
NATIVE AMERICAN PARTICIPATION IN YOUTH SPORT: THE EFFECTS OF 

CULTURAL INFLUENCES 

A DISSERTATION 

 SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 

FOR THE DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

IN THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF THE 

TEXAS WOMAN’S UNIVERSITY 

DEPARTMENT OF KINESIOLOGY 

COLLEGE OF HEALTH SCIENCES 

BY 

ANANKA ALLEN, B.B.A., M.B.A. 

DENTON, TEXAS 

DECEMBER 2013 



iii 

DEDICATION 

To Dr. Kimberly Miloch for her unwavering support and encouragement over the years. 



iv 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I would like to acknowledge the many individuals who have contributed to this 

dissertation. I am grateful to have been accepted into this program and to have completed 

this process. This would not have been possible without the encouragement and support I 

have received from my professors, classmates, and my loving family. 

I would like to thank my dissertation committee members, Dr. Nichols and Dr. 

White. What a blessing it has been to have experts such as you to guide me through this 

process. I appreciate the time, energy, and effort each of you put into this project. To Dr. 

Nichols, thank you for providing such detailed advice and personal knowledge about my 

subject matter. To Dr. White, thank you so much for introducing me to the world of 

qualitative research for showing me different ways to analyze data. I would also like to 

thank Dr. Graham for the lightening fast edits during a very precious time in her life. 

I would also like to express my deepest appreciation to my dissertation chair, Dr. 

Miloch. I am grateful for your encouragement, patience, and passion to help me explore 

an area that is virtually unchartered territory and for helping me remain calm during the 

process. Thank you for allowing me to view the world of sport from many angles that I 

never knew existed.  



v 

To Steve Cardwell and Cherokee Hicks, I thank you for welcoming me with open 

arms and allowing me to study your group. I truly hope this study will be beneficial to 

you and other groups such as yours.  

To my grandmother, I am so grateful for your endless encouragement and 

support. Thank you so much for being such a vibrant force in my life and for raising me 

to understand the importance of higher education. I am amazed by your 50 years of 

teaching experience and unwavering passion for teaching each and every day.  

I would like to thank my loving husband Dominique. There are no words for the 

continuous support you have given me throughout this process. Through the many 

sacrifices, you encouraged me to achieve this goal, and for that I am very grateful.  

Finally, I would like to thank my sweet and intelligent daughter, Aaliyah. I hope 

that by accomplishing this process I have set forth an example that you will follow.  You 

came into my life in the midst of this process, but in the end, you gave me the motivation 

to complete it. 



vi 

ABSTRACT 

ANANKA ALLEN 

NATIVE AMERICAN PARTICIPATION IN YOUTH SPORT: THE EFFECTS OF 
CULTURAL INFLUENCES 

DECEMBER 2013 

Native American youth have higher rates of obesity, diabetes, alcoholism and 

suicide than any other ethnic group in the United States. They are not receiving the 

appropriate nutrition or time for physical activity, which is leading to an unhealthy 

lifestyle well into adulthood. Previous studies have shown that participation in sport can 

help alleviate many of the aforementioned problems currently ailing Native American 

youth, but none have been conducted on this specific ethnic group. The purpose of this 

study was to identify factors and cultural influences on Native American youth 

participation in sport. This study used both quantitative and qualitative methods to 

examine the sport participation levels classified by tribe, age, and gender, and cultural 

expectations and beliefs concerning sport.  

Native American athletes were recruited to complete the Student Athlete 

Relationship Instrument online (n = 39) and coaches were recruited to participate in 

interviews (n = 5). Quantitative analyses were conducted to examine the descriptive 

statistics, to determine which aspect of culture (Teammates, Peers, Family, or Coaches) 

had the most influence on sport participation, and to compare specific dimensions of 
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cultural influences (ex: Encouragement, Support, Drugs, Alcohol, etc.). Qualitative data 

were used to explore the coaches’ interview responses; data were transcribed and 

analyzed, then separated by themes.  

Eighty-three percent of the athletes in this study played multiple sports, with three 

sports being the average. Football was the most popular sport played (31%), followed by 

basketball (20%) and track (18%). The average age of the participants was 18 years, and 

11.4% of these participants were females. Cherokee, Choctaw, and Navajo tribes had the 

most respondents at 15%, 10%, and 10% respectively. Family was found to have the 

most positive contribution to the athletes sport performance while teammates were found 

to have the most influence on negative behaviors. Native American youth participation in 

sports. The coaches collectively expressed that the most effective way to increase and 

retain sport participation from this group was through positive role modeling and to 

combine traditional games such as stickball with the modern concepts of sport while 

honoring their ancestors. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Physical activity and sport once played a significant role in the Native American 

community. Before western settlers landed on what is now known as North America, 

Native Americans’ well-being depended on their ability to hunt, gather, and travel by foot 

frequently (Salzano, 2011). Tribal members took pride in their physical ability and 

gamesmanship as finding nourishment for their families depended on it. Tribes such as 

the Tohono O’odham of Arizona are known for their exceptional gathering skills and the 

Apache Indians are recognized for their superior hunting abilities and athleticism on 

horseback (McDaniel, 2011). The warrior spirit of the group was once a celebrated 

attribute, but is now looked upon as a sacred and cherished reminder of their untainted 

past (Staurosky, 2010). 

In addition to the current negative connotation of the warrior spirit, Native 

American children are sometimes discouraged from participating in physical activity and 

sports because “the use of Native Americans as sports mascots impedes the education and 

development of Native American youth and their identification with their culture” 

(Kaufman, 2010, p. 59). There are not many role models of Native American descent 

participating in sport or promoting the benefits of physical activity, and culturally, the 

youth grow up not understanding the importance of including these activities in their 

lifestyles (Coakley, 2007). Jim Thorpe, who is often referred to as “the world’s greatest 
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athlete” (Moira Productions/Dateline Productions, 2010) is the lone athlete of Native 

American descent to reach fame on a national level and he is rarely mentioned when the 

topic of sport arises. Across the field, researchers agree there is not enough research 

being consistently performed on the various minority groups and the specific reasons 

each participate in sport (Clay, 1995; Coakley, 2007).  

According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2008), regular 

physical activity reduces the risk of early death; coronary heart disease, stroke, high 

blood pressure, type II diabetes, colon and breast cancer, and depression.  Physical 

activity is necessary for the well-being of all humans, but is of particular importance for 

Native American youth. According to a study conducted for the Centers of Disease 

Control, obesity and type II diabetes have been proven to be prevalent in the Native 

American communities as approximately 70% of this group is overweight or obese 

(Wilson, Gilliland, Moore & Acton, 2007).  Kim et al. (2010) published a follow up study 

on Pima Indians for the American Academy of Pediatrics, in which the authors noted that 

type II diabetes in children was first reported in the Pima Indians, with follow up studies 

dating back to the 1960s. According to Ignace (2006), Native Americans living in urban 

areas (as opposed to on tribal lands) had Alcohol-related deaths that were 178% higher 

than the rate for all races combined. Ignace (2006) also noted that nearly one in four 

Indians residing in areas served by Urban Indian Health Organizations live in poverty and 

nearly half live below 200% of the Federal poverty level, which is higher than any other 

race.  
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Other tribulations for the Native American community come in the form of 

emotional perils. According to the National Child Welfare Association (2011), Native 

American youth between the ages of 12-20 are 58% more likely to become crime victims 

than other minorities. Alcohol related deaths among Native Americans ages 15-24 are 17 

times higher than the national average, and the suicide rate for Native American youth is 

3 times the national average (National Child Welfare Association [NCWA], 2011).  The 

NCWA (2011) also reports that high school dropout rates for Native American students 

are higher than any other student ethnicity. Shyness is also an emotional problem that 

plagues Native American youth and prevents them from speaking up or seeking help to 

cope with the life problems they frequently encounter.  

The most recently published Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2008) recommended that children should be 

physically active for 1 hr a day or more of moderate or vigorous aerobic physical activity 

(e.g., brisk walking, bicycle riding, skateboarding, hiking), which includes vigorous 

intensity physical activity (e.g., running, basketball, soccer, hockey, jumping rope) at 

least 3 days a week. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2008) also 

recommended that children and adolescents should incorporate muscle and bone-

strengthening activities 3 days a week.  

 Many Native American children are not receiving the appropriate nutrition or 

time for physical activity, which is leading to an unhealthy lifestyle well into adulthood. 

Numerous studies have found that there is a significant difference in athletic participation 

levels among male and female high school athletes, as well as African American, 
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Hispanic, Asian and Native American athletes when compared with Whites. In a 

longitudinal study between the years of 1990 and 2002 that focused solely on high school 

sophomores, researchers found that in 1990, 53.5% of White students participated in 

sports while only 44.2% of Native American students chose to participate (U.S 

Department of Education, 2005). By 2002, the participation levels increased to 57% and 

54.6% respectively, but Native American youth were still not as active. 

Factors contributing to the disparity among races with respect to physical activity 

include socioeconomic status, academics, and mentoring or role modeling. However, 

positive effects of high school athletic participation on all ethnicities and genders have 

also been investigated.  Fox, Barr-Anderson, Neumark-Sztainer and Wall (2010) found 

that participation in interscholastic sport led to an increase in grade point average for both 

male and female students. A recent study by Keating, Chen, Guan, Harrison, and 

Dauenhauer (2009) examined the knowledge high school ninth-graders had of health-

related fitness. The results of the study showed that Native Americans, along with other 

minorities, were lacking in their knowledge of health-related fitness and that the reason 

for this might be socioeconomic status because 64.7% “received a free and reduced lunch 

and 25.68% came from families living below the federal poverty line” (Keating, et al, 

2009, p. 753).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to identify factors and cultural influences on Native 

American youth participation in sport. This study used both quantitative and qualitative 
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methods in examining the sport participation levels classified by tribe, age, and gender, 

and cultural expectations and beliefs concerning sport.  

Statement of the Problem 

The Native American community has often been overlooked by society, and due 

to a lack of effective, proactive initiatives to help prevent the occurrences of obesity, 

diabetes, alcoholism, suicide rates, crime, and other health-related issues, the community 

is suffering greatly (Gittelsohn & Rowan, 2011). Joe A. Garcia (2008), the President of 

the National Congress of American Indians noted the problems and needs of Native 

American youth: 

• Nearly a third of Native children live below the federal poverty level.

• Fewer than half of Native young people graduate from high school, and

more than 8 in 10 eighth-graders read below grade level.

• Intervention programs for at-risk Indian youth and improved law

enforcement overall are needed in the Native American community.

• Inadequate health care and a lack of information about healthy lifestyles

has led to a decline in life expectancy for Native Americans. The average

American lives 20 years longer than males on the Pine Ridge Indian

Reservation, who have the shortest lifespan of all Americans. (p. 3)

Physical activity has been proven to be beneficial for many of the needs of the 

Native American youth community. Sports provide an arena for youth to be physically 

active which can not only help combat obesity and diabetes, but can also help lessen 

symptoms of depression (Boone & Leadbeater, 2006) and anxiety (Wipfli, Rethorst, & 
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Landers, 2008). According to Huang and Humphreys (2010), there is a positive 

association between self-reported happiness and sport participation. Researchers have 

also found that participation in physical activity can lead to a decrease in participation in 

crime (Groot & van der Brink, 2010). Ginsburg (2007) stated as children master their 

world, extra-curricular activities help children develop new competencies that lead to 

enhanced confidence and the resiliency they will need to face future challenges.  Physical 

activity also helps children learn how to work in groups, share, negotiate, resolve 

conflicts, and learn self-advocacy skills (Ginsburg, 2007). 

Research Questions 

Based on a review of relevant literature, the research questions that were posed 

for this study are as follows: 

1. What are the current participation levels of Native Americans in youth

sports?

2. What is the difference in the sport participation levels of Native

Americans based on age, gender, and tribe?

3. What are the cultural influences on Native American youths’ sport

participation choices?

4. What will be the perceived benefits of increased sport participation on

health and emotional issues in Native American youth from the athletes’

and coaches’ perspectives?

5. From the Native American coaches' perspectives, what were their

experiences that led to their participation in sport?
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Limitations 

The limitations for this study were as follows: 

1. The homogeneity of the sample population must be taken into account; since the

participants were selected based on their participation in the Native Re-vision

athletic programs, their beliefs about sport may be skewed when compared to non

- athletes.

2. The sample size studied was small and may not be large enough to be generalized

to the entire Native American youth population.

3. The participants completed questionnaires, and this self-reporting collection style

may have allowed participants to report exaggerated or false information.

Delimitations 

The delimitations for this study were as follows: 

1. The study was confined to athletes and coaches within the Native Re-vision

program.

2. The study was confined to the sport participation experiences and knowledge of

the participants.

Definitions of Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following terms are defined: 

1. Culture/Cultural Influence – For the purpose of this study, the members of

an athletes’ culture that were examined were coaches, families, peers, and

teammates.
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2. Grounded theory – a term used to describe a way of inducing theoretically

based generalizations from qualitative data (Silverman, 2008, p. 403).

3. Hegemonic Masculinity - the gender practice that exemplifies the reality

of patriarchy, which guarantees the dominant position of men, and the

subordination of women (Connell, 2005).

4. Minority - a distinct group in society that shares group characteristics,

include Hispanics, Asian Americans, African Americans, and Native

Americans (Coakley, 2007).

5. Multimethods – the use of multiple methods of research to conduct a

study; qualitative and quantitative research should be viewed as

complementary (Webb, et al., 1966).

6. Native American – a person whose ancestry makes them indigenous to

North America (within the boundaries of The United States, Alaska, and

Hawaii); also known as American Indians; a person who is an enrolled or

registered member of a tribe or whose blood quantum is one-fourth or

more, genealogically derived (US Department of the Interior, Indian

Affairs, 2009).

7. Obesity – adult body mass index (BMI) of greater than or equal to 30

(kg/m²); youth BMI greater than or equal to the age- and sex-specific 95th

percentiles of the 2000 CDC growth charts  (Olgen, Carroll, Kit & Flegal,

2012).
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8. Type II Diabetes - a metabolic disorder that is characterized by high blood

glucose in the context of insulin resistance and relative insulin deficiency

(Kumar, Fausto, Abbas, Cotran & Robbins, 2005).

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant for many reasons. First, there is a lack of research 

examining the issue of sport participation levels in the Native American community, and 

health-related issues are increasing at alarming rates among members of this community 

(Sallis, 2011). Coble and Rhodes (2006) found that only 35 published studies exist that 

examine the state of physical activity in Native American adults, and even fewer studies 

have been conducted on children. This study was an additional analysis of Native 

American youth that will increase the number of available studies on the topic.  

Second, this study will add to the body of evidence that shows a correlation 

between increased sport participation rates and decreased health and emotional issues for 

Native American youth. Many studies are available that show the benefits of increased 

physical activity for adults and adolescents (Boone & Leadbeater, 2006; Findlay & 

Coplan, 2008; Jones & Lavallee, 2009; Slutzky & Simpkins, 2009; Wipfli, Rethorst, & 

Landers, 2008), however, few solely address Native American youth (Johnson, Kulinna, 

Darst, & Pangrazi, 2007; Sallis, 2011). This study will enhance the current available 

literature because the cultural beliefs of Native American youth athletes and coaches 

were directly examined with regards to sport, which may help the research community 

gain a better understanding of ways to target specific issues that have been attributed to 

http://www.answers.com/topic/inborn-error-of-metabolism-2
http://www.answers.com/topic/blood-sugar
http://www.answers.com/topic/blood-sugar
http://www.answers.com/topic/insulin-resistance
http://www.answers.com/topic/insulin
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Native American youth, such as obesity, type II diabetes, and other health-related 

problems. The long-term benefits of increasing the number of studies that examine 

factors influencing participation in sport and physical activity for Native American youth 

are multi-fold, with possibilities ranging from the prevention of cuts in school sport 

programs to the increase of state budgets for recreation center programs.  

This study is also significant because it addresses beliefs about sport and physical 

well-being from the Native American coaches’ perspective. The coaches targeted in this 

study are all of Native American decent and are anticipated to be able to articulate 

reasons for being involved in sport from a cultural point of view. The Native American 

coaches will have the advantage of experience in being able to address the cultural beliefs 

regarding physical activity within their community. The coaches may also be able to 

address the beliefs of their elders with regard to sport and physical activity which have 

been passed down for generations.  

Last, this study is significant because it may serve as a tool for leaders in the 

Native American community to deepen their knowledge and understanding of the 

importance of physical activity for youth which can be achieved through sport 

participation. This is yet another important aspect of this study because the health and 

well-being of youth in any community are pertinent to the continuation of the race as a 

whole. The community leaders may choose to increase the availability of and implement 

sport-related physical activity programs into schools, whether they are on the reservation 

or within the urbanized Native American community. With the high levels of obesity, 

type II diabetes, and other health and emotional issues facing Native American youth, 
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studies such as this that focus on the future generations may encourage proactive 

initiatives to help combat these issues. 



12 

CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Native American Demographics 

The Native American culture has been the subject of research from the time the 

pilgrims first stepped foot in North America. Throughout the years, the growth in the 

Native American population has called for a shifted focus from attempting to gain an 

understanding of their culture to finding ways to meet their current health and economic 

needs. The following literature review will examine some of the most recent findings 

regarding Native American health and cultural issues. 

According to the 2010 Census, over 5.2 million Native Americans currently live in 

the United States and the population is projected to be 8.6 million in 2050. This group 

accounts for 1.7% of the population and the majority of this group currently resides in 

California, Oklahoma, and Arizona. There are 334 federal and state recognized 

reservations and 514 federally-recognized tribes in the United States (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2010).  Additional facts about this ethnic group are displayed in Figure 1.   
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Figure 1: Native American demographics in the United States. Retrieved from 
http:www//census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/facts_for_features_special_editions/c
b11-ff22.html  
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Households 
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Income 
Median Income: 

$37,815 
Poverty Rate: 24.2% 

Lack health insurance: 
31.7% 
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334 Federal /State 

Recognized 
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514 Federally 
Recognized 

252 languages 
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The median household income for Native Americans in 2010 was just $37,815 and 

the rate of the lack of health insurance was 29.2% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). This 

information gives credence to the idea that many Native Americans are of low 

socioeconomic status which may be associated with the high rates of type II diabetes and 

obesity since they are not able to receive adequate health care or spend excessive 

amounts on food. Many Native Americans live on reservations within recognized tribes, 

but are still living below the poverty level.  

Obesity 

Native Americans currently suffer from high rates of obesity and the numbers are 

increasing. The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study indicated “that almost one-third of 

American Indian 4-year-old children are obese (BMI ≥ 95th percentile for same-age 

children), compared with 22.0% for Hispanic, 20.8% for non-Hispanic black, 15.9% for 

non-Hispanic white, and 12.8% for Asian children” (Barr-Anderson, et al., 2009, p.2). In 

2009, researchers conducted a study for the Centers for Disease Control that examined 

causes for the high rates of obesity in Native American school-aged children, and the 

main cause of weight gain was lack of physical activity during the summer months 

(Smith, Bartee, Dorozynski, and Carr, 2009). Gender and tribal affiliation also play a role 

in the level of obesity as women and certain tribal groups post higher levels of obesity 

(Hearst, et al., 2011). Since total energy expenditure and fat intake are predictors of 

obesity, Native Americans are prone to being overweight due to their sedentary lifestyles 

and poor food choices (Gittelsohn & Sharma, 2009). 
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In 2008, a Eichner et al., found that in an ethnically diverse school district in 

Oklahoma, Native American children had the highest combined prevalence of overweight 

and obesity (53.8%), followed closely by African American (51.7%) and Hispanic 

children (50.5%), while White children had the lowest (37.6%). Johnson, Kulinna, Darst, 

and Pangrazi, (2007) studied 1,704 Native American children and found that “53.7% and 

27.3% of Pima boys and girls respectively are above the 95th percentile for body mass 

index” (p. 364). 

One cultural reason for obesity in the Native American community was 

discovered in a study conducted on personal preferences and body image. The 

investigation revealed that Native American and Hispanic female youth preferred a larger 

body image than their counterparts of other races. Fourteen percent of Native American 

girls of mixed heritage said they wanted to be larger, while almost ten percent of pure 

Native American girls said they wanted to be larger. (Lynch, Heil, Wagner, & Havens, 

2007). These findings are surprising and somewhat contradictory to what the mainstream 

press pushes as the ideal body type, but this cultural preference helps to explain Native 

American girls’ acceptance of a heavier frame. 

Another cultural reason for the high numbers of obese Native Americans is the 

quality of meals, which often include fried foods such as breads. When asked about his 

diet, a Native American research participant in a study conducted by Henderson (2010) 

stated the following: 

There is no support from family to stay on the diet. Family support is…they’re 

killing each other. They won’t be very good support. They want people to be 
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happy and eating makes people happy…so they feed them. Education is needed in 

lots of areas for the family. (For example…) there was a sweat at Mom’s house 

over the weekend. It was a good sweat too, it was 102° in the lodge. There were 

fried foods, fry bread, all kinda cakes, watermelon. Big cookouts are always a big 

thing. If you went and there was just peas there, it wouldn’t be right. (p. 308) 

At times, economic conditions and government commodities have led to the lack 

of proper nutrition when they provide for the substitution of healthier food choices 

(Hodge, Cantrell, & Kim, 2011). The phenomena of overeating and choosing foods high 

in fats and carbohydrates is referred to as possessing a ‘thrifty gene’, a term coined by 

Neel (1962). Some researchers believe the actions of the Native American community are 

based on their predisposed and historical tendency to hunt and gather during warm 

months to prepare for near famine in the colder months (Frisancho, 2009; McGregor, 

2010).  

 Studies show that Native American diets typically need improvement, with most 

members not meeting daily recommendations for consumption of fruit, vegetables, and 

dairy (Sharma et al., 2008). A major reason for the high obesity rates is that within the 

average reservation boundaries, the presence of large supermarkets is rare. The few food 

stores that are available only stock limited ranges of food. Most Native Americans rely 

on convenience or gas-station stores close to their homes and purchase snack foods such 

as soda, chips, and candy to avoid traveling as much as 30 miles away from the 

reservations (McKinnon, Reedy, Handy, & Rodgers, 2009).  
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Type II Diabetes  

According to the American Diabetes Association (2011a) diabetes is a group of 

diseases resulting from defects in insulin production, insulin action, or both and is 

classified into three main types: type I, type II, and gestational. Type I diabetes is usually 

diagnosed in children and young adults and is characterized by the body’s inability to 

produce insulin (American Diabetes Association, 2011a). Type II diabetes is a condition 

in which either the body does not produce enough insulin or the cells do not recognize the 

insulin, which is necessary for the body to be able to use glucose for energy, while 

gestational diabetes is developed during pregnancy (American Diabetes Association, 

2011a). Most cases of Native Americans who have diabetes have been diagnosed with 

type II.  

According to the Indian Health Service Department (2011), Native Americans 

have the highest age-adjusted prevalence of diabetes among all U.S. racial and ethnic 

groups at 17%. Ninety-five percent of Native Americans have type II diabetes as opposed 

to type I diabetes (American Diabetes Association, 2011b). Thirty percent of Native 

Americans have pre-diabetes and are also 2.3 times more likely to have diabetes than 

non-Hispanic whites (O’Connell, Yi, Wilson, Manson, & Acton, 2010). Currently, some 

Native communities report that one in two adult tribal members has diabetes (American 

Diabetes Association, 2011b). 

There was a 68% increase in diabetes from 1994 to 2004 in Native American 

youth aged 15-19 (Indian Health Service, 2011). Type II diabetes was once a disease that 

exclusively affected adults, but within the Native American community, this disease is 

http://www.diabetes.org/living-with-diabetes/treatment-and-care/medication/insulin/insulin-basics.html
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now threatening the youth as well. The lack of the prevention of diabetes has become 

such an epidemic that it is seen as a threat to the well-being of future Native generations 

(Indian Health Service, 2011). Dabelea et al. (1998) discovered that the presence of type 

II diabetes in Pima Indian adolescents increased from 2.4 to 3.8% for boys and 2.7 to 

5.3% for girls from 1967 to 1996.  

There are government funded programs in place created for the support of 

diabetes prevention and treatment within the Native American community.  Awakening 

the Spirit was founded to develop and disseminate educational materials and participate 

in advocacy activities such as making healthy food choices, to spread the word about 

diabetes in the community (American Diabetes Association, 2011b). The messages of the 

program are as follows: 

• No one should have to fight diabetes alone.  

• People with diabetes can manage it.  

• People with diabetes can live full lives. 

• People with diabetes can be well enough to watch their grandchildren 

grow up. 

In addition to the Awakening the Spirit Program, the American Diabetes 

Association (2011a) sponsors the Special Diabetes Program through the National 

Institutes for Health and the Indian Health Services Department for the prevention and 

treatment of type I and type II diabetes in the Native American community.  When used 

by members of the community, the Special Diabetes Program has shown a 10.4% 

decrease in the blood sugar levels of Native American diagnosed with diabetes (see 
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Figure 2). The American Diabetes Association encourages community members to write, 

fax, call, and visit congressional members to lobby for issues of concern that address the 

needs of the Native American community. 

 
 
Figure 2: Indian Health Service Diabetes Care and Outcomes Audit, Mean A1C from 
1996 – 2011 
 

High School Dropout Rates 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2010b), Native Americans have the second highest dropout rate in the United 

States, only to be surpassed by Hispanics (see Table 1). For the 2008–09 school year, the 

Average Freshmen Graduation Rate (AFGR) by race/ethnicity was calculated and 

revealed that the AFGR for American Indian students was 64.3%, which “falls between 

black, non-Hispanic students (63.3%) and Hispanic students (65.1%); all of which are 

below the rates for whites and Asian / Pacific Islanders (81.5 and 92.3%, respectively)” 
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(U.S. Department of Education, 2010a, p 2). Hanashiro (2007) found that Native 

Americans need mentoring to remain in high school and proceed to college. 

Table 1 

Status Dropout Rates of 16- through 24-year-olds in the Civilian, Noninstitutionalized 
Population, by Race/Ethnicity: October Current Population Survey (CPS) 1980-2009 

Race 
Year Total1 White Black Hispanic Asian/Pacific 

Islander 
American Indian/ 
Alaska Native 

1980 14.1 11.4 19.1 35.2 - - 
1981 13.9 11.4 18.4 33.2 - - 
1982 13.9 11.4 18.4 31.7 - - 
1983 13.7 11.2 18.0 31.6 - - 
1984 13.1 11.0 15.5 29.8 - - 
1985 12.6 10.4 15.2 27.6 - - 
1986 12.2 9.7 14.2 30.1 - - 
1987 12.7 10.4 14.1 28.6 - - 
1988 12.9 9.6 14.5 35.8 - - 
1989 12.6 9.4 13.9 33.0 7.5 21.6 
1990 12.1 9.0 13.2 32.4 4.9! 16.4! 
1991 12.5 8.9 13.6 35.3 3.5! 18.7! 
1992 11.0 7.7 13.7 29.4 5.7 17.5! 
1993 11.0 7.9 13.6 27.5 5.8 14.6! 
1994 11.5 7.7 12.6 30.0 5.8 10.2! 
1995 12.0 8.6 12.1 30.0 3.9 13.4! 
1996 11.1 7.3 13.0 29.4 5.3 13.0 
1997 11.0 7.6 13.4 25.3 6.9 14.5 
1998 11.8 7.7 13.8 29.5 4.1 11.8 
1999 11.2 7.3 12.6 28.6 4.3 ‡ 
2000 10.9 6.9 13.1 27.8 3.8 14.0 
2001 10.7 7.3 10.9 27.0 3.6 13.1 
2002 10.5 6.5 11.3 25.7 3.9 16.8 
2003 9.9 6.3 10.9 23.5 3.9 15.0 
2004 10.3 6.8 11.8 23.8 3.6 17.0 
2005 9.4 6.0 10.4 22.4 2.9 14.0 
2006 9.3 5.8 10.7 22.1 3.6 14.7 
2007 8.7 5.3 8.4 21.4 6.1 19.3 
2008 8.0 4.8 9.9 18.3 4.4 14.6 
2009 8.1 5.2 9.3 17.6 3.4 13.2 

-Not available. ! Interpret with caution. The standard error of the estimate is equal to 30% or more of the estimate’s value.
‡ Reporting standards not met (too few cases). 1 Total includes other race/ethnicity categories not separately shown.

Note: From “National Center for Education Statistics, Status dropout rates of 16- through 24-
year-olds in the civilian, noninstitutionalized population, by race/ethnicity: October Current 
Population Survey (CPS) 1980-2009”, by U.S. Department of Education, 2010.  
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Reasons for the high rates of incompletion of a secondary education vary, but 

often, cultural discontinuity is noted. Campbell (2007) discovered that the low numbers 

of Native American teachers led to a lack of cultural sensitivity and were a major factor 

in determining whether a student finished high school. He also found that poor teacher 

relationships and a lack of respect for the Native American culture overall led students to 

seek other ways of obtaining education (Campbell, 2007).  

Federal and State funding and educational support is also cited as a reason for the 

low graduation rates (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). Since there is a lack of 

funding and sufficient programs to support secondary education for Native American 

youth, many of them leave school to pursue other ventures that they may deem more 

beneficial. For example, Stearnes & Gleanie (2006) found that Native American youth 

are being pulled out of school because of the financial needs of the family unit, which is a 

factor that is often beyond the student’s control. 

Alcohol Related Deaths 

Native Americans die from alcoholism at a rate that is 514% higher than any other 

race (Indian Health Service, 2011). The types of death come in many forms, and the act 

of continuously consuming alcohol to the point of self-destruction is prevalent among this 

race. For example, many Native American women turn to alcohol in attempts to alleviate 

the stress and pressures they have during pregnancy with no regard for the life of their 

unborn children, causing them to miscarriage or have still births (Sarche & Spicer, 2008). 

Alcohol-related motor vehicle death rates are another area in which the Native 

American community outscores other races. Strikingly, injuries sustained as a result of 
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the accident are the leading causes of death among Native Americans ages 1-44 years 

(Pollack, Frattaroli, Young, Dana-Sacco, & Gielen, 2011). In a study conducted in 2007 

on the San Carlos Apache Indian Reservation in Arizona, researchers revealed positive 

effects after the implementation of intervention programs such as an increase in the 

number of sobriety checkpoints and the passage of 0.08 as the legal blood alcohol 

concentration limit for drivers. For example, there was a 33% increase in driving-under-

the-influence arrests, a 20% reduction in crashes involving fatalities or injuries, a 33% 

reduction in nighttime crashes, and a 17% reduction in fatal crashes (Reede, Piontkowski, 

& Tsatoke, 2007).  

In a review of all available studies on alcohol-related pedestrian deaths in the 

Native American population, Keyes, Liu, and Cerda (2011) found that this group had the 

highest rates among all races. The researchers collected data using “peer-reviewed as 

well as Centers for Disease Control and Prevention surveillance reports on all alcohol 

attributable injury outcomes using PubMed and Medline databases as well as searches of 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Reports” 

(Keyes et al., 2011, p.2).  According to Campos-Outcalt, Bay, Dellapenna, Cota (2002), 

the pedestrian death rate of Native Americans was up to 13 times higher than that of non-

Hispanic whites, and most of these pedestrian accidents occurred in rural areas. When 

blood alcohol levels were measured, the blood alcohol concentration was  > 0.20 g / dl in 

64.4% in the Native American victims (Campos-Outcalt et al., 2002). 

Native American high school students participated in alcohol abuse more than any 

other race (see Table 2) according to a study examining their behavior from 2001 to 2009 
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(Everett Jones, Anderson, Lowry, & Conner, 2011). Alcohol abuse is abundant at the 

high school level, but many Native Americans start drinking heavily as early as middle 

school. For example, on the Flathead reservation in Montana, two homeless sixth-graders 

of Native American descent died due to alcohol-related causes (Garcia, 2008). Li-Tzy et 

al. (2011) surveyed more than 72,000 teens ages 12-17 and found that Native American 

teens were the most likely ethnic group to use drugs or alcohol, with their rate of 

underage drinking at 37%. By comparison, 35.3% of White teens, 32.2% of Hispanic 

teens, 24.8% of African-Americans teens, and 18.9% of Asian or Pacific Islander teens 

reported underage drinking (Li-Tzy, et al., 2011).  
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Table 2 
 
Percentage of High School Students Who Smoked Cigarettes and Drank Alcohol, by 
Race/Ethnicity — United States, Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 2001-2009 
Behavior  AI/AN, a,b, 

% (95% CI) 
White, a % 
(95% CI) 

Black, a % 
(95% CI) 

Hispanic, % 
(95% CI) 

Ever smoked cigarettes c     
Total W,B,H 71.2 54.6 52.6 57.5 
GirlsW,B,H 70.5 54.1 51.4 54.9 
BoysW,B,H 71.6 55.1 53.7 60.2 
Current cigarette use d     
TotalW,B,H 33.7 25.7 12.6 19.8 
GirlsW,B,H 33.5 26.1 10.4 18.3 
BoysW,B,H 33.5 25.3 14.8 21.3 
Current frequent cigarette 
use e 

    

TotalB,H 14.0 12.0 3.9 5.3 
GirlsB,H 12.5 12.2 2.4 4.1 
BoysB,H 15.4 11.9 5.5 6.5 
Ever drank alcohol f     
TotalB 78.8 76.1 69.2 78.5 
GirlsB 78.8 76.8 71.0 79.6 
BoysB 78.6 75.4 67.2 77.6 
Current alcohol use g     
TotalB 48.2 47.2 33.9 46.1 
GirlsB 42.6 47.2 34.2 46.4 
BoysB 53.1 47.2 33.4 45.7 
Binge drinking h     
Total B 30.9 30.7 12.9 26.7 
GirlsB 26.3 29.1 10.8 25.6 
BoysB 34.8 32.1 15.0 27.9 
Abbreviations: AI/AN – American Indian/ Alaskan Native; CI – Confidence Interval 
aNon Hispanic. bThe letter W (white), B (black), or H (Hispanic) indicates a significant 
difference in prevalence estimates between AI/AN students and students of that 
race/ethnicity. The letter g indicates a significant difference in prevalence estimates 
between AI/AN girls and boys (P≤05, t test). cEver tried smoking, even 1 or 2 puffs 
dSmoked cigarettes on at least 1 day during the 30 days before the survey. 
eSmoked cigarettes on 20 or more days during the 30 days before the survey. 
fHad at least 1 drink of alcohol on at least 1 day during their life. gHad at least 1 drink of 
alcohol on at least 1 day during the 30 days before the survey. hHad 5 or more drinks of 
alcohol in a row, within a couple of hours, on at least 1 day during the 30 days before the 
survey. Note: Adapted from “United States - Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 2001-2009” 
by Everett  Jones, Anderson, and Lowry, 2011. 
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Suicide Rates and Crimes 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention ([CDC], 2010) 

suicide and suicide-related behaviors are a serious concern for the Native American 

population. In Native Americans 15 to 34 years of age, suicide is the second leading 

cause of death, which is 1.8 times higher than the national average (2010). The most 

recent data collected by the CDC (2010) revealed that Native American males ages 10 to 

24 had the highest rates of suicide when compared to all other demographic groups in the 

United States (see Figure 3). During 2002-2006, the highest suicide rates for those ages 

10-24 years were among the American Indian/Alaskan Natives with 27.7 and 8.5 suicides

per 100,000 in males and females, respectively. 
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Figure 3. National Suicide Statistics at a Glance Suicide Rates* Among Persons Ages 10-
24 Years, by Race/Ethnicity and Sex, United States, 2002-2006. 
*All rates are age specific. Rates based on less than 20 deaths are not shown as they are
statistically unreliable. ** AI/AK Native: American Indian/Alaskan Native, PI: Pacific
Islander . Note: From “Suicide: Facts at a glance”, by Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2010.

The results of a 2008 study on Native American youth suicide rates (Pettingell et 

al.) revealed that during the month preceding the survey, 18.6% of the male respondents 

had thoughts about killing themselves, whereas 27.8% of the females had similar 

thoughts. Many of the males in the study reported that they had considered killing 

themselves but would not do it (67.8%) and almost half as many thought they would do it 

if they had the chance (32.2%) (Pettingell et al., 2008). The majority of the females in the 
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study noted that they would not follow through (75.9%); however, the remaining 24.1% 

said they would do it if they had the chance. LaFromboise, Medoff, Lee, and Harris 

(2007) found that 19.7% of Native American students attending a middle school on a 

Northern plains reservation had attempted suicide at least once in their lives. 

Reasons for the extremely high suicide rates of Native American youth are 

multifold and vary, but can often be attributed to lack of acculturation and feelings of 

hopelessness (LaFrombroise, Albright, & Harris, 2010). The authors believed that 

attempting to belong to two cultures concurrently causes increased levels of stress for 

Native American youth. Other issues that may lead to suicidal behavior within this group 

are coercive parenting, caretaker rejection, negative school attitudes, and perceived 

discrimination (Walls, Chappel, & Johnson, 2007). Walls et al. (2007) also found that 

depressive symptoms and anger (such as hitting an inanimate object) were key predictors 

of suicidality (p. 221).  

Crime is also disproportionately high in the Native American community. Public 

fighting is a common problem for many Native Americans, and alcohol usage is often a 

predecessor to the fights. Yuan et al. (2010) conducted interviews of many Native 

Americans who noted that heavy alcohol usage frequently led to physical assaults, 

domestic violence, elder abuse, child mistreatment, and attacks against those who had 

passed out from drinking.  One participant stated one of his childhood “memories was 

watching men get drunk on Sunday afternoons and beating up their wives” (Yuan et al., 

2010, p. 1917).   



28 

 

Native American women are the victims of rape and sexual assault more than any 

other ethnic group, which was brought to light by a 2007 study by Amnesty International 

(Bachman, et al., 2010). Between 1999 and 2008, 65% of Native American youth 

involved in criminal matters received by federal prosecutors were referred for a violent 

offence; most often sexual abuse, assault, and murder were the offenses (U. S. 

Department of Justice, 2011). Illegal drug use is a problem in the Native American 

culture as well. Tribal traditions praise marijuana smoking, and many teens take part in 

this ritual and have reported the highest lifetime and past time use of illicit drugs based 

on ethnicity (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2008). 

Cultural Behaviors 

Native Americans, as a community, have prided themselves on maintaining 

traditional values such as sharing, cooperation, being, the group and extended family, 

noninterference, harmony with nature, a time orientation toward living in the present, and 

a deep respect for their elders (Spencer, 2010). Conflict can arise for some Native 

Americans as their values are at the opposite end of the spectrum from mainstream 

American culture. For example, Spencer (2010) noted that many Native Americans are 

content with just being, whereas the American way focuses on doing. In a study in which 

the majority of the participants were Native American youth at the middle school level, 

many of them had negative attitudes toward physical activity, and saw no intrinsic value 

in exercising (Nelson, Benson, & Jensen, 2010). Beliefs such as these have led to a lack 

of participation in sport within the Native American community. 
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Above all else, the tribe or extended family is the priority of any tribal member 

(Verbos, Gladstone, & Kennedy, 2011). The leaders of these inter-dependent systems are 

the respected tribal elders, who in more modern times, have been shunned by younger 

members of the communities (Goins et al., 2011). As the younger members become more 

accustomed to the ways of mainstream society, the inactivity of the elders is less 

appreciated than the modern way of accomplishment. One study examined a tribe’s 

efforts to help troubled Native American youth and lessen the gap between the elders and 

the youth by creating partnerships and mentoring opportunities (Goodluck & Hat, 2011). 

Another area of conflict between the Native American culture and the modern 

American culture is in the area of modesty (Verbos et al., 2011). They are taught not to 

be loud and boastful and not to brag about accomplishments (Hodge, Maliski, Cadogan, 

Itty, & Cardoza, 2010), which are all attributes of sport. It is permissible for them to 

accept individual praise for a job well done, but this praise must be given in the presence 

of a group. Younger Native Americans are taught to look down and not make eye contact 

because “it is considered disrespectful or too forward to look at another person directly in 

the eye, especially if that individual is an elder or, in the case of female patients, an 

unrelated man” (Savin, Gluek, Chardavoyne, Yager, & Novins, 2011). Many American 

teachers and coaches may not be accustomed to this requirement and may take the lack of 

eye contact as a sign of disrespect.  

Native American people frequently share or give their possessions away, which 

often come in the form of food shared between households (Gittelsohn & Sharma, 2009). 

They also participate well in activities that emphasize cooperation and harmony, which 
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often take place in their villages (Spencer, 2010). Juntunen and Cline (2010) noted that in 

the Native American community, cooperation is valued over competition.  The 

researchers also revealed that Native Americans are encouraged to learn and interact 

through nonverbal communication (Juntunen & Cline, 2010). Steinfeldt and Wong (2010) 

found that careful consideration must be taken not to label Native Americans because 

present-day “sports-related representations misuse cultural symbols and sacred practices 

and perpetuate stereotypes of American Indians” (p.110). Their culture is one based on 

love and joy, and laughter is a very welcomed element in daily life because it often serves 

as a stress reliever (Son & Hutchinson, 2010). Embracing these attributes will allow those 

studying the Native American culture to identify ways to positively enforce the benefits 

of participation in sport. 

When a member of the Native American community becomes physically or 

mentally ill, the traditional method for seeking help is to visit a medicine man. The 

medicine man is thought to “possess control over mysterious agencies and to be endowed 

with powers well-nigh supernatural” (Parker, 2010, p. 290). A common cultural belief is 

that a person can control the destiny of their health. Locust (1985) summarized the belief 

in the following statement: 

Native American Indians believe that each individual chooses to make himself 

well or to make himself unwell. If one stays in harmony, keeps all the tribal laws 

and all the sacred laws, one’s spirit will be so strong that negativity will be unable 

to affect it. If one chooses to let anger or jealousy or self-pity control him, he has 

created disharmony for himself. Being in control of one’s emotional responses is 
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necessary if one is to remain in harmony. Once harmony is broken, however, the 

spiritual self is weakened and one becomes vulnerable to physical illness, mental 

and/or emotional upsets, and the disharmony projected by others. (p.14) 

Hegemonic Masculinity and Native American Sport 

The modern concept of hegemony derived from an Italian Communist Party 

leader, Antonio Gramsci, and his analysis of class relations (Gramsci, 1971). Pedersen 

(2002) defined hegemonic masculinity as the "...acceptance of masculinity as the defining 

characteristic of western society that places women in the position they are. He also 

explained how “women are considered off limits in certain areas, sport being one of the 

most obvious” (p. 305).  Native American women have fought against this governing 

male dominance to shed the stereotype of the “sexualized maiden” in which they were 

viewed as subservient to the males of their tribes in film from the 1900s (Marubbio, 

2009).  

In recent studies of high school girls, researchers found that the students’ levels of 

confidence in their athletic abilities were lacking; they preferred gender-segregated 

physical education classes to avoid exercising in front of boys and believed that playing 

sports was un-cool or boy-like in high school (Emie, Payne, Casey & Harvey, 2008; 

Slater & Tiggeman, 2010). These beliefs made it undesirable for females to participate in 

sport. Based on their cultural beliefs, Native American females may find sport even less 

desirable. Native American culture once relied on sportsmanship, hunting, and warrior 

abilities. The culture currently prides itself upon peace and harmony, and the masculine 

attributes of sport that encourage aggression and violence are in defiance of their culture. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hegemony
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antonio_Gramsci
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Benefits of Physical Activity through Sport Participation 

Participation in physical activity through sport has many physical and 

psychological benefits for those of all ages, particularly children (Holt, Kingsley, Tink, & 

Scherer, 2011). According to the revised policy on strength training in adolescents, the 

American Academy of Pediatrics (2011) listed the following benefits of physical activity 

through strength training: increased strength, decreased injuries, enhanced long-term 

health, and improved cardiovascular fitness, body composition, bone mineral density, 

blood lipid profiles, and mental health. Athletic competition also has a beneficial 

influence on youths’ values, such as discipline and work ethic (Cudill, Long, & Mixon, 

Jr., 2011).   

Many of the problems plaguing the Native American community may be lessened 

by introducing more opportunities for physical activity in the daily routines of youth. For 

example, athletic participation creates an outlet for youth to learn to love movement as 

opposed to sedentary activities such as watching television, which is associated with poor 

mental health (Son & Hutchinson, 2010). Son & Hutchinson (2010) also noted that if 

Native American youth participation in physical activity is supported, it can translate to a 

healthier lifestyle in the future.  Children have also shown increased levels of self-esteem, 

positive body image, and improved self-competence as a result of participation in sport 

(Greenleaf, Boyer & Petrie, 2009). Native American youth lack many of these traits 

which may be enhanced through participation in sport. 

There are many psychological benefits of participating in physical activity. 

Physical activity has been shown to lessen symptoms of depression and anxiety (Strohle, 
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2008). Blumenthal et al. (2007) found “that in adults with major depression, the efficacy 

of exercise seems generally comparable to antidepressant medication and both tend to be 

better than placebo” (p. 780). Additionally, children may enhance their social skills 

through sport and physical activity, which many Native American children are not able to 

do. Sports provide opportunities for interaction with teammates, coaches, and officials, 

which teach acceptable communication and behavioral skills (Jago, et al., 2009).  

Children who participate in team sports are given chances to feel comradery, 

sportsmanship, and healthy competition (Avery & Brandt, 2010). Since the cultural belief 

that competition is negative, Native Americans may be able to gain an understanding of 

working together for a common goal through sport participation.  

    Sport has also been thought to enhance academic performance and provide 

opportunities that keep children occupied, which may lead to a decrease in delinquent 

behaviors. For example, interscholastic athletic competition can help youth have a 

heightened academic environment dependent on their role models (Gould, Collins, Lauer 

& Chung, 2007; Hoch, 2008).  Sport encourages fun, safety, and personal development 

(Hoch, 2009), all of which can be beneficial for Native American youth. 

Native Americans and Sport 

Jim Thorpe was one of the most prominent Native American athletes of all time. 

He was born in 1887 of Sac and Fox heritage (Gunderson & Aubin, 2009). Thorpe 

showed superior athletic ability at an early age and when he attended Carlisle Indian 

School. He led them to victories over Harvard and other elite universities in multiple 

competitive sports from football to ballroom dancing (Buford, 2010). He qualified for the 
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1912 Olympics in Sweden in which he won gold medals in the pentathlon and decathlon. 

The King of Sweden was so impressed with his ability that he shook Thorpe’s hand and 

declared, “You, sir, are the greatest athlete in the world” (Buford, 2010, p. 131). After 

stellar careers in professional track and field, baseball, and football, he was featured on 

the front of a Wheaties box and inducted in the National Football League Hall of Fame 

before he died in 1953. At Thorpe’s funeral, former U.S. President Dwight D. 

Eisenhower (who personally played against Thorpe) said, “no other athlete possessed his 

all-around abilities” (Buford, 2010, p. 369).  

Jim Thorpe is the only Native American athlete to be recognized on an 

international level. Others have had successful athletic careers (see Table 3), but Thorpe 

was the most prominent representative of the Native American race during the 19th 

century.  
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Table 3 
 
Accomplished Native Americans in Sport 
Athlete Accomplishment Tribe College 
Alvina Begay 2008 Olympic Hopeful Distance Runner, 

13 Titles 
Navajo Adams State 

College 
Nadia Begay 5-9 senior guard, NM player of the year Navajo Boise State 
Notah Begay III Pro golfer, 4 PGA wins Navajo-San 

Felipe-Isleta 
Stanford 

Brett Bucktooth Pro Lacrosse Player Onondaga Syracuse 
Mike Chavez Senior forward, 3 state titles Crow, Northern 

Cheyenne 
Blackfeet 
Reservation 

Mike Edwards Pro bowler, 1 Title Cherokee  
Clint Harry Professional Rodeo Pyramid Lake 

Paiute 
 

Brandon Leslie 8 – time All American distance runner Navajo Adams State 
College 

Kyle Lohse Pro Baseball Nomlaki Cincinnati Reds 
Kelvin Sampson Indiana University men’s basketball 

coach 
Lumbee  

Dudley Yazzie Boxer Navajo  
Frank Pierce Olympic Marathon Runner Seneca  
Frank Mount 
Pleasant 

Olympic Long and Triple Jumper Tuscarora  

Andrew Sockalexis Olympic Marathon Runner (4th place) Penobscot  
Jim Thorpe Gold Medal Decathlete & Pentathlete Sac, Fox  
Lois Tewanima Silver Medal Marathon Runner Hopi  
Clarence Abel Silver Medal Hockey Player Sault Ste. Marie 

Chippewa 
 

Wilson Charles, Jr. Olympic Decathlete, (4th place) Oneida  
Ellison Brown Olympic Marathon Runner Narragansette  
Jesse Renick Gold Medal Basketball Player Choctaw  
Billy Mills Gold Medal Distance Runner Sioux  
Ben Nighthorse 
Campbell 

Judo Fighter Northern 
Cheyenne 

 

Henry Boucha Silver Medal Hockey Player Ojibwa  
Naomi Lang Ice Dancer Karuk  
 
Note: From “Famous Native American Athletes”, by Native American Sports Council, 

2009.  
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Although many minority groups are now participating in sports in record 

numbers, Native Americans are still falling behind. For example, the most recent Racial 

and Gender Report Card (Lapchick et. al, 2011) verified that only 0.4% of the players in 

Major League Baseball were Native American, compared to other ethnicities (61.5% 

white, 27% Latino, 8.5% African- American, and 2.1% Asian).  

Other Racial and Gender Report Cards show similar results for Major League 

Soccer (MLS), the National Football League (NFL) and the National Basketball 

Association (NBA). The most recently compiled data by the National Collegiate Athletic 

Association (NCAA) reported lower participation numbers for Native American student 

athletes as well (see Table 4). For example, only 285 Native American students played 

Division I, II, or III football during the 2009 – 10 school year compared to 38, 059 white 

and 22,892 African-American students (NCAA, 2010).  
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Table 4 

2009-10: Student-Athlete Race/Ethnicity Frequencies for Divisions I, II, and III Overall 
American 

Indian/ 
Alaskan 
Native 

Black, Non-
Hispanic 

Hispanic/ Latino White, Non-
Hispanic 

Total 

Sport M W M W M W M W M W 
Archery 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Badminton 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Baseball 109 N/A 1,246 N/A 1,704 N/A 26,156 N/A 30,365 0 
Basketball 43 82 7,751 5,061 429 392 7,935 9,082 17,008 15,423 
Bowling 0 1 1 207 0 12 38 267 40 507 
Cross 
Country 

52 58 1,245 1,372 726 709 10,650 11,574 13,476 14,551 

Equestrian 0 6 0 10 0 28 8 1,416 8 1,508 
Fencing 5 5 32 42 35 55 429 437 633 688 
Field 
Hockey 

N/A 5 N/A 91 N/A 100 N/A 5,100 0 5,634 

Football 285 N/A 22,892 N/A 1,940 N/A 38,059 N/A 66,313 0 
Golf 29 22 196 119 221 174 7,389 3,637 8,385 4,455 
Gymnastics 1 3 15 77 20 41 249 1,122 333 1,417 
Ice Hockey 7 15 29 7 32 15 3,466 1,735 3,945 1,941 
Lacrosse 29 11 216 183 154 135 8,997 6,957 9,844 7,683 
Rifle 0 1 2 3 10 10 217 157 243 190 
Rowing 11 30 35 193 77 293 1,840 5,644 2,276 6,999 
Rugby 0 0 2 12 4 18 55 103 63 146 
Sailing 3 N/A 2 N/A 18 N/A 515 N/A 587 0 
Skiing 0 0 2 1 2 0 439 455 493 499 
Soccer 37 73 1,735 893 2,067 1,177 16,248 20,069 21,770 23,650 
Softball N/A 116 N/A 1,029 N/A 992 N/A 14,774 0 17,726 
Squash 1 0 5 11 23 11 328 266 458 380 
Swimming/ 
Diving 

22 26 187 148 348 374 7,618 10,1900 9,025 11,796 

Sync. 
Swimming 

N/A 0 N/A 0 N/A 0 N/A 0 0 0 

Team 
Handball 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Tennis 16 11 380 620 622 492 5,623 6,545 7,940 8,895 
Track, 
Indoor 

67 88 4,686 4,742 740 729 15,240 15,181 22,064 22,074 

Track, 
Outdoor 

74 91 5,589 5,244 1,066 927 17,106 16,323 25,349 24,028 

Volleyball 7 44 72 1,478 160 606 966 12,084 1,367 15,133 
Water Polo 3 7 8 12 56 82 726 903 925 1,164 
Wrestling 38 N/A 373 N/A 389 N/A 5,199 N/A 6,397 0 
Total 839 695 46,701 21,555 10,843 7,372 175,496 144,021 249,307 186,460 

Note: From “NCAA Student-Athlete Race and Ethnicity Report, 1999-00 to 2009-10”, by 
NCAA, 2010. 

According to Coakley (2007), stereotypes discourage Native Americans from 

sport participation, whose traditional culture combine physical activities with ritual and 

ceremony. Many of the team mascots (see Table 5) are offensive to Native Americans 
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and cause them to shy away from participating on a team that portrays their culture with 

an over-exaggerated image. Although extremely underrepresented in sport, there are a 

few Native Americans and supporting groups who have contributed to the industry and 

served as role models for the youth who look up to them. The Native American Sports 

Council is a nonprofit member of the U.S. Olympic Committee dedicated to promoting 

community wellness through culturally appropriate youth-oriented sports programs (The 

Native American Sports Council, NASC, 2009). The NASC (2009) was founded upon 

tribal traditions, which have for centuries promoted individual and community well-being 

through sport and the lessons learned from traditional games as a curriculum for life.  

Table 5 

Native American Mascots 
Team Mascot 
Florida State University Seminoles 
St. John’s Redmen 
Dartmouth College Indians 
The University of Oklahoma Little Red 
Marquette University Willie Wampum 
Stanford University Indian mascot 
Dickinson State Savages 
Syracuse Saltine Warriors 
University of Illinois Chief Illinwek 
Chicago  Blackhawks 
Golden State Warriors 
Washington Redskins 
Kansas City Chiefs 
Cleveland  Indians 
Atlanta Braves 
Edmonton Eskimos 
Note: From “Multicultural training on American Indian issues: Testing the effectiveness 
of an intervention to change attitudes toward Native-themed mascots”, by J. A. Steinfeldt 
& Y. J. Wong, 2010. 
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 An example of a Native American student athlete that benefited from 

participation in sport was LeAnn Montes, a Chippewa Cree from the Rocky Boy 

reservation in Montana. She was a teenage mother at the time of her interview and left 

her reservation to play basketball for the University of Montana (ESPN, 1999). She was 

one of three girls on her team who were teenage mothers and knew that adjusting to life 

away from the reservation would be difficult, but she needed to get away from the 

poverty and alcoholism to make a better future for her family. Montes’ coach stated, "It's 

difficult for the Native American population to get recruited because they (schools) are 

taking a chance that they (Native American athletes) will stay. It's a difficult transition for 

them to go to college from the reservation life...many of them don't make it and they 

come home. There've been some great athletes who haven't made it" (ESPN, 1999, para. 

16). Had Montes experienced an elevated level of support on the reservation, she may not 

have become a mother at a young age, and the importance of this support through role 

modeling is examined in the next section.  

The Importance of Native American Role Models 

Mentoring has “demonstrated considerable promise in promoting competence 

across multiple domains among youth who are considered to be at high risk for poor 

developmental outcomes” (Zand, et al. 2009). Coaches and other adults in an athletic 

administrative capacity are important teachers and role models, and research has shown 

that coaches often serve as mentors, parental figures, and friends (Becker, 2009). The 

roles that coaches and other athletic administrators play in high school sports are a 

significant illustration of environmental influence (Hartmann & Massoglia, 2007).  
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Adults in these groups can add an extra level of encouragement which will lead to a 

successful sport and academic experience. Furthermore, coaches who strongly encourage 

academic success (above athletic success) and teachers who support athletics are the most 

effective in promoting academic achievement (Gould et al., 2007). 

According to Hanashiro (2007), Native American athletes view themselves as the 

“minority within the minority” and need the support of role models from within their own 

communities. Ryne Hemstreet, a 17-year-old baseball player competed as shortstop and 

pitcher for Arizona's 16-and-under Native American team in the North American 

Indigenous Games, an Olympic-style event that attracted 7,200 athletes from the USA 

and Canada (Hanashiro, 2007). Hemstreet admitted that there are not many athletes who 

serve as role models on the reservations. In a study of youth and their role model 

preference, researchers found students were more likely to report having role models of 

like gender and ethnicity (Yancey, Grant, Kurosky, Kravitz-Wirtz, & Mistry, 2011), 

which reinforces the need for Native Americans to mentor their youth.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHOD 

 Multimethods analyses were used to conduct this study. Campbell and Fiske 

(1959) created the idea of using multimethods to analyze data in their study of 

psychological traits. Research has been conducted to support the authors’ arguments for 

the case that qualitative and quantitative methods may be used concurrently (Newman & 

Hitchcock, 2011).  The results from the qualitative method can be used to select 

participants to study for the quantitative method, or the results from the quantitative 

method can be used to develop questions for the qualitative method. The convergence of 

methods can allow the researcher to put the results side by side to reinforce one another 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). 

Although the central concept of this dissertation is singular, two separate methods 

were employed to analyze the research findings. The method that was used to analyze the 

levels of participation of the Native American youth participants was quantitative. This 

method was chosen because a quantitative examination of the survey results will provide 

a clear view of how many Native American youth athletes are influenced by cultural 

factors. The quantitative data also provided information on which cultural factors had the 

most impact on the participation levels of the student athletes.  

The method that was used to analyze the interview responses of the Native 

American coaches was qualitative. The use of a qualitative study to analyze the beliefs of 
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the coaches allowed them to describe their experiences as Native American coaches (and 

possibly former athletes) in detail. The storytelling techniques that are a part of 

qualitative data added richness to the study. Each coach’s personal experiences with 

cultural influences on their participation in sport was examined in greater detail than with 

survey techniques. The coaches were also able to reveal more information about the 

cultural beliefs about sport since they are of a different generation than the athletes. They 

had stories to tell about their elders’ beliefs about sport and addressed this topic from a 

more mature level than the youth participants. Each methodology is described in detail in 

the data analysis section. 

Participants 

The participants in this study were 39 Native American student-athletes from 

various states throughout the United States who were members of Native Re-vision and 

agreed to participate in this study. This program was developed for the purpose of 

supporting and guiding American Indian student-athletes to identify unique talents, set 

goals and achieve their dreams through annual events, programs, and mentoring (Native 

Re-vision, 2012). Events such as the Nation 5K Run, Native American All-Star Football 

Game, Golf Tournament, and Leadership Camp are held each year.  

The study also included Native American coaches who coached in these events 

and participated in the Native Re-vision Coaches Clinic.  Participation numbers fluctuate 

each year, but in 2012, 37 players and 7 coaches participated in the football game in 

Tahlequah, Oklahoma. Over 122 runners participated in the 5K run, with 19 participating 
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in the 14-19 year old division. The program was founded by Jim Cardwell, member of 

the Cheyenne Nation. Cardwell (Native Re-vision, 2012) listed the program’s philosophy 

as follows:  

Within each child are unique talents that when recognized by the child and 

cultivated through mentorship are the foundation for success. Our focus is to 

identify outstanding performers and empower them to recognize and understand 

their individual potential. Through individual mentoring and organized programs, 

our members will provide these young people with information, exposure, 

encouragement, and resources available through various existing financial 

assistance programs, military and college recruiting programs, and corporate 

internship programs.  

Instrument 

The instrument that was used to gather quantifiable data from the youth 

participants in this study was the Student Athlete Relationship Instrument (SARI) 

(Donohue et al., 2007), which was previously assessed for validity and reliability and 

tested to remove any gender biases. The SARI was developed by a team of eight 

experienced athletes (3 male, 5 female, age range = 19 to 39 years) over the course of 

seven focus groups lasting 90 min each (Donohue et al., 2007). During development of 

the SARI, sessions were held to develop a list of problems in the lives of the athletes 

relative to their participation and performance stemming from relationships with the close 

people in their lives or members in their culture. The brainstorming format allowed 
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participants to add to and modify ideas as they went along. A moderator was present to 

direct the discussion, keep the conversation flowing to identify key ideas, while an 

assistant moderator was responsible for taking comprehensive notes, and facilitating an 

approach in which there was “low content control and high process control” (Donohue et 

al., 2007, p. 380). 

The questions in the survey were divided into four groups: Coaches (n = 25 

questions), Families (n = 24 questions), Teammates (n = 23 questions), and Peers (n = 10 

questions). Each statement was preceded with the phrase "It's a problem for me in my 

sport that." Each statement was rated on a 7-point Likert-scale to measure the degree to 

which the participant agreed with the problem statement with 1 = extremely disagree, and 

7 = extremely agree. Two additional questions were added to assess overall happiness 

with their relationships with each of the four defined groups within their culture. Coaches 

were made aware of the study and recommended athletes to participate. The athletes were 

required to complete informed consent forms before participating in the study.   

This was the most appropriate tool to measure and analyze the impact that certain 

cultural aspects (social and familial relationships) have on an athletes’ desire to remain in 

sport because it examined the influences that those in a student-athlete’s life had on them. 

The SARI solicited detailed information regarding the impact each of these groups had 

on the student athlete’s perceptions of participation in sport. In addition to completing the 

SARI, each participant was asked to report their number of years of participation in sport, 

tribal affiliation, age, and gender. 
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The survey may be viewed in Appendix A on page 147. The first page of the 

survey had a brief description of the study that explained that participation was 

anonymous and voluntary. The survey also had a statement noting that participants were 

free to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. Additionally, it listed the 

researcher’s contact information, in the event that participants had questions or wanted to 

know the outcome of the study after the analyses had been completed. The research 

presented no more than minimal risk of harm to participants, but written consent was 

required for participation. A consent form was linked to the survey and had to be 

completed before any participant was allowed to begin the study. For youth participation, 

the electronic consent forms were completed by their parents before they were allowed 

take part in the survey. The coaches completed their consent forms electronically by 

following a link that was mailed to them prior to participation. The link to the survey was 

only emailed to the youth athletes’ parents and the coaches were interviewed as discussed 

below. 

Procedure 

After approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), a survey was created 

using PsychData, and the link was emailed to all Native Re-vision athletes’ parents along 

with a consent form. Access to their email addresses was achieved by contacting the 

program’s founder. An abstract of this study was included in the email with the link for 

the survey. Participants (athletes and coaches) from the Native Re-vision 5K Run, Golf 

Tournament, Leadership Camp, and football games were asked if they were willing to 
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participate in this study. The youth participants’ parents were informed that the survey 

would take approximately 30 to 45 min and should be completed within 2 weeks of 

receipt of the link. Follow-up emails were sent to remind the youth participants’ parents 

of the deadline 1 week after the survey link was emailed and once again the following 

week. 

In addition to requesting quantitative data from the participants, the Native 

American coaches were asked via email if they were willing to participate in an interview 

that lasted approximately 60 to 90 min. The interviews took place 2 weeks following the 

completion of the youth surveys and were conducted via phone based on the time 

schedules of the coaches. The option to complete the interview over the phone helped 

eliminate fears or reluctance of being able to be seen directly, as the Native American 

culture often prefers privacy. The coaches were allowed to remain anonymous, but were 

asked to be as candid as possible so that the maximum level of information could be 

obtained during the process. The coaches received the list of questions when they 

responded to the researcher’s request for participants. The coaches were informed that the 

questions were open-ended, but were also asked to give personal narratives about their 

reasons for participation or nonparticipation in sport based on their cultural influences. 

They were also asked questions about their beliefs about physical activity and health. The 

interviews all began with the following question: “Tell me about your experiences in 

sport”. The complete list of interview questions is listed in Appendix B. The researcher 
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recorded the interviews for transcription purposes and the interview process lasted 2 

weeks. 

Data Analysis 

 Quantitative and qualitative research methods have been successfully used to 

analyze studies for decades. Hanson, Creswell, Clark, Petska, & Creswell (2005) noted 

that given the strengths of each method individually, it would be advantageous to develop 

an integrative methodology for the concurrent use of both methods. The authors believed 

that a more thorough understanding of the data may be gained by using qualitative 

analysis to capture the descriptive richness of text narratives as well using quantitative 

analysis for precision in measurement and hypothesis testing (Hanson et al., 2005). Both 

quantitative and qualitative data and methods were used to conduct this study. 

Quantitative Methodology 

Quantitative approaches were originally used to gather and compare the 

characteristics of quantifiable data, and therefore, has roots in the field of management 

(Sharma, 2010). Although its primary use is to analyze hard data (as opposed to the soft 

data analyzed by qualitative research), quantitative research can be used to examine a 

“large number of diverse human activities” (p. 6). The quantitative data in this study was 

gathered from the responses on the youth participant survey, which consists of 

demographic questions and the SARI. 

The statistical analysis program Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

version 20.0.0 was used to analyze this information. All tests were evaluated using a level 

of significance, α = 05. Nonparametric tests were used to analyze the data due to the 
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small sample size. Correlations were used to examine the descriptive statistics and 

Spearman’s Rho was used to examine the relationship between number of sports and age. 

Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test was used to determine which aspect of culture (Teammates, 

Peers, Family, or Coaches) had the most influence on sport participation. Ratio Statistics 

were used to examine specific dimensions of cultural influences (e.g., Encouragement, 

Support, Drugs, Alcohol) Frequencies were calculated to group the number of Native 

American youth athletes by demographic characteristics.  

Qualitative Methodology 

Qualitative methods have been favored for conducting cultural research and 

analysis because “qualitative narratives richly capture nuance and complex meanings 

associated with these constructs” (Castro & Coe, 2007, p. 270). According to Rubin and 

Rubin (2005), “data analysis is the process of moving from raw interviews to evidence-

based interpretations” (p. 201). For this study, triangulation was used to enhance validity 

in a qualitative study. Denzin (1978) noted that four different modes of triangulation 

exist: the use of different sources, methods, investigators, and theories. For this study, 

methodological, analytical and theoretical triangulation methods were employed. 

The qualitative results of the Native American coaches’ interview questions were 

analyzed inductively using NVivo 9 qualitative analysis software.  NVivo was 

“developed by researchers, with extensive researcher feedback, and is designed to 

support researchers in the varied ways they work with the data” (Bazeley, 2000, p. 2). 

According to Bazeley (2000), “the computer’s capacity for recording, sorting, matching, 

and linking can be harnessed by the researcher to assist in answering their questions from 
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the data without losing access to the source data or contexts from which the data have 

come” (p.3). The NVivo software allows the researcher to manage data, manage ideas, 

query data, graphically model and report the data. 

For the purpose of this study, the analysis of interview data was conducted using 

three specific steps – data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing. The first step 

entailed reviewing and summarizing the interviews, creating the transcripts, and coding 

the data. Coding involved “systematically labeling concepts, themes, events, and topical 

markers so that you can readily retrieve and examine all of the data units that refer to the 

same subject across all your interviews” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 207).  The data for this 

section was coded based on themes as presented by the coaches in their individual 

interviews. One coder was used for this portion of the study to prevent duplication and 

overlap of themes within the data. 

The second step, data display, provided "an organized, compressed assembly of 

information that permits conclusion drawing..." (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10). For 

the purpose of transporting the data into NVivo 9 for analysis, the data was created in a 

matrix format. For example, the answers to the coaches’ interview questions were 

clustered by theme, then listed in separate columns to review the data separated by tribe 

or other demographic information. Using a matrix format allowed for the discovery of 

patterns and interrelationships within the data.  

Conclusion drawing, the final step, entailed searching for themes and patterns, 

then stepping back to determine the meanings within the data.  According to Miles and 

Huberman (1994), this involves examining the themes that emerge for plausibility and 
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validity. For example, the coaches’ responses from the interview questions varied based 

on the subject matter that was discussed, but similar themes arose that were grouped 

together.  

Summary 

The preceding chapters presented an introduction to the importance of physical 

activity through sport for Native American youth, provided a literature review of relevant 

studies pertaining to the central concept of this study, and outlined the methods for the 

completion of analysis of this research. The subsequent chapters will cover the results, 

discussion, and conclusions for this study. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

The following section describes the results of this study and is divided into two 

sections: qualitative and quantitative. The first research question was answered using 

quantitative analysis. Research Questions 2 and 3 were answered using quantitative 

analysis and Questions 4 and 5 were answered using qualitative analysis.  

Quantitative – Descriptive and Inferential Statistics 

Research Question 1 

 Specific to the Native Revision athletes and their current sport participation 

levels, many of the student-athletes played multiple sports (82.5%), with football being 

the most played (31%) followed by basketball (20%) and track (18%). See Table 6 for 

more details.  
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Table 6 

Student Athlete Relationship Instrument - Sport Participation Frequencies 
Sports Frequency Valid Percent 
Basketball, Baseball, Football 1 2.5 

Basketball, Football 3 7.5 

Basketball, Softball, Volleyball, Running, Swimming, Hiking 1 2.5 

Basketball, Track, Softball 1 2.5 

Basketball, Track, Volleyball 1 2.5 

Football 7 17.5 

Football, Baseball 1 2.5 

Football, Basketball, Baseball 2 5.0 

Football, Basketball, Baseball, Track 1 2.5 

Football, Basketball, Baseball, Cross Country 1 2.5 

Football, Basketball, Baseball, Track 1 2.5 

Football, Basketball, Golf, Wrestling, Baseball 1 2.5 

Football, Basketball, Soccer, Track 1 2.5 

Football, Basketball, Track 2 5.0 

Football, Basketball, Track, Golf 1 2.5 

Football, Basketball, Wrestling, Track 1 2.5 

Football, Cheerleading 1 2.5 

Football, Soccer, Track 1 2.5 

Football, Soccer, Track, Power lifting 1 2.5 

Football, Soccer, Volleyball, Track 1 2.5 

Football, Track 2 5.0 
Football, Track, Baseball, Basketball, Volleyball, Archery 1 2.5 

Football, Wrestling 1 2.5 
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Research Question 2 

 This question examined the following: “What is the difference in the sport 

participation levels of Native Americans based on age, gender and tribe?” A total of 39 

student athletes completed the Student Athlete Relationship Instrument duplicated in 

PsychData. The average age of the student athlete respondents was 18.2 years and they 

participated in an average of 3 sports each year (See Table 7).  

Table 7 

Student Athlete Relationship Instrument - Descriptive Statistics 

 Mean Std. Deviation N 

What is your current age? 18.2 1.4 39 

No. of Sports 3 1.4 39 

 

Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient. Spearman’s Rho was run to provide 

an analysis of the relationship of age and number of sports (p = .984). The range of ages 

for the athletes was 14 to 19 years. 
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Table 8 
 

Spearman’s Rank CorrelationsCoefficient 
   What is your 

current age? 
No. of Sports 

Spearman’s rho What is your 
current age? 

Correlation 
Coefficient 

1.00 -.003 

  Sig. (2-tailed) . .984 
  N 39 39 
 No. of Sports Correlation 

Coefficient 
-.003 1.000 

  Sig. (2-tailed) .984 . 
  N 39 39 

 

Only 11.4% of the student population was female (see Table 9). This is reflected 

in the fact that over 82% of the participants played football. Due to this uneven 

representation, the first research question could not be answered clearly enough to 

generalize the findings to the entire Native American youth population in the United 

States.  

Table 9 
 

Native Revision Athlete Gender 
 Frequency Valid 

Percent 
Female 4 11.4 

Male  35 88.6 

Total 39 100.0 

 

All participants in this study were Native American, but the tribal affiliations 

varied greatly. When examined by reported tribal affiliation, 6 of respondents were 
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Cherokee (15%), 4 were Choctaw (10%), 4 were Navajo (10%) and 2 were Creek and 

Cherokee (5%). The other 24 tribes were represented by 1 respondent (2.5%) each (see 

Table 10).  

Table 10 

Tribal Affiliation 

Frequency Valid Percent 
Absentee Shawnee 1 2.5 
Cahuilla 1 2.5 
Cherokee 6 15.0 
Chippewa 1 2.5 
Choctaw 2 5.0 
Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma 1 2.5 
Creek and Cherokee 2 5.0 
Crow Creek and Sioux 1 2.5 
Eastern Shoshone/Crow 1 2.5 
Ho Chunk 1 2.5 
Jicarila Apache 1 5.2 
Kickapoo Tribe in Kansas 1 2.5 
Mandan 1 2.5 
Meskwaki 1 2.5 
Mississippi Choctaw, Omaha, 
Ponca, Kansas Kickapoo 

1 2.5 

Muscogee Creek 1 2.5 
Navajo 4 10.0 
Oglala Lakota 1 2.5 
Osage 1 2.5 
Prairie Band Potawatomi/Hopi 1 2.5 
Quechan 1 2.5 
Red Lack Chippewa 1 2.5 
Rosebud Souix 1 2.5 
Sac and Fox of OK 1 2.5 
San Carlos Apache 1 2.5 
Seminole 1 2.5 
Soboba 1 2.5 
Zuni 1 2.5 
Total 39 100.0 
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Research Question 3 

 The third research question examined the following: What are the cultural 

influences on Native American youths’ sport participation choices? Ratio statistics were 

conducted on the variables that occurred cross-categorically to compare cultural 

influences. These comparisons were performed for the purpose of determining which, if 

any were most influential. When comparing specific variables within the cultural 

influences groups many significant findings were present. The variables of 

encouragement, support after poor performance, encouragement to use performance 

enhancers, encouragement to use drugs, encouragement to use alcohol, and 

encouragement to do something that will result in injury or worsen existing injuries had 

significant ranges of results. Each question on the Student Athlete Relationship 

Instrument began with “it’s a problem for me in my sport that…” Table 11 lists the 

specific questions asked concerning the variable of encouragement: 

Table 11 

Student Athlete Relationship Instrument Questions - Encouragement 

Cultural Influence Question  Number Survey Question 

Teammates Question 9 At least one of my teammates doesn’t 
provide enough encouragement. 

Family Question 7 I don’t get enough encouragement from my 
family members. 

Coaches Question 16 At least one of my coaches doesn’t provide 
enough encouragement for me. 
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Coaches and teammates were found to provide a similar amount of 

encouragement with a difference of only 1.17% (See Table 12). Athletes responded that 

they received 56.1% more encouragement from teammates than family members. The 

athletes also responded that they receive 55.3% more encouragement from coaches when 

compared to family members.  

Table 12 
 
Encouragement from Cultural Influences 
 Median Range Coefficient of Variation 

Median Centered 

Teammates vs. 
Family Members 

0.7 1 - 7 56.1% 

Coaches vs. Family 
Members 

1.0 1 - 7 55.3% 

Coaches vs. 
Teammates 

0.8 1 - 7 1.1% 

 

Table 13 lists the questions that were examined regarding support after 

performing poorly by all four cultural influences: 

Table 13 
 

Student Athlete Relationship Instrument Questions - Support After Performing Poorly 
Cultural Influence Question  Number Survey Question 

Teammates Question 7  At least one of my teammates doesn’t 
support me after I have performed poorly. 

Family Question 9 At least one of my family members doesn’t 
support me after I have performed poorly. 

Coaches Question 11 At least one of my coaches doesn’t support 
me after I have performed poorly. 

Peers Question 3 At least one of my peers doesn’t support 
me after I have performed poorly in my 
sport. 
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The Native Re-vison athletes reported receiving 47.4% more support after 

performing poorly from teammates than family (See Table 14). Teammates provided 

62.6% more support than coaches and 41.0% more than peers. Family members provided 

slightly more support than peers (38.6%) and significantly more support than coaches 

(84.1%). 

Table 14 

Support After Performing Poorly 
Median Range Coefficient of 

Variation 
Median Centered 

Teammates vs. 
Family Members 

0.8 1-7 56.1% 

Teammates vs. 
Coaches 

0.9 1 – 7 62.6% 

Teammates vs. 
Peers 

1.0 1 – 7 41.0% 

Family Members vs. 
Peers 

1.2 1 – 7 38.6% 

Family Members vs. 
Coaches 

1.0 1 – 7 84.1% 

Coaches vs. Peers 1.4 1 - 7 88.7% 
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Questions that were examined regarding encouragement to take performance 

enhancers by all four cultural influences are listed in Table 15 below: 

Table 15 
 

Student Athlete Relationship Instrument Questions - Encouragement to Take 
Performance Enhancers 

Cultural Influence Question  Number Survey Question 

Teammates Question 8 At least one of my teammates encourages 
me to take performance enhancers. 

Family Question 11 At least one of my family members 
encourages me to take performance 
enhancers. 

Coaches Question 7 At least one of my coaches encourages me 
to take performance enhancers. 

Peers Question 8 At least one of my peers encourages me to 
take performance enhancers. 

 

When responding to the topic of performance enhancers, athletes reported that 

teammates encouraged usage at a rate 50.2% more than family. Teammates also 

encouraged the use of performance enhancers 29.8% more than coaches and 51.4% more 

than peers (see Table 16).  

Table 16 
 

Encouragement to Take Performance Enhancers 
 Median Range Coefficient if 

Variation Median 
Centered 

Teammates vs. Family Members 0.9 1 – 7 50.2% 
Teammates vs. Coaches 0.9 1 – 7  29.8% 
Teammates vs. Peers 0.9 1 – 7  51.4% 
Family Members vs. Coaches 1.0 1 – 7 20.6% 
Family Members vs. Peers 1.0 1 – 7 56.2% 
Coaches vs. Peers 1.3 1 – 7 64.2% 
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Table 17 lists the following questions regarding encouraged use of recreational 

drugs: 

Table 17 

Student Athlete Relationship Instrument Questions - Encouragement to Take 
Recreational Drugs 

Cultural Influence Question Number Survey Question 

Teammates Question 18 At least one of my teammates encourages 
me to use recreational drugs. 

Peers Question 6 At least one of my peers encourages me to 
use recreational drugs. 

The SARI only listed questions on the topic of recreational drugs for two of the 

four cultural influence groups. Teammates encouraged the use of recreational drugs at a 

rate of 65.6% more than peers within the Native Revision group (See Table 18). 

Table 18 

Encouragement to Take Recreational Drugs 
Median Range Coefficient of Variation 

Median Centered 

Teammates vs. Peers 1.0 1 – 7 65.6% 
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The following questions were examined regarding encouraged use of alcohol: 

Table 19 

Student Athlete Relationship Questions - Encouragement to Drink Alcohol 
Cultural Influence Question Number Survey Question 

Teammates Question 4 At least one of my teammates encourages 
me to drink alcohol. 

Peers Question 1 At least one of my peers encourages me to 
drink alcohol. 

Native Revision athletes reported that teammates encouraged them to drink 82% 

more than peers did (See Table 20). 

Table 20  

Encouragement to Use Alcohol  
Median Range Coefficient of Variation 

Median Centered 

Teammates vs. Peers 0.9 1 – 7 82.0% 

Table 21 lists the following questions regarding injuries: 

Table 21 

Student Athlete Relationship Instrument Questions - Injuries 
Cultural Influence Question Number Survey Question 

Family Members Question 6 At least one of my family members has me 
do things that could result in me being 
injured or worsen existing injuries. 

Coaches Question 5 At least one of my coaches has me do 
things that could result in me being injured 
or worsen existing injuries. 
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When injuries were examined, coaches were found to encourage risky behavior 
45.7% more than family (See Table 22). 

Table 22 

Injuries 
Median Range Coefficient of Variation 

Median Centered 

Coaches vs. Family 
Members 

1.0 1 – 7 45.7% 

Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test. Within each cultural influence using the statement 

“Overall my (teammates, coaches, family, or peers) positively contribute to my sport 

performance”, the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test was used to examine the differences 

between each of the cultural influences. Overall, family had the most positive impact on 

the sport participation of Native American athletes (See Table 23). 

Table 23 

Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test and Overall Means 
Cultural Influence Mean Overall Positive Contribution 

to Sport 
Asymp. Sig. 
(2-tailed) 

Teammates 2.51 Coaches vs. Teammates 0.276 

Coaches 2.32 Peers vs. Teammates 0.007 

Family 2.03 Family vs. Teammates 0.014 

Peers 3.0 Family vs. Coaches 0.140 

Peers vs. Coaches 0.006 

Peers vs. Family 0.000 
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Qualitative 

Coaches Interviews 

A total of five coaches were interviewed for the qualitative portion of this study. 

To ensure confidentiality, the coaches’ names were omitted and pseudonyms were used. 

Each of the coaches interviewed were male, members of the Native Revision program, 

and coached sports teams in the preceding season. They were currently coaching at 

schools in their states at the time of the interviews. Four of the five coaches were 

coaching at schools located on reservations (see Table 24). 

Table 24 
 

Coaches Demographics 
 

Coach Age Gender Tribe Sport(s) Coached Location of 
Reservation 

A 41 Male Cherokee Football, Wrestling, 
Softball 

Oklahoma 

B 28 Male Choctaw Nation 
of Oklahoma 

Football, Track, 
Strength & 
Conditioning 

Texas 

C 47 Male Muscogee 
Creek 

Football, 
Basketball, 
Baseball/Softball, 
Stickball 

Oklahoma 

D 26 Male Eastern Band of 
Cherokee 
Indians 

Football, Track, 
Basketball 

North Carolina 

E 38 Male Kickapoo Football, Track, 
Wrestling 

Kansas 

 

Interview, Coach A. Coach A agreed to participate in the interview portion of 

this study. After schedules were aligned, the one-on-one interview took place via phone 

and was recorded using an application on the phone. The application functioned as 



64 

 

planned allowing for full audio recording. Coach A was 41 years old at the time of the 

interview. He coached football, wrestling, and softball, and had been participating in 

sports since the age of 5. He also mentioned that he participated in rodeo as a youth. He 

was very proud that he had been affiliated with sports for over 36 years. He began 

coaching when he “started helping with the little league program when I was in high 

school as a volunteer basis for our, uh, local football team which my daddy coached and 

our wrestling team, which also my dad and a good friend of my, uh, my family 

coached… asked me to come down and help. So I started with the youth wrestling and 

football at a very young age, actually a sophomore even, freshman year some.”  

Coach A was very passionate about coaching youth, which was reflected in his 

statement: 

That age, that age group of middle school to high school is just a really great age 
to be coaching. I chose it because you can be a good role model. You can be a 
change in their life. You can be a strong hold for them at times, and uh, depending 
on their situation at home. I just, I really like grew up coaching those guys. When 
I was in college I helped with some other high school programs. When I 
graduated and got out of school and everything, that’s kind of where I fell back to. 
 

Referred to as a “privilege”, Coach A believed coaching at a federally recognized 

all Native School run by the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Cherokee Nation provided 

him the opportunity to reach many students. He was pleased to have earned multiple state 

and district championships over the 8 years he had been there. Coach A enjoyed the fact 

that his school offered “great academics” and “great extracurricular” activities such as 

robotics. He noted that about half of the students at his school participated in sports. 
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When asked if his athletes ever discuss their cultural influences on sport, Coach A 

described their requirements by stating that students at his school “have to speak 

Cherokee all day long”. He noted that his athletes often “talk about stickball, of course. 

It’s big for us and the 5 civilized tribes.” Coach A explained that he had “extreme 

support” from the community in which he coached. He attributed this to the frequent 

success of his girls’ basketball team and boy’s football team. When speaking of his 

community, he said, “they wish I’d been there earlier. They hope I don’t ever leave”. 

Coach A noted that the support “gives me drive to do more for my Native people and 

myself and my kids”. He also said, “you know, I bet every Native American in the world 

goes to Wal-Mart so every time I go to Wal-Mart it’s like, Hey coach, you’ve done a 

great job! So I get a lot of support and I appreciate it. And not a lot of criticism. I’m 

thankful for that”. 

Coach A explained that historically, his tribe has been dealing with prevalent 

diabetes. His tribe created the Cherokee Nation Healthy Nations which “really 

consecrated our diabetes and even alcoholism and things of that nature that really 

affected our tribes”. He felt “the tribe itself has done a lot for our health and uh, you 

know, the food pamphlets and what to eat, what not to eat and exercises. So as a tribe 

we’ve done really, uh, a good job, I think.” Coach A noted that “one of our teachers that 

does a week or a daily I guess, uh report on what’s coming up that day” with regards to 

lunch and other food at the school. 
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When asked about his thoughts on continuing education and research on the topic 

of Native American participation in sport, Coach A said he would like to see more. Past 

experience had taught him that many youth are not aware of any famous Native 

American athletes. He believed that “there should be more studies because there is a big 

gap between high school and college where we do lose a lot of them. And it’s those 

junior high, high school ages, alcoholism, um, of course our diet does a lot with that 

because we uh, we don’t eat proper”.  

Coach A mentioned that he and a friend were working on getting a Native 

American Olympic team prepared for 2016 and were very optimistic about their 

prospects. He was hoping this would spread the word about Native Americans in sport. 

When speaking about cultural pride and sports, he had this to add” 

Like I said that drive that we have. I’ve always taught my kids….. that you know, 
hey, and my kids are all, we’re full blood, which is very rare. And uh, I’ve always 
taught them to use their heritage to, as a drive to them to help, tell them, to tell 
themselves that hey you can do it. Cause our area people look at you as an old, 
lazy, drunk Indian which uh, you know, we can turn that around and say, “Hey, 
we’re not that.” And being full blood, which is rare like I said, it will give our 
kids, plus kids at our school that little extra drive. So I think the culture part of 
sports is, it gives you drive to succeed over uh, non, non-Natives. And it, so that 
kind of, I mean there’s a lot more to it, but that’s the basics of it. Is it, I think it 
just gives us that drive. I don’t really see it going back to uh, because, hey think 
we can ride and shoot a bow and hunt a buffalo. I’m sure there’s some, you can 
hunt history and ask why we’re good athletes, but far as what it does for us 
personally day-to-day, in the school and my personal life or my personal, kids, I 
think it just gives us that drive that we can use to say “Hey, you know, we’re 
going to be better that them.”  Not just cause we’re athletes, but we’re Native 
Americans, got a little pride and gonna go out and do it, type of thing and 
mentality. 
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 Interview, Coach B. Coach B also agreed to participate in this study. His 

schedule was very full and he chose to complete his phone interview while traveling from 

one reservation to a basketball game 1 hr away. He put his phone on speaker for safety 

and there was a bit of road noise, but the application recorded well and the interview was 

completed successfully. Coach B was 28 years old at the time of the interview. He 

coached football, track, and strength and conditioning for a world-class light heavyweight 

Native American boxer. He could not recall exactly when he started participating in 

sports, but he figured it had been over 20 years. When he was younger, Coach B played 

football, baseball, and basketball and also ran track. 

Coach B began coaching youth sports because he was “missing being a part of it”. 

He enjoyed being a part of something that is bigger than yourself and just, obviously the 

competitiveness”. He said he loves to compete and likes to coach and play in city leagues 

as well. At the time of the interview, Coach B was coaching all Native American athletes. 

He said that when playing as a youth, “I mean all my teammates were all nationalities: 

Hispanic, Black, white, um, I don’t think there were very many Native Americans on the 

team”. 

When asked about his athlete’s attitude toward physical activity and health, Coach 

B revealed that “honestly, at a young age they’re more concentrated on, you know, the 

fun of the sport and the fun of competition, and being part of a team than realizing what 

they are doing for their health”. 

Coach B noted that his athletes often discussed cultural influences on sport: 
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When we were in, we were coaching in Zuni, them kids talked about different 
tribal things and related them to football or cross country or any of the sports that 
they were playing they always relate to. Then at Haskel, you’ll see it a lot. You’ll 
see kids talking about something back home, something from their tribe that 
drives them to participate in sports the way that they do. When they’re, honestly, 
in my opinion, always, in everything that Native people do, especially kids 
playing sports, they’re usually taught at a young age it’s uh, by playing a sport 
and honoring the gifts that you have, you know your physical talent and your 
gifts, that you’re honoring your ancestors and stuff so I think everybody sees that 
to some degree. 

Coach B explained that since his tribe, Choctaw Nation, was one of the larger 

tribes, there were many programs in place to get youth to be more physically active.  He 

noted that the Prairie Band Nation did not have as many programs. Walker stated that he 

frequently saw ads and articles in the newspaper about different “activities and 

competitions” that were going on. He also elaborated on one particular sport when he 

said, “Choctaw stickball is a really big thing. And that’s a game our ancestors played and 

that the kids still play. Um, and it’s a high paced, you know, fast paced, high intensity 

sport”.  

Toward the end of the interview, Coach B mentioned stickball once more when he 

said he “actually got to be a part of a stickball meeting class here for the Prairie Band 

tribe and the kids [were] more interested in learning about how to make the stickball 

sticks and how to play the game and all that than they [were] in any video game”. The 

key to lowering diabetes and suicide rates in the future, according to Coach B, is to 

combine sports and traditional things.   
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Interview, Coach C. Coach C agreed to participate in the interview as well. Like 

the other coaches, his schedule was very tight, but he made time for the phone interview 

one evening after practice. The application on the phone functioned as planned and the 

interview was completed successfully. Coach C was 47 at the time of the interview. He 

coached softball, baseball, football, basketball and stickball. He said he had been 

participating in and been around sports all his life, so he could not really quantify the 

number in years. He stated, “My dad really pushed me into sports from a young age”. As 

a teen, he focused on playing the sports of softball and football, the latter of which he 

played in college.  

Coach C began coaching sports because he wanted to “help the kids get 

recognized so they could get college scholarships”. He felt that it was “kinda hard for 

them to get recognized when there is not someone out there fighting for them and making 

contacts on their behalf”. Unlike the other coaches, Coach C had recently coached 

athletes of all races, including Native American. He was currently working with a Native 

group and “really enjoy[ed] working with them up on the reservation”, but mentioned 

that he had “coached all races – Black, Indian, Hispanic”.  He explained that “some of the 

Black kids [he] coached were so fast and so athletic and [he] really wanted to help them 

stay in football and get scholarships”. 
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When asked about his athlete’s attitudes toward physical activity and health, 

Coach C explained by saying: 

I think they really enjoy getting in shape and staying fit. You know, when it 
comes time for the Native All-Star game they get really excited and focused. See 
at one point we had all the players combined based on where they live, you know, 
what tribe or reservation they came from. But this year, we changed it up and it 
became really exciting for the players. There were kids who had played together 
all through school and now they were suddenly facing off against each other. I 
had two cousins from the White Mountain Apache Reservation who were on 
opposing teams. You can figure the rides home featured some serious trash 
talking. You know they’re going to be rubbing it in.  

Coach C mentioned that it was all in fun and that the athletes were all friends on 

both sides of the ball”. When asked if his athletes ever discuss their cultural influences on 

sport, Coach C mentioned that they did because it was a part of the school curriculum on 

the reservation. At the elementary schools, there were “a lot of programs in place in the 

schools where the kids can learn about stickball”. He noted that “it’s one of our, uh, 

original sports that has been passed down to us from our ancestors and we want all the 

kids to learn how to play it”. Coach C explained that the kids made and decorated their 

own sticks and learned the game on the playground. He also mentioned that “before 

practice we discuss some things and talk about how we are honoring our ancestors 

through sport. We don’t do anything long, but we do discuss it and the guys really, uh, 

appreciate it”.  

Coach C did point out that he is happy to see familial involvement at the different 

sporting events, but he would like to see more. He described instances where he would 
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see one or two family members at a game supporting an athlete, but he would rather be 

reminded of his own childhood and see many faces. He realized that things are bit 

different now, and that “everyone is happy to put their kids out there and let them 

compete whether they can make all the games or not”. 

When discussing how his tribe has addressed physical activity in the past, Coach 

C recalled that his “tribe has done a great job trying to get the message out there to the 

people about how we need to be healthier, eat better, be more active, things like that, you 

know”. He felt that the current Chief was doing a good job of creating and promoting 

programs that will “lead them in the right direction in the future”. Coach C noted that at 

the time, his had “a really good website, monthly newsletters and things like that that try 

to keep people informed”. He also explained that he always saw “signs at the stores that 

are advertising the different events for the kids” and that he was pleased.  

Coach C was an advocate for continuing research on the topic of Native American 

youth and sports. He and his friend created their own website dedicated to this very cause 

while they were students in college. He said they really wanted to let the world know that 

there were more successful Native American athletes out there other than athletic greats 

“Billy mills and Jim Thorpe”. The website has grown and is now a great resource for 

Native athletes and their parents throughout the country.   

Interview, Coach D. Coach D agreed to participate in this interview as well. He 

was able to call in between activities and the application functioned as planned. Coach D 

was 26 at the time the interview was conducted. He coached football, basketball, and had 
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helped out with track at some point in his career. Coach D was a very accomplished 

football player in college. Out of all the coaches interviewed, he was the only one that 

was active in a competitive adult league – he played on a select Native American football 

team. He was not able to recall the number of years he had been playing sports, but he did 

remember being very young when he started. He started off in Native dance and 

progressed to sports after that.  

Coach D began coaching youth sport because he really “enjoy[s] seeing the kids 

grow and get better over time. He remembered the few good coaches he had throughout 

his childhood and in college and he just wanted to “give back” like they did. He did “a lot 

of volunteer coaching with youth leagues” when he could. Coach D coached all Cherokee 

athletes on the reservation at the time of this interview, but he worked with many 

different tribes outside of the reservation. When asked about his athletes’ attitudes toward 

sport, Coach D said, “Well, I think they have pretty good attitudes about it 

all….sometimes they are typical kids and don’t want to practice, but they know that is the 

only way they will get better”. 

Coach D described a unique situation when asked if his athletes ever discuss their 

cultural influences on sport participation. He had this to say: 

Yes, they do. See up here on the reservation, I teach a lot of Cherokee language 
classes so they can learn the original language the way our ancestors used to 
speak it. We do a lot of ethnic dances and I teach them how the dances help to tell 
a story. So we tie a lot of this into our sports. 

Coach D was proud that he had “a lot of support from school and the parents” on 

his reservation. They really appreciated that he was tying the Cherokee culture into the 
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teaching of sports. When asked what his tribe currently believed about physical activity 

and health, Coach D noted that they did have “a lot of programs in place to try to help out 

in those, uh, areas”. But he felt that much more needed to be done because there were so 

many problems. Coach D said the kids in his tribe really needed “guidance”, but he 

mentioned that the “tribe is trying to get things back on track”.  

When asked if he believed more studies should be conducted on the issue of 

Native American participation in sports, Coach D said, “Definitely. I am a big supporter 

of research and any thing that can preserve our culture”. He really wanted to see the 

Cherokee youth “get healthy” and get up and doing something. Coach D had a really 

good cultural experience in college and he felt that “maybe that would be good for many 

of the Native Athletes now”. He really wanted to “keep pushing culture and sports” so the 

kids would have a better future. 

Interview, Coach E. Coach E agreed to participate in the survey; however, time 

constraints on the day of the planned interview caused him to move the phone call to his 

lunch break. He had a limited amount of time before his students returned for class, so the 

interview was brief, yet still concise. The phone application recorded as planned.  

Coach E informed me that he was a “registered member of the Kickapoo Tribe of 

Kansas, 38 years old and male”. He said that he worked with many sports, but football 

was his main focus. Like many of the other coaches, he excelled at football and played in 

college. Coach E tried to recall the number of years he had been playing, but he said he 

could only remember “that it was somewhere around the age of 9 or 10”. 
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When asked why he chose to coach youth sports, Coach E mentioned that he 

“really enjoyed working with kids and seeing them reach their goals”. He also liked being 

able to help their families get them to college “when they might not have gone 

otherwise”.  Coach E informed me that he had “pretty much always coach Native 

athletes” and that he was making the transition from coaching on the high school to the 

collegiate level. 

Coach E said his athletes were “very positive when it came to football”. He said 

they seem really thankful to be out there playing and “have a good time with each other”. 

Coach E said that the kids in high school really did not discuss their cultural influences 

on sport participation as much as the players in college did. He said it might be because 

“at Haskell, they really work that into the football program, where the players have to 

give thanks and appreciate the elders”.  

Coach E said he had “a lot of support from his community when it [came] to 

sports”. He explained that many of the parents were proud to “see their kids being able to 

do things they wish they would have done as youth”. Coach E informed me that his tribe 

“just created a lot of new youth programs, like exercise at the rec centers and things like 

that.” He was really happy that there was one division, “the Kickapoo Diabetes 

Coalition”, that was “responsible for getting all those programs for kids together”.  

Coach E was “happy” that more research was being conducted on the topic of 

Native American youth and sports. He said that “the diabetes has gotten so bad for all the 

tribes that we really need some way to get our kids in shape”.  
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Emergent Themes  

Transcriptions were performed shortly after completion of each of the preceding 

interviews. NVivo 9 was used to enter in the transcription text, which allowed for clear 

audio since each of the coaches spoke at different speeds and had regional accents. The 

non-neutral aspect of transcription (Dimitriadis, 2008) was used by including all pauses 

(e.g., um, uh), grammar, and exact words the analysis. For the purposes of this research, 

Glaser and Stauss’ (1967) grounded theory approach was most appropriate to use in 

analyzing the data. Inductive coding was used to develop themes that emerged from the 

data that was provided in the interviews. 

 Initially, the data were coded with specific terms that were designated to represent 

different aspects that were mentioned in the interviews. The process of coding facilitated 

efficient comparison of each of the five coaches’ answers. Terms from this step are as 

follows: physical fitness, character building, parental influence, ancestry, cultural pride, 

and elder beliefs.  Using axial coding, the process of relating codes to each other using 

inductive and deductive reasoning (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), these were then categorized 

into subcategories by the specific research question they answered or applied to. Within 

each of the subcategories, multiple themes emerged that specifically addressed the 

coaches’ beliefs on how and why Native American youth participation in sports is 

important and ways to increase these participation levels (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Relationships of themes 

Research Question 4 

 A few questions in the interviews addressed the following: what will be the 

perceived benefits of increased sport participation on health and emotional issues in 

Native American youth from the athletes’ and coaches’ perspectives? Two themes 

emerged from the answers to this question: Physical Fitness and Character Building. 

Physical fitness. Coach A noted that’ “Well, uh, you know, it’s, sports in general 

is just gonna keep you more physically fit. It’ s gonna make you more, uh, uh, dedicated 

to your body and your health because you know, to be a good athlete, and if you want to 

be a good athlete at any level, you have to uh, maintain your diet. You have to uh, 

maintain your health and of course your physic itself. It’s got to be built to perform 
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whatever sport you’re gonna be in. So just sports in general, even if you’re not 

competitive if you’re doing some kind of sport, it’s gonna be beneficial to your health”. 

He also believed that the most important benefit is “just your basic health for your 

body. I mean uh, you know everything else… You can live without the muscles, and you 

can live without being any faster, uh, it’s your, just by having a good physical being of 

yourself is probably going to be the best, um your major health, I’m sure”.  

Coach B had similar comments on the benefit of physical fitness for Native 

American youth. He stated, “My full time job is a diabetes prevention program lifestyle 

coach and I would love nothing better than to have every kid out here on the reservation 

be able to participate in sports”. Coach B went on to say, “It just helps prevent diabetes, 

obesity, all kinds of metabolic disorders, especially in Indian country where it’s really 

prevalent”. Later in the interview, Coach B stated, “I think sport is like medicine”. 

Coach C believed that physical fitness was very important for his tribal youth 

because like other tribes, they “have a lot of problems”. He listed obesity, diabetes, 

alcoholism and suicide as some of the more prevalent ones. Coach C explained that in his 

area, the nearest store that sells fresh fruits and vegetables may be “10 to 15 miles away”.  

In closer proximity, there is a convenience store that “sells chips and cookies and stuff 

that we should not eat”. He believed that if his tribe incorporated more sports for youth 

into their community programs, some of those problems would “die down”. 

Coach D said he tried to instill in his athletes that they “to focus on being healthy 

and eating healthy if [they wanted] to be good at sports”. He also preached this to his own 
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two children as they have become interested in sports. Coach D believed the most 

important benefit of participating in sports is being able to combat the prevalence of 

disease in his people. He said “staying fit really helps battle those”. 

Coach E mentioned that “being healthy is extremely important”. He informed me 

that he was always a bit heavy (he played linebacker in college). He felt that athletes need 

to “really make sure they work hard to stay in shape ‘cause all that stuff affects you in the 

future”. 

Character building. As previously stated, Coach A believed that through 

coaching he could serve as a positive role model for student athletes. Coach B also said 

that sport “allows you to express different feelings and things that, uh you may not be 

able to do in everyday life. And it almost kind of allows us to be somebody else for a 

little while”. Coach B mentioned that he would like to see kids get back to more 

traditional ways.   

Coach C said he really thinks sports “help your mind and body”. He said, “I really 

see kids losing weight but then I see them becoming more focused and thinking about 

some of the choices they make”. He noted that they kids know they have to pass to play, 

so sometimes wanting to play sports will make them more focused academically. 

Coach D felt that “playing sports really helps kids… anyone can benefit from 

sport because it helps center you”. He also mentioned that “you really have to stay 

focused mentally if you want to succeed”.  
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Coach E said that his athletes were “really focused mentally because they 

want[ed] to keep playing… in college”. He noted that many of them already had schools 

looking to recruit them and they were “really excited about that”. 

Research Question 5 

  From the Native American coaches' perspectives, what were their experiences 

that led to their participation in sport? Four themes emerged when examining the answers 

to this question: Parental influence, Ancestry, Cultural Pride, Elders’ Beliefs 

Parental influence. Coach A mentioned that he was pushed into sports by his 

parents.  He stated “my mom and dad were both athletes through high school and 

growing up, when I got old enough to wrestle, my dad wrestled and wanted me to start so 

I started. So my brother and I, we just uh, you know, mom and dad drug us around to the 

fast pitch softball games that they played in independently and that’s kinda where it 

started from day one”. He also mentioned “It was just that I grew up in the ‘70s and uh, 

when I was a child I’d run the creek bottoms and acting like, well, wild Indians is what 

we used to call our own selves at times”. 

Coach B also recalled being influenced to participate in sports by his parents. He 

stated, “I think some of the earliest memories I have growing up are having uh, sitting in 

the living room with my dad early in the morning on the weekends watching football or 

maybe baseball or whatever.” 

Coach C noted that he never had a choice in playing sports. He came from a very 

athletic background and had this to say regarding his parental influence: 
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See, my family preached sports. My dad was a coach at Haskell Indian Nations 
University from ’57 to ’94 so growing up we were around that all the time. My 
dad coached baseball, basketball, football softball, and started up the wrestling 
program there. He was a football scout, and uh, he was voted All-Time MVP in 
the All-Indian Fast-Pitch Softball Tourney in Oklahoma City. Just, as a kid, when 
you are around something all the time it kinda, uh, it becomes natural for you. 
Everyone played. 
 

 Coach D mentioned that his “family always wanted to keep [him] active and they 

were all pretty active too in dance and other things”. He explained that he was really fast 

as a kid and his family thought he would be pretty good in football. His grandmother had 

a great influence on his participation early on. 

 Coach E recalled his father pushing him into sports, football in particular. 

Although he did not elaborate, he did note that his “dad had a really big influence on [his] 

participation”.  

Ancestry. Coach A mentioned that at times, he discusses the athletic history of 

Native Americans. He stated “I do bring up the point at times and so do one of the other 

coaches, about how, you know, we used to hunt and gather and run around and chase 

things.”  

Coach B said, “I felt like I was, uh, playing for my ancestors. I was playing to 

honor the people that came before me and I think that that was the motivation piece in 

itself and all the struggles from Indian country, depression, suicide rates, diabetes, 

everything… sometimes you kind of feel like you, at least for me, I feel like I was 

playing to try to beat those things”. 
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Coach C mentioned that his wife was from the Ho-Chunk tribe and he was from 

the Muscogee Creek tribe, so he frequently teaches his three kids “about the different 

tribes and tell[s] them to always be proud of their heritage”. 

Coach D had a different view when speaking about ancestry. He discussed the 

topic as follows: 

Well, I always tell my kids, don’t say Indians. Don’t call us Indians because we 
are indigenous to this country. Indians are from India. I just feel that from the 
Native American perspective, uh people see us as savage Indians who are 
aggressive. But through sport we can show them that we are skilled and athletic 
and that there is beauty in the way we honor our ancestors through working hard. 
I just want my kids, and my own kids to understand that our culture is rich with 
all kinds of history that goes back to the hunter gatherer days, so we were destined 
to be athletic.  

Coach E discussed the importance of honoring the ancestors in “every way, even 

with sport”. He said he really focused on teaching his athletes “to be grateful for their 

past, grateful for what they have and that they are healthy enough to play”. 

Cultural pride. One of the points Coach A wanted to elaborate on is as follows: 

You know, growing up, um, being in this area, uh, my area which is [omitted], 
um, there wasn’t a big prejudice, but a lot of the… other people, I’ll just say that, 
would always look down on you because you were Native American they didn’t 
expect you to do a whole lot as far as in sports. And it kind of gave me the drive 
to be successful in all the things that I’ve done. And I’ve pushed that on to my 
kids, my own kids, and my students also and student athletes, my family, my 
cousins, I’ve had a couple behind me that have come in, and we’ve kind of used 
that Native American deal as a drive to want to prove to people that you know, 
Native Americans can do a lot. And we do that in our sport a lot now. 

Coach B also noted playing sports for a sense of cultural pride. He said that 

initially he played because in Texas “football was king and it was just what you do”, but 
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when he went to college and “started to be around more Native people, and talk about 

different things it gave [him] a sense of pride”. 

Coach C felt that cultural pride was important and that he used sport to help 

himself gain this sense of pride. He said that it was “not always easy” because he “had 

people looking down on [him] just because [he was] Native and they had heard, you 

know, bad things”. Coach C did away with those prejudices by standing out athletically 

and proving that he did have self-pride. He reiterated that he teaches his kids “to have 

pride in what you do because you are Native”. 

Coach D believed his cultural beliefs impacted his sport participation in a 

“positive way”.  He said his “culture talks a lot about pride” and says they “should try 

hard in everything” they do. Coach D said “worked really hard to be good at football 

because I felt this was away I could use my body to honor my, uh, culture and ancestors”. 

Coach E explained that he tried to preach “pride in oneself and one’s tribe” to all 

his athletes. He said some of them “have self-esteem problems”, but he really tried to 

work with them to build it up through sports. 

Elders’ beliefs. When discussing the beliefs of tribal elders toward sport 

participation, Coach A proudly spoke of his grandfather. He said his grandfather always 

talked about sports but never had the opportunity to play. His grandfather came from a 

large family and had to work as a youth, but Coach A’s father attested to the fact that he 

was a “good ball player, a football player”, He said his grandfather “would always 

encourage me to do things like this. Even before he ever passed he’d always, all his 

grandkids, he’d always say, Boy, I’m glad you’re doing some sports. I’m glad you‘re 
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playing football. You know, so he was always encouraging to us as being one of his 

grandkids”. 

When speaking of his own reservation, Coach B stated that “the elders here have 

a positive influence on what the younger generation does health wise”. He truly felt that 

“the elders uh, are aware that there needs to be more sports and physical activities and 

more participation from our youth, and even from themselves being more physically 

active”. He mentioned seeing multiple generations at games supporting the youth in his 

area. 

Unique to the five coaches interviewed, Coach C revealed that his grandmother 

not only played softball, but was one of the “best in the country at the time”. She was the 

one who taught his dad how to play and was his initial push into sports. He also explained 

that now, the elders “really push stickball on the reservations”. Coach C explained 

stickball by saying: 

See, at one time, it was a rite of passage for youngsters. They would get all 
dressed up and go out and play the game, and that’s it how they would socialize. 
They didn’t have any malls or things like that, so the boys and girls would all go 
out and play them game and mingle. It taught them a lot of things like respect for 
their ancestors and how to play to the best of their ability. 

Coach D’s grandmother “had her own dance group and she had my older sisters 

and cousins and lots of other family out there”.  She taught them to stay active through 

dance and that stayed with him throughout adulthood. He did note, however, that many of 

his elders were not happy with today’s youth and ignored their interest in and the 
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importance of physical activity. Coach D said the Cherokee youth were “losing the 

language”.  

We only have about 300 native speakers left in our tribe….a lot of these kids will 
speak broken Cherokee, you know say a few English words in between a few 
Cherokee words. And that really bothers the elders. I think they are afraid that the 
younger kids are too focused on modern things and maybe that’s how they look at 
uh, sports, but…they just want to see things continue on for the heritage.  

Coach E mentioned that the “elders are really worried about the high, uh, levels of 

diabetes in our kids so they have made a lot of new programs”. He said many of the 

programs are advertised throughout the community “so everyone can be informed”.  

In summary, the coaches held similar beliefs about Native American youth 

participation in sport and the cultural factors that influence their participation. They 

collectively mentioned that physical fitness is imperative to decreasing the high levels of 

obesity and diabetes within their race. The coaches noted that role modeling and 

character building are essential for their youth and that sport can be a medium for these. 

According to all five coaches, familial factors in the form of parental influence and elder 

beliefs played an important role in whether or not Native American youth participated in 

sports. They also mentioned cultural pride and awareness of ancestry as important values 

to boost amongst the Native American youth population. 

In the following Chapter V, a detailed discussion of both the quantitative and 

qualitative results is presented. When examining the findings of this study with the 

related literature, a clear insight may be gained on the many benefits of sport 
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participation for Native American youth. The discussion section will also include 

strengths and limitations, recommendations and conclusions. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

This study used a mixed-methods approach to descriptively and analytically 

examine the impact of cultural influences on Native American participation in sport as a 

means to determine ways to improve physical fitness and health in their youth population. 

The literature review provided additional information regarding the levels of physical 

activity participation of Native youth in the United States. The following discussion will 

explain the key findings and themes from the quantitative and qualitative analyses 

respectively. 

Quantitative 

The first research question was posed to determine the answer to the following: 

“What are the current participation levels of Native Americans in youth sport?” 

According to an analysis conducted on the most recently published Youth Risk Behavior 

Study as compiled by the Centers for Disease Control, Everett Jones, Anderson, and 

Lowry, (2011) found the rate of Native American High School youth that have 

insufficient vigorous physical activity to be concerning. The rate of insufficient vigorous 

activity for Native American youth was 37.6%; this was higher than among white 

(33.1%) and Hispanic (37.2%) students. The rate of Native American high school 

students not attending a physical education class was higher than both Hispanic and 

African American students. The rate of not playing on at least 1 sports team was higher 

among Native American girls (53.3%) than among Native American boys (45.1%). 
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The frequencies conducted in the quantitative analysis revealed that 82.5% of the 

Native Re-vision participants played multiple sports with football being the most played 

(31%) followed by basketball (20%) and track (18%). According to the NCAA (2010), 

most Native Americans participate in football at a rate of 31% as well. The sport with the 

second highest level of participation by Native Americans once they reach the collegiate 

level was baseball (13%), followed by basketball (5%). Further research should be 

conducted to determine the reasons for variations of participation levels between high 

school and college for sports other than football. 

  The second research question examined the difference of participation based on 

age, gender and tribe. The average age of the participants was 18.23 and the average 

number of sports participated in was 3. The Spearman’s Rank (p = .984) was reflective of 

the fact that the ages of the athletes ranged from 14 to 18 years. Cardwell (2012) noted 

that as children age, they tend to focus more on the sports they are more proficient at with 

possible hopes of continuing participation beyond the high school level. 

 Hearst, et al. (2011) noted that gender and tribal affiliation play a role in obesity 

because women and certain tribes have increased numbers of these ailments. With 

regards to gender, only 11.4% of the Native Re-vision athletes were female. This number 

varies by year and by the number of sports offered by the program, but football, a sport 

traditionally played by males has had the highest number of participation in the past. The 

founders of Native Re-vision implemented the first annual Women’s Lacrosse Exhibition 

Game in July of 2013, so future participation numbers will reflect an increase in female 
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participation. The founder did mention that cheerleading was once a part of the Native 

Re-vision All Star Football Game, but was cut due to the expenses a few years ago.  

 There was not enough data to analyze the impact of sport participation based on 

tribal affiliation within this study because 24 of the tribes reported only had 1 respondent 

in the athlete study.  

The third research question was developed to examine the types of cultural 

influences that impact Native American youth participation in sport. The influences that 

had the most impact are listed in Table 25 below: 

Table 25 

Noteworthy Variables and Cultural Influences 
Variable Most Impactful Cultural 

Influence 
Encouragement Teammates  

Support after performing poorly Teammates 

Encouragement to take performance enhancers Teammates 

Encouragement to take recreational drugs Teammates 

Encouragement to use alcohol Teammates 

Encouragement to engage in risky behavior Coaches 

 

A key finding of the Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test (Table 24) revealed that 

overall, family has the most positive impact on Native American youth participation in 

sport. This finding is reflective of the results of similar studies (Bauer et al., 2011; 

Edwardson & Gorley, 2010; Wright et al., 2010). This is in contrast to the strong 
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influences teammates have on many of the negative behaviors of athletes (encouragement 

to take performance enhancers, recreational drugs and alcohol). It cannot be assumed that 

the addition of physical activity alone will rid Native American youth of physical, 

cognitive and emotional ailments. In fact, positive or negative experiences within sport 

may play an important role in whether the youth chooses to continue participation. If an 

athlete has a negative experience with one or more of their teammates, the desire to 

continue in the sport may wane, thus removing the added benefits of the physical activity 

gained from participation. 

A recent study by Steinfieldt et al. (2012) supported the notion that teammates 

have a strong impact on the decisions of athletes. The researchers examined the on-field 

antisocial behavior of 274 football players in the U.S. The results indicated that there 

were increased pressures to conform to bad behavior on the field (i.e., intimidate, risk 

injury, cheat, intentionally injure opponents) to fit in with the expectations of teammates 

and coaches.  

Qualitative 

The results of this study are notable as they established that the lack of exercise 

among the general Native American youth population is alarming. The comments made 

by all five of the coaches supported the evidence discovered in the literature review. 

Table 26 presents a summary of the themes that were revealed in the interviews, and the 

preceding discussion explains each theme in detail. 



90 

Table 26 

Summary of Themes 
Code Theme 

Physical Fitness Disease – decrease levels of obesity, diabetes, alcoholism 
Mental Health – decrease levels of suicide 

Character 
Building 

Role Models – positive adults in athlete’s lives 
Mental Focus – improved academic performance 

Parental 
Influence 

Encouragement – push to participate 
Former Athletes – parents want children to follow in footsteps 

Ancestry Honor – celebrate tribal past 
Hunt/Gather – purposeful physical activity in the past 

Cultural Pride Not Lazy – disprove stereotypes 
Self-esteem – increase belief in own abilities 

Elder’s Beliefs Stickball – return to original Native sport 
Stay Active – elders understand the importance of sports 

Physical Fitness – Disease 

The literature documented many health-related problems within the Native 

American community that may be lessened through physical activity. Holt, Kingsley, 

Tink, and Scherer (2011) noted that participation in physical activity through sport has 

many benefits for children. According to the American Academy of Pediatrics (2011), 

diseases such as obesity and diabetes may be reduced by increasing the number of hours 

and intensity of physical activity. The coaches collectively believed that by participating 

in sports, the body can begin to repair many of the problems that have taken over. They 

believed that it is never too late for children to lose weight and decrease the levels of 

disease in their bodies. Enhanced long-term health was an important benefit mentioned 

by the coaches and also found in the literature review (American Academy of Pediactrics, 

2011; Son & Hutchinson, 2010). 
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Physical Fitness – Mental Health 

 Additional research has been conducted on the cognitive and emotional benefits 

that may be improved through sport as well (Cudill, Long, & Mixon, Jr., 2011; Fox, Barr-

Anderson, Neumark-Sztainer & Wall, 2010;; Son & Hutchinson, 2010; Strohle, 2008).  

When the topic of suicide arose, the coaches believed that this is one of the mental 

health/emotional problems that may be alleviated through the participation in sports. 

They believed that as the athletes became a member of a sports team, they could see their 

values and importance, therefore possibly reducing thoughts of suicide. As mentioned in 

the literature review, a similar study conducted on adults discovered that exercise is as 

effective as antidepressant medicine (Blumenthal et al., 2007). 

Character Building – Role Modeling 

 Many of the coaches mentioned role modeling as an important influence to 

increase and retain participation from Native American youth in sport. Research 

conducted by Zand et al. (2009) supported the coaches’ beliefs on the benefits of 

mentoring for at risk youth. Becker (2009) and Hartmann and Massoglia (2007) 

specifically examined the effects coaches and athletic administrators had on athletes. The 

coaches understood the important role they had taken on in coaching the Native Athletes 

and believed they could make a positive impact on the youths’ lives. An important aspect 

of role modeling that the coaches discussed was the fact that the athletes enjoyed having 

a Native American coach, regardless of tribal affiliation. Yancey, Grant, Kurosky, 

Kravitz-Wirtz, and Mistry (2011) conducted an important study that supports the 

coaches’ belief that youth prefer role models of similar ethnicity if given a preference. 
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Character Building – Mental Focus 

 According to Cudill, Long, and Mixon., (2011) athletic competition has a 

positive influence on youth’s values (e.g. discipline, work ethic). Two of the coaches 

noted that through athletic participation, the athletes have been able to become more 

mentally focused which has translated into improved grades. The athletes have become 

aware that they must pass to play, and therefore have begun to focus on academics as 

well as athletics. Previous research has shown a positive correlation between academic 

performance and athletic participation (Gould, Collins, Lauer & Chung, 2007; Hoch, 

2008). 

Parental Influence – Encouragement 

 A longitudinal study conducted between 1999 and 2004 of 2,516 adolescents in 

Minnesota (Bauer et al., 2011) found that parental encouragement with regards to diet 

and exercise was associated with healthier habits over the long run. All five of the 

coaches mentioned that their parents really pushed them into sports based on their desire 

for the child to remain active and health. Edwardson and Gorely (2010) also conducted 

research that supported the coaches’ experiences when they found that parents provide an 

important influence through modeling and encouragement.  

Parental Influence – Former Athletes 

 The coaches collectively mentioned that their parents or grandparents 

participated in sports as youth and the parents frequently discussed this participation with 

all of their children. In a focus group that examined physical activity patterns of 52 youth 
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(85% African American), direct parental participation was found to be a theme and a 

suggested intervention to increase the youth’s participation (Wright et al. 2010). The 

coaches proudly spoke of their parents and grandparents being former athletes and 

mentioned the vivid memories of watching them play their chosen sports. The coaches’ 

observations of their parents and grandparents participation sparked an interest in them 

that directly led to their own participation in and love of sports. 

Ancestry – Honor 

 Many of the coaches spoke about honoring their ancestors through sports. One 

coach believed that by being grateful for and using the physical gifts he was blessed with, 

he could successfully honor the ones who had come before him. Honoring ancestors has 

been an important part of the Native American culture as demonstrated by groups of 

Black Seminole women in Texas and Mexico, who currently meet at the burial grounds 

each year to “eat, praise, and sing their ancestors into memory” (Mock, 2012, p.4). Each 

tribe may have different ways of honoring their ancestors, and excelling in sports is one 

way to show appreciation. Another coach described how he has a discussion before each 

practice so the athletes have an opportunity to talk about how they will use their bodies to 

honor their ancestors. 

Ancestry – Hunt/Gather 

 Two of the coaches described the unique physical activity that was a staple of 

their past – hunting and gathering. The coaches stated that Native Americans come from 

a very physically fit gene pool due to the vast amount of movement that was once 

required for daily survival. As Salzano (2011) noted, in the past Native Americans’ well-
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being depended on their ability to hunt, gather, and travel by foot, leading to a very active 

lifestyle. The Apache Indians are recognized for their superior hunting abilities and 

athleticism on horseback (McDaniel, 2011), which was also once an important aspect of 

their culture. The coaches believed that with a past based on athleticism for mere 

survival, the Native American youth of today have no excuses to become unfit. 

Cultural Pride – Not Lazy 

 Three of the coaches mentioned being stereotyped as being “lazy” in some way 

or another by other ethnic groups in the towns in which they resided and wanted to use 

sports as a means to prove otherwise. According to Grandbois and Sanders (2012), 

Native Americans are seen as “cradle to grave” welfare recipients who are too lazy to get 

jobs (p. 390). This and other false views have resonated with other races throughout 

history, and the coaches felt that by excelling in sports they would be able to dispute 

these opinions. 

Cultural Pride – Self-esteem 

 Three of the coaches noted that many Native American youth have low self-

esteem and believed that sports could help increase their self-esteem levels. According to 

Greenleaf, Boyer & Petrie, (2009) youth have demonstrated increased levels of self-

esteem, positive body image, and improved self-competence as a result of participation in 

sport. In addition to increased self-esteem, sports provide an outlet for youth to hone their 

communication and social skills (Jago et al., 2009), which Native American youth may 

lack due to the cultural belief that youth must avoid direct eye contact with elders to show 
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respect. The coaches spoke of a few of their athletes who had low self-esteem and how 

sports helped them to open up over time. 

Elders’ Beliefs – Stickball 

The ancient sport of stickball was mentioned frequently in the coaches’ interviews 

as a way to encourage, incorporate, and honor Native American ancestry as a part of 

modern sport participation. Stickball is the oldest known Native American sport played in 

North America. It is a combination of lacrosse and American football and is played as 

follows: 

The ball is tossed into the air; someone retrieves it with his stick and transfers the 
ball to his hand. From that point on, the player with the ball runs toward the goal 
(two sticks in the ground) while the opposing team tries to tackle him and take 
away the ball. A point is scored when the player crosses the goal line and then 
returns through the goal posts to the field of play. In order to score, the player 
with the ball must return to the field of play, even though the opposing players try 
to prevent him from doing so (Lyden, 2012, p. 19-20). 

According to Hoffman (2012), the Iroquios confederacy in New York and Canada 

play the northern form of lacrosse whereas the Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and other 

southern tribes play stickball (p. 245). Stickball serves spiritual functions for diverse 

Indian communities such as “ceremonies to heal the sick, influence the weather or fulfill 

powerful visions” (p. 247). In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, stickball was used 

as a means to settle inter-tribal disputes about land, food, and other goods. By the 1900s, 

Native Americans began to incorporate baseball and basketball into their world as non-

Native influences from federal schools and other outside forces came about (p. 255). 
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After World War II, Native Americans revived stickball in their culture, and it is now a 

part of Native American identity and a connection with cultural tradition (Lyden, p. 20). 

Elders’ Beliefs – Stay Active 

 The coaches in this study highly respected the opinions of their elder, especially 

with regards to participation in sports. Regardless of the tribe, the coaches noted that the 

elders understood the value and importance of physical activity for the well-being of their 

future. Three of the coaches’ grandparents were the elders they cited in their interview 

and they each played sports or were involved in tribal dance troops.  

According to Sawchuck et al. (2011), Native American elders appreciate 

participation in physical activity, but need some form of motivation to get them started. 

The researchers compared the level of physical activity of two groups of Native 

American elder groups: those given pedometers and those who were required to set step-

count goals. The latter group recorded the higher rates of physical activity. By simply 

setting specific goals, the elders were able to achieve more. This study supports the 

coaches’ beliefs that their elders do appreciate the benefits of physical activity even if 

they are not always able to do it themselves.  

The themes discovered in the coaches’ interviews can be seen as pieces of a larger 

puzzle that fit together to form a complete picture of the ideal setting for Native 

American youth participation in sports.  The athletes that participated in Native Re-vision 

were a select group that has taken an interest in their health and well-being through sport, 

and are good models for other Native American youth to emulate.  
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Strengths and Limitations  

 Although this research has identified the most dominant cultural influences with 

regards to Native American sport participation rates, this research does have a number of 

limitations. First, this study was limited to athletes and coaches who had previously 

participated in Native Re-vision and did not include individuals who participated in other 

Native American sport groups or those who chose to play sports for leisure. This allowed 

for a small and somewhat homogenous sample. However, one strength of the study was 

that the sample was diversified because the athletes and coaches were from different 

tribes and states.  

Second, this study did not include any Native American athletes on the collegiate 

or professional level. The study only focused on high school students due to the age 

requirements, and this also caused the sample size to be significantly reduced. Since the 

sample size was so small the results may not be able to be generalized to the entire Native 

American population. The results, however, revealed many rich details about the 

population that had not previously been examined. According to Seidman (2006), using a 

unique and purposeful sample can enhance transferability of results to similar 

populations. This can be a great starting point for the conversation on the importance of 

sport for Native American youth. 

Third, the participants in the study were required to complete questionnaires. This 

self-reporting style may have allowed for exaggerated or false information. Parental 

consent was required for the athletes and this may have prevented some athletes from 

being so willing to falsify the information they provided. The interviews also had room 
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for embellished reports, but a strength in this study was that careful consideration was 

taken to ensure the best and most sincere coaches were chosen as candidates for the 

interview portion. The Native Re-vision founder highly recommended the coaches who 

agreed to participate in the study. 

Recommendations 

 Based on results from this investigation, there were several recommendations for 

future researchers to examine. First future researchers should replicate the findings of this 

study to determine the outcomes on an expanded and more diverse population, such as all 

Native American youth athletes at the high school and middle school level, not just 

restricted to the Native Re-vision group. A starting point for this type of study is the U.S. 

Department of Education’s (2005) longitudinal study on high school sophomores. 

However, an annual version of the report on multiple grade levels would be more 

appropriate in keeping track of Native American youth sport participation levels.  

This study could also be replicated at the collegiate and professional levels. The 

NCAA (2010) already keeps track of the sport participation rates of all ethnicities, but 

retention studies could be conducted on Native Americans to determine why they initially 

choose to participate in college sports and why they stop playing.  Dr. Richard Lapchick 

conducts many studies of this nature on the collegiate and professional level. He also 

publishes the annual Racial and Gender Report Card. However, he has yet to publish any 

studies specific to Native Americans and sports other than his recent ESPN article 

entitled “Mascots are a Matter of Respect” (2013) which explains his view on the recent 

controversy surrounding the use of Native American names as team mascots.  
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Comparisons should be made between tribes, genders, ages, and sports to determine 

whether one group has higher rates of participation than others. 

Second, future research should be conducted on the role of the teammate on Native 

American sport participation levels. The quantitative research revealed that the teammate 

had both positive and negative influence on the athlete in certain areas, but more research 

should be conducted to find the reasons behind this discovery. The study by Steinfieldt et 

al. (2012) supported the notion that teammates have a strong impact on the decisions of 

athletes, but the participants were adult and of various ethnicities. Future studies should 

focus on the impact of teammates on various Native American youth groups and their 

participation in sports. 

Third, a theme that was common amongst the coaches interviewed in this study was 

the sport of stickball. Each coach mentioned the sport in some aspect or another and saw 

potential for stickball as a way to increase Native American youth sport participation 

levels. According to Teufel-Shone et al. (2009), the implementation of traditional games 

would help to increase the physical activity levels of Native populations in the U.S. and 

Canada. Another study conducted on ways to prevent diabetes and obesity of Native 

American youth through diet and the implementation of healthy food stores suggested 

that traditional games could be played to enhance a healthy diet for Native populations 

(Gittelsohn & Rowan, 2011). A separate and detailed study should be conducted on the 

impact this game has on the Native American youth population and the health-related 

benefits of stickball. 
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Practical Implications 

Based on the results of this investigation, there were many recommendations for 

practitioners to implement when working with Native American youth and athletes in the 

future: 

1. Educate Native American families on the importance of physical activity on

their health and well-being. This can be done by creating and distributing

handouts and other informational items. Presentations can also be made at

town or tribal meetings.

2. Implement numerous physical activity programs throughout various Native

American communities. The programs must be well-advertised, affordable,

and enjoyable. Well-qualified professionals must be hired to teach the

programs to ensure the children are receiving the full benefits of the programs.

3. Require a vigorous physical activity program at the elementary school level

that meets national standards. The program should include games and

activities that are fun and that the children may develop an attachment to so

they may continue to remain active throughout the course of their lives.

Conclusions 

The findings of this study provide support that Native American youth can benefit 

from sport participation and that this participation is heavily influenced by their 

teammates, family, coaches, and peers. The coaches in this study perceived that obesity, 

diabetes, alcoholism, suicide rates, and smoking can all be impacted by the introduction 
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of some type of physical activity regimen, with emphasis on it being sport-based for the 

added benefit of program structure and community support. 

Findings from this present investigation documented that parental influence, 

ancestry, cultural pride, and elder’s beliefs impact a Native American youth’s decision 

whether to begin participation in sport or not. Stickball was found to be a very successful 

tool in introducing physical activity to school-aged children while remaining true to the 

Native American culture. Finally, it must be noted that all of the Native American tribes 

studied in this investigation had current programs dedicated to health and wellness, but 

more efficient ways to bring the message home must be discovered for the preservation 

of the race as a whole. 
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Following are four different questionnaires associated with potential problems that athletes 
may experience with coaches, teammates, family members, and peers (non-athlete friends). 
Please indicate the extent to which you agree/disagree that each of the following items is a 

problem for you. 
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Statement 

It’s a problem for me in my sport that… 

1. I don’t have a good relationship with at least one of my teammates. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. I’m not living up to the expectations of at least one of my teammates. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. At least one of my teammates says things that make me feel guilty. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. At least one of my teammates encourages me to drink alcohol. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. At least one of my teammates interferes with my athletic performance during 
competition. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. At least one of my teammates has a negative attitude toward me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. At least one of my teammates doesn’t support me after I have performed poorly. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. At least one of my teammates encourages me to take performance enhancers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9. At least one of my teammates doesn’t provide enough encouragement. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10. At least one of my teammates is not competitive enough for me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11. At least one of my teammates puts too much pressure on me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

12. At least one of my teammates needs to praise me more often. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

13. I feel left out or isolated from at least one of my teammates. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

14. At least one of my teammates is too demanding on me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15. I consistently disagree with decisions of my teammates during competitions or 
training. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

16. At least one of my teammates is not a “team player”. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

17. At least one of my teammates is too hard on me in training. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

18. At least one of my teammates encourages me to take recreational drugs. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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FAMILY MEMBERS 
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Statement 

It’s a problem for me in my sport that… 

1. At least one of my family members pressures me to participate in a
sport that I don’t want to participate.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. At least one of my family members needs to praise me more often. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. At least one of my family members doesn’t show interest. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. At least one of my family members doesn’t push me enough in
training.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. At least one of my family members is too overprotective. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. At least one of my family members has me do things that could
result in injury or worsen my existing injury.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. I don’t get enough encouragement from my family members. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. At least one of my family members pressures me to quit. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9. At least one of my family members doesn’t support me after I have
performed poorly.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10. At least one of my family members disagrees with me about my
decisions.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11. At least one of my family members encourages me to take
performance enhancers.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

12. At least one of my family members makes rude or embarrassing
comments about me.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

13. At least one of my family members consistently has a negative
attitude with me.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

14. At least one of my family members is too demanding with me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15. I am not living up to the expectations of at least one of my family
members.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

16. At least one of my family members puts too much pressure on me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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COACHES 
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Statement 

It’s a problem for me in my sport that… 

1. I don’t have a good relationship with at least one of my coaches. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. At least one of my coaches consistently has a negative attitude
with me.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. I disagree with the decisions of at least one of my teammates. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. At least one of my teammates interferes with my athletic
performance during competition.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. At least one of my coaches has me do things that could result in me
being injured or worsen my existing injuries.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. At least one of my coaches puts too much pressure on me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. At least one of my coaches encourages me to take performance
enhancers.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. At least one of my coaches is too competitive. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9. At least one of my coaches is not demanding enough with me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10. At least one of my coaches doesn’t spend enough time with me
during training.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11. At least one of my coaches doesn’t support me after I have
performed poorly.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

12. At least one of my coaches doesn’t promote teamwork. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

13. At least one of my coaches is not competitive enough with me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

14. I don’t like training with at least one of my coaches. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15. I’m not living up to the expectations of at least one of my coaches. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

16. At least one of my coaches doesn’t provide enough encouragement
for me.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

17. At least one of my coaches is too demanding with me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

18. At least one of my coaches needs to praise me more often. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

19. I feel left out or isolated from at least one of my coaches. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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PEERS 
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Statement 

It’s a problem for me in my sport that… 

1. At least one of my peers encourages me to drink alcohol. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. My involvement in sport has led me to feel left out or isolated
from my peers.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. At least one of my peers doesn’t support me after I have performed
poorly.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. I don’t have a good relationship with at least one of my peers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. At least one of my peers says things that make me feel guilty. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. At least one of my peers encourages me to take recreational drugs. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. At least one of my peers consistently has a negative attitude with
me.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. At least one of my peers encourages me to take performance
enhancers.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9. At least one of my peers makes rude or embarrassing comments
about me.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10. At least one of my peers interferes with my athletic training
routine.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Overall Satisfaction 

For each category below, please circle the number that represents how happy you are 
with the people in each category. A “100%” means that you are “completely happy 
with the people” and “0%” means that you are “completely unhappy with the people”. 
Higher numbers mean you are happier. 

AREAS 

1. Teammates 0%  10  20  30  40  50  60  70  80  90  100%  happy 

2. Coaches 0%  10  20  30  40  50  60  70  80  90  100%  happy 

3. Family members 0%  10  20  30  40  50  60  70  80  90  100%  happy 

4. Peers 0%  10  20  30  40  50  60  70  80  90  100%  happy 

Please indicate how much you agree/disagree with each of the following statements: 

5. Overall, my teammates positively contribute to my sport performance. _____

1=extremely agree, 2=very much agree, 3=somewhat agree, 4-=neither agree/disagree,
5=somewhat disagree, 6=very much disagree, 7=extremely disagree

6. Overall, my coaches positively contribute to my sport performance. _____

1=extremely agree, 2=very much agree, 3=somewhat agree, 4-=neither agree/disagree,
5=somewhat disagree, 6=very much disagree, 7=extremely disagree

7. Overall, my family members positively contribute to my sport performance. ____

1=extremely agree, 2=very much agree, 3=somewhat agree, 4-=neither agree/disagree,
5=somewhat disagree, 6=very much disagree, 7=extremely disagree

8. Overall, my peers positively contribute to my sport performance. _____

1=extremely agree, 2=very much agree, 3=somewhat agree, 4-=neither agree/disagree,
5=somewhat disagree, 6=very much disagree, 7=extremely disagree
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Appendix B 

Native Re-vision Coaches’ Interview Questions 
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1. Please state your tribal affiliation, age, and gender. 

2. Tell me about your experiences in sport. Feel free to elaborate as much as you 

would like.. 

3. How many years have you been associated with sports? 

4. What sports, if any, did you play when you were younger? 

5. Tell me why you chose to participate in sports? 

6. What do you perceive to be the health-related benefits of sport participation? 

7. What do you believe are the most important health-related benefits of sport 

participation? 

8. Tell me why you chose to coach youth sports. 

9. Do you coach Native American athletes? 

10. What are your athletes’ attitudes towards physical activity and health? 

11. Do your athletes ever discuss their cultural influences on their sport participation? 

12. What have been your experiences with sport from the Native American 

perspective? 

13. Did your cultural beliefs impact your participation in sport in any way? 

14. Do you have support from your community in your coaching endeavors?  

15. What do you know about your elders’ beliefs about sport, physical activity, and 

health? 

16. Historically, how has your tribe addressed physical activity? 

17. What does your tribe currently believe about physical activity and health? 
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18. Do you believe more studies should be conducted on the issue of Native

American participation in sport?

19. What else would you like to tell me about your cultural experiences with sport?

20. Are there any other points you would like add concerning this interview?
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