owners and Head Coaches of 
Color 
A similar issue can be found in the num-
ber of owners and head coaches who are 
not white in the three largest professional 
sports in the United States. As already 
noted, 70% of NFL rosters are African 
American, and 72% are players of color. 
The NBA is also dominated by players 
who are not white; 74% of athletes in the 
NBA are African American, and 81% 
are players of color. MLB contains the 
fewest number of players of color; how-
ever, 31% are Latino and 8% are African 
American. 

Yet when one looks at the ownership 
in each of these leagues, the demograph-
ics are quite different. According to a 
report published in 2014, of the prin-
cipal owners in all three leagues (a total 
of 92 teams), only three were people 
of color.10 This disparity has led some 
scholars and sports analysts to liken 

American sports leagues to modern 
day plantations in which rich white men 
make exorbitant amounts of money off 
the work of African American athletes.11 
Granted, the comparison is not perfect 
given that the vast majority of these ath-
letes of color are making millions of 
dollars and living extravagant lifestyles; 
however, the highly publicized com-
ments of Donald Sterling, former owner 
of the NBA’s Los Angeles Clippers 
gives some credence to this notion. 
In 2014, Sterling was recorded telling 
his girlfriend not to publicly associate 
with African Americans, particularly 
African American basketball players. 
In the midst of this rant, Sterling was 
also recorded as saying, “I support [the 
Clippers’ players] and give them food, 
and clothes, and cars, and houses.... 
Who gives it to them? Does someone 
else give it to them? ... Do I make the 
game, or do they make the game?”12 It 
does not take much effort to make a 
connection between these comments 
and the justifications for slavery articu-
lated by many plantation owners in the 
early nineteenth century.

One could make the argument, how-
ever, that the scarcity of league owners 
of color is because there is a dearth of 
millionaires of color in the United States. 
Sports leagues, after all, are businesses, 
and team ownerships typically go to the 
highest bidder. That may be true, but 
this disparity is still significant because 
data suggest that white owners are often 
reluctant to place people of color in posi-
tions of power within their organizations. 

An illustrative example can be found 
in the number of head coaches of color 
in each league. The NFL, which has a 
player population that is over two-thirds 
African American, currently has only six 
head coaches of color, which equates 
to 18.7% of head coaches in the league. 
The NBA has the most diversity in its 
head coaches with 30% being players of 
color. MLB has the fewest head coaches 
of color of any of the major professional 
leagues; at the start of the 2017 season, 
only three teams had managers of color 
(10%), despite over 40% of the players 

in the league identifying as people of 
color. 

Given that one of the prerequisites 
for being a head coach is almost always 
having been a player at the professional 
level, why would there be a lack of head 
coaches of color, particularly in the NBA 
and NFL, where most former players 
are people are color? As with the issue 
of African American quarterbacks, the 
answer likely lies in hiring practices 
framed around antiquated stereotypes. 
Even as coaches of color continue to suc-
ceed on the field, the systemic power 
structures seem to prevent real change. 
It is worth noting that the NFL even 
passed a rule, colloquially known as the 

“Rooney Rule,” in 2003, that required 
teams to interview at least one person 
of color for all coaching vacancies; little 
evidence exists of its effectiveness.13

Applying Sports to the Curriculum
These examples highlight how sports can 
be used to illustrate systemic inequal-
ity in American society, but they are far 
from the only examples that teachers can 
use. From the controversy surrounding 
the use of Native American mascots to 
the longtime ban of female golfers at 
Augusta National, sports continue to 
perpetuate stereotypes in myriad ways. 
Teachers can use these critical analyses of 
sports to raise important questions about 
American society. 

To provide an example of how such 
an activity might look in the classroom, 
it is useful to frame it around the C3 
Framework’s Inquiry Arc.14 Once an 
inquiry is identified—e.g., Why aren’t 
there more quarterbacks of color in the 
NFL (and what, if anything, does that 
tell us about American society)?—teach-
ers can frame the question through one 
or more disciplinary concepts. This par-
ticular example would easily fit into his-
torical concepts of “change, continuity, 
and context” and perspective taking, but 
making the connections to contemporary 
society would also require that teachers 
incorporate aspects of economic deci-
sion-making and public deliberations of 
civic principles and virtues. 
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At that point, students will then have 
to evaluate sources and use evidence to 
answer the inquiry. It is always useful for 
students to first access raw data about 
any issue. The Institute for Diversity 
and Ethics in Sport at the University of 
Central Florida is a great resource for any 
type of critical analysis of sports. The 
institute has been chronicling demo-
graphic trends in sports for decades; all 
of their reports can be accessed online 
free of charge. After students have a 
sense of the issue, they can delve deeper 
by accessing the work of journalists and 
sports sociologists. It is always impor-
tant that teachers provide students with 
sources that portray a range of opinions 
on a given issue so that students can 
develop their own informed opinions 
about the link between sports and soci-
ety. Teachers should also create spaces 
for students to discuss these issues col-
lectively as a way of learning from the 
expertise and experiences of others. 

Finally, the C3 Framework encourages 
students to take informed action based 
on their conclusions. Given the ubiqui-
tous nature of sports in American soci-
ety, this type of informed action could 
extend from national sports leagues to 
the athletics in students’ schools and 
local communities. Depending on the 
issue being analyzed, this action could 
take the shape of something as simple as 
writing letters to league commissioners 
or a public awareness campaign about 
discriminatory practices in sports that 
could include writing editorials for 
school or local newspapers or giving 
presentations at school or district admin-
istrative meetings. 

Conclusion
As the two cases presented in this article 
show, money and fame does not immu-
nize players from discrimination. As long 
as existing power structures are in place, 
change will be slow. Students living on 
the periphery of such injustice may have 
difficulty grasping this concept, but as 
Katy Swalwell notes, if we are to interrupt 
the reproduction of unequal opportuni-
ties, privileged students must understand 

that poverty and racism are not only 
about those affected, but rather “about 
the relationship between people of all 
social classes.”15 Sports offer a unique 
opportunity to engage in that discus-
sion. 

Notes
1. Billie Jean King, “In Her Own Words,” Sports 

Illustrated.com (2010), www.si.com/sports-
man/2010/11/30/billiejeanking-sportsman.

2. For those interested in how the “sociology of sports” 
has evolved as a discipline, refer to William 
Kornblum, “Reconsidering the Sociology of Sports,” 
Contemporary Sociology 42, no. 5 (2013): 706-12. 
Kornblum also reviews several books that could be 
used for further reading. 

3. It is worth noting that Michael Sam has never played 
a regular season game in the NFL. In 2014, he 
became the first openly gay college player to ever 
be drafted, and he was given the opportunity to earn 
a spot on the St. Louis Rams’ roster. He was cut by 
the Rams at the end of training camp and subse-
quently cut from the Dallas Cowboys’ practice 
squad that same year. Some have speculated that 
Sam has yet to make an NFL roster because of his 
sexuality; however, those claims have not been 
substantiated. Personnel from both the Rams and 
Cowboys have stated that Sam was judged purely 
on the merit of his football abilities, and by most 
accounts, it seems as though Sam was supported by 
his teammates in both organizations. 

4. Limbaugh’s full comments can be viewed at https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=XGiTv_xRd5A,

5.  I chose to look at the rosters prior to the draft 
because it was unclear at the time whether the quar-
terbacks drafted would make their respective teams 
and if they did, where they would land on the depth 
chart. It is worth noting that the first two picks in 
the draft were Jameis Winston and Marcus Mariota, 
both quarterbacks of color; both entered the 2015 
season as their team’s starting quarterback. 

6.  Unless otherwise noted, statistics on the current 
demographics of NFL, NBA, and MLB players and 
coaches were obtained through The Institute for 
Diversity and Ethics in Sport housed at the 
University of Central Florida. Their reports for each 
league can be accessed at www.tidesport.org/.

7.  It should be noted that the Bills, Dolphins, and Jets 
all had quarterbacks of color on their rosters but 
had not indicated a starter on their depth chart at 
the time of writing this article. Also, both Winston 
and Mariota started for their teams in 2015. 

8.  This is what separates the quarterback position from 
other white-dominated positions in the NFL, such 
as placekicker and punter. There likely are not too 
many kids who grow up dreaming about punting in 
the NFL. 

9.  A perfect example can be found in the comments 
of Carolina Panthers owner Jerry Richardson fol-
lowing his team’s drafting of Cam Newton, an 
African American quarterback. Richardson admit-
ted that he quizzed Newton prior to the draft about 
whether he had any tattoos or piercings. Newton 
gave the correct answer, which was that he did not 
have any, and the Panthers drafted him with their 
first pick. Richardson, however, faced criticism for 
his questioning of Newton since he had signed tight-
end Jeremy Shockey, a white player adorned with 
tattoos, only weeks prior. Critics have suggested that 
Richardson was comfortable only signing a certain 

type of African American quarterback to be the face 
of the Panthers. One example of such criticism can 
be found at Dave Zirin, “Jerry Richardson, Cam 
Newton and the Color of Control,” The Nation 
(August 27, 2011), www.thenation.com/blog/163011/
jerry-richardson-cam-newton-and-color-control.

10.  Mona Chalabi, “Three Leagues, 92 Teams and One 
Black Principal Owner,” FiveThirtyEight (April 28, 
2014), http://fivethirtyeight.com/datalab/diversity-in-
the-nba-the-nfl-and-mlb/. 

11.  Billy Hawkins, The New Plantation: Black Athletes, 
College Sports, and Predominately White NCAA 
Institutions (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013); 
William C. Rhoden, Forty Million Dollar Slaves: 
The Rise, Fall, and Redemption of the Black Athlete 
(New York: Three Rivers Press, 2006). 

12.  Antonio Moore, “Donald Sterling and the NBA’s 
Black Mark,” The Huffington Post (June 28, 2014), 
www.huffingtonpost.com/antonio-moore/donald-
sterling-racist-nba_b_5220104.html.

13.  Jarrett Bell, “Minority Snubs Might Lead to Rooney 
Rule Overhaul,” USA Today (January 18, 2013), 
www.usatoday.com/story/sports/nfl/2013/01/18/
rooney-rule-minority-hiring-coaches-general-
managers/1845371/.

14.  The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework 
for Social Studies State Standards: Guidance for 
Enhancing the Rigor of K-12 Civics, Economics, 
Geography, and History (Silver Spring, Md.: 
National Council for the Social Studies, 2013).

15.  Katy M. Swalwell, Educating Activist Allies: Social 
Justice Pedagogy with the Suburban and Urban 
Elite (New York: Routledge, 2013), 12.
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