Life on a String: Examining the Playful and Mathematical Lives of Basketball Players

By

Candice Love

Dissertation
Submitted to the Faculty of the
Graduate School of VVanderbilt University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements

for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
in
Learning, Teaching, and Diversity
August 8, 2025

Nashville, Tennessee

Approved:

Melissa Gresalfi, Ph.D.
Rogers Hall, Ph.D.
Jasmine Ma, Ph.D.
Maxine McKinney de Royston, Ph.D.

Chezare Warren, Ph.D.



Copyright © 2025 Candice Love
All Rights Reserved



This dissertation is written in loving memory of my baby sister, Makiyah Love (2000 - 2024).
May she rest in peace.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
First and foremost, | would like to thank my partner basketball team, without whom this work
would not be possible. In fall 2022, | began watching their games and became inspired to work
with them and conduct research with them at the intersections of my interests. They welcomed
me with open arms and showed me nothing but kindness in allowing me to join their family.
They have inspired me in ways that will impact my career for years to come.

Thank you to everyone | have gotten to work with on the Playful Learning Project (PLP)
and the Computing and Math Play Spaces (CAMPS) projects, including our PLP teachers. You
have given me so much support as well as friendship, laughs, and lifelong memories. To my
advisor, Melissa Gresalfi, | owe you so much gratitude. Thank you for supporting all of my
kooky ideas, knowing me better than | know myself, and shaping me into the scholar I have
become. I hope | can make you proud. | want to additionally offer my appreciation to the
additional Pls of PLP and CAMPS, including Drs. Amy Parks, Anita Wager, and Corey Brady,
who offered me a safe space to learn and grow. To the other current and former people | have
collaborated with on these projects, including Lauren VVogelstein, Selena Steinberg, Karen
Underwood, Samuel Lu, Mackenzie Ringo, and Rachel Kasul. I also want to thank my fellow
advisees from my time at Vanderbilt: Madison Knowe, Jamie Vescio, and Jingyi Chen. Not only
would these past five years have not been possible without you, but you three have become
family to me.

To my committee members, Melissa Gresalfi, Rogers Hall, Jasmine Ma, Chezare Warren,
and Maxine McKinney de Royston, thank you so much for taking the time to read and discuss
my work, collaborate with me, and push me to be better, and execute my ideas. Special thanks to

Rogers, who was instrumental in my development as a scholar. Your ability to support and find



value in all of my half-baked ideas has given me the confidence to pursue any and all questions
that | am passionately curious about.

| am also grateful for everyone | have been able to learn from at VVanderbilt. This includes
all of the amazing faculty who | have gotten the opportunity to learn from through coursework,
including Rogers Hall, Melissa Gresalfi, Luis Leyva, Jessica Watkins, Lani Horn, Debrah Rowe,
Sarah Brown-Schmidt, and Emily Philips Galloway. | appreciate all the support I have received
from the broader DTL community from both the faculty and office staff. I want to also thank my
cohort for being some of my closest friends, collaborators, and supporters: Laura Parks, Lizi
Metts, Michael Havazelet, Rachel Siegman, and Tessaly Jen.

Finally, 1 am so grateful for all of my friends and family, from all points in my life,
including my mom and best friend Darla Love, my aunt Valerie Fields, and my 92 year old
grandma, Elsie Mae Cockrell, who has yet to miss an event of mine, large or small, including the

ones that were a part of my dissertation process.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS. ..ottt sttt aneera s e e e iv
TABLE OF CONTENTS ...ttt sttt st naena e Vi
LIST OF TABLES ...ttt bbbt Xiii
LIST OF FIGURES. ...ttt sttt sttt Xiv
CHAPTER 1
o0 (14 1 T o PSSR 1
Studying Identity in Racialized and Gendered Play Spaces.........c.cccccvvvevivereeiiesnennnns 2
How Basketball Became a Black Racialized Place in the American Context ...........ccoccvvvvvivnnne 5
Defining GENUEIEA SPACE.......ciciitiiiie ettt et e e e e s be s beeseesbesbeeneenre e 8
Studying Mathematics Identities in Basketball ..............ccccoveiiiieiicic i 12
How Mathematics Became a White (or Non-Black) Racialized Space...........c.ccccoovvinineriennne 13
How Racialized Mathematical Identities Come to Be Harmful.............ccooeiiiiiiniie e, 14
STUAY OVEIVIBW ...kttt bbbttt eb e 15
POSTTIONAIITY ...t 17
CHAPTER 2
Situating the Study in the LIterature ..........cccocoveiieii i 20
ON BIACK PIAY .....eiiii ettt ae e e 20

Vi



123 T a1 T S 21

Troubling the Definition OF PIAY ..........cooiiiiiiicie s 22
Shut Up and Dribble: The Harm of Play Hierarchies ..........c.ccccoeoiiiiiiienieneeeeeee e 23
Seeing Play OULSIAE OF PIEASUIE ......c..o i ettt 24

Play and BIack ChildNO0M..........ccooiiiiiiiiiiie e 24

GENre OF BIACK PIAY ......ccviiiiiicc ettt sttt ae e ne e 27

REAETFINING PIAY ...t ra e te e sreens 27

Play @S WiIgQIE ROOM ... 28
BIaCK PIay @nd LITEIACY .......cviviiiiiiiitiiittit ettt bbb 30
Black Play and STEM .........cccoiiiiiii i 31

Taking BIack Play SEIIOUSIY .........ooiiiiiiiiiieieies s 32

Concluding Thoughts ON PlaY ........ccvoiiiiiicice et s 32

On Math and Basketball ... 33
Studies of Informal MathematiCS ..........ccooveiiiiiiiee e 34

Learning and Knowing Math is Social and Cultural...............cccociiiiiiiiinieceee 35

Key Takeaways from Previous Informal Math StUdIes ..........cccocveieveviviicic e 37

Taking BIack Math SEHOUSIY ........ccveiiiiieiieiese ettt nee s 41

CHAPTER 3

SITUALING The THEOKY ..o 43

DefiNING TAENTILY ....c.veeiiicecce e et ae e areas 43
Mechanisms for Constructing IAENTILY .........covrieiii i e 45

vii



How ldentities are Established and Reinforced through Discourse and Community ................ 47

Pursuing Identity Through NAIratiVe ..........cccooooeiiieinniee e 48
Concluding Thoughts: Connecting Literature to Theory ........c.cccccoeveiiiiveevie e, 50
CHAPTER 4
1 1=3 1 0T S PRSTSS 51

LI - =T PSSRSO 52

The FOCAl PArtiCIPANTS .......ccviiiieie ettt sttt saesbeeraenbenre s 53

Brandi NEISON, KA NEI ........cocuiiiiiiie ittt ettt et eae e s beesbe s s abe e sbaesabeesbaesnbeesreeans 53
L0101 [0SO USRS PRSP 55
K@ST8, KA KAST ...t bbbt bbb ettt ene s 57
[Ny o OO TES ST PSOTO 59
RATANNON <.ttt bbb bbbttt ettt et bbb ane 60
T L LTI TR oot RSP 61
NON-focal PartiCipants OVEIVIEW .........c.ciriiiriiiieiiriest ettt bbb 63
Data COIECTION OVEIVIBW ......ccuiiiiieiiieiisie sttt ettt 63
Part 1: Ethnographic ODSEIVALIONS..........coiiiiiiiiieieeee et 64
Part 2: INAIVIAUAI INTEIVIBWS .......ooviiiiiiiiiicieee bbbt bbb 64
Part 3: SMall-Group Vide0 VIEWING.......ccoieieiiiieieicie ettt e enae e enaenenns 66

Data ANAIYSIS OVEIVIEW.......cuviiiiiiitiieieisie sttt 70
RQ1 Analysis: The Space 0f SWBB ..........ccociiiiiiiiieiee s 71
RQ2: Play in @ Pro-Black SPaCE........ccccveiiiiiiiie e 76

Brief Note on Incorporating Video into RQ1 and RQ2 ..........cccvcveieveveiieie e 77

viii



RQ3: Narratives and Beliefs about What is Mathematical .............c..ccccoeeevieiiinnenne 78

Defining Each Mathematical terM ..o e e 79
What COoUNES @S IMAENT ..ottt saesteereenaenee s 81
Identifying Math in Video ANAIYSES ......ccoiiiieii et sreenre e 81
CHAPTER 5
Understanding Stephenson Women’s Basketball ...................c.cccoocviiiiinns 83
We are a Part of Something Larger than OQUISeIVES ...........cccceeveiieie i v 84
Affect and Connection between TeamMMALES.........ccviiiieierieiee s 86
The Team within the Broader Women’s Basketball Movement............ccccooveveeevinesvneevneenenn, 87
We are Tougher than you Might ThinK............cccooeiiiiiici e 88
EXPerienCing the Crash ..o 91
Retelling the Story 0f the Crash ..o 93
We have to Fight to be Taken Seriously ... 105
Legitimacy aS ALNIETES ..o 106
Legitimacy as STUDENT AthIEES ......vciiiii ittt 107
Proving TNEM WIONG ......coiiiiiiiieiieie ittt bbb b 112
Economic Forces can Destabilize US ... 116
The NeW FroNtier OF NIL ..ot 116
Real Impacts of SPOrtS BELLING........ccoiveiiiiieiece e 119



CONCIUSIONS ..o, 120

CHAPTER 6
What Play Looks Like with Stephenson WBB..........cccocvoiiiiiiiiiicee s 122
INTEFOAUCTION ... bbb bbb 122
SWBB a5 @ Pro-Black SPACE..........ccoiiiiiiiiiie e 123
Nails, Dance, and Black FEmMININg EXPreSSioN ........ccccvevveieieiieiieiese e se e s 123
SWBB QL PIAY ..ottt bbb 127
ON VErsUS OFf-COUM PIAY......ccueiiiiiiieieieese e 127
C0aChes and PIAYTUINESS ......c..oiviiiiciee et st sre e 129
Drama, Bitching, and Natural Nails: Boundaries of Play..........ccccooiiininininnnnns 131
(@07 0] 11 5] o] o RSP RSRSS 134
CHAPTER 7
Believing and Seeing Mathematics in Basketball................cccocooiiiiiiiiciic, 136
Basketball as a Space of MathematiCs ...........cccccveviiiiic i 136
Skovsmose and Math’s Formatting Power...................cccoooiiiiiiiiic 137
[ ] PRSP P TP PRSI 139
Kasi, Math, and BasKeDall ...........ooovuriiiiiiiiei ettt e s e e e snr e e s eennes 143
RNTANNON ...ttt b bbb 144



SPPICE bt bbbttt b et 146
Spice, Math, & Baskethall............coovoiiiiiee s 149
NEVEAN ...ttt r et e e et e re e reenee e 152
Neveah, Math, and Baskethall.............ccooiiiiiiiii s 153
N SRS S UUTSPRORRN 154
Nel, Math, and Baskethall ..........ccvvviieeiiiiie ettt r e e s s e st e e e s s sbrreeesees 157
(@ o] [0 3RS S T PRTRPR 159
Chloe, Math, and BasKetDall ............ooiioeieeiiee ettt r et e e e e e e s s e e e neaeeenees 161
EMErgent THEIMES ..o 163
COUNTING 1.ttt et b bbb bbbt b b b e et e bt bt nen e 164
EmMbodied MathemMatiCS.......cc.oiiiiiiiiiiciie sttt sae e ena e nre s 164
APPIIEd MANEMALICS ...t 165
AIGOrthmiC TRINKING .....c.coiiiiiii et 165
From Believing to Seeing: Watching Film Together ..........c.ccccoviiiiieiiiiiciece, 165
Moment 1: The Fast-Break ... 166
MOMENT 2: THE STEAL........eiiiie e e 172
MOMENT 3: THE SEEPIAY ..o.eiiieiiee e e 176

Xi



Moment 4: The “Trapping Corner” ............ccccociviiiiiiiiinii 181

WhEre IS RNIANNONT ..ottt 184
CHAPTER 8
DiSCUSSION & CONCIUSIONS. ......cuviiiiiiieite it 187
Limitations, Contributions, and NeXt STEPS ........cccvieiieie i 193
RETEIEINCES ...ttt b et 196
Appendix 1: INterview ProtoCol..........ccocoiiiiiiiiiie e 214
Appendix 2: STEM Identity Timeline.........cccooveiiiie i 216
Appendix 2a: Original STEM Identity Timeline Assignment (Leyva, 2022)........cc.ccccervruennne 216
Appendix 2b: Sample blank tIMEIINE ........covoiiiiic e 217
Appendix 3a: Recording sheet to be used in video Viewing SeSSIONS .........cccvevverieveseervennnnns 218

xii



LIST OF TABLES

Table 1. List of Non-Focal Team Members Page 77
Table 2. Video Session Groups Page 81
Table 3. Summary of the research question, theoretical/conceptual focus, and analysis Page 85
Table 4. Example deictic maps from each participant Page 89

Xiii



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1. Gresalfi & Hand’s (2019) Model for Identity Construction

Figure 2. Example deictic map from Wortham (1996)

Figure 3. Nel waves off Spice’s injury, declares that Spice is “fine

Figure 4. Kasi reenacts her initial judgement of Spice’s injury

Figure 5. Kasi reenacts her shock at seeing blood

Figure 6. Kasi notice’s Nel’s keychain

Figure 7. Nel laughs at saying they get beat up, Kasi looks at her own scars
Figure 8. Nel’s record of her bruises and scars

Figure 9. | test the dullness of my own acrylics

Figure 10. Kasi’s math identity timeline

Figure 11. Rhiannon’s math identity timeline

Figure 12. Spice’s math identity timeline

Figure 13. Neveah’s math identity timeline

Figure 14. Nel’s math identity timeline

Figure 15. Chloe’s math identity timeline

Figure 16a. Alexis passes the ball forward in space for a fast break

Figure 16b. Playerl catches the ball in the paint before completing a layup
Figure 17. Tracy secures the rebound

Figure 18. Highlighting the space and number of defenders in front of Player 1
Figure 19. Displaying Tracy’s height advantage

Figure 20. Tracy’s positioning during the double team by Christa and Alexis
Figure 21. Tracy executes the steal

Figure 22. Alexis sets up the play

Figure 23. Alexis sees the open lane and mismatched attention on the post defender
Figure 24. Alexis drives to the basket

Figure 25. Alexis completes the layup

Figure 26. Drawing the intended movements of Christa and Kendall during the “Violet” play
Figure 27. Highlighting the “trapping corner”

Xiv

Page 60

Page 86

Page 113
Page 114
Page 115
Page 116
Page 116
Page 118
Page 148
Page 141
Page 158
Page 162
Page 166
Page 170
Page 174
Page 180
Page 181
Page 182
Page 183
Page 184
Page 187
Page 187
Page 191
Page 191
Page 192
Page 192
Page 194
Page 197



CHAPTER 1
Introduction

This qualitative empirical study investigates the basketball court as a Black mathematical
play space for one group of NCAA Division-1 Women’s Basketball teammates. The goals of this
work are threefold: to first investigate and document what it means to be a member of this team,
to document the ways in which it represents a pro-Black play space, and finally to better
understand the mathematical relevance of this pro-Black play space. I do this specifically by
investigating how basketball players themselves understand their own basketball and math
identities, and further situate playing basketball within the discipline of mathematics.

It is crucial to focus on identity, because as will be explained, Black identity and Black
spaces are necessarily viewed and evaluated through a White supremacist lens, as they are
situated within a broader White supremacist society (Alexander, 2019; Nxumalo, 2021; Kolluri
& Tichavakunda, 2022). This has historically resulted in the flattening of Black identities into
simple stories of oppression, death, and subjugation (Quashie, 2021). We are all deeply aware, as
scholars, Americans, and humans, of Black trauma. In fact, some scholars posit that Black
trauma is necessary in order to make the established academic and theoretical frameworks for
understanding life, learning, interaction, and participation make sense (Nxumalo, 2021).
Therefore, it becomes reasonable to ask if there are ways to study Black life outside of the
framework of Black suffering? One way to begin this work is through what McKittrick (2020)
calls a “radical scholarly praxis,” one which seeks to follow the ways Black people tell their own
stories, and how they make sense of the world.

This study’s purpose is additionally grounded in the broader goal of expanding what it

looks like to be mathematical, both by expanding who can be defined as mathematical, and who



can be described as being engaged in mathematical activities. This is because, as will be
explored, limited understandings of who is competent and how competence can be displayed
often excludes those like the ones in the study: Black people, women and girls, and student
athletes. However, this study shows that even though these populations may be dismissed in
formal spaces of math learning, it doesn’t mean they are not participating in mathematics at all.
Mathematical lives and identities can be found in many places, including their play, which is the
focus of this particular study.
Studying Identity in Racialized and Gendered Play Spaces

This work explores the intricacies and intersections of the basketball and mathematical
identities of one Women’s Basketball team, which I define as a Black-women’s racialized and
gendered space. The concept of racialized space that | draw from derives mainly from legal
studies that examine the impact of both de facto and de jure housing segregation in the United
States. This literature characterizes a racialized space as the process by which certain
communities, cities, neighborhoods, and other residential units of measure are placed inside the
boundaries of racial identity (Calmore, 1994). In other words, it is the process by which certain
residential areas come to be defined by the behaviors and social norms of the people who are
presumed to live there (Smith, 2013). The racialization of space is organized by what Lipsitz
(2007) calls the “white spatial imaginary,” whose main function is to skew resources and
opportunity specifically along racial lines. Whiteness in this context is defined by the category of
people who were able to gain advantages in the United States due to racial discrimination
(Lipsitz, 2007). As mentioned, this frame is concerned with housing discrimination, but can also

be easily applied to other contexts, such as schools and learning environments: from legal



segregation of the past, to school funding structures of the present, there are many mechanics
involved in how we come to think about learning spaces as racialized.

According to this perspective, because the racialization of space derives from the idea of
the powerful protecting their own resources from the “other,” the storylines of “other” spaces are
often characterized in disparaging and undesirable ways. Think, for example, of the ghetto. It is
often assumed that the ghetto constitutes predominantly Black and/or Brown neighborhoods, and
therefore, one might assume that if they are around a majority of people of color, they are in the
ghetto (Small, 2007; Chaddha & Wilson, 2008; Bernasconi, 2008).

Additionally, though different individuals within a racial group may embrace storylines
about space to varying degrees, everyone is subject to the rules that govern them. For example,
even if a White person doesn’t benefit from living in the “best” neighborhoods, or does not carry
the assumptions that Black spaces are unsafe spaces, they still benefit from the fact that
Whiteness is associated with the more desired space (Lipsitz, 2007). | offer, as a real world
example, the story of one of my childhood friends, whose (White) family moved from our
diverse neighborhood North St. Louis County to a far out rural town in search of better schools.
However, the urban, majority Black high school performed significantly better on standardized
tests, and had significantly better graduation, college, and career outcomes than the children in
the rural, majority White school where my friend’s family found solace. Even in spite of publicly
available data that told them the rural school was failing children miserably, and the town was
located in a county that was a hotbed for drug abuse and crime, when given the choice, putting
their kids next to other White kids was automatically better.

There are two ways | want to push on this definition. First, | want to explore the concept

of racialized “space” more expansively, to accommodate different non-residential spaces, such



as a school, or the basketball court. Second, | want to push to consider the ways that race and
space might have a more dialogic relationship than the traditional, legal definitions may focus
on.

Though racialized spaces have mostly been defined in literature concerned with housing
policy and discrimination, we can see how racial assumptions and storylines located within non-
residential spaces have the potential to define all spaces as racialized. Take, for example, a ballet
company. Even though Black people are technically allowed to participate, larger structures,
such as a lack of production of necessary garments that match darker skin tones are one of the
many ways that the barre signifies itself as an explicitly White space (Robinson, 2021).

Second, as currently theorized, racialized space is seen as a one-way distribution system,
driven by the white spatial imaginary, in order to protect material and societal advantages for
White people. However, this may not be the full story, and may paint Black people and other
marginalized groups as powerless agents in this system, who are simply placed where they are
put, and take what they are given. It is certainly true that the government and housing policy has
had a huge hand in maintaining material advantages for White people. But also implicit in a
traditional racialized space framework is that Black communities are static entities that lack
agency, exist in narrow space, and are best understood through a lens of resistance to White
structures (Tichavakunda, 2021).

To address these assumptions, Hunter et al. (2016) developed the Black placemaking
framework in order to expand research into Black communities past the narrow lenses of
“victim” or “perpetrator,” (Hunter et al., 2016). Instead, this framework foregrounds the creative,
collaborative, and joyful nature of Black people being together, and how Black people convening

allows for places to emerge in spite of bleak realities that Black communities face in an anti-



Black society. What constitutes a “space” versus a “place” is not an agreed upon topic, but from
a Black placemaking perspective, they are considered different (Tichavakunda, 2024). Using
Thomas Gieryn as the basis (2000), who states that spaces become places once they establish a,
“history or utopia, danger or security, identity or memory,” (pg. 465), Hunter et al. (2016)
establish Black placemaking, and the act of Black people being together, as inherently
transformational (as cited by Hunter et al., 2016 & Tichavakunda, 2024).

Therefore, when we think of space more expansively, we can see that both White and
marginalized people have an impact on how we see, define, re-define, and transform space. From
placemaking practices of Black communities both in spite of and because of hegemonic forces
(Tichavakunda, 2024), and cultural complexities such as cultural appropriation, the story of
racialized space/place is a complex web. It is a more lively relationship than the top-down image
that the pieces unpacking racialized space insinuate.

How Basketball Became a Black Racialized Place in the American Context

Not every talented basketball player is Black, and not all of the members of Stephenson
Women’s Basketball identify as Black. However, I will develop an argument for why a game
that is played internationally, and first introduced to the world by a White Canadian, still
represents a racialized space in the context of the United States.

Though the vast majority of professional and Division 1 collegiate-level basketball
players are Black, such representation is only a small portion of what | mean by the basketball
court as a racialized space. An argument for racialized space is an acknowledgement that a
“space,” whether that be political space, physical space, or psychological space (Wiley &

Shiffman, 2012) is not racially neutral (Barajas & Ronnvist, 2007). However, to focus on the



racialization of the basketball court in particular, |1 will draw attention to two aspects that have
racialized basketball in America: internal cultural symbolism and external aesthetics.

Because of segregation, Black and White play and leisure activities developed
differently. Since white neighborhoods developed in ways that restricted resources, community
centers, and spaces of play from outsiders, Black people were unable to participate in certain
recreational activities (Pinkney et al., 2021), such as swimming. Since Black Americans
historically had limited access to public pools and pool halls, aquatic sports have not played a
major part in Black sport culture (Wiltse, 2014). Similarly, because of the forced removal of
Black and Indigenous people from nature, towards the White, anthropocentric goal of a
“pristine” nature to enjoy, the tradition of hiking and other adventure sports are typically not
common in Black culture (Nxumalo, 2020).

However, because of the presence of the YMCA in urban areas, as well as the
sponsorship of Black men’s and women’s basketball teams through neighborhood churches, a
Black culture of basketball was able to develop in tandem to a “traditional” or “textbook”
tradition of basketball play in white neighborhoods in the early 20th century (Gems, 1995). It is
here that we can trace back the early stages of the Black community’s “hoop dreams.” In Gems’
(1995) essay, he states:

“Traveling teams, such as the Harlem Globetrotters or Chicago Collegians gave
pretense to a level of sophistication, independence, opportunity, and self-empowerment.

Not only did they possess the means to escape the ghetto and demonstrate equality, or

even superiority to the white man, at least on the basketball court, but success provided a

piece of the American dream... It is probably no coincidence that the popularity of the



blues paralleled the growth of basketball in Chicago during the 1920s. One gave vent to

black frustrations, the other to black hopes,” (pg. 147).

The game of basketball and the Black community’s “hoop dream,” then, can be thought of as a
symbol of hope to escape the conditions that many urban Black communities were forced into
through the White spatial imaginary. Not because the game of basketball itself represented the
only way out, but it represented the possibility of getting out. Take for example the emergence of
the AAVE term baller, or to describe someone as ballin’. It can refer to a person who plays
basketball, but it also refers more generally to a person who lives an affluent lifestyle. One way
to look at basketball in the Black community is not that this is the way out of poverty, but as a
signal of hope that escape is possible.

Because public basketball playgrounds were mostly concentrated in urban, Black
neighborhoods (Oates, 2017), the practice of “streetball” or basketball played with a distinct,
Black aesthetic (George, 1999) emerged. In opposition to the slow, deliberate play in White
basketball communities, where success was measured by a team’s ability to adhere to the
accepted rules and standards, Black aesthetics in basketball began to mirror the spirit of jazz:
improvisational, bold, and with an attitude that mirrored the Black musical tradition (George,
1999). Streetball became a new medium for which black expressivity could thrive (Wallace,
2022).

This innovative style of play created a natural marriage between the sport and
entertainment, and though the style began to dominate professional sports, the harnessing of the
street ball aesthetic for capitalist gain resulted, of course, in unintended consequences that are
relevant to the development of identities in basketball, and to the greater significance of how

basketball and mathematics may be seen today.



In the 1930s, mirroring other segregated institutions in the United States, there became a
division between “institutional” basketball and pickup basketball. The white spatial imaginary
characterized institutional basketball, the place where a White aesthetic of play lived, by
formality, uniformity, and connection to larger institutions. Streetball and its players, on the
other hand, were characterized as undisciplined, selfish, and juvenile (Vierya, 2016). However,
with the success of the Harlem Globetrotters and later the NBA, streetball and Black aesthetics
of play would win out, and still to this day reign supreme in the basketball world, because of its
ability to entertain, and more importantly, its ability to market this entertainment to mainstream,
White audiences (Gems, 1995; George, 1999).

To briefly synthesize many years of basketball cultural history, though the Black
aesthetic is valued in mainstream American basketball, its mostly Black players still face the
judgment of the White spatial imaginary. To engage and persist in the sport, then, is to be
historically tied to Black practices that were judged to be primitive and less disciplined.
Therefore, this understanding of basketball makes it clear why someone in the modern age
telling a player, for example, to “shut up and play,” is inherently racialized, and a turn toward the
undisciplined, anti-intellectual characteristics that have been associated with modern professional
and high-level basketball, which takes on a decidedly Black aesthetic.

Defining Gendered Space

In addition to thinking of the racialized elements present in American basketball, this
dissertation study must necessarily be intersectional, since this study centers a women’s
basketball team. This positions the focus of this study in both a Black racialized and women
gendered space. In her discussion on gendered space, Daphne Spain (1992) explained what

scholars of racialized space also hold to be true: the purpose of gendered spatial segregation is



for the dominant group (in this case, men) to maintain power and control. This system is what
can be described as hegemonic masculinity, or an embodiment of gendered practice which
guarantees and maintains the dominance of men (Connell, 2005). On the other side of the
spectrum is a hegemonic femininity, representing an expectation for women to embody specific
characteristics, such as being emotional and passive (Krane, 2001). It is important to mention in
this conversation, that hegemonic femininity is also a decidedly White femininity, and is
inaccessible to Black women, who are often not given the dignity of being seen as women at all
(Cooper, 2017; Truth, 1851).

This organization of power has created a division of access and value as it relates to
knowledge. It is no wonder, then, that historically, (White) American women were barred from
universities, spaces of formal education and valued knowledge, because physicians (who were
men) worried about the threats that education posed to women’s health and ability to have
children (Spain, 1992). At the same time, the traditionally feminine knowledge systems and
skills in homemaking are seen as lesser value than masculine knowledge systems and skills.

As it relates to sports, these norms often place athletic women in the position of a sexual
target: straight women and lesbian sportswomen are under immense pressure to perform a
hyperfemininity. For straight women, the goal is to assert their heterosexuality, and for lesbians
the goal is to subvert homophobic stigmas that hinder women’s sports marketing (Lenskyi,
1994). Though women’s representation in sports is improving, and a strong culture around the
openly queer female athlete has developed since Lenskyi wrote on women’s sports (Mann &
Krane, 2018), it is still fraught with tensions within the larger cultural discourse of what it means

to be a (wo)man.



We often make sense of sports based on norms and narratives that we hold to dictate what
Is acceptable for men versus acceptable for (White) women (Hargreaves, 1993). Because men
are seen as physically superior to women (Messner, 1995), high contact sports are seen as
acceptable for men, but not women. Take, for example, as Krane does (2001), the difference
between figure skating and ice hockey. The elegant choreography-driven figure skating is seen as
a women’s sport, whereas the highly physical and violent hockey is seen as a men’s sport. Those
who cross the gender line, i.e. women’s hockey teams and men’s figure skaters, are seen as
deviant outliers (Krane, 2001). In order to appease the public’s sentiments of women in sports,
public focus is often on more feminine aspects of women’s sports, such as the camaraderie and
fun (Etue & Williams, 1996), or their clothes and hair (Lenskyi, 1994) rather than their athletic
and competitive abilities.

As an incredibly current example, while writing this very section and cheering my focus
team on as they played on television, a male announcer discussed a pair of twin girls who play
for the opposite team. He taught us that the twins have millions of TikTok followers, their own
clothing line, and have been large benefactors of the new NIL deals, but mentioned nothing
about the twins’ strengths or abilities as basketball players. This is not to say that this particular
man is actively interested in holding these two girls to the hegemonic feminine standards in this
specific moment, but to highlight that the battle of seeing women as legitimate athletes, and
women’s sports as a legitimate practice, is an ongoing modern struggle.

Because of the intersections of gender with race, each player’s ability to exist in these
spaces are mediated by their positioning on these spectrums. For example, the twins that the
announcer discussed are small (for basketball players), blonde, White girls. In other words, they

are the exact archetype, as the literature suggests, that spectators of women’s sports want to see
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and focus on. Even though the team at the center of my study is majority Black, and the faces
and leaders of the team are all Black women (two of which scored more points on their own than
the twins scored combined), much less interest was taken in any of these Black women during
this same broadcast.

As a broader example in their community in the past two years, the faces of College
Women'’s Basketball, Caitlin Clark and Paige Buekers, were both White women. The need to
center a White face in the sport was clear and on display most recently in the NCAA
Championship game, where Dawn Staley, a legendary (Black Woman) player and head coach of
the South Carolina Gamecocks, gracefully called out members of the media, who mostly ignored
her (majority Black) team altogether in favor of talking more about their White opponents.
Staley voiced her frustration as such, when media members asked her what winning a
championship would do for her opponent Paige Bueckers’ legacy:

“Paige is legit... Her career is legendary. She will leave a legacy at UConn whether she

wins [a championship] or not. | just want to put that out there. I can’t not address it,

because it’s happening. It happened to us last year. Everything was about Caitlin Clark
and her legacy and her ability to win a national championship. Yet, we were coming into
this thing undefeated, doing something that's unprecedented at the time, because it's hard.

It's hard. Then we find ourselves back here in a similar situation. So, | want the

sentiments to be about our players and what our players have been able to do, equally,

because there's room to do both. We can raise Paige up, because she deserves that and
raise our players up, because they deserve that. That's not talked about enough. There's

room in our game for all of us to be covered. Let's not choose a history, one's history over

11



another program's history. Let's not choose one player over another player's history

because we're all creating history for our game.” (Skversky, 2025)

This is important to illuminate, because it shows how, in American basketball, it shows
how this space, racialized as Black, is still affected deeply by the White spatial and gendered
imaginary. Basketball is a Black space, but where White women, closer to the desired picture of
the female athlete, are more easily celebrated and noticed. Therefore, there will be different ways
in which each participant, based on their personal identities, navigate within the larger space of
Women’s College Basketball.

Studying Mathematics Identities in Basketball

This study focuses on a basketball team as a space of mathematical relevance through the
perspectives of the people who play at the NCAA Division-1 level. This is important, because
the restrictive frames on what it looks like to participate in mathematics often miss or devalue
these spaces of mathematical activity, and by focusing on playful math in a Black space it allows
us to expand notions of what it looks like to participate in mathematics. Mathematics is often
thought of as neutral, unbiased, and universal. However, using Gresalfi & Hand’s (2019) model
of resources for identity construction, we can see the ways in which these racialized identity
narratives play a key role in social reproduction that excludes or ignores Black mathematical
activities and identities. If we take the broader narrative of “Black people don’t do STEM” (Ortiz
et al., 2019) into places of Black mathematical activity, the only way to make sense of Black
participation in mathematics is through frames that are unable to see Black children as inherently
mathematical. Therefore, Black participation in mathematics can become invisible, dismissed, or

mistaken as something else entirely (Gholson & Wilkes, 2017).
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How Mathematics Became a White (or Non-Black) Racialized Space

| have established through the history of the sport and racial segregation as to why the
basketball court represents a Black racialized space, and affects its participants as such. This
Black racialization is in opposition to the racialized characteristics of math spaces, which assume
that Black people are not interested in or engaging with math. Many canonical understandings of
Black mathematical participation have emerged from what Martin (2009) describes as a
comparative approach. In other words, we often make sense of Black student mathematical
success and failure in relation to other racial groups, mainly White students, who are seen as the
“standard,” (Martin, 2009). Questions around why Black students should participate in STEM in
the first place have fallen-back on non-critical, capitalist needs surrounding the STEM and tech
work-force, without more critical and liberatory frames around why Black students should learn
math in the first place (Martin, 2012).

Racialized math identities are connected to both one’s participation in cultural practices
and societal norms about what it means to be a certain race (e.g. Black), what storylines this
evokes, and how society will use those storylines to determine how an individual should act or
participate in intersecting communities, such as a math classroom. Using Nasir et al.’s (2009)
racial and academic identity framework, | draw from both participatory and narrative
perspectives to paint both a picture of what it means to be Black, and to be Black in math.
Drawing from both sociocultural and situative perspectives, they understand identity as
developing in the context of school, math class, and society. In other words, cultural activities
and practices, as well as the norms and values of a given context, are organized in ways that co-

design a participant’s identity as they interact with the practices, norms, and values.
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Drawing also from ecological theories of identity (Bronfenbrenner, 1994), Nasir
considers not just individual and immediate contexts to be indicative of a racialized identity, but
broader, institutional and societal understanding of what it means to be a specific race. This
makes an important transition from earlier literature that relied on personal identifications with
race (e.g. Sellers et al., 1998), which were important in understanding what being Black meant to
individuals, but did not also consider the larger cultural narratives of Blackness, and how that
shapes one’s identity development. For example, narratives about Black males as a “problem”
that needs to be solved has even gone as far as federal legislation that targets young Black boys
in hopes of preventing foreseen problematic behaviors (Dumas, 2016).

How Racialized Mathematical Identities Come to Be Harmful

Not only do spaces of mathematical activity cause harm to Black students, but math itself
plays an active role in racial stratification and anti-Blackness. Mathematics functions as a
gatekeeper to full participation in our society (Shah, 2013; Moses & Cobb, 2001), so closely that
9th grade algebra can be isolated as a primary indicator of high-school dropout rates, which then
correlate with incarceration rates (Gholson & Wilkes, 2017).

Further, we know that intelligence is often seen as a marker of greater personhood (Shah,
2013), success in math is also often associated with overall intelligence (Leyva, 2017), and that
one of the ways we can understand anti-Blackness is a separation of Blackness and humanity
(Dumas & Nelson, 2016). Therefore, Black students come into math spaces at a clear
disadvantage: if their Blackness is incompatible with humanity, then their participation is also
incompatible with intelligence. The resulting actions of Black students in STEM, no matter what
they are, will no longer make sense, which concludes in Black people being excluded from

STEM, or the assumption that their cultural activities are non-mathematical. But although
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scholarship over the past two decades has allowed us to better understand Black mathematical
identities, there still continues to be a dire need for research on Black mathematics that de-
centers whiteness, empire (McKittrick, 2020), and deficit narratives of Black children as
mathematically inept (Martin, 2012).
Study Overview

In a time when most studies of Black students' mathematical thinking focus on what is
missing, this study takes a very different tact and instead looks to document the forms of play,
identity, and mathematical activity that are present in a majority Black space. Contributing to
broader research that seeks to challenge narrow definitions of mathematics and explore different
cultural forms of mathematics, this study looks specifically at the game of basketball to uncover
the ways that players conceptualize mathematics, and themselves, in relation to the sport.
Therefore, in this study, | ask:

1. What kind of space is Stephenson Women’s Basketball?

2. What are the observed practices, in conversation with a redefining of play, that
make the case for defining Stephenson Women’s basketball a pro-Black,
women’s play space?

3. What mathematical ideas within basketball are salient for Stephenson Women’s
Basketball players? How do their mathematical stories shape what they believe
and see as mathematical in basketball film?

These three questions are explored and answered through three methods of data
collection. First, through ethnographic observations of team activities, including practice,
workouts, and games. Second, through individual interviews with a select group of team

members. Finally, through small-group film sessions with team members.
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For this dissertation, ethnographic storytelling (Webster, 1983) and an Interaction
Analysis (Jordan & Henderson, 1995; Derry et al., 2010) were employed to show the ways that
players embodied and spoke about the boundaries of their identities as players, students, young
women, and (in)competent mathematical thinkers. Using a grounded approach (Charmaz, 2006),
| coded participant interviews, artifacts and videos, revealing three major findings. First, the
figured world of Stephenson Women’s Basketball can be in part defined by a connectivity to the
other members in ways that is both utilitarian (e.g., needing each other to win) but also deeply
emotional (e.g., finding joy in the success of teammates). And yet, participation in the figured
world also came at the cost of needing to experience and combat outside perceptions, narratives,
and new economic structures that are causing changes in positioning and dynamics amongst
team members.

Second, although each participant was able to name playful practices in basketball, by
expanding what is considered play, | was able to highlight playful activities within the team. Not
only did these examples show the way in which an expansion on play could be productively
implemented to make play visible outside of more commonly-pursued playful environments, but
it showed the ways in which their play was also crucially connected to the pro-Blackness of the
space.

Finally, by examining individual math stories of focal participants as well as how they
participated during small-group viewing of basketball film, | was able to show that perceived
mathematical competence did not seem to predict how well participants were able to identify
mathematical practices in the game of basketball. Instead, math displayed a certain amount of

formatting power (Skovsmose, 1994), where participants who were exposed to the ideas of the
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intersection of math and basketball in their youth seemed to most easily be able to translate
between the two disciplines within this focal dataset.

This work is positioned to make contributions to the field of math education and the
learning sciences in two key ways. First, as interest in play increases due to the decrease in
children’s opportunities to play in schools (Bassok et al., 2016; Miller & Almon, 2009), there is
an expressed need to consider how we know what play is when we see it, specifically in pro-
Black play spaces. Second, there is a need from Black scholars and Black humans to engage with
Black life in a multitude of ways, not just in projects that assume or necessitate their subjugation
to pain (Quashie, 2021). By foregrounding Black play and joy in this work, | hope to contribute
to these efforts in response to the critique of an often one-dimensional narrative of Blackness in
research. Additionally, a goal of this work is to show additional ways in which basketball is not
just a playful space, but also a mathematical one. Finally, this work will contribute to current
conversations of who is mathematical and what it looks like to engage in mathematics. By
examining a playful and mathematical activity in a community that is not consistently afforded
the label of mathematical competence, this work hopes to push the field in thinking about what it
means to study mathematics and mathematical activity.

Positionality

| am an agender Black woman. For reasons personal, historical, and political, my Black
womanhood exists outside of the gender binary. My existence is often seen as “unruly” (Gay,
2017) by the dominant, white supremacist culture. Therefore, for my entire life, | have come
against pressures to tame the unruliness: make myself smaller, relax my hair, don’t leave the
house looking “like that,” don’t listen to music that sounds “like that,” smile, fix your accent,

comply, and for the love of god, leave that slavery stuff in the past so that you can pull yourself
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up by your own goddamn bootstraps. Strive to stand somewhere next to Barack Obama as yet
another “good Black” for the oppressors to pit against the “bad Blacks” as the reason they should
stop complaining and start working harder.

This is heavy, this is real, and this is a full kitchen sink of trauma that will never get fully
cleaned. But I hope that within my academic career, | can be known for showcasing to the world
the beauty of Blackness; | want the world to know our joy in spite of everything. Oftentimes
when we consider our positionality, we speak narrowly about the privileges our race, sexuality,
gender identity, and socioeconomic status affords us. Maybe it also has something to do with our
tendency as a field to “research down” (Marx & Treharne, 2018) onto people who are less
powerful than ourselves, and we must therefore let other scholars know the ways in which we
can or cannot relate to do the research we do. Regardless, the standard positionality statement
doesn’t feel quite appropriate as a person interested in pursuing work on Black playfulness, life,
and joy.

It feels more important for the world to know that I grew up in a house with two moms
and two Christmas trees. Our living room Christmas tree, spearheaded by my type-a Auntie (or
my second mom), had to be pristine: color coordinated, perfectly placed ornaments, garlands, the
whole nine yards. Our basement Christmas tree was for my two cousins (or my brother and
sister) and I, spearheaded by my birth mom. We could throw on all of our wacky ornaments,
lights, school art projects, in whatever arrangement we wanted, and when we were finally
finished making up what was undoubtedly the ugliest Christmas tree ever, we would turn off the
lights and dance in all of the tree’s chaotic strobes.

I am a farmer’s grandkid who spent their childhood sneaking the most delicious

blackberries straight from the bush, and pulling down red delicious apples from the apple tree in
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order to feed the cows and horses in hopes that they would be my friend (to the dismay of my
grandma). My cousins and | spent our summers jarring green beans, playing tag through the
cornfields, making lanterns out of fireflies and old jars, and pretending the ground was lava as
we jumped across giant hay bales.

| come from an incredibly musical family: my grandmother’s sister could play the piano
masterfully by ear, and listening to her jam on the piano alongside a church choir on Sundays
was where my musical seed was first sown. These experiences begin to give me a framework for
understanding the values of play, playful learning, and mathematical play, and how Black culture
can influence the ways that | interpret play, learning, and joy within the Black community.

Therefore, a main goal of this dissertation and my general academic work is to both
contribute to our knowledge of mathematical reasoning activity, while also telling stories in
racialized Black spaces that are beautiful, rich, and bring honor and integrity to the stories of

people in these spaces that paints them as worthy of attention, for more than just their trauma.
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CHAPTER 2
Situating the Study in the Literature

As explained above, traditional spaces of mathematics are often a space of harm for
marginalized students. However, dismissing marginalized people from formal math spaces does
not therefore mean that they are not engaged in mathematical activity at all. Instead, our narrow
understanding of mathematical activity and mathematical competence often leads us to miss
sophisticated mathematical practices that occur in the wild. First, because we cannot see things
as mathematical that are different from the logic of schooling, and second, because we cannot
see certain people as mathematically capable. However, there are a lot of examples of
mathematics outside of schools and places where people engage in learning math through play,
including in the game of basketball. What follows is a review of literature that establishes two
major points. The first point that will be established is that Black play spaces are under-studied,
yet valuable places to dismantle what it means to play and what it looks like to learn through
play. Second, studies of informal mathematics, including basketball, allow us to see different
ways of participating in mathematics that challenge the narrow focus on school mathematics.
The literature, and the dissertation, then, contribute to efforts to highlight groups of people and
their practices which are not traditionally seen as mathematical.

On Black Play

Learning mathematics through play is a quickly growing field in education, both because
of its potential for exploration of mathematical ideas (Wager & Parks, 2014) and the potential to
re-frame mathematical identity development, especially for kids who have been historically

excluded from traditional math learning spaces (Gresalfi & Hand, 2019). However, most of what
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we know about play has been centered around a young, White, middle-class, and Western
experience of play (Kinard et al., 2021; Trammell, 2023). When we start with views of play from
canonical writings such as Paley, Piaget, and VVygotsky who conceptualize play as the work of
children (Nicolopoulou et al., 2010; Paley, 2004), or as an activity that is pre-cerebral (Piaget &
Jean, 2013; Ruckenstein, 1991; Vygotsky, 1967), we ignore the ways in which other cultures
relate to play and the ways play extends over the lifespan. Further, when we romanticize play as
always positive and pleasurable (Ruckenstein, 1991), we ignore the ways in which dominant
cultures’ playful behaviors have been actively harmful toward or at the expense of the
marginalized (Trammell, 2023).

Defining Play

Because basketball is a game, I ground my historical understanding in Huizinga’s Homo
Ludens (1955), as it remains the foundational text in many game scholars and designers’ work
(Trammell, 2023). This is not to say that there has not been many critics of Huizinga, both
historically and contemporarily (Anchor, 1978; Bogost, 2008), but to acknowledge Homo Ludens
as a central text that outlines the core assumptions of play that many in the field of games begin
with.

Huizinga defines play as a meaningful yet unserious activity that is free, in some way
divorced from real-life, and carried out for its own sake (Huizinga, 1955). Additionally, play
must have an absolute set of self-contained rules in order to organize participants (Huizinga,
1955). By free, Huizinga means that it is self-directed and self-chosen, meaning that players have
full autonomy of when to play and when to stop (Stelzer, 2023). By meaningful, Huizinga means
that there is both an individual and cultural function to playfulness (Huizinga, 1955).

Additionally, Huizinga claims, “the very fact that play has a meaning implies a non-materialistic
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quality in the nature of the thing itself,” (1955). Game scholars have interpreted this to be
Huizinga’s attempts to distance himself from a quantitative view of measuring play and
playfulness (Rodriguez, 2006).

One of the most contentious pieces of Huizinga’s definition comes from the “not serious”
parameters of his play understanding. Partially because of his vagueness around what he means
by unserious (Bogost, 2008; Rodriguez, 2006), and partially because of his insistence on a
fluidity between seriousness and play (Huizinga, 1955), seriousness is generally a more
contentious parameter of his argument (Lambrow, 2021). Even though Huizinga could see the
playfulness in even the most serious of activities, it is also clear to him that there is a balance
between seriousness and play that must be achieved, and that modern society suffers from a case
of puerilism, or an over-indulgence in play in situations that do not warrant it (Huizinga, 1970;
Morgan, 2018; Lambrow, 2021). This is seen in part by the advent of scholarship in the serious
play movement, as one example (Eicher-Catt, 2016).

Troubling the Definition of Play

Game scholar Aaron Trammel’s (2023) new book makes significant progress in the newer but
important argument that our most common conceptions of play are steeped in white supremacy,
and need to be considered as such. He closes his book with this sentiment:

“We prefer our games to be safe and consensual, but as a result, we have forgotten that

games themselves are not always safe and consensual. In fact, it is a privileged position

that assumes this because play is often violent. play forces us to contend with the truth
that we must always negotiate our own experience with that of others. This is what the
brutality of ‘Hide the Switch’ reveals. It shows how torture is as mundane a phenomenon

as play and that all are capable of its cruel pleasures. To forget this is to aestheticize the
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experience of play and to resign ourselves to the cultural norms of white supremacy.”

(Trammel, 2023, pg. 110)

Though this work is mostly out of field and not in conversation with the same play
scholars as we may see in the Learning Sciences, it maps on very well to work that takes on a
situative and/or sociocultural perspective on learning. If we assume that Lave and Wenger
(1991), and situative theorists of learning are right, and we are in fact learning all the time, then
we also have to contend that learning is not always good. We can think about this both in
obvious, Jeffrey Dahmer-style “learning to get rid of a body” terms, but we can also keep in
mind that learning things like, for example, that you aren’t a “math person” after internalizing
racist, misogynistic narratives about who can do math is also at play when we think about
harmful learning.

Therefore, if learning is not always positive, yet we acknowledge that play can be an
effective learning tool, we have to consider the fact that play itself is not always positive.
Because in romanticizing play as a universally positive and productive experience special to
childhood, not only are we ignoring the diverse ways that others may play, but we are ignoring
the pain that white people’s play has inflicted on others (Trammell, 2023).

Shut Up and Dribble: The Harm of Play Hierarchies

The notion that some play is better than other forms, and further, that some play can be
dismissed if it doesn’t fit the idealized picture of play puts severe limits on what we can
understand about Black playfulness. Specifically, when we position play as the work of
childhood development, we ignore the vast arrays of ways in which Black playfulness exists. Art

forms such as hip hop and jazz exemplify Black playfulness, and the joy in participation in these
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art forms have been essential to the resistance of our oppression. But such play does not
particularly fit into how we traditionally define playing and the importance of play.

As a person who is interested in exploring sites of high-level play in basketball in
particular, | understand that there are a lot of implications behind people such as Laura Ingraham
telling Lebron James to “shut up and dribble,” when he had the audacity to care about something
not related to basketball. But one of the implications outside of how blatantly racist this is, is the
ways that our definitions of play can serve to “validate” these opinions as non-racist. If we think
that play is for children, and an adult who gets to make millions of dollars per year doing the
work of children has the audacity to complain, we can ground our distaste at his political
activism in our inability to understand how play looks and functions in non-dominant spaces.

Seeing Play outside of Pleasure

Trammel (2023) also emphasizes the fact that play isn’t always positive or consensual, or
a subject-subject relationship. Instead, he challenges us to think of play as a subject-object
relationship, or the player versus the played (Trammel, 2023, pg. 59). This explains the history of
slavery in the United States, where White leisure was achieved at the expense of Black labor, or
zoos, exhibits, and carnival games that made mockeries out of and actively harmed Black bodies.
This helps us reckon with the fact that play can sometimes be harmful, and that the harm can
often be racialized. Therefore, | will further consider these ideas, as a starting point to flesh out a
definition of play that encapsulates it in its full horror and glory to operationalize the concept in
a more racially conscious manner.
Play and Black Childhood

Black people have been subject to enslavement, segregation, and exclusion from

participation in mainstream society. Therefore, it is likely that the “wiggle room” that Black
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people grew up with looks entirely different, and their development of playful practices over
time would reflect this as well (Pinckney et. al, 2021). However, we so often use Eurocentric
methods, grounded in the ideas that Blackness is a signifier of cultural deficiency, to try to
exogenously understand play and childhood in Black contexts. Endogenous views of these
guestions—what does it mean to be Black and playful? What does it mean to play and learn in
spaces that are pro black?—are present, but not as prevalent (e.g., Nxumalo & ross, 2019; Bryan,
2020). Contemporary scholarship calls for us to embrace a more complex view of play and
actively design pro-Black learning and play environments (e.g. Kinard et al, 2021), but a
concrete understanding of what pro-Black means, or what it might look like to be playful in a
pro-Black environment is ripe for exploration.

Dumas and Nelson (2016) draw from the field of critical childhood studies to bring the
idea of childhood as both socially and culturally situated. This can easily be seen and
exemplified through the many celebrations and rituals that we have heard of, such as Bar and Bat
Mitzvahs, confirmations, Quinceafieras, debutante balls, and even the crunchiest Pacific-
Northwest “period parties.” There are a multitude of ways and reasons—from religious, cultural,
biological, and functional—that people signify a child’s coming of age.

The issue, as critical child scholars point out, is that marginalized children are often
outside of what the dominant American imaginary believes childhood means, and who deserves
such a label (Dumas & Nelson, 2016). For example, the United Nations (which, for
standardization sake, defines children as any human being under the age of eighteen) affirms
play as a universal childhood right that is necessary for development. However, this goes against
dominant American views of play as a privilege to be earned, especially when Black Americans

are less likely to be seen as children or as deserving of this privilege (Pinckney et al., 2021).
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A part of this disconnect is through what Carey (2015) characterizes as the
“sensationalizing” of Black children. In other words, when we don’t see Black children for who
they presently are, we instead risk seeing them for the stereotypes they will become: gang
bangers, rappers, welfare queens, deadbeats, and jailbirds. Therefore, instead of fostering a
healthy space for Black children to learn, play, and grow, we build preventative policy around
them in hopes that we can exorcise their delinquent demons before they become another menace
to society (Dumas & Nelson, 2016).

But it also must be stated that the “adultification” narrative is not simple or universal.
When convenient to white supremacy, Black children are most certainly adultified, but inversely,
Black adults were subject to infantilization when convenient to White supremacy as well
(Breslow, 2019). The infantilization of Black adults becomes incredibly important, because it
can be seen as a mechanism that makes enslavement, segregation, and discrimination justifiable
(Breslow, 2019). If Black men actually aren’t men at all, we can now justify their subjugation.
We can dismiss Black ways of knowing, being, and doing as less legitimate. We can now make
the argument that they are still deficient and in need of adopting the “dominant” cultural
standards in order to receive full acknowledgement as human beings. Take, for example, a
famous and familiar protest of the Memphis Sanitation Workers in 1968. During the sanitation
strike, workers famously walked the streets of Memphis with signs that simply read, “I AM A
MAN.” And because they were men, they were also human, and deserving of equal pay, dignity,
rights, and respect. This simple reminder given to the public exemplifies the way that Black
children are pushed away from childhood, while Black men are pushed away from adulthood in

ways that make Black people take up this “other” undefined space.
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Genre of Black Play

Pinckney, Bryan, and Outley’s (2021) work makes three things clear: first, play is a
necessity and is outlined as such even at the global scale of the United Nations. Second, despite
contrary evidence, America’s cultural belief that play is a privilege has drawn clear racial and
socioeconomic lines around who does and does not “get” to play. Finally, the history of
segregation shaped where Black kids got to play, both in terms of inequitable access to facilities
and increased surveillance and monitoring of Black kids movement when they are seen as not
being where they are “supposed to be.”

Because of how these threads intersect, two things become apparent. First, Black play
developed in its own way, and it therefore makes sense to study it as its own particular
phenomenon. Secondly, the ways in which American culture has framed play and who engages
in it seemingly relates to the field of playful learning’s focus on the activities of very young, very
White children.

Because of the consistent “othering” of Black people, and segregation, discrimination,
and isolation from society, Black people have been forced to create their own fugitive spaces in
the United States. Therefore it's entirely possible that they created their own Fugitive spaces of
play. However, a lot of what we currently know about playfulness and blackness centers both
around school or around the deficit and playfulness that black children often face. There are
some examples, though, of studies that show the transformative power of embracing Black
children’s playfulness in the classroom.

Redefining Play
I have found Erickson’s (2014) description of play as “wiggle room” to be the most

helpful term for redefinition thus far. If we define play this way, we can at least begin pushing
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the field away from a fully romanticized paradigm of playfulness, and we can now begin to
recognize that play may look different across identities, culture, and time.
Play as Wiggle Room

Using Erickson’s (2014) notion of “wiggle room” I conceptualize play as the agency a
person uses within certain structures. Expanding on Lévi-Strauss (1966) and the metaphor of
bricolage, or “making do,” Erickson invites us to think of the bricoleur, or jack-of-all trades
handyperson, who can fix what’s broken by making use of what is available to them, even if they
must use tools in new and unintended ways. Taken more expansively into learning environments,
we can then say that our different communities of practice (say, for example a school) are
organized by certain sets of rules and norms (e.g., behavioral, curricular, temporal). However, it
is how you wiggle between these rules and norms in ways to personalize and customize your
interactions within a community that constitutes play (e.g. teachers personalizing lessons, or a
child discovering an alternative use for a classroom tool). Bricolage is not always by nature an
innovation, and the bricoleur, or the person at play, should not be misunderstood as working
“around” or “underneath” the system. Instead, we should imagine this play as happening within
the system (Erickson, 2014). It is the very knowledge of the current rules, norms, and restraints
and how to operate within them that allows the bricoleur to understand where “wiggling” can
become a possibility.

There are many advantages to looking for play in the places where we wiggle. Starting
from a very literal conception, one of play’s living definitions is the area in which something can
move (or wiggle). When you think about the slack in the line of a dog’s leash, or loose screws in

a chair, we already describe the space between no possible movement and most possible moment
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as an area of play. In other words, wiggling, or the ability to wiggle, is something we already see
as a form of play.

However, a more literal vision of wiggling as play is not what I am most interested in,
nor do | think that physical play as physical wiggling is the extent to wiggle-room's use. If we
think of defining play more generally as the “room” we have to improvise, make-use of, and
create between larger hegemonic social and cultural norms, it can help us to redefine and re-
envision play. First, it allows us to de-center the idealized White, middle-class childhood vision
of what it means to be at play. Wiggling among structure takes into consideration, for example,
how the play of the powerful comes at the expense of the marginalized, but allows us to see the
ways in which others have made space for creativity, joy, and wiggling given their
circumstances. Secondly, in taking the main focus off of children to include how everyone plays
(for example, the teacher in this analysis), we can not only start conversations across student and
teacher play, we can consider the significance of the modern teacher’s willingness and ability to
wiggle, especially in a political climate that has set out to standardize, automate, de-legitimize,
and de-professionalize their work.

Though wiggle-room does not take up much time or space in Erickson’s larger argument,
a few scholars have sporadically made use of the concept in literature about language, talk, and
other social interaction. Most relevant to our work in the social sciences is Vossoughi &
Gutierrez (2014), who think about wiggle room as a site for improvisation and change, while
making an important step of bringing the concept out of a purely “talking” context, and into what

“wiggle-room” could mean for hegemonic research practices.
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Black Play and Literacy

Previous studies have drawn on black culture and black creativity to show the diverse
ways in which black students engage both socially and with the disciplines and ways that are
culturally sustaining. Bettina Love’s (2015) work on hip hop-based education (HHBE) can serve
as an educational resource in both informal and formal learning spaces. It is important to
distinguish the idea of Hip Hop as being a distinct idea from commercial rap music. Love
discusses the common misconception that hip-hop does not belong in elementary classrooms
because it is only made up of sexually explicit or suggestive rap lyrics; however hip hop also
comprises practices such as freestyling, breakdancing, graffiti, fashion, self love, language, etc.
Love tells stories of her teaching experiences throughout the United States and black
communities to show the ways that hip-hop offered a gateway for connection between students
and parents, students and each other, and students and teachers. These gateways were ultimately
important to open in ways that allowed students' identities and abilities to be present and valued
within classroom spaces.

Additionally, Crystal Belle’s (2016) work outlines what hip hop literacies can look like in
English education. The offering of a practical vision is essential in the current educational
climate, as educators who are forced to adhere to state standards and scripted curricula face
increasing restrictions from their administrations. Belle acknowledges that hip hop, for many
Black people, is their deepest connection to literacy, and introducing this practice allows for
multiple ways of knowing in formal school. She also pushes against the anti-intellectual
arguments that emerge in discussions of hip hop education. Further, she shares testimony from
students themselves on how they were able to connect their hip hop education to broader ideas

around literacy.
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Black Play and STEM

In some ways it is easy to see how examining Hip Hop and thinking about hip hop
culture juxtaposes very well on to different literary practices such as analyzing poem writing
creativity, but oftentimes due to stereotypes about who can and cannot do STEM (Nasir & Shah,
2011), the cultural capital that black students bring into science and math environments at school
isare often dismissed, ignored, or misunderstood (Nasir & McKinney de Royston, 2013; Gholson
& Wilkes, 2017). Therefore scholars of learning have put significant effort into showing how
playful practices in the Black community align with more broadly valued scientific and
mathematical practices. For example, in Schademan's (2011) study on playing cards at school, he
found that when black students at lunch time were engaged in playing the game of spades with
one another, they were also showing scientific competencies, such as making inferences, making
observations about other people's behaviors and decisions, and using such data to inform future
decisions. Similarly, previous studies on basketball by Nasir (2000) showed that basketball
players were able to easily make accurate calculations about averages and percentages in the
context of basketball.

However, these valued skills do not always easily translate between disciplines. In their
ethnographic study that follows basketball players from their team to their math classes, Nasir
and Hand (2008) describe three domains linked to the development of practice-based identities:
access to the domain, opportunities to take integral roles, and opportunities for self-expression.
Because of the collaborative nature of basketball, it was very easy to find evidence of these
participation structures on a basketball court. However, in the math classroom, the same students
did not have the same opportunities in math as they did while playing basketball to express
themselves, to take on important roles, and to gain access to the domain in more meaningful

ways than receiving knowledge from the teacher. They noticed that even players that were also
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known as strong math students and had the most central roles in their math classrooms still did
not have strong opportunities for self-expression or access to the discipline outside of the teacher
as the authority and the students as passive receivers of knowledge.
Taking Black Play Seriously

Though it is important to understand how black children play at school, work by Mims et
al. (2022) shows the hyperfocus on school-based play spaces can have a limited impact, both on
social change and how we understand about Black play. Mims also explains that when Black
students are playing, they are often expected to leave behind their Black identities, adopting new
identities centered around capitalism. This is to say, the concern, even in play, is how a Black
child can ultimately become a productive member of American society rather than delinquent.
Tying back into the work of Dumas & Nelson (2016), when not done carefully, these creative
experiences for black students can also effectively operate as preventative policies toward
delinquency. In a literature review of creative early childhood experiences for Black children,
Souto-Manning et. al (2022) highlighted a pattern of racialization that was still relevant in these
creative contexts. Because these were often considered “supplementary” or “extra” opportunities
for students to learn and engage, the same stratifications persist where only a certain type of
student gets access to playful and creative learning experiences.
Concluding Thoughts on Play

There are certainly advantages in the literature on why we might consider playful
learning a productive avenue to reforming historically tumultuous relationships with STEM.
However, our limited view of play, and our tendency to try to generalize definitions of play
derived from white, young, privileged children into Black culture, not only do we miss the

playful experiences of the marginalized, but we ignore the ways in which dominant play has and
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continues to cause harm. Through this section, | hoped to begin to examine how playfulness is
shaped by the Black childhood experience, and how their playfulness can be misinterpreted or
devalued based both on their identities, and because of our limited view on who can play, and
what play means.

On Math and Basketball

The work of Na'ilah Nasir and colleagues has been essential in the development and
inspiration of this project. Nasir & Hand (2008) showed how students were denied opportunities
to take on integral roles in math classrooms, which stifled their development of practice-linked
identities (Nasir, 2002; Nasir & Hand, 2008), or the ability to see themselves as connected to
mathematics. Conversely, basketball enabled them to access the discipline in ways that were
connected to who they were. Nasir’s mathematical work was mainly focused on the statistical
results around the game of basketball, and how basketball players across age groups use those
statistics to inform their notions of success. Because of this focus, it is easy to see the importance
of mathematics as a component of a player’s success in the game. My work, however, focuses on
the mathematics involved within the play itself.

This focus on the game itself attunes specifically to the embodied and relational
mathematical activities of high-level players and foregrounds basketball as a site of embodied
geometry that disrupts the scale and perspective of the traditional, individualized, disembodied 2-
D paper models that most students experience when learning about shapes and their properties
(Ma, 2016). Therefore, this study will expand on the mathematical ideas inherent in sophisticated
basketball play. Examples of this embodied geometry can be seen in what is commonly referred

to as being “on a string” in defensive formations, players’ ability to consistently anticipate
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movements and patterns of teammates and opponents, or to “thread the needle” to find

teammates in smaller spaces without the ball getting stolen.

Much of the mathematics done on the basketball court may be simply “felt” rather than
readily explainable by players. For example, in my initial contact with a staff member and
former professional player for my partnership, some things immediately stuck out to them as
mathematical, namely, the concept of efficiency in the game. Efficient shooters are those who
can score the most points in the least amount of shot attempts, which nods back to Nasir’s (2000)
work on percentages in the past. However, after more conversation, they began to uncover more
mathematics on their own, such as considering angles of attack and defensive formations.
Framing this example through Goodwin’s (1994) concept of professional vision, this interview
from my pilot work made me curious about the different forms of mathematical understanding
that could be discovered in the game of basketball. Though there has been a rich groundwork
laid surrounding the value of basketball as a site of rich, informal, and playful mathematics,
there is still much that can be explored.

Studies of Informal Mathematics

Informal math learning has been studied in a myriad of contexts, such as examining
children in a Bay Area corner store after school (Taylor, 2009), middle and high school
basketball teams (Nasir, 2000), Brazilian children selling candy (Saxe, 1988), Indigenous
Alaskan villages (Lipka, 1994), children in museums (Cooper, 2011), children on shopping trips
with their families (Brenner, 1998), a community sewing lesson (Gonzélez et al., 2001), and in
the stories of families (Esmonde et al., 2013). Though these contexts span vast age groups across

vast contexts, there are some relevant themes these collective studies raise.
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Learning and Knowing Math is Social and Cultural

This dissertation expands what it looks like to be engaged with the learning and knowing
of mathematics. First, | want to begin by acknowledging that my pursuit of questions around
math knowing rather than math knowledge is deliberate. In addition to drawing from pioneers in
the learning sciences (e.g., Lave & Wenger, 1993), | draw from the work of Black scholars
Sylvia Wynter (2001) and Katherine McKittrick (2015) to help me understand this
differentiation. In Wynter’s (2001) essay examining Franz Fanon’s writing, Wynter develops the
sociogenic principle, which attempts to move past the biocentric, static, objective definitions of
humanity and instead acknowledges the social nature of what it means to be human. Knowledge,
then, is a static “thing” like a sapphire in the ground to be dug up and mined, while knowing is
alive, dynamic, and responsive to its environment. | hope, as | go through this section, to
sufficiently distinguish between the two ideas, but gain clarity on the function of both throughout
the theories and literature.

McKinney de Royston and Nasir’s (2013) literature review on informal learning
environments applies a critical lens to informal math to not only understand what math is present
outside of school, but to also understand the ways in which dominant culture misrepresents and
misdiagnoses Black students as deficient. In their review of informal learning spaces, analyzed
through the lens of Critical Race theory, they “highlight the ways in which power is at play as
our society decides which kinds of mathematical thinking, discourses, strategies, and social
networks to privilege, as well as when we structure access to certain kinds of practices for some
students but not others,” (Nasir & de Royston, 2013, pg. 284). This critical perspective gives us a
guide for how to further consider and problematize STEM research that takes place in informal

settings.
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Yosso’s (2016) piece, Whose Culture has Capital? uses Bordieu’s original discussions of
cultural capital to show how the argument has been used over time to ultimately cause harm to
the marginalized. Bordieu argues that the upper and middle-classes have the most valuable
cultural capital, and if you were not born into one of these families with cultural capital, you can
learn this capital through formal schooling. In the United States, we know that the most cultural
capital lies with straight, White, wealthy, Christian, cis-gendered men. But then the assumption
that follows from Bordieu’s argument is that those that are “other” are at a deficit, and therefore
we need to spend our time and efforts “catching them up” with the norms and values of the
dominant group (Yosso, 2016). In her piece, Yosso uses Critical Race Theory to challenge
deficit notions of non-dominant cultures to instead create a framework around community
cultural wealth that shows the multitude of ways in which non-dominant people bring a various
forms of capital to the table that are often missed or mis-represented through schools who instead
treat children from these places as empty vessels that they desperately must fill. This was also
exemplified through Gholson and Wilkes’ (2017) work on who they label the Collective Black.
Their argument was that oftentimes marginalized students are engaged in mathematics and
mathematical practices that are actually valued in the dominant culture. However, because the
Collective Black is already perceived and positioned as non-knowers and non-doers of math,
their mathematical identities are often taken away from them, or misunderstood as something
else entirely. So the issue, then, is not that we need to figure out ways to make Black kids do and
love math, it’s that they are doing it, we are just ignoring them.

On the more sinister side of the coin, one could say that this is all by design. In a hopeful
lens, we can use the forms of marginalized student cultural capital to re-position our

relationships with who they are and what they may have yet to learn. But in Tate’s (1994) work,
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which draws heavily on Carter G. Woodson’s Miseducation of the Negro, he suggests that this
may be a road to nowhere. Schools were not designed in America to “equalize,” but to give
Black students the experience of being from the outside looking in at the “valuable” middle and
upper-class cultures (Tate, 1994). This, for me, is what makes looking at sites of informal
learning all the more interesting and powerful.
Key Takeaways from Previous Informal Math Studies

Scholars of informal math are mostly aligned with sociocultural and situated theories of
learning, and would agree that mathematical learning happens in culturally situated, everyday
interactions. Take, for example, Nasir’s (2000) study on basketball team values and how they
differ between middle school and high school players. She found that in middle school, simple
measures of success in basketball, like how many points a player scores in a game, were
sufficient measures of success for that particular game. However, in the context of high school
basketball, where players became more advanced, there was less room for kids who did not
know how to play well, and decisions about their basketball futures weighed more, they began to
look past the points line on the stats sheet to consider things such as volume (volume as it is
discussed in the game of basketball is the same mathematical concept as ratio). As an example,
scoring 20 points in a game might sound good, but if it took you 40 shot attempts to score 20
points, that is a story of a ton of misses that likely resulted in many rebounds for the other team
that gave the opposing team a chance to score unanswered points.

Informal mathematics studies also show us that formal math education can sometimes
hide the assets of cultural math knowledge. As another example, Saxe’s (1988) study of
Brazilian children candy sellers observed children engaged in complex mathematics, such as

setting candy prices based both off of social conventions of other candy sellers and the wholesale
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candy price, and using various ratios in order to sell more candy (e.g. pricing an item at 2 for $5
but 5 for $10, lowering the per unit price). Generally, candy sellers were less proficient at using
standard inscriptions and notations for money on paper, but had similar proficiency rates with
identifying physical pieces of currency as well as knowing how those currencies compared.
Finally, candy sellers expressed much higher proficiency with bill arithmetic and ratio
comparisons than did children with formal math education.

However, there is a world in which these mathematical worlds can be a collaborative
space, rather than one where one method of mathematical understanding has to become the
dominant, universal framework. For example, Lipka’s (1994) study on Yup’ik mathematics
leaned into the Yup’ik language and counting system was base twenty, with sub-base 5, rather
than trying to make their language make sense in the dominant, base ten. The counting system
was based on the body, split into four quadrants, where twenty in the Yup’ik language
represented a “whole.” Cultural number systems that change the base are one easy way to see
that there is, for example, no such thing as a “ten” that exists objectively in the world.
Alternatively, it is something that has been culturally and linguistically decided as a unit over
time. Therefore showing ways to examine and develop mathematical practices in ways that
aren’t necessarily reliant on the dominant culture’s math classroom logics.

Math classroom logics can be defined as the norms, values, and assumptions that dictate
the ways we participate in math class (Acker, 1990; Battery & Marshall, 2023; Leyva et al.,
2021; Marshall et al., 2022). One such logic is recognizing mathematical competence through a
“staircase” model (Brenner, 1998). For example, students must first understand how to count in
order to understand cardinality, then cardinality to understand addition and subtraction, then

addition and subtraction to understand multiplication and division, and so on. However, as seen
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in the Saxe study on candy selling, just because candy sellers couldn’t identify written notations
of currency values, didn’t mean they weren’t ready for the “more complex” concepts of
comparing values. When you treat mathematical understanding as linear, you miss the advanced
mathematical practices that happen in context (e.g. Carpenter & Lehrer, 1999; Lehrer &
Schauble, 2015).

For example, Brenner’s (1998) study on kindergarten math showed that students first
learn about pennies, then nickels and dimes, then quarters, then the dollar. However, Brenner
described preschool students' understanding of pennies as being “junk” or on par with fake
money, while the dollar bill was the most salient piece of currency for them. Brenner draws from
Freudenthal’s (2005) framework of common sense mathematics, which, similar to sociocultural
theories of learning, maintains that early child mathematical development is formed in everyday
activity. Brenner’s research has evidence of this: though preschool students didn’t yet understand
the monetary value of a dollar, many already had comparative understandings about currency
(e.g., dollars are worth more than quarter are worth more than dimes), as well as a
representational understanding of value (e.g., this coin or this bill can be exchanged for 2
lollipops). However once they enter school, these “common sense” pathways are not valued, and
they are made to start from ground zero, never again touching the bills that they interact with
every day at home, until they have mastered the knowledge of the “junk coins in the toybox.”

Not only do linear classroom logics limit our vision on what and who is mathematical,
but it also looks different from how professional mathematicians would describe their own
practices. Civil (2002) described Mathematicians math as being social, playful, and characterized
by exploration as opposed to school logics that frame math as mostly formulaic and insular,

decontextualized displays of competency at solving problems in mathematics that have already
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been sorted out. And further, when scholars have asked families about their home math practices,
they show the ways that families engage in math organically are paradoxically similar to
mathematicians.

For example, in Esmonde et al.’s (2013) Math in a Minute (MIAM) project, the research
team asked 20 families throughout the Bay Area to reflect on their familial and cultural math
practices. They found that not only was it easy for families to identify diverse and everyday
mathematical practices in their lives, but they were also easily associated with fun, playfulness,
collaboration, and perseverance. Math at home was often framed as the vehicle moving
participants towards a bigger goal, and most importantly, as a tool for social good. Math for
social good is important, and the move to divorce math from affect or community in school is
also important. As Esmonde et al. (2013) state, when you see math as an opportunity to perform
a decontextualized list of formulas rather than one of many tools you use in everyday life to
engage with the world, it is easier to step away from it, and declare yourself not a math person,
or get discouraged from pursuing certain careers that are “too mathy.”

To conclude, focusing on previous studies of informal math spaces begs the question of
why math classroom logics dominate our ways of understanding math in the first place. Why do
we, as people who engage in mathematical practices in our everyday lives in robust and creative
ways, adhere to a school system that reduces math into one that measures mathematical
competence through compliance and understanding of a set number of formulas implemented in
a set number of ways? One argument is, as McKittrick (2020) says, for the upholding of empire.
In other words, the United States empire has a vested interest in producing as many un-critical

practitioners in STEM as possible, in order to acquire as much power as possible.
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But we should be wary of this system. We know that un-critical experts in math and
computer science have been the driving force behind the United States’ military industrial
complex (Vakil, 2018). Mathematicians also first sowed the seed for China’s ultimately horrific
one-child policy (Olsder & Strijbos, 1976). When we just “run the numbers” without
foregrounding notions of how we can use math as the vehicle to solve greater problems or to
support the community, we risk causing a significant amount of harm.

Taking Black Math Seriously

Previous work on informal math learning is important in highlighting the gaps in the field’s
engagement with the cultural capital of the marginalized in ways that allows us to reimagine
what mathematics can be, what mathematics can look like, and what being a successful
mathematician could mean. These holes pose the very real risk of scholars of learning missing
instances of Black learners who are actually engaged in the very things that the cannon describes
as successful and “good mathematics”. We saw in the Saxe (1988) and Brenner (1998) studies,
for example, that Black children are often engaging in the exact practices that mathematical
communities and learning standards supposedly value. And yet, because of racialized narratives
about who can and cannot be competent in mathematics, we ignore and dismiss mathematical
competencies of Black learners.

Because of historical relationships between Blackness and formal mathematics, it is a
clear mistake to underestimate the importance of mathematical competency and math learning
within the Black community. In Gholson’s (2013) piece on the mathematical lives of Black
children, she reminds a contemporary audience that historically, black mathematical practices,
though undervalued, were inextricably tied to financial survival. Gholson explains that knowing

how to count, how to combine, and other skills around money and value were essential to the
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financial literacy of black people who could, in an anti-black Society, be scammed out of their
money. However, Black people's relationships with school and math socialization has also
changed over time. Because of a neoliberal “No excuse” model of Education, spearheaded by
charter schools and organizations such as KIPP, the Black community’s relationship to math has
changed. Challenges to authority are discouraged, leading to students to internalize their own
anger and resentment at the system, mistakenly believing that their failures are their own fault.
Gholson cites Horn (2011) when explaining that such a submissive attachment has been achieved
over time “‘...by unrelenting and constant surveillance, harsh and sure verbal castigation, public
humiliation and labeling, manipulative reinforcement, and ostracizing isolation’ (p.97)” (p. 65).
We can see through examining literature on play, informal mathematics, and Black
mathematical activity that marginalized participation in mathematics (or lack thereof) has more
to do with what society has positioned as legitimate mathematical activity and who they have
positioned as legitimate participants in mathematics. Because of this, | will now integrate a
theoretical framework on identity as the driving mechanism behind who gets recognized as
mathematical, why and how they get recognized, and what that means for the populations like
those in my study who are situated at the intersection of multiple identities that ultimately dictate

how we see and understand their activities and participation across contexts.
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CHAPTER 3
Situating the Theory

In the literature review, | establish that Black play spaces and play practices are poorly
defined, both because of our limited definitions of play and limited perceptions of who we think
has the right to play and because our limited understanding of what it looks like to engage in
legitimate mathematics. By developing a theoretical framework of identity, | will connect these
ideas to the key takeaways on Black mathematical play in informal settings to show how
understandings of what and who is mathematical is established, and can be re-established
through analyses on identities in marginalized communities.

Though there are many theoretical frameworks in which to analyze the experiences of
basketball players and how that shapes their understanding of the mathematical activity in the
game, | choose identity as my theoretical lens for two central reasons. As stated above,
mathematical identities are frequently denied from minoritized populations, or miscategorized as
something else entirely, such as troublemaking, crime, or even terrorism (Gholson & Wilkes,
2017). Additionally, many well-meaning efforts to increase diversity in STEM often think in
simplistic, economic terms about Black students’ participation, based on how we may be able to
profit off of them in the future STEM workforce (Martin, 2012). By focusing on identities, this
work will contribute to an effort to reclaim Black learners’ humanity for their own sake, rather
than as a part of a broader, capitalist project of benefitting from Black STEM labor.

Defining Identity

Across the literature, identity is discussed in numerous ways: from individual,

psychological, relational, participatory, and larger structural conceptions of what it means to be

or identify as something. In this work, I align my definition to previous scholars in the Learning
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Sciences who define identity as a joint accomplishment between people and their interactions
with culture, norms, narratives, tools, and others (Hand & Gresalfi, 2015; Nasir, 2002; Holland et
al., 1998; Wenger, 1999). From a situative perspective that defines learning as participation
(Lave & Wenger, 1991), this implies that identity and learning can be thought of as inextricably
tied, if not synonymous.

Further, the affordances of different social worlds can be heavily influential in deciding
not only what someone can become, but how someone can become, the values placed on or
associated with their becoming, and a person’s level of belonging in the first place (Nasir, 2002).
Holland et al. (1998) define these social influences within a specific community of practice as
figured worlds. A figured world is a way to understand the dialogic nature of cultural practices,
by focusing on the figures, or humans in the community rather than the behaviors. In other
words, figured worlds are culturally and socially situated ways for us to understand both the
activities and how the norms and expectations in the space invite and constrain participation in a
space, and how member relationships to these norms affect their positioning within the figured
world (Holland et al., 1998). Within a figured world, there are actors, who first engage in actions,
which lead to specific outcomes, which are then valued and positioned over other outcomes.
Because of this, a figured world necessarily consists of a limited number of activities, outcomes,
and values. Holland et al. (1998), give the example of the pope as a bachelor. Because of the
activities of the pope, and the values placed by the Catholic church on the pope taking a vow of
celibacy, the question of the pope’s bachelor status does not even make sense within this
particular figured world.

Holland et al. (1998) further draw upon the work of VVygotsky (1978) and Bakhtin

(1981/2010) to describe the dialogic nature of identity development within a figured world. In
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summation, our identities are shaped by our participation in a figured world, and the figured
world can therefore be authored and re-authored based on others within the figured world and
their response to that participation. This connects, once again to the idea that identity is
something that is jointly accomplished across people, contexts, and the frames and narratives that
have developed within. Additionally, social positions such as race and gender are important
within the construction of a figurative identity. Therefore, a person’s position within a figured
world is not fully authored by the person, but is also shaped and constrained by other factors and
identity markers, like being specifically a Black woman in the figured world of basketball.
Mechanisms for Constructing ldentity

A model of identity development that is useful in understanding how people get
recognized and valued within a figured world in the context of micro interactions and broader
storylines is Gresalfi & Hand’s (2019) model of resources of identity construction. At the micro
level, within a figured world, as people interact with tools and one another, the norms of the
group serve to position group members in relation to one another. In the intermediary, frames
serve as our available storylines to allow us to organize and understand social activities as either
expected or unexpected in relation to what we believe should be happening. And in the macro,
these frames are organized and able to be recognized through broader cultural storylines that are
indicative of values and beliefs that are more generalized across society. This model of identity
construction shows how becoming and being recognized as a certain type of person is jointly

accomplished across levels of analysis.
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Figure 1. Gresalfi & Hand’s (2019) Model for Identity Construction

This framework further supports the ways in which identity can be simultaneously
analyzed from a macro (e.g., what larger societal and institutional Discourses construct
mathematicians and basketball players as being certain types of people who are fundamentally
different?) and micro (e.g. what moment-to-moment interactions allow us to recognize someone
as being a certain type of person, and conversely, how are these recognitions negotiated?)
perspective. Gresalfi & Hand (2019) define identity as developing through both a person’s
participation in social situations and the sense that the person makes of themselves in relation to
the activity. This framing of identity recognizes that what you do and what you say about what
you do are in conversation with one another. For example, in math class, students are positioned
relative to one another and to the discipline of mathematics. However, that positioning can only
be recognized by the positioners and the one being positioned if it is connected to larger
storylines and broader narratives . In this project, making connections between narrative and
participatory identities was important. Study participants were people who have long histories of

participation in both mathematics and basketball contexts, and could narrate at length how they
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have shown up in each space, and how that affects their perceived positioning within those
communities.
How Identities are Established and Reinforced through Discourse and Community

The frames and broader storylines that ultimately mediate the participation and
positioning of others are necessitated due to our need to more generally understand people and
their activities so that we can understand what is expected of ourselves and others. These frames
and storylines are essential to the ways in which others recognize us as being a “certain type of
person,” (Gee, 2000). Gee (2000) describes four ways to view identity: through nature (N-
Identity), institution (I-ldentity), discourse (D-identity), and affinity (A-ldentity). These
perspectives on identity are not rigid or separate from one another, and many aspects of identity
can be thought of as co-occurring or transitional.

For example, Gee’s (2000) framework takes up Blackness (using the term “African
American”) through all lenses, from the more blatantly racist N-ldentity to the more culturally
focused A-Identity to demonstrate how Blackness is recognized as an identity because certain
institutions (e.g., governments, companies, or application checkboxes) have made significance
out of Blackness and its role in making decisions about what certain type of person you are (Gee,
2000). In contrast, he offers the spleen: though nature has given most of us one, powerful
institutions have not decided having spleens are significant in the labelling of a certain type of
person. This means that beneath every identity, there is some sort of interpretive system, be it
norms, tradition, small-d discourses, institutional rules, etc. Although alternatively, Gee does
point to powerful actors using an N-lIdentity lens to avoid accountability for the interpretive work

that is implicit in identity development (Gee, 2000).
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Second, big-D Discourses can be used as an organizing concept across a vast array of
ideas from the field that can help us understand the ways in which one can be a certain type of
person (pg. 110). Big-D Discourse is defined by Gee (2000) as the ways of being a certain type
of person, and are actively constructed and reconstructed by groups of people and institutions.
Discourse is a useful concept, because it can be investigated both from the macro and micro
levels (pg. 111). Take, for example, the population at the center of this study, basketball players
on a Division-1 women’s basketball team. As mentioned earlier in the discussion on basketball
as a gendered space, the ways in which they compete will be compared against a broader cultural
Discourse about the emotional passivity of women. But by observing their moment-by-moment
interactions, you are also able to see the ways in which their activities uphold or complicate the
broader passive Discourse.

Pursuing Identity Through Narrative

Finally, because participants come with long histories, a large part of this work will be
unpacking these stories through a narrative lens on identity. In constructing a definition of
narrative identity, Sfard and Prusak (2005) draw on Holland and Lave’s (2001) conception of “T”
as something that “...draws upon the languages, dialects, genres, and words of others to which
she has been exposed. Because the self is the nexus of an ongoing flow of social activity and
necessarily participates in this activity, it cannot be finalized or defined in itself, in its own
terms,” (pg. 11). In other words, the reason to pursue an operational definition of identity that we
can apply in research, specifically grounded in sociocultural and situative theories, is to push
away from a static, determinist view of self and toward one that is constantly being influenced by

and influencing its environment . Therefore, Sfard & Prusak (2005) develop the notion of a
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narrative identity, defined as “stories about persons, or, more specifically, as those narratives
about individuals are reifying, endorsable, and significant,” (pg. 16).

There are some advantages to expanding the analysis to include instances of narrative
identity. Though identity is constructed in the real world, what fully constitutes an identity is how
we secondarily interpret those experiences. This not only helps to elucidate the fluid nature of an
identity, but it also allows us to see how one might come up with stories that oppose one another
(Sfard & Prusak, 2005). For example, if you were to ask classmates of some imaginary student
A, if they thought A was “a math person” multiple people might say something like, “A is
definitely a math person. They always finish their math the fastest of anyone, and they always
ace all of our exams.” You can see how this story is reifying (they are always finishing first),
endorsable (many people are noticing the same patterns), and significant (if A was to start failing
exams or finishing behind other students, the storytellers may notice). However, A themself
could say something like, “I am not a math person, math is usually boring, it doesn’t challenge
me, and I find it to be too easy.” This story is similarly reifying (math doesn’t challenge A),
endorsable (math is usually boring), and significant (if math suddenly became a challenge, it
might catch A by surprise). These contradictory narratives do not get us any closer to accurately
identifying A as a math person. However, it allows us to ask questions about the process of
identity formation itself, such as, what are the resources, narratives, and frames that the
storytellers are drawing on in order to tell the story of A as a math person? What does it mean in
this particular community to be a math person? What are the values, or celebrated subject
positions (Carlone et al., 2014) implicit in the stories different people tell about who is or who is

not a math person?
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Concluding Thoughts: Connecting Literature to Theory

What it means to do math and be a math person is something that scholars in education
and the learning sciences are in a contemporary battle with, thanks to the strong forces present
within the gatekeeping classroom logics of mathematics. The issue with these logics is that they
often exclude and cause harm to minoritized students. This is because broader narratives and
values around the figured world of formal mathematics classrooms have often dismissed the idea
that they are mathematical, and/or mistaken their mathematical activity for something else
entirely. Studies of informal mathematics and playful mathematics have shown that
mathematical spaces outside of the norm are alive, well, and rich with mathematical activities
that are actually valued in the figured worlds of professional mathematicians. Not only does play
allow learners to engage more positively with math, but playfulness is also a practice that is
valued by mathematicians themselves. And yet, classroom logics in mathematics remain, though
they cause harm and isolate many.

Much of what we know about playful mathematics more generally and the mathematics
of basketball in particular, comes from a White perspective, which therefore limits our ability to
engage with and understand Black identity and participation as it relates to the bodies of
literature at the intersection of this dissertation: play, informal learning, and the mathematics of
basketball. Therefore, the work of understanding these ideas, specifically from a Black
perspective (in this case, meaning those who are participants in a space that has been racialized
as Black), is still emerging and ongoing. This study, by foregrounding participant narratives of
their identities, and their understandings about the mathematics in the game of basketball, this

study makes a step toward moving away from these dominant perspectives.
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CHAPTER 4
Methods

The name of this study comes from the common basketball term, to be “on a string.”
Mostly used when talking about being effective on defense, playing on a string implies a degree
of teamwork and knowing your role within a system. Not only does playing on a string
necessitate players reacting in accordance with their four teammates, but it requires a knowledge
of the tendencies, strengths, and weaknesses of your opponent to fully understand how you
should relate to the other nine players on the court. This relational mentality that is key to the
most successful teams across age groups, leagues, and skill is the main inspiration behind
understanding the figured world of a Division-1 Women’s Basketball team.

Though few would argue against the idea that basketball is mathematical, most of the
focus on mathematical activity has been situated in statistics, data science, and advanced
analytics that surround the game. But by focusing on the important mathematical activities that
players themselves identify, this study contributes to the larger field that is seeking to disrupt
what it means to do mathematics or be mathematical while elevating the perspectives of those
who are experts in the game.

This empirical qualitative study focuses on high-level, collegiate basketball players, the
spaces in which they exist, and what mathematics they can identify as relevant to the game and
then recognize while watching game film. Basketball players first participated in individual,
semi-structured interviews to better understand their relationship with mathematics, basketball,
and the connections they see between the two. Then, in collaboration with team staff, 1 will
select brief sequences of play from public facing video to analyze in a group video viewing

session, modeled after an Interaction Analysis (Jordan & Henderson, 1995) protocol. During this
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process, | also observed team practices and activities to better understand and contextualize their
worlds, identities, and participation structures. What follows is a description of the team and its
focal participants.
The Team

| partnered with the Stephenson Owls” Women’s Basketball team (SWBB). Stephenson
University is a mid-sized private university whose athletic teams, using the University’s Owl
mascot, compete at the NCAA Division-1 level. Stephenson is a highly selective school, which,
to qualify as such, means that undergraduate acceptance rates are below 15%. 50% of students
are white, 10% are Black, another 10% are Hispanic/Latino, and 20% Asian®. My partnership
with SWBB began in 2022, when | began attending their basketball games as a spectator who
was interested in the embodied forms of mathematics present in live gameplay. SWBB,
especially defensively, really exemplified what it meant to be “on a string.” The poetry of each
player taking on a role as a vertex in a walking-scale pentagon struck me as one entry-point of
interest into the intersection of mathematical activity within the game. After observations,
rapport building across two seasons, and negotiation, | was able to develop a study that drew
interest from SWBB members in ways that accommodated their comfort as participants,
commitments to social justice, and comfort in participating.

Stephenson is based within a “Power-5"2 conference, which signifies the five most elite
college athletic conferences in the United States. Not only does this mean that Stephenson
players have access to the best and highest-funded athletic facilities and programs, but also that

many of these athletes were likely scouted and followed closely by recruiters since their late

1 These numbers are slightly altered for confidentiality purposes.
2 The “Power 5” transitioned to the “Power 4” during the duration of this study
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elementary, early teen years. This does not mean that other teams do not recruit, and it does not
mean that Power-5 athletes are necessarily more talented than non-Power-5 players. However, it
does mean that Power 5 athletes might have a different positioning and relationship with
basketball because of their funneling into the pipeline of future Division-1 players starting from a
young age.
The Focal Participants

After introducing myself and describing my research project, as well as my requests of
them, | gave each of the teammates an opportunity to sign up to be a focal participant in the
study. At the conclusion of the activities with the focus group, there was a second round of
consent forms given to the rest of the team, so that | could have permission to write about them
as their stories became relevant in my study and analysis. From this, 6 players agreed to be focal
participants, and all 13 members of the team agreed to be a part of the writing in my dissertation.
Below is a brief overview of each focal participant, and a small chart that follows, showing the
final seven team members. All names are pseudonyms.

Brandi Nelson, aka Nel

Brandi Nelson (I specifically bring up her last name, because she is commonly referred to
by her nickname “Nel” derived from her last name) was the first player to catch my attention on
the team, in my first observed practice. First, she is the tallest team member, at about 6’5 inches.
Second, I noticed that she would “bump” basketballs every now and again as if she were actually
playing volleyball. When | asked her about this, she revealed that she had also played and been
recruited for volleyball, but she decided to pursue basketball because, in her words, “you actually
have to be athletic to play basketball.” As I compared that statement with the exhaustion | have
personally felt after non-competitive pickup volleyball games, this became my first moment of

realization about the group of women | was studying.
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Nel started her second season with SWBB with a seemingly very shy disposition. At the
beginning of the summer, she appeared to be slightly unsure of herself during drills and practice.
For example, in one defensive drill, where the goal was to prevent your opponent from scoring
and complete a stop, either from a steal, a rebound, a block, etc., if you couldn’t complete the
stop, you had to defend again. Nel struggled on that first day of practice more than any other
teammate, as her opponents continued to make baskets and get rebounds, over and over. And yet,
as the number of times she had to continue defending an offensive player increased, and her
smile and body language of frustrated discomfort grew, so did the volume of her teammates who
were cheering her on. This was my second moment of realization about this group.

Nel’s journey to Stephenson is hallmarked by overcoming her feelings of being a misfit
as she transitioned to more advanced basketball spaces. She first started playing basketball on a
church team in her hometown in Arizona. And even though she enjoyed playing church ball, she
described the next few years of her middle school basketball career as an uncomfortable and
awkward time, where she felt intimidated while playing basketball. She describes middle school
as just an awkward time in general. But additionally, she experienced a lot of racialized harm as
a child, due to being one of the only Black kids in her town, with the other Black kids being her
siblings. Admittedly, she experienced more racism outside of basketball and her teammates, but
she does remember some “situations,” specifically when navigating competitions, and worrying
how other teams might treat her, the one Black kid on the team.

Racially, things became much better when her family moved to Colorado during her
high-school career, but again, she found herself intimidated by her high school teammates. She
discovered that for high school standards, she wasn’t very good at basketball, which affected her

confidence as well as the treatment she received from teammates and peers who noticed her
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public struggles as a freshman. However, as she kept playing and became an important, high
scoring member of her team, her confidence skyrocketed through high school. But once again,
arriving on Stephenson’s campus in the summer of 2023 as a 17 year old, now on a team of
grown women in their 20s, her feelings of intimidation returned. However, as time progressed, so
did her confidence, and even the shy person | observed at the beginning of summer, meekly
trying again and again to get a stop in a defensive drill had melted away and revealed a budding
team leader. As the summer changed into the regular season, began taking after team captain
Kendall’s lead, loudly shouting “Here we go!” to keep her teammates energized and motivated,
even in the most grueling and frustrating moments in practice.

Nel cares deeply about succeeding. She routinely shouts “Fuck!” during practice any time
she misses her shots. She is not the fastest on the team, but routinely finishes sprints at the front
of the pack. She is clearly growing into her strengths as a post player, getting rebounds at all
costs, and becoming a strong post threat for the team.

Chloe

When | first talked to Chloe, we bonded over our appreciation for “granny crafts.” She
showed me an elaborate blanket that her grandmother had once crocheted for her and her giant
yarn stash, as | described my latest haul from a local creative reuse store. Chloe is kind-hearted,
with a soft and gentle nature, which can be surprising given what a strong athlete she is. She is
not a particularly loud or boisterous presence on the team, she simply does what is asked and
cheers on her teammates without much external emotion or theatrics. But her ability to feint,
accelerate, beat anyone to the basket, or get steals and stops even as one of the smallest team
members, makes it hard to remember that Chloe on and off the court are the same person.

Of all the focal players, Chloe was the longest standing member of the team, starting her

third year when we first met. She grew up in Arkansas, and came to the game as a young kid
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through a church league, which she loved. Throughout middle school, she continued playing
competitively, went to camps, and started training seriously. The summer before high school, she
traveled to Dallas to join her first AAU team where she encountered much harder competition
that propelled her to a successful high school career.

Chloe learned early on in her basketball career that nothing will ever outweigh the
business aspects of playing high-level basketball. For example, even though she was the star of
her team, as a smaller player, she watched girls around her get recruited without her. After she
was finally recruited by a school similar to Stephenson in size and selectivity, she was elated,
only to learn that the coach who recruited her took a new, bigger coaching job in the Pacific
Northwest. That same coach, who had built a great relationship with her during her recruitment,
had completely ghosted her: no offer to follow her to the new school. No offer to stay at the
school that she committed to. Chloe ended up re-committing to Stephenson, and her freshman
year, she started almost every game, partially because a slew of season-ending injuries left only
eight eligible players. Even though they finished the season nearly last, with a losing record, she
had a lot of fun because she had a lot of playing time. However, during her sophomore year, as
people recovered from injuries and recruits and transfers were added to the team, she played very
few minutes.

When | first talked to her about all of this, she had a weary outlook about her ability to
play in her junior year season, as will be discussed in further detail in the first findings chapter.
However, she keeps a positive outlook, specifically driven by her religious faith. She said, had it
not been for her faith, she would not have made it, and that is what is seemingly driving her now,

as she thinks about what her relationship to the game of basketball will be for the rest of her life.
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For what it’s worth, even the coaches understand the necessity of a role like Chloe’s
where they won’t play much, if at all during the regular season. In one of my field notes, I noted
that the coach erupted after noticing the starters goofing off, not paying attention, and talking to
one another while the second and third string of players were practicing on the court. “Do you
think it is easy being Chloe?!?!” Coach yelled, “Cheering you on every game knowing she won’t
get playing time? You better give these girls the same energy and support they give you every
game.” The challenge and necessity of players like Chloe, at least from those in charge, is not
unnoticed.

Kasia, aka Kasi

Kasi (pronounced Kahh-see) was not with the team at the beginning of the summer, when
I first started my observations. During that time, she was competing with her home country’s
Olympic national team. However, she was clearly a beloved member of the group, as her return
to the team resulted in excitement, joy, and lots of hugs, even from staff children. Though she is
an international student from Eastern Europe, Kasi is no stranger to the game of basketball: the
youngest of three daughters, her older sisters played Division-1 basketball in the United States
and continue to play professionally overseas.

As a child, Kasi had, and still has, huge shoes to fill. Her middle sister, the one that
played for UConn, is considered one of the best women’s players in their home country, and still
to this day considered a top prospect in Euro-ball. Even though she is four years younger, she
constantly experienced people comparing her to her sister, saying she wasn’t as good. If she
made a mistake, coaches would say that her sister wouldn’t have made the same mistakes. They
also recommended that she play volleyball instead, which in conversation with Nel’s above
commentary on the sport, seems like a double insult retroactively. However, Kasi describes

herself as stubborn, and kept playing anyway. As a teenager, after never giving up, she was able
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to make her national team, win a national championship, and play internationally with a league
in Italy. She remarked that the same coach that had discouraged her when she was younger came
up to her and apologized for not believing in her. Finally, she had earned everyone’s respect.

She always wanted to go to the United States to play basketball, similar to her sisters.
Being in Europe, watching American basketball was not easy for her, because of the lack of local
channels that aired games, and the extreme time differences that made it impossible for her to
stay up and watch games that did air in her home country. However, one of her earliest memories
of watching American basketball was as a twelve year old, when she stayed up until 5:30 am to
watch Kobe Bryant’s last ever game on TV. Since that formative game, and watching her sisters
go to play in the US, she made it a goal of hers to play in the US as well.

Once she committed to Stephenson for her freshman season, she felt relaxed and excited,
because she was well on her way to playing American basketball. However, the transition was
not always easy: Euro-ball and American basketball have different rules, like traveling, for
example. Traveling rules in basketball dictate that a player can only take two steps in hand, then
either begin a dribble, pass, or shoot the ball. However, in Europe, they allow players to take
what they call a “zero step,” which is not granted in American basketball, and so she had to learn
to remove the zero step from her game to stop being called for travelling violations when she
started playing in the US. She also remarks that the style of play was slower, “smarter,” and
more intentional in Europe, with a faster pace and more room to show off your individual skills
in the US, though she likes the American style of play better.

Although one of the tallest women on the team, well over six-feet tall, she rarely plays in
the post. Instead, she considers herself a three point shooting specialist. Her shot release time is,

as | have observed, impossibly fast. And her accuracy is incredibly high. Even though she is not
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a loud player, every time she misses a shot, you can visibly see the disappointment expressed in
her face and body language. She has the skill and track record to expect the ball to go in every
single time. In the future, she hopes to play pro, but she is not stressed about making it into the
WNBA, because she knows she can always go back to Europe, where she has been and still is
extremely successful in her home nation.

Neveah

Neveah is the youngest current member of the team, and was fresh to college when 1 first
met her in the summer that began the project. As | was sitting on the sideline on the team bench,
she walked up next to me, meekly asking if I was still taking volunteers for my study. I excitedly
encouraged her to sign up, thus beginning our rapport.

Though Neveah is well over six feet tall, her awkward youth is still evident, as she moves
around the court as if she is not yet completely used to her frame. This is not lost on her
teammates either. Her discomfort was compounded by starting the pre-season with a bad ankle
sprain, which put her behind in conditioning and practice. However, her teammates refused to
ever let her feel down about herself. Any time Neveah practices, and does anything positive,
from securing a rebound, taking a good shot (if she makes it or not), or even completing a drill,
her teammates are right there shouting her name. Christa, a junior on the team, particularly can
be heard shouting “Yeah Nev!” any time that Neveah is engaged in a play during practice. When
she makes mistakes she has the same physical tell of disappointment: she touches her fingers to
her temples, and often walks back to the sidelines with her head hanging. Yet her teammates
keep hyping her up. | remember as one example, Alexis physically pulled her chin back up after
Neveah missed a shot, and told her about all of the good things that she did on that play.

Neveah is another archetypical basketball player in terms of being involved with the sport

since she was very young. Her mom was a basketball player, and put Neveah onto her first team
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in the first grade. She quickly graduated from rec league basketball to her first travel team by the
third grade, and AAU basketball by the 5th grade. She started AAU on the A-team, but moved
from New Jersey to Minnesota in middle school, and was placed on the B-team in her new state.
She felt that even though the teams in New Jersey were much better and more competitive, her
new town was very “political” with their A-team slots, and you had to know and befriend the
coach to make it onto the A-team.

Regardless of the politics that governed the new basketball landscape, she excelled over
time, playing both as a starter for her high school varsity team, and for one of the best AAU
teams in her state, which is how she got the attention of Stephenson, where she ultimately
decided to play. She started the season with her ankle injury though, in hopes of one day being a
full part of the team.

Although she started as a meek player, and remained shy throughout the season, she
made friends, and became more comfortable with herself and her teammates over time. Though
she did not get much playing time in her first year, |1 found myself excited to see the post
presence she will bring in future Stephenson lineups.

Rhiannon

Rhiannon, the other freshman on the team, has the most raw talent of any player | have
ever gotten to watch. This is verified by my field notes and voice memos, where | constantly talk
about moments in practice where her athleticism blows me away. Consistently, | refer to her in
my voice memos as a “killer,” because she could seemingly score whenever, however, and
against whomever she wanted. In a mindset shift of marked difference from her peers, her aura
emits a reckless amount of confidence, as if she has never taken a single step, shot, or move in
doubt of herself. Even if she misses, fails, or takes a hard fall, her exterior is unmoved by any

challenge on the basketball court. Even though she was an incoming freshman at the beginning
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of this study, she is silent, calm, cool, and collected. When I asked her how it feels to be a
teenager, playing against women in their 20s, she offered little more than a shrug. She is not
arrogant or standoffish, just completely confident that she is meant to be here. Because of these
factors, in one voice memo, I bestowed on her the honor of a “Mamba mentality,” a style of
basketball popularized by the style of play and teachings of the legendary Kobe Bryant.

Rhiannon didn’t grow up playing basketball, she was actually a dancer. Her dancing
ability was evident throughout my field notes as well. | noted that during practice, when coaches
worked with smaller subsets of players based on their roles, she often practiced shots and
footwork with Alexis, who was a senior and the team’s leading scorer the year before. Even
though it took Alexis a few repetitions to learn the moves and footwork, Rhiannon was able to
execute each move at full speed immediately, no learning curve needed.

Starting in dance, gymnastics, and track, she decided she wanted to do something
different with her speed and athleticism, and did not take up basketball until middle school. A
few years later, she was high school state champion. When | asked her how it feels to be around
a bunch of people who have been molded for this moment since they were five years old, she,
very characteristically, said she feels nothing toward it. She thinks her journey was perfect for
her. The skills she learned in track, dance, and gymnastics are skills that she has translated to use
in basketball, and she has been very successful at it.

Sarah, aka Spice

After one of the earlier practices, I noticed Spice immediately, because of her shooting
form. Her shot reminded me of Klay Thompson’s, who is often cited in the NBA as having a
textbook perfect form. When | asked her how she learned to shoot, or who taught her, she cited

YouTube, and Klay as one of the players who informed her shot.
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Sarah is a graduate student who transferred to play at Stephenson after graduating from
another mid-sized, private university in the western United States. The nickname Spice came
with her. As a child, she was on a team with another Sarah, and to avoid confusion, her
teammates labelled the other Sarah as Sweet, and her as Spice, a name that has followed her ever
since. It is possible that she earned that nickname because of her style of play. She is tough,
aggressive, and not afraid of contact or sacrificing her body.

Spice’s basketball journey started in her backyard, when her parents purchased a hoop
that she used to play basketball against her older siblings when she was four years old. She didn’t
take her talents to an official team until middle school, after watching these same siblings play
organized basketball. Her early years were not always easy or enjoyable. She remembers not
liking basketball much in those early years, specifically because her parents did not come to
watch her games very often. Even when she made her varsity squad as a freshman in high
school, she told me about the pain that she felt at the end of the season, when she missed the free
throws that would have put them into the championship game. Yet she persisted, and became the
all-city MVP by her junior year in high school, and committed to a small liberal-arts program on
the west coast to play college basketball.

While in college the first time, she went from not playing much as a freshman, to being a
team leader in her senior year, which got the attention of Stephenson staff, who recruited her to
transfer to play a graduate year of basketball for their team. So far, as one of the older, but newer
members, she has fit into the group seamlessly. Spice is always smiling the broadest and
brightest possible smile, and in a positive mood. She has a kind spirit which, once again, is hard
to equate with her fierce and tough nature as a player. The nature of this attitude seems to stem

from her drive to do whatever it takes to help her team, and that same spirit is what drew her to
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my project, and her participation in this study, as well as her five other teammates, is something
that | am eternally grateful for.

Non-focal Participants Overview

Below is a brief list of the seven players who, though they are not focal participants of the
study, appear in some ways, in the stories that are told throughout the dissertation. Each of the
members listed below signed a consent form offering my permission to include them in stories
about the team as they were deemed relevant. In total there was full team consent, either through

focal or non-focal participation.

Pseudonym | Year on the team (as of Summer 2024)
Alexis 4th
Avery 2nd
Christa 2nd
Isabel 2nd
Kendall 2nd
Malia 1st
Tracy 3rd

Table 1. List of Non-Focal Team Members
Data Collection Overview

This was an exploratory study that sought to document the world in which high-level
women’s basketball players exist, and to use that understanding to make sense of the
mathematical activities in the game of basketball as they identify them. Because of these goals,
my data collection was designed in three parts, each of which worked toward answering the three

research questions outlined in the introduction. The three main activities in data collection were
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ethnographic observations, individual interviews, and group video analysis. | will describe the
process of data collection for each of the three main sections below.

Part 1: Ethnographic Observations

The first part of the study consisted of ethnographic observations, where | attended team
practices and activities in the Summer and Fall of 2024. The goal of these visits was to build
rapport with the team, as well as start to understand the activities of the team on a daily and
weekly basis. | attended practice at least once per week, and practices lasted anywhere from 1 to
3 hours. Because of the fast-paced environment and lack of permission for photographs or video
recording, | recorded voice memos during and after each practice to record my in-the-moment
noticings and post-practice reflections for each observation. These memos were transcribed, and
utilized mostly as a source of triangulation and clarification for each analysis in each of the three
findings chapters.

Part 2: Individual Interviews

The second part of the study involved interviewing players. The purpose of the interview
was to elicit stories from participants in ways that allow me to explore their basketball and
mathematical identities through each player’s own narrative. Interview questions were designed
with this in mind. As mentioned in the framework, identity can be defined both by what you do
and how you talk about what you do. The interviews explore the latter, as well as dig further into
how participants conceptualize the certain “type” of person who participates in basketball and
mathematics. Secondarily, the interviews are part of my inquiry in the first research question, as
their answers will help to understand the space that is SWBB.

Finally, the interview operated as an entry-point into how players think about
mathematics in their own practice and within formal and informal learning spaces. Eliciting

influential math stories to participants gave me an opportunity to understand where participants
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see mathematics happening on the basketball court, the focal informal learning environment.
Further, by introducing the idea of basketball in mathematics to participants in the interviews, |
collected their initial and developing views of math’s importance in basketball.

Each focal study participant took part in an individual, semi-structured interview that
elicited these stories, lasting no more than one hour. A detailed protocol for basketball players
can be found in the appendix (Appendix 1). The rationale behind the questions that | have thus
far laid out is to elicit narratives about who they are, specifically in relation to broader storylines
that they carry based on their experiences in basketball and mathematical communities.

As a part of the protocol, I also asked each participant to map their basketball and
mathematical identities over time using a timeline that I adapted from Vanderbilt’s EDUC 7300:
Power and Identity in STEM classroom activity called the STEM Identity Timeline (Leyva,
2022). I have included an example of each timeline (Appendix 2a & 2b), and the collected
artifacts from the interviews will be included throughout the findings. The purpose of using this
exercise in my interviews is to focus in on inflection points in their map, and unpack critical
moments in their identity trajectories that they identify to start to understand what aspects of
basketball and mathematics that each participant values, and how those values inform their
identities as insiders or outsiders in their respective communities.

On the timelines, I use “sense of belonging” as an accessible access point for
interviewees, who have less expertise in theories of identity, to be able to narrate specific
experiences around what experiences they had in their times in both math and basketball
communities which had a positive and negative impact on their belonging. By focusing on
inflection points of belonging in their stories, | was able to investigate the characteristics they use

as a resource for self-positioning in different communities of practice.
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Operationalizing belonging is one of the ways in which I solicit participants in this study
to think about their identities in basketball and mathematics. Wenger (1999) outlines three modes
of belonging: engagement, imagination, and alignment. A person’s engagement refers to how
people participate with others in a community of practice, and where we learn how others
respond to our forms of participation. Imagination refers to a person’s ability to situate
themselves within a community. Wenger gives the example of being a member of a nation. We
couldn’t possibly interact with every single person who is an “American” so to situate ourselves
as also American involves an act of imagination (Wenger, 1999). But we can think of this in a
smaller scale as well: even in a small community of practice with ample opportunity to interact
with everyone, a person must still imagine what it means to be a part of that community, and
align their own beliefs, practices, and experiences with this imagined participant to decide their
level of belonging. Alignment refers to a community of practice’s ability to align actions toward
a greater goal. These three modes of belonging can be a way of encapsulating one’s participation
within a community, and how they come to understand their belonging within it. Specifically
targeting threads of engagement and imagination through participant interviews, and observing
alignment or lack thereof in the group video viewing session will be one of the ways | can
organize and think about my data collection and analysis in this project.

Part 3: Small-Group Video Viewing

The purpose of viewing video with participants was to start to unpack how they, as
relative experts in the game of basketball, make sense of what happens during live gameplay. In
addition to video discussions, utilizing methods from Interaction Analysis (Jordan & Henderson,
1994), | also encouraged participants to take notes, talk amongst each other, and use questions as

an opportunity to leverage reenactment (Vogelstein et al., 2019) as multiple forms of
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sensemaking as they try to make connections between basketball and mathematics. This activity
also connected back to practices that were familiar (playing and watching basketball, film study,
dress-rehearsals, play practice) with things that were less familiar (making connections between
play and mathematics).

In collaboration with Stephenson Women’s basketball staff, I received permission to use
public-facing game footage from the 2023-2024 season. A film selection was done completely
separate from the players themselves, who came to the film session not knowing what film they
would watch. Of the six players, three were returners to the team who were actually players for
Stepehnson in the game we watched: Kasi, Nel, and Chloe.

To select video, | searched for moments in the game film that might spark interesting
conversations across participants, because of a prolonged number of sequences that are
minimally interrupted by flow disruptions, such as foul calls, timeouts, etc. The focal clip would
also offer a combination of moments where offensive and defensive formations have time to
“set,” and where players are more likely to be improvising due to fast breaks, turnovers, etc.
Additionally, so that there was more of a balance between new and returning players, | selected
clips where none of the girls present were actively playing, so that no participant was using
firsthand knowledge of being the person to execute a play firsthand. | was able to locate two
sequences of play that met this criteria, totalling about three total minutes of gameplay.

The video viewing sessions were split up, with three of the six players attending one or

the other. The groups were organized based on player self-reported schedules and availability,

and a list of the two groups is shown below:

Video Session 1 Participants Video Session 2 Participants

Spice Rhiannon
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Neveah Nel

Chloe Kasi
Table 2. Video Session Groups

Participants watched film using an interaction analysis style protocol (Jordan &
Henderson, 1995; Derry et al., 2010). The purpose of utilizing this protocol was to focus on a
micro moment of live basketball play, while engaging in conversations about what they notice.
My hope in watching video with players was to see what novel mathematical discourse and
activities might arise when talking together, while examining how participatory identities are
established, recognized, utilized, and change in these interactions.

In the tradition of scholars who are trying to modernize the method of interaction analysis
(Love et al., 2024), there were three additions to my video viewing environment that | had hoped
to introduce for the purposes of facilitating discussion and sensemaking. First, the video viewing
occurred directly next to a basketball court, so that participants were able to watch video next to
an actual regulation basketball court, with a basketball available on hand. The goal of watching
the videos on a court was so that within the protocol, which will be explained below, players had
an opportunity to reenact situations on a real court. However, group 1 was the only group that
used reenactment as a part of their sensemaking, while group 2 did not choose to reenact their
noticings. Second, I provided each member with a standardized recording sheet to help them
organize their thoughts (Appendix 3), which I collected as a means of documenting each
participants’ sensemaking, even if they didn’t mention certain noticings out loud.

In the sessions, | was both a participant and facilitator within these video viewing
sessions. My goal was twofold: first, to position myself as the “Master of None,” knowing

enough about both the mathematical activity and what is happening from a basketball point of
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view without claiming expertise in either field. | attempted to use this positioning to facilitate
discussion about basketball, and how it may or may not be mathematically based.
Sessions were be organized according to the following structure:

1. Rapport Building: We started each session with a meal, dinner for group 1 and

lunch for group 2, as a way to casually build rapport before starting our video
session together.

2. Introduction: | briefly introduced the project and our goals to orient all of the
participants to the task of the video viewing. | lead with the premise that the
basketball players come with an expertise that can advance the field and what we
know about mathematics, what it looks like, and what counts as knowing math. 1
also described the rules and format of the video session and what participants
should expect. I also provided each participant with a sheet in which they can
capture their thoughts and ideas during each round.

3. Round 1: all participants watched the video one time through, without
interruption. All participants shared their first impressions, being prompted more
specifically to share what they are noticing, and what they want to look for in the
next viewing session. | took down notes during this round of what each person
shared out and synthesized the comments to guide what they might look for in a
second viewing of the same video.

4. Round 2: All participants watched the video a second time through, without
interruption. I then opened the floor for a more open discussion of what

participants are noticing. | also followed up with participants, based on their affect
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as well as . | also encouraged participants at this point to use provided materials
for reenactment to the extent that they were useful for group sensemaking.

5. Round 3: Starting at the beginning of the clip, | replayed play sequences that
participants had identified in the previous rounds, based on moments they had
noticed and discussed in rounds 1 and 2.

6. Reflection: We completed one final round of reflections, where | encouraged
participants to share something they learned, and their experience with
participating in this collaborative session. | collected participant worksheets to use
as a potential support in my analysis and gather feedback for future iterations of
this project.

There were three sources of video recordings for each session, including a 360 video
camera to record the group as we watched the video along with the screen where the video was
projected, a chest mounted bodycam, and a camera recording the basketball court, to capture any
moments where reenactment became a resource for sensemaking.

Data Analysis Overview
Below is a table with brief overviews of each research question alongside the data I will

collect, and my analysis plan for each piece of data. A discussion of each piece of analysis will

follow.
Research Question Data Theoretical/Conceptual Focus | Analysis
Recordings of the
atrocity storytelling Interaction Analysis to
that occurred during develop the atrocity story
the collective video Participatory Identity theory.

RQ1: What kind of space is

Stephenson Women’s Basketball? Viewing sesston.

Figured Worlds
Deictic mapping of us and
Individual Interviews them to understand how
players draw the lines
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Ethnographic field
notes/voice memos

between insiders and
outsiders to SWBB.

Instances in field notes used
as triangulation of different
examples that emerged in
interviews

RQ2: What are the observed practices,
in conversation with a redefining of
play, that make the case for defining
Stephenson Women’s basketball a pro-
Black, women’s play space?

Individual Interviews

Ethnographic field
notes/voice memos

Atrocity storytelling
recording

Play as Wiggle Room

Basketball as a Racialized (Black) and
Gendered (Women) Space

Defining play through player
experiences.

Comparing and contrasting
player experiences with
observations made in field
notes, driven by play as
wiggle room.

RQ3. What mathematical ideas within
basketball are salient for Stephenson
Women’s Basketball players? How do
their mathematical stories shape what
they believe and see as mathematical in
basketball film?

Interviews

Narrative identity

Belonging/frames on competence

Emergent coding focusing on
storylines and inflection
points of identity, specifically
the elements that made them
feel more or less belonging in
math spaces.

Frames on mathematics/where math is
in the world and in the game of
basketball

Development of thematic
codes based on elements of
math participants identify in
basketball, as compared with
their stories of mathematical
ideas and competence.

Recordings of
collective basketball
viewing sessions

Participatory Identity: how their
interview data shows up live in video
sessions

In vivo coding focusing on
mathematical ideas in

basketball as identified by
players in their interviews.

Connecting to their own
stories of competence and
math noticing as developed
in their interviews.

Table 3. Summary of the research question, theoretical/conceptual focus, and analysis

RQ1 Analysis: The Space of SWBB

In order to analyze the narratives brought to bear by participants in response to these

questions and some others, | employed a strategy of pronoun deictic mapping, as used in

Wortham’s (1996) work to explore the moment-to-moment positionings that participants use in
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conversation to establish their footing (Goffman, 1979) in relation to those in their interactional
space. Deictics are certain words and pronouns that only contain meaning within a specific
context, such as over there, ours, or later, representing locational, personal, and temporal
deictics respectively. In his piece, Wortham (1996) argues that deictics are ways to analyze how
participants are organizing, characterizing, and situating themselves in the stories they tell.
Below is an example of how Wortham categorized his speech, and how | adjusted this for the
purposes of my analysis.

Table 1

Line Speaker 1st Person 2nd Person 3rd Person Spatial Temporal Tense Demonstrative Narrated/-ing

162 TM they-senses pres. narrated
164 TM he-the self pres. narrated
165 TM you-TON  her-L.UC past narrated
166a TM you-TON  ir-talk past narrated
166b T/M pres. narrating
167 TM that-talking  narrating
169a ST? ir-utterance pres. narrating
1696 ST?  [-ST? ir-utterance past narrating
170 ST? he-TON pres. that-talking  narrated

Figure 2. Example deictic map from Wortham (1996)

Though there were some things that I kept from Wortham’s work and I am using it as my
main inspiration for this specific analysis, | did make some changes to fit my needs. First, |
focused specifically and exclusively on deictics that signify speaking of an “us” or a “them”. By
us, I am referring to moments where participants are engaged in narrative where they are making
a boundary around themselves as a part of the “in” group. By them | am referring to moments
where participants are describing someone who is outside of the boundary of the group. The

specific in-groups | draw attention to for this analysis are: members of Stephenson WBB, which
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sometimes included only their identity as teammates, and other times expanded to encapsulate
student-athletes, female athletes, and other specific athletic identities.

Second, I color coded these deictics to highlight speaker points of view. First person
deictics were highlighted in green, second person deictics were highlighted in yellow, and third
person deictics were highlighted in purple. Finally, I underlined when participants spoke in the
present tense, bolded when participants spoke in the past tense, and italicized when participants
spoke in the future tense, specifically as it related to the activities of the in group or out group
that they were defining in the moment. This organization allowed me to keep track of where the
boundaries are being drawn, who is on either side of them, and where in time they understand
these activities happening in relation to their present selves.

The final piece of the structure of this analysis was developing a broader set of thematic
codes that helps to organize the narratives that participants use in order to draw boundaries that
help to define what sort of space they are a part of as members of this basketball team. The
categories | developed are community practices, playfulness, gameplay, gender, more than an
athlete, player mentality, relationships and rapport, and threat to legitimacy. Below | have

included a chart defining each category:

Used to Define: | Theme Definition

Us, Them, or

Both

us Community Moments where participants describe or explain enacted and

Practices embodied practices in their community. For example, “during

games, you have to be serious” or “in practice if someone falls
and it's an appropriate moment, we laugh.”

us Gameplay Descriptions of what it is like to play in an actual game

us Playfulness Descriptions of general playfulness in the community, different
from gameplay, which focuses on the actual game and its rules,
these descriptions focus on moments of joy, silliness, and
improvisation as it relates to their participation on the team.
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both

Gender

Experiences with being a female athlete or on a women’s
basketball team.

them

More than an

Athlete

Moments where participants make clear that they are talented,
capable, or interested in things outside of the game of basketball.

both

Player Mentality

Moments where participants describe the internal beliefs and
thoughts that are important in order to be a part of SWBB or to
play at a high level, different from community practices in that
these are internal thoughts and beliefs, rather than enacted,
observable activities.

both

Relationships and | Descriptions of relationships between participants and others on

Rapport the team.
them Threat to Moments where their legitimacy as a serious athlete are
Legitimacy challenged.

Table 3.

Derived themes from deictic mapping

Some of these categories are themes that are mutually exclusive, and only associated with either

definitions of us and definitions of them. Others are seen in both narratives. | have noted where

each theme lands using us, them, or both.

Altogether, | created this deictic map to begin to develop a scheme of identity as narrative

and recognition. In other words, | use the responses of participants to explore how they define

themselves and the narratives of others in time, space, and validity. Below is an excerpt from

each participant interview, to show what the final results of the deictic coding looks like.

Speaker Line POV Tense Quote Broader Category
Neveah 17 2nd Present | “...you really have to be serious, like during games. Just Community
because, like, you want to win the game and you’ve got to be Practices
Examples Kasi 46 1st Present | “I mean, I'm definitely glad that We're getting more attention.” Gender
of “us”
Nel 128 | 2nd Present | “Honestly, you don't hear it. It's crazy. Like, it's literally crazy. Gameplay;
When you're in the game, you can only hear the people that are | Player
playing and your coach. Like, you have... I would say it's Mentality
almost, like, selective._It's selective hearing.”
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Spice 23 1st | Present | “But now it's like, ‘okay, WW'te playing to win, * playing for | Community
2nd Past a championship, We'fé playing for something.” So | think it's still | Practices;
having that playful mindset that you had as a kid, but now the Player
stakes are just higher.” Mentality
Rhiannon | 8 st Present | “I think just like the bonds I make with Ayl teammates, and Relationships;
2nd knowing ' have My back. I have people on the court with me | Player
3rd who have my back. Um, and then just being able to see all your | Mentality
hard work is being paid off and you're getting better every day.
That gives ffié a sense of peace that I'ffl, like, doing something
good. Like in life. Like i continuing to get better and grow as
a person. Because that's all you want to do, really.”
Chloe 11 1st Present | “MVe like to keep things fun. Like, of course it's very serious to Relationships;
3rd , but like i also all having fun with it. And so we let Community
have space to, like, be who i€ want to be. If Practices;
trips, We laugh, if 1 like, messes up, and if it's an Playfulness
appropriate moment, laugh.”

Examples
of “them”

Neveah 51 3rd Present | JlllY always assume that you're not good at school.” More than an
2nd athlete
Kasi 134 | 1st Past I definitely had some moments when | said something, and More than an
2nd were like, ‘yeah, you think you're smart?’ Like, ‘you can | athlete
3rd only play basketball.” Like, ‘that's how you got into high
school,” or something.”
Nel 97 1st | Past “It was one of OUK little, like, motivational, clips that i@l show | Threat to
3rd | Present | us. And yeah, it was Iitew saying, like, Stephenson is | Legitimacy
just here because, like, almost like [l feel bad. Like
just here for the smart points. Like it was so crazy. It was
actually insane.”
Spice 59 | 3rd | Present | “I think the only assumption that BB think is that, like | don't [ More than an
st focus on my academics. | think that's like a stereotype of athlete
that - just don't really care about school.”
Rhiannon |34 [ 3rd | Present | “I think ENIBOON just doubts f | think | Gender;
2nd I8 growing for sure. But | mean, every time you talk to , Threat to
like you talk to - like in a relationship or anything, Legitimacy
like, oh, ‘I'll bet I can beat you one on one.””
Chloe 102 | 2nd Present | “Um, I would say especially being at Stephenson, like, there's More than an
3rd it's very polarized, like you're either an athlete or you're not. athlete
st And | think from a lot of the that I've met in classes
or just around campus, unfortunately, there's like a stigma that
* unapproachable or.egotistic or, um, like, only here
because We want to play sports and not smart. And |
mean, not all the non-athletes think that way. But it's something
I've run into.”

Table 4. Example deictic maps from each participant
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Though the deictics themselves did not ultimately become a part of the final findings, this
work allowed me to organize their narratives into moments that centered around three broader
themes that were seen across each interview that allowed me to first tell the story of what it
meant to be a part of the team, and how they situate themselves within broader Discourses
relevant to the world of women’s basketball. Second, it allowed me to focus on and contextualize
activities | observed firsthand as a part of my ethnographic work. Finally, by tracing the point of
view and tenses, it became clear how they are defining themselves and their world as it was in
the present moment, and also situate the challenges from the outside that they had to face, past,
present, and future.

Additional triangulation of the interviews from part 2 of data collection was used by
adding narratives that were present both in the voice memos I collected during ethnographic
observations that occurred during part 1 of data collection as well as episodes from video
viewing sessions that | recorded in part 3 of the data collection. By combining their narratives,
and my video and observations, it allowed me to combine both what they were observed doing
with what they say they do to show how narrative and participatory elements of identity
combine. Finally, the developed codes allowed me to locate elements, narratives, and practices
that were indicative of “outsides,” as well as the elements that pose challenges to the team. These
sources of data are weaved together to develop the analysis that was created for Research
Question 1.

RQ2: Play in a Pro-Black Space
While the first research question was focused on narratives and observations that made

visible the figured world of SWBB, the second research question focuses specifically on making
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the case that SWBB is a playful and a pro-Black space. Most of the analysis—of deictics,
thematic code development, and the triangulation with video and ethnographic data—was housed
within the analysis process of RQ1. However, the decision to divide the two bodies of data into
two separate chapters answering two separate questions was made post analysis, in order to
separately answer questions about the figured world of women’s basketball versus Blackness and
play. This allowed for a cleaner narrative that allowed me to draw attention to various elements
of each question, although the analysis for both questions was a part of the same process.

To make decisions about which elements were used to answer RQ2 rather than RQ1, |
focused on player responses in interviews about what feels playful about basketball as the
baseline evidence. Then, | coded my own field notes for moments of wiggle room to show the
ways in which the narratives confirmed and missed the playfulness that occurs in the setting.
Additionally, I highlighted elements of Black culture in my field notes that were further
supported by historical examples to show the ways in which Black culture was not only
accepted, but embraced and celebrated within the figured world of SWBB.

Brief Note on Incorporating Video into RQ1 and RQ2

During the process of collecting and analyzing video for the second research question, |
noticed a moment on the record that had little to do with this particular question, but was still a
rich piece of data, due to the players’ talking in general about what it takes to be a successful
basketball player at a high level. The players retold the story of an injury, one that will be told as
a part of the theoretical development of the figured world in the first findings chapter. In order to
consider its fit in my dissertation, | brought the video to an interaction analysis lab.

Methodologically, this followed the structure initially proposed by Derry et al. (2013).

First, | presented my questions, which were of a mostly exploratory nature, to see what

77



participants in the group made of the video clip that I selected for the session. Then, with the
focal clip, which was transcribed via live captions that appeared at the bottom of the screen, |
played the video all the way through without interruption, and allowed discussion about what the
members of the IA group observed. After playing it through for a second time, we engaged in the
“stop” game, where any participant can shout stop to discuss the video at any moment in time
and further discuss events in the clip, rewind, and review interactions that were of interest to the
group. This session, which occurred in the Fall of 2024, was where | began the analysis of the
interaction to be shared in the first two finding chapters. Here is where | was taught by fellow
group members about the practices and utility of sharing atrocity stories (Stimson & Webb,
1975) within figured worlds as a way to legitimize themselves both internally and to outside
observers. This is how this concept from sociology was ultimately incorporated into my final
analysis within my findings chapters.
RQ3: Narratives and Beliefs about What is Mathematical

While the first two Research Questions focus on defining the space and its playful, pro-
Black elements, Research Question 3 focuses much more on individual players’ mathematical
stories and beliefs in what can be mathematical. The goal of inquiring about player math stories
over time, with an axis centered on their sense of belonging, served two purposes. First, talking
about “belonging” is an accessible way for participants who do not have the same obsession of
theorizing around identity to be able to tell their stories while still engaging with considerations
of their mathematical identity development over time. Second, sense of belonging, as Wenger
(1988) developed in his theory, evokes stories of how players have participated in math spaces
across their lives, and how they imagine themselves situated within their broader mathematics

communities. By imagining themselves as more or less belonging in mathematical contexts, this
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IS one way to investigate their competence. Competence can be thought of as how they situate
themselves in relation to the normative identity of what is expected of them to know and do in
math (Gresalfi et al., 2008). Therefore, by telling these stories, it allowed me to develop a
measure for tracking and identifying math activities in other informal or non-traditional spaces.

Initially, | started this study with a conjecture that it was possible that players might
reveal a relationship between their mathematical competence in general and their ability to
identify mathematics in the game of basketball. Even though the results suggested disconfirming
evidence of this conjecture, this is what organized my initial thinking and design.

To examine what they believed and saw as mathematical, | used in vivo coding to keep
track of specific mathematical ideas as they are brought up in each interview, and as they make
reappearances across the discussion. Then, after collecting each instance, | created a set of axial
codes, by grouping each instance into the broader four themes, which | identified as counting,
embodied mathematics, applied mathematics, and algorithmic thinking. These themes and codes
were used later during my inquiry and analysis that is associated with RQ3.

Defining Each Mathematical term

In this work, I define counting very straightforwardly as the ways in which players keep
track of numbers, primarily between 1 and 5, whether it be keeping track of points, numbers of
team members, etc. Because of the rules and scoring systems in the game of basketball, counting
is almost always occurring in these increments within 5.

| define Embodied mathematics as the understanding and participation in mathematical
ideas where the body is recognized by the players as the main tool in use. When | first started
this work, and further pitched the study to the team’s staff and head coach, I was captivated by

what | saw as an embodied geometry in play. ldeas such as a zone defense, where | could clearly
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see a team of five operating as a set of vertices in a pentagon, whose shape depended on the
motion of the ball and the offense. This also encapsulates the ways in which players described
their bodies and physical activities as being connected to various mathematical concepts and
reasoning. For example, players might make remarks about “taking the right angle,” or “being
positioned in the right place,” as an example that shows that their bodies and movements are of
central importance.

Applied mathematics refers to the application of mathematical ideas within various
related disciplines. For example, players might consider statistics as a central mathematical idea
in basketball, as well as time, physics, and other disciplines that in some ways use mathematics
as a part of their problem solving.

An algorithm, as | define it, is a finite set of rules and/or processes followed in order to
accomplish a specific goal. In basketball, examples of these goals are scoring, taking the lead,
getting a steal, running a certain play, etc. Algorithmic thinking, though it can be interpreted as a
sort of applied mathematics, was taken out as its own category, because of how universal it was
in their mathematical narratives, and how it drove future decision making about all of the other
categories. For example, when using an if/then algorithmic logic, if you are winning by 3 points
(count) then you should defend the other team against a 3 point shot attempt, and never EVER
foul a person shooting a three point shot. If you are losing by 3 points and need to play the foul
game, then you should foul the worst shooter on the team (statistics, applied mathematics) in
order to try to force them to miss. Etc. These were the four categories of mathematics that

emerged through players’ own identifications in the interviewing process.
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What Counts as Math?

Because this question is susceptible to an open amount of interpretation, for the purposes
of this study, what counts as mathematical are the explicit elements in the game that the players
themselves identify as mathematical. This is not to say that if something wasn’t explicitly
identified, it isn’t mathematical, or that other ideas that may or may not have emerged
organically without being specifically noticed or called out by players. However in order to
create a standard and consistent definition of what should count as mathematics within this
study, the focus is solely on items that were specifically identified by the players when asked
about what they consider to be mathematical within the game. Again, this is not a definitive list
of mathematics in basketball, and the creation of a definitive list of all the mathematical
possibilities within the game are beyond the scope of this project. Instead, this project focuses on
the mathematics that players themselves identified as salient and relevant to them.

Identifying Math in Video Analyses

Focusing on the two video viewing sessions collected in the 2024 offseason, | reviewed
each video, tagging major themes using the four mathematical elements identified by the
participants and defined above. To restate, these four mathematical categories were: counting,
embodied mathematics, applied mathematics, and algorithmic thinking. Additionally, in order to
focus this analysis, | specifically looked across moments that proved salient and important to
discuss in both groups, specifically focusing on commentary that focused on basketball strategy
and mathematical reasoning. As an example of things that were not considered for analysis, there
was a moment in group 2 where Kasi and Nel were critical of a foul call that an official made,
and wanted to review the play to see if the defender did actually make illegal contact with the

shooter to warrant the foul call. In a separate moment, Nel pointed out how embarrassing a jump
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looked that one of the opposing players took when defending a shot. Though these items were
certainly something that caught the players’ interests, they were more about aesthetics and fact
checking than they were about team or basketball strategy.

Additionally, for this analysis | focused on noticings that were directed toward a specific
play sequence. For example, Spice at some point made a comment that the team, in general, did a
good job of spacing the floor. Though this was certainly true, | focused more on moments where
there were specific moments that they identified as an example of spacing the floor, etc. This
way, it allowed the analysis to be grounded in specific moments that could be analyzed through
returning directly to images from the game footage.

As alluded in the section above on what counts as mathematical in this dissertation, |
used the themes that emerged in the interviews to code the discussions that emerged during the
two video sessions. This operated both as a means of consistency across chapters, and as a
measure of validity to check if each of the four measures identified in the previous chapter could
be identified in the final chapter, and if there were any moments that occurred in the final chapter
that could not be identified by the four categories of mathematical activity identified in the
previous chapter. In this initial study, I did not identify any moments in the group film sessions
that were unfit to be defined outside of the four major themes. Though this does not necessarily
mean that it is an exhaustive or complete list of themes that can define the mathematical thinking
involved in playing basketball, but it does display consistency across what they identified as
mathematical in interviews, versus film in another setting, and gives future work a foundation to

build on that foregrounds mathematical activities from player perspectives.
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CHAPTERS
Understanding Stephenson Women’s Basketball
“Yeah, I think just like a team in general just makes you feel connected, you just have to
be very cohesive with the people around you. So | think I've been enjoying that part of it. Just
like, one mistake that | make affects the whole team. And that it's not like very I-focused, very
me-focused. It's very like we-focused, right? Yeah.”
-Spice
Stephenson Women’s Basketball offers an example of a figured world that is at the
intersection of many identities that cause tension with one another. It is clear from my
observations that there is a deep bond, strong camaraderie, and a strong sense of who “they” are
as team members and basketball players, despite the many challenges. During their interviews to
be discussed in more detail throughout this chapter, many SWBB players expressed experiencing
doubt from others about their abilities and seriousness as athletes, specifically because of their
gender. The combination of assumed male physical superiority (Messner, 1992) with hegemonic
femininity that assumes a nurturing passivity (Krane, 2001), often leads to the assumption that
women’s sports are easier, less intense, or to be taken less seriously. Also, as student athletes at a
selective private university, they struggle to be seen as equal peers, who aren’t “just here for
sports.” In this chapter, I explore the complexity of this world by asking:
What kind of space is Stephenson Women'’s Basketball?
| am not a complete outsider of SWBB, as | have spent many hours with the basketball
team building rapport and experiencing their lives as players alongside of them. Therefore, I
know some things about what it is like to be a part of the team. However, | am clearly still an

outsider, as I am not an active member of the team, but an invited guest into their space. This
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means that my ability to provide a complete mapping of the boundaries of their world, and what
places someone inside versus outside of it is limited. However, the presence of me, my recording
equipment, and anyone real or imagined that the players of SWBB might expect to ever view this
work provide an outlet for them to identify and legitimize themselves and their figured world.
This outlet represents a way to begin drawing attention to some of the boundaries surrounding
their world. What follows, then, is an analysis of what | found defines this collective, their
identities, and the costs that each member must incur as a consequence of deciding to become
and persist as members of this team.

As explained in the theoretical framework, | define identity as a combination of what you
do (participatory identity), what you say about what you do (narrative identity), as well as the
way that you accept, reject, and situate broader narratives developed in communities about what
it means to be a certain type of person (Big-D Discourse). One way we can conceptualize the
spaces and communities in which these identities develop is through Holland et al.’s (1998)
concept of figured worlds. By conceptualizing the team as an example of a figured world, it
allows me to bring together their narratives, activities, and how they further understand and
position themselves and others in relation to what they think it means to be a part of SWBB.
What follows is a series of interviews, personal voice memos, and video analysis that illuminates
some of the boundaries in what it means to be a member of their world.

We are a Part of Something Larger than Ourselves

Each player saw themselves as a part of something larger, and their relationship to the

collective was evident through each interview and through my observations of practice. Failures

such as making a wrong decision, missing a shot, getting scored on, not securing a rebound and
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other in-game errors would never draw out a yell, or even a direct call-out from Coach. As an
example, during one practice, | noted that:
“During the full-court fast break drill, Malia passed it to the wrong person. While

Coach gave feedback, Malia gave Coach a thumbs up and said ‘I got you Coach’ as if to

signify that she would not make the same mistake again the next time. However, she was

quickly shut down by Coach, who told her that the feedback was for everyone.”
The only way to ensure you would hear Coach’s wrath was being a bad teammate. If you weren’t
supporting, communicating, trying your hardest in a way that sets an example for those around
you to also try their hardest, you would hear it from Coach.

This effort of building a collective was driven by their desire to win. As Spice put it,
“we're playing to win, we're playing for a championship, we're playing for something.” And that
affected their desires to be cohesive and to work as a team. Spice went on to say, “one mistake
that I make affects the whole team.” This ties into the mentality that many of the participants
remarked as necessary to bring to the team in order to win. Specifically when asked about what
is less playful about basketball, they talked about the need to focus on the big goal of winning,
which called for them to take their work, and their role within the collective very seriously.

This collective focus, over time, seemed to manifest itself in at least two ways that | have
found, both through the interviews and in observations. First, the team is central to many of their
mental health and positive affect within the game. Secondly, their team is situated within a
broader group of women'’s basketball players who are pioneering and changing the broader

narrative of what it means to be a female athlete.

85



Affect and Connection between Teammates

When asked how basketball makes her feel, Spice offered the word “connected.” Though
she was the only person who voiced this explicitly during this part of the interview, many others
named the importance of the team in particular, as well as the familial and supportive culture that
drives them to play and work toward their ultimate goal of winning a championship. When
describing the peace and happiness she finds in the game of basketball, Rhiannon cited her
teammates as being instrumental part of her support system:

“Sometimes when I'm going through things where I'm stressed, I just normally
resort to basketball, and it brings me happiness because of the connections | make with
teammates and just coaches and stuff like that... I think just like the bonds I make with
my teammates and just knowing they have my back, | have people like on the court with
me who have my back.”

This was supported in other narratives, where some players, specifically returners to SWBB, tied
the joy and love they feel from basketball to the process of supporting the others in the group.
For example, Nel stated:

“I get that mostly from watching my teammates strive and do good things, like
whenever they make a good move. That's when | get the most excitement. It's cool when
you do something, but it's just like a whole nother level when you see your teammate
make a cool move, or something like that.”

Additionally, Chloe discussed the mixture of playfulness, seriousness, and ability to support
others in who they are:

“We like to keep things fun. Like, of course it's very serious to us, but we're also

all having fun with it. And so we let each other have space to be who we want to be. If
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someone trips, we laugh, if someone messes up, and if it's an appropriate moment, we'll

laugh.”
A part of their play space is fostered, Chloe insinuates, by making space for each person to be
who they uniquely are. Further, the support and understanding they have for each other
seemingly translates into a reciprocal sentiment of support from their teammates. Making it, as
Rhiannon describes, a safe place where your teammates will have your back, and as Nel
describes, a group that you can be proud of as you watch their growth.
The Team within the Broader Women’s Basketball Movement

Though SWBB is one team, they still understand their group as being a part of a larger
movement: the cultural shift leading to higher visibility of women’s sports, and specifically
women’s basketball. All of the participants expressed excitement around the growing attention
that women’s basketball is receiving, as well as gratitude for the opportunities that those before
them have given them access to through their hard work of bringing awareness and more fans to
women’s basketball. And make no mistake: they believe this is well deserved. When speaking
about women’s basketball, Kasi stated:

“I'm definitely glad that we're getting more attention. I'm not gonna lie, when I
was a kid, | was only watching men's basketball, too. So | can't blame other people,
because | was doing the same thing. But, I think that we have a lot of good players right
now. Like even the WNBA all star game, it was really good. | watched it and | was like,
oh my God! Like, these women can hoop!”

Chloe used a different perspective on the good players that are currently in the WNBA that can

really hoop:
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“I think it's great that we have pioneers right now, like Iowa's Caitlin Clark, who
are like making a big splash, because | think we're finally getting the attention that we
should have always had. But it wouldn't be if it weren't for certain players like that. And
do I agree with everything they say or do. No, but like, they're bringing a lot of attention
to the game and I love that.”

Here, Chloe does two things that shows a trend in these interviews. Firstly, she identifies these
women as pioneers based on the attention and opportunities that they are receiving now. But
also, her response is indicative of the participants speaking of this group of female ballers as an
us. In Nel’s interview, she explained this sentiment very explicitly:

“I feel like my experience is a little bit different, because I'm a part of the group
that's [on the rise]. I'm not, let's say, a seventh grader who's like, “I can be like Caitlin
Clark and Angel Reese,” you know, looking up because they're so much younger. I am in
the moment with these people. | played [against] these people last year. So it's a little bit
different, because... They're like your peers. Like I am with you, you know what I mean?
Um, but, like, it is really good to see. And on the flip note, like, I am very happy that I am
a part of it, because two years ago, | probably wouldn't have had all the same
opportunities that I have now. So yeah, that's really cool.”

Nel both finds appreciation for the pioneering efforts of basketball superstars such as Caitlin
Clark and Angel Reese, but she also recognizes them as peers, and herself as a part of the larger
movement towards focusing on women’s sports.
We are Tougher than you Might Think
In this section, I will discuss a specific episode that occurred during one of my

observations, and later affected both of my group video viewing sessions in ways that will be
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explained throughout the following section. What it reveals as a central practice is a culture
around injury that is accepting, and even joking and lighthearted. It could be, in some ways, a
way for the players to cope with the realities of putting your bodies to the line in a high-intensity
impact sport. But some of it, especially for a somewhat outside audience like myself, could be
about the common practice defined by sociologists as atrocity storytelling in order to legitimize
their identities to themselves and others.

Examining the medical field, Stimson and Webb (1975) initially used the term “atrocity
story” to describe the storytelling practices of patients about their doctors, where the patient is
positioned as the “hero” who had to stand up to their doctors, who were wrong in some capacity.
However, when drawing comparisons between these stories and those from a wide variety of
professions, Dingwall (1977) showed that the genre of atrocity storytelling is quite common
across professional groups, and served as a source of reassurance from peers, to distinguish who
is a part of the group, and to fight claims of illegitimacy, especially from those with a higher
relative status who may delegitimize membership in the group. It must be noted that many (but
not all) of the atrocity stories described in this area of sociology literature are not “atrocities” in
the traditional sense of the word—many involve stories of custodians dealing with rude tenants
(Gold, 1964), or nurses having to deal with stubborn or challenging doctors (Dingwall, 1977)
rather than stories of severe violence or devastation—therefore, I use this language to be in
conversation with the field’s previously established language.

SWBB is a group that, according to individual interviews, have had several threats to
their legitimacy as athletes, specifically in ways that underestimate the toughness and complexity

of women’s basketball. Not only do they face legitimacy threats due to their gender, their peer
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schools in the Magnolia Conference position them as not real athletes. As Nel described in her
interview?:

“There was a clip that we watched that [the team] showed us where someone was
on a podcast, and he said that Stephenson athletes were just the smart ones. You know
what | mean? Like, they just put us in the league just because, you know, like, we're the
book smart people.”

Not only do they struggle to prove their legitimacy to players and spectators of men’s sports,
non-athletic classmates, but as the single private school in the Magnolia Conference, they face an
additional layer of scrutiny from other student athletes, who consider them the “nerds” in the
room. Clearly, this podcaster is positioning “brains” and “athleticism” as mutually exclusive, but
turning it on its head in ways that athletes are not stereotypically used to.

Injuries are, unfortunately, a part of high-level, high-contact sports. However, a
lighthearted nature that this team brings to the game is indicative of both their toughness and
their struggles for legitimacy as female athletes at a private university. My first example came in
early summer, when I first met Neveah. She was not practicing with the team due to an ankle
sprain. However, after about two weeks, she re-joined the team. In the final huddle, coach gave
her a shout-out for coming back, but one of her teammates (I didn’t catch which) murmured, “It
was fake,” which drew laughter from everyone, including Neveah. Later, on social media Tracy,
another SWBB teammate who was not a focal participant, made a heartfelt announcement on her
personal social media about needing to miss the rest of the season due to an injury. As friends
and family swarmed the post with kind words and support, the Stephenson crew took an

alternative approach. For example, team captain Kendall left a comment that read, “nothing is

3 Comments from interviews throughout the analysis have been edited for grammar and clarity.
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wrong with you (&),” and teammate Isabel added, “Literally ur fine,” as another comment.

Tracy “liked” both comments, as well as multiple other teammates and coaches. This is not to
say that they do not care, but a main coping mechanism towards the atrocities that come with
playing basketball is a jovial outlook.

Experiencing the Crash

As a high-intensity sport, nicks, bruises, cuts, and injuries, even during practice, are
common occurrences on this basketball team. Most of these happen and do not affect the team at
all. Each girl would run quickly off to the sideline, receive appropriate attention from the training
staff, and fold back into practice without missing a beat. However, during one particular practice,
one injury involving a collision between Spice and Nel was severe enough to cause practice to
stop. Though the stop was less than 30 seconds, the tear was so significantly longer than others
that it was evident that this was an especially brutal moment, even in the eyes of the girls.

During practice, the team was working, five players at a time, on a drill that focused on
transitions in a 2 vs. 3 scenario. The shorthanded group of two players would attempt to score,
and then run back to defend the second group of three players as they came back the other way
with the basketball. Coach said out loud that she knew that the shorthanded team would not be
successful most of the time. However, a 2 vs. 3 scenario is common in transitional periods of
basketball and provides necessary practice on both ends of the ball. Those in a shorthanded
defensive position can practice making the best decisions possible to slow down the offense
enough until your disadvantage ends and the rest of your team catches up to the play. Those with
the advantage can practice making smart and quick decisions in order to score while they still

have more players.
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Spice was a part of the shorthanded team of two when she was transitioning back to
defend Nel, who was on the team of three. Because of her size advantage of about 7 inches, Nel
decided to go straight up and attempt a layup. Spice, using her physicality, tried to go up with her
and swat for the ball. It ended with a collision between the two.

At the moment from my standpoint, | observed both players accidentally hitting each
other in the face, but could not see with exact detail exactly where or how hard either girl was
hit. However it was clear that with Nel, dazed but still standing, and Spice, on the ground
holding her face, that Spice received the worst of the collision. The entire team, save Nel, who
was still trying to get her bearings, swarmed Spice to see if she was okay. After a few seconds,
the coach instructed the girls to begin working on another drill on the other side of the floor. The
disruption of the collision to the larger group was approximately 15 seconds.

Nel received a gauze wrap on her elbow, and returned to the team after about one minute
of care from the training staff. Spice on the other hand, had a gash that caused significant
bleeding to the face, making it more clear that Nel had elbowed Spice roughly between the
bridge of her nose and her left eye. As the team carried on with practice, Spice was moved to the
bench into a concussion protocol as some training staff members tried to stop the blood and
others cleaned the blood that had spilt onto the court. Spice was given surgical glue to close her
cut, and after passing the concussion protocol, she returned to practice, where | made a note in
my memos that she displayed the same intensity and physicality that she had before the collision,
around 20 minutes later.

After practice | contacted Spice, because her group planned to meet for our video session
that evening after this very practice. | let her know that | understood if she wanted to join us for

another video session, and just rest for that night. However, she insisted on her commitment to
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joining us for the video session that same night. Unfortunately, the events of the day took a toll

on Spice, and she began to doze off toward the end of our session. | decided to let everyone go

early, as it was a long day for Spice, and likely for everyone else.

Two days later, the video session featuring Rhiannon, Nel, and Kasi, was where the

following episode unfolded.

Retelling the Story of the Crash

At the beginning of the episode, Rhiannon, Nel, and Kasi became curious about who

participated in the first small group film session. After Rhiannon correctly identified the three

players, they began to speculate about who was the most talkative in the group:

1 Nel

2 Rhiannon
3 Nel

4 Kasi

5 Nel

6 Rhiannon
7 Kasi

8 Rhiannon
9 Candice

Who was in the group?

It was Spice, Nevaeh, and, uh, Chloe, I think.

Oh, that’s not bad!

Oh wow, so Chloe was talking, I guess.

Yeah.

Spice was... [laughs]

Spice was talking?

I heard she wasn’t... She was...

I don’t know, I was really worried about her. Because it was the practice,
she was bleeding, you remember?
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Because I was worried at this moment that they might begin to criticize Spice’s lack of

participation in the group, | reminded them of the circumstances that may have impacted her

ability to participate. My intention of reminding them of Spice’s situation that day was to avoid a

moment where girls were possibly making fun of another girl while she was not present. Though

it was in some ways successful, it also began a collective retelling of an atrocity story that has

resulted in a scar on Nel’s elbow and Spice’s bloodied face:

10

11
12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

Candice

Nel

Group

Candice

Kasi
Group

Nel

Candice

Nel

Rhiannon

Nel

I don’t know, I was really worried
about her. Because it was the
practice, she was bleeding, you
remember?

Yeah, oh | remember! (chuckles,
quickly cuts eyes left and right)

(Laughs)

I know, you probably remember,
because you were also bleeding
(Laughs and throws head back) |
can’t, she said, “Oh, I remember!”
(Laughs)

Yeah, about that... (Leans forward
and scribbles on her paper)

I was like, “Are you okay? Are you sure you...?”” And she, you know, hey...

(Looks up from paper) She’s fine. (Waves off and smiles)
Yeah, she’s fine, she’s just being dramatic.

Just a little, tiny cut, you know what I’'m saying?
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In turns 9-15, Nel recalls the incident, shifting her eyes and doodling as if to signal
embarrassment or admit guilt from being the “cause” of Spice’s injury. However, even though I
voiced my worry for Spice, we all engaged in laughter as we recalled why Nel must so intimately
remember her bleeding.

Next, Rhiannon and Kasi continue to feed off Nel who waved off Spice’s “little, tiny
cut.” Rhiannon begins reenacting Spice’s response and Kasi affirms believing she was

pretending:

20 Rhiannon  The way she was on the floor like this. (Leans back in chair and covers
her face

21 Kasi No, like at first I was like, “Girl, stand up! Like, /what are you doing?”’

22 Nel /Wowww! No, | knew
how/ hard I hit her. | was like (winces)

23 Kasi [{And then | saw her
24 Rhiannon I didn’t see it.

25 Kasi Then I saw her and I was like, “Oh my god, there’s blood all over her
face!”

26 Rhiannon 1/ thought she needed stitches

27 Nel / 1 saw the blood coming down her face and then I was like, “My shit

hurt...” I look, (Checks left elbow) blood coming down my arm. | was
like, “damn.”

28 Candice Yeah, [ was like, “Oh my god!”

29 Rhiannon  (Chuckles) They didn’t even care about you, Nel!
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As Nel gets back into telling the story from her point of view, she reminds the group that Spice

was not the only person who was hurt in the collision:

30 Nel And she hit me in the face, she hit me in the face so hard too. I was like,
‘cause I was so blown, I couldn’t even worry about what she was doing.
I’'m like...

31 Group (Laughs)

32 Candice Oh, no...

33 Nel And then I looked over and she was bleeding, I was like, “Oh my god.”
And just...

34 Rhiannon I don’t know why she tried to jump with you. / It’s not a good idea

35 Nel / She hit me so hard, too. |
was like, “Damn!”

36 Rhiannon  The way she got up I was like, “This ain’t gon’ go well.” / Yeah.

37 Nel / Man.

However, Nel takes a lesson from this moment, adding on what she thinks would have worked in

that situation:

39  Nel And you know what I should’ve done? I should have done the up-
The... you know when you bring the ball around? (mimics layup by
moving hands in counter-clockwise circle)

40  Rhiannon  Oh, yeah, you could’ve done that, yeah.

Nel Cause I would’ve actually made the layup too. I could’ve got an and-

41 one. Damn. It’s okay. (waves off)

42  Rhiannon  Now that you look back. (smiles, nods)

43 Nel (Chuckles) Yeah, it’s okay, that’s what this- you know what I’'m
saying?
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44 Rhiannon  Yeabh, it’s okay though. That’s what film is for.
45  Nel Exactly, that’s what memories are for.

46  Rhiannon  Exactly.

Sensing an end to the story, | commend the girls on their toughness, in anticipation of moving
back to the film task, however, they begin to tell even more stories of the scars they have
accumulated in practice. However, these miscellaneous bruises and scratches take on a decidedly

different tone of storytelling:

47  Candice I mean, I learned that you guys are so tough. Like, this is why I’m not cut
out for- This is why I’m cut out to watch sports and, like, cheer you guys
on and not... and not play them.

48  Nel Man. Someone kicked me in my shin. My bruise is developing, you see
that? (Pulls down sock to reveal a bruise)

49 Candice  (Gasps and winces)

50 Kasi This is cute. (grabs Nel’s keychain)
51  Nel And I got... (bumps her wearable GoPro) ooh, that’s hot. (pulls up sleeves)
yeah.

52 Candice That was from the- the same...

53  Nel This one isn’t bad anymore, this one’s like six days old. (points to left
forearm). It was so bad.

54  Kasi (Looks at her own left forearm) I’'m just, someone has long nails. But like,
not acrylics.

55  Nel Yes! / Cause someone scratched, and someone’s been scratching uh...

56  Rhiannon /That’s what I’'m saying! (points to her own left thigh)

57 Nel& Avery.
Rhiannon
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58 Kasi Someone’s scratching me, like look. Scratch, scratch, scratch. Like
everywhere. (Showing both arms).

59  Nel Look! (Shows her arms)

They go on to explain that acrylic nails can be long, but they do not scratch you. I, wearing
acrylic nails at the time but having no awareness of this, experienced their dull, safe nature in
real time by scratching my own palm as they discussed this ongoing issue on the team. Kasi and
Rhiannon are both acrylic nail wearers, while Nel has her natural nails clipped short. The girls
joke that even if she did have longer nails, being the tallest girl on the team (while Avery and
Rhiannon are two of the shortest), it is not like she would be able to reach low enough to scratch
them on the legs and arms.

On one hand, it was incredibly clear that this collision between Nel and Spice had some
emotional impact on all of the women. There was Kasi, who gasped and covered here face when
she retold seeing the blood going down Spice’s face, and Rhiannon who said she thought Spice
needed stitches, as well as Nel who grimaced when she thought about how hard she hit her, these
reactions were also mitigated by less-serious behavior. In turns 16-19, Nel waved off my worry
for Spice (pictured below), and Rhiannon added that she was just being dramatic. Also, the entire

episode was filled with laughter and chuckles.
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Figure 3. Nel waves off Spice’s injury, declares that Spice is “fine.”

In this still image depicting Nel’s wave as she declares, “she’s fine,” you can also see a smirk on
Nel’s face and a generally relaxed body language. Rhiannon, also smirking, is paying attention to
her nails as she claims that Spice was being dramatic. Though laughter can be a result of many
emotions, even discomfort, the overall candid nature of our speech and relaxed nature of our
bodies suggested that this ultimately was not a big deal, or an accepted part of the practice.
Consider, for example, a grocery store shopper colliding with an employee, even by a complete,
provable accident. A customer with a bloodied face can become a very big deal, which could
result in insurance claims, lawsuits, etc. On the SWBB’s basketball court, however, these sorts of
accidental injuries get little more than laughter and a wave. Getting bloody every now and again
IS just another part of their lives.

This is not to say that Spice’s teammates didn’t deeply care about her well-being at the
moment. In turns 21-26, Kasi, Nel, and Rhiannon all reenact their feelings. At turn 21, Kasi

admits to not believing anything was wrong with Spice at first. This can be seen by her frowning,
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judgemental expression that accompanied her saying, “Girl, stand up! Like, what are you

doing?” depicted below:

VANDERBI|
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Figure 4. Kasi reenacts her initial judgement of Spice’s injury.

By reacting this way, Kasi was potentially alluding to the common but widely disliked practice
of “flopping,” where players, mainly in soccer and basketball, try to “sell” a call by pretending
they were hit much harder than they actually were. In the NBA, this practice has gotten so out of
hand, it has now become a technical foul, where the other team will shoot free throws and
receive the ball if the referees determine you were flopping. That judgement turned to concern
when the presence of blood allowed her to see Spice may actually be hurt. As she recalls seeing
the blood coming down her face, her expression visibly changes from judgement to shock, as |
grimacing along with remembering the blood. Nel can also be seen in the middle of her wince,
seen in turn 22, as she remembers “how hard [she] hit her.” The change from turn 21 to turn 22 is

evident in the still below:
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Figure 5. Kasi reenacts her shock at seeing blood

The only person whose disposition seems unchanged at this moment is Rhiannon’s. This could
be partially due to my description of her, as the most calm, collected, even tempered teenager |
have ever met. It could also in part be to her line in the middle of the cross-talk, “I didn’t see it,”
where she was seemingly responding to Nel who was shocked at their unsupportive first
reactions, having known how hard she actually hit Spice. However, in turn 26, when Rhiannon
says she thought she needed stitches, her expression remains unchanged, showing that she is
possibly expressing her past care through miscalculating the severity of the cut because of the
amount of blood present.

Even though they clearly displayed and reenacted their affective response to the collision
in the past, they all agree now that she is presently fine, after ultimately suffering just a “little
tiny cut,” which likely seemed much worse in the moment due to the face’s ability to bleed a lot
from even small cuts. But as it unfolds, you can tell that they take a lighthearted approach to their
own bruised bodies. For example, in turn 47-50, pictured below, while I am clearly strongly

affected by the marks they are showing and the stories in which they occurred, Kasi, seemingly
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uninterested or desensitized by the imagery of bruised bodies, decides to focus on Brandi’s

keychain, calling it cute.

Kasi: This is cute.
Figure 6. Kasi notice’s Nel’s keychain.

Later, in turn 77 which is pictured below, you can also see Nel looking at her bruises while
smiling and stating, “we get beat up, it’s okay,” as Rhiannon rubs her eye and passively mumbles
“practice is a war,” for the first time. Kasi also takes a moment to look down at her own arms.
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Figure 7. Nel laughs at saying they get beat up, Kasi looks at her own scars.
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This tough attitude, the showing of bruises, and the engaging in atrocity storytelling, combined
with laughter brings life to the culture of toughness that is present on the team and in their play.
Their “wars” on a daily basis are waved off, playfully retold, or even seen as a site for learning.
Since, in turns 39-46, you see Nel and Rhiannon reflecting on how she could have gotten more
points in the same situation. They add the entire event up to a teachable moment, saying “that’s
what film is for,” and “that’s what memories are for.”
At the end of this exchange, Nel and Rhianon discussed the bruises they had gained from

practice in a way that resulted in Kasi encouraging Nel to share her scars and bruises using her

personal GoPro:

74 Rhiannon ~ Someone kicked me, now I got a bruise over here. (Points to a bruise on
her left thigh)

75 Nel Yeah! Someone kicked me in my shin, like come on, now.

76 Candice Oh my gosh, yeah. Like, I knew it was such a physical game, but. Yeah,
now [’m looking at your (points to own arms while looking at Nel’s
arms)... Jesus!

77 Nel Mhm. yeah, we get beat up, its okay (laughs)
78 Rhiannon Practice is a war.

79 Candice And it’s just, like, practice, you know?

80 Rhiannon  Practice is a war. (Laughs)

81 Nel (Laughs, pulls up her sleeves to look at her scars)
82 Kasi Show the camera. (laughs)
83 Nel (Shows her scars on her personal GoPro) That... That...
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84

85

86

87

88

Rhiannon

Nel

Group

Candice

Group

(Laughs)
(Bends over, pulling down her sock) Get the one on the ankle.
(Laughs)

I’ll make sure that one goes in my final dissertation.

(Laughs)

Below are the images that resulted in Nel’s presentation. In order, she shows her left elbow scar

from “The Incident,” plus a self-reported six-day-old bruises on her left forearm, bruises on her

right forearm, and the new developing bruise on her shin:
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Figure 8. Nel’s record of her bruises and scars

Though I made everyone laugh at the prospect of using this footage in my final
dissertation, | was serious: outlining this episode in detail helps to understand the playful culture
that has developed around toughness, injury, and atrocity. Additionally, the scar footage Nel
created forces the outsider to contend with the extremely localized bodies in which this
idioculture develops, and the “artifacts,” both temporary and permanent, that their play leaves
behind. Each scrape brings with it a basketball memory for how and why it got there, and for the
most part, they are stories that they can laugh about.

Atrocity storytelling, as Dingwall (1977) noted, is a form of advocating for your own
legitimacy, but in addition, we can look at the team’s overall disposition around injuries, blood,
scars, and bruises as another signifier of their toughness. The phrase, “practice is a war,”
murmured twice by Rhiannon in turns 78 and 80, sticks out. Though | missed these utterances in
the moment as | was trying to wrap my head around the brutality their bodies go through each
day, just during summer session practices, during the second listen, the “warlike” nature seems
like an essential piece of what the group was trying to highlight for me and other onlookers to the
practice. It is important for them to display such toughness, especially in the face of the many
threats to their legitimacy as a group, as to be described further in the next section.

We have to Fight to be Taken Seriously

Though this is a positive space where players can be who they are, the decision to play
basketball at this level does come with some costs. The members of the team, in their decision to
play, face threats to their individual and the collective identities. Men’s sports position them as
weak. Their status as student-athletes positions them as unserious students. And new, mainly

unregulated streams of revenue affect their status and relationships. What follows are the stories,
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narratives, and activities that | observed in my time with the team that show the struggles they
face in legitimizing themselves across contexts.
Legitimacy as Athletes
Being a woman and part of a women’s basketball team is important and exciting for the
participants, and many expressed positive emotions toward women getting the compensation,
respect, and attention that they deserve as elite athletes. At the same time, many of them spoke
candidly about the struggles they still face to be seen in athletic and non-athletic spaces. The
narrative that women are not really elite athletes, however, is seemingly one that many of the
players most easily reject. For example, when | asked Rhiannon why being female was important
to her basketball identity, she stated:
“I think everybody just doubts female basketball players. I think [women’s
basketball] is growing for sure. But | mean, every time you talk to them, like you talk to a
man, like in a relationship or anything, they're like, oh, I'll beat you one on one. It's like
always that type of stuff... And [men] say a lot over the cameras, but when they come
face to face, they can't say it. That's like the funny part.”
Rhiannon, though she is one of the youngest team members, is a recklessly confident athlete in
the best possible way. It is easy to understand why something like this would be humorous to
her. Still, I pushed further for her to identify “everybody.” Was she talking about men’s
basketball players? Or total outsiders to the game?:
“I think it's outside people. People who sit on the couch, people who play at the
rec league, the rec games. Sometimes when they're playing their rec games and they're
playing pickup, they don't want you to play with them. But then once they see how good

you are, it's like, ‘oh, like you should have been playing a while ago.””
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Rhiannon identified men, specifically those who sit at home and play rec league basketball as the
people most likely to be doubtful of her abilities, rather than other athletes. Along with the
confidence in their abilities, being able to tune out the noise that they deem as unimportant seems
to be another strategy for rejecting the narrative that women are not good athletes. When
discussing her own experiences of being doubted due to gender, Chloe stated:
“In terms of men or just, like, haters of women's basketball, I don't really pay
them mind, because | don't choose to waste my energy on something that I'm not going to
be able to impact. And if they want to be ignorant, like, go ahead, I don't care.”
Letting the ignorant stay ignorant without making it her personal burden is a strategy that she
acknowledged is available to her due to the “pioneers” in her us. Now that women’s sports is
receiving much more attention, letting the men (who she quickly corrects to haters) miss out,
might ultimately make the rejection of the illegitimacy narrative come more naturally than
others.
Legitimacy as STUDENT Athletes

Chloe is very open with me, her teammates, and her coaches about being a vlogger. On
her page, she shares basketball drills, days in the life, advice for young athletes, among many
other fun videos that show off her personality and lighthearted interactions with other teammates.
In an especially viral and playful post, gaining over 8 million views and over 1.5 million likes,
the entire team showed up to Coachl’s home for a surprise sleepover. There is one video,
however, that is most notable in response to the question of what it means to be a Stephenson
Women’s Basketball player who is just as much a student as they are an athlete: a tour of their
locker room. Using a voiceover and a pleasant, jazzy piano as background music, Chloe walks

through the locker room to share her appreciation for the design and care put into the space.
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Having been invited to the locker room to hang out and conduct interviews a few times, |
can attest from firsthand experience: the space is amazing. My awe began at the front door,
which unlocks with facial recognition technology, unveiling a living room with sprawling comfy
sofas and giant TVs. There is a beautiful, fully-stocked kitchen that would not look out of place
as a workspace for Gordon Ramsay. Most of the people in the comments share my awe,
commenting on how nice it is, comparing it to other locker rooms, and even calling it their
favorite they’ve seen. Overall, the comment section is positive and awestruck.

The top comment on this post, however, comes from another Stepehnson student that is
not an athlete. “As a Stephenson cellist, music majors are in the TRENCHES compared to this,”
a user who goes by the name Z writes. Even though we can infer why Z left this comment, they
further explain themselves in a follow-up: “It’s almost like we sit in a room 8 hours every day
practicing our asses off just as much as athletes and train every muscle in our body to mold to
our instruments but okay!” Later, Z writes, “We use our brains AND our bodies,” to add insult to
injury. To be clear, these are positions that | vehemently reject as a current scholar, former
professional cellist, and emerging advocate for student athletes. Rhiannon said it best in her
interview:

“People think it's easy, but if they lived our lives, I think half of them wouldn't
make it throughout the week, seeing all the stuff that we have to do, the stuff we have to
deal with, and outside commentary as well. It's hard.”

Over the span of my study, | witnessed a lifestyle that showed that if anything, Rhiannon has an
extreme amount of faith in her peers, believing only half of them would fail to survive one week.
Each week, they were scheduled 20 hours for practice. There were 6am lifts before class. There

were three hour full-intensity practices between classes. Traveling for games, getting treatment
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and physical therapy, and pressure to keep working and practicing informally, outside of
scheduled hours. There is pressure to be in contact with season-ticket holders, talk to the media,
and be an ambassador to the team and university in ways that have immense financial stakes.
Even so, this work accounts for zero credits toward their degree, so they must additionally carry
the exact same course load as all other students, and, as Stephenson insists, participate in all of
the campus activities that the school mandates every student participate in. When you see their
lives up close, it is clear that these “perks” are more than well deserved. However, comments to
the contrary represent enduring narratives that student athletes must navigate from both peers
and professors at school.

As student athletes, participants accepted their abnormality, even to the point that they
did not know how to refer to non-athletes outside of their frame as “regular people.” However,
many of the players expressed a desire for some degree of normalcy, by wanting to be seen as
regular students. This is the exact thing, for example, that Neveah expressed when asked about
the identities that she holds as important to her:

“Probably just a student. Like I'm not just a basketball player. Like | go to school

and do what everyone else does.”
Neveah talked with me more about what it is like when people look at her and don’t realize she
is also just a student:

“Especially when it's not students that are the fans, like, it's just [alumni] or
whatever, they really only see you for your athletic ability. Like if you have a bad game,
you'll get so many comments about how bad you are. Like, they just don't really

understand that we also do what everyone else does on a day to day basis.”
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Having to hear you are bad, full stop, from frustrated fans is undoubtedly a harsh side-effect of
pursuing sports at a high-level, and is one of many instances, as will be outlined, that feeds into
the participants’ desires to reject this narrative and instead show that they are, at the end of the
day, whole people. However, the struggle to be fully seen is ongoing.

All of the focal players expressed wanting people to know and think of them as real
students who care about learning and academic success. Sarah, for example, wants to be a
dentist, and she takes her education and master’s program as seriously as she takes basketball.
Nel, who wants to be a pharmacist,and Rhiannon who wants to go into the medical field, have to
figure out an alternative class schedule that is not a part of the standard, Educational Psychology
major that many student athletes are placed into at Stephenson. What remained the same in their
diverse stories was that each player wanted people to recognize that they were smart, they cared
about their academics, and they wanted to be taken seriously as students.

Narratives like the one in Chloe’s social media comments are long standing, harmful, and
sometimes harder to combat than the narratives about women in sports. Take, for example
Rhiannon narrating experiences her brother, another student athlete, has faced in the past:

“I think like, especially as a student athlete, whenever you walk into a classroom,
some teachers already have a stereotype that you're not going to do your work, you're
going to slack off, you're not going to come to class on time and stuff like that.
Sometimes it's hard to beat that stereotype. Like, for example, my brother [who played
basketball at Bluecrest University]. He wanted to take a class, but because they
previously had a student athlete who rubbed him the wrong way, the professor wouldn't
let my brother take that class that year. Everybody [thinks] that all you focus on is [being]

an athlete. Whereas in reality, like, we take both seriously. Yeah.”
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In this instance, Rhiannon brings up something new but important. It is not only their peers who
uphold these narratives, but some of their teachers as well, which might feed into the difficulties
they face in rejecting them in ways that are recognized by outsiders. Neveah confirms this when
she recalls the treatment she noticed her boys basketball team specifically getting worse
treatment:
“I feel like this is a lot more for men's sports, but especially, like basketball and
football. But I feel like they always assume that you're not good at school. Like, you have
bad grades. You don't come to class on time, stuff like that... But in my high school, girls
were typically not troublemakers. So they wouldn't they wouldn't really expect [trouble]
as much from us as they would from the guys’ team... They would call on them more.
Just, like, pick on them. Like, | don't really know how to explain it. Just like if you were
just a regular student, they wouldn't do certain things that they would for them. | don't
know how to explain it though.”
Not only is Neveah noticing teachers upholding negative narratives about them, some have even
actively antagonized them in specific ways. There are undoubtedly “normal” students who
exhibit these same characteristics: skipping class, slacking off, not doing well on assignments,
and the like. However, the act of picking on athletes in particular as a source of confirmation bias
shows how deeply ingrained narratives of athletes (especially athletes in racialized Black athletic
spaces) as unserious or incapable truly are in the outside group.

This is not to say that there are no student athletes who only care about sports, and this
mentality might paradoxically protect these students from being as negatively impacted by the

narrative. For example, Spice had older siblings, one of which fit into the narrative:
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“My brothers played college [basketball]. My sister ran track. And one of my
older brothers, he just had the mindset to go play basketball. His mindset was basketball
and not really academics. So I don't think that really affected him as much. I think for me
it’s harder, since I'm also interested in school and that career aspect.”
The NCAA has a stronghold in the professional athlete pipeline that makes it challenging, in the
American context, to pursue a career as a professional athlete without playing in college first.
Therefore, athletes like Spice’s brother, who are going through college systems as a means to an
end, undoubtedly do exist. But still, this pipeline is small, and the odds of having a professional
sports career are low. This makes it even more troubling to see that there is sometimes not space
for the two narratives and career trajectories to coexist, and instead narratives that apply to the
minority of student athletes are the ones that persist. To assume that any student athletes do not
care about their education, when many of them are like Spice, Chloe, Rhiannon, and Nel, who
have aspirations outside of professional sports, it creates damaging, possibly insurmountable
disparities and hurdles to student athletes. Even for undecided athletes like Neveah, and athletes
who do have a strong potential to go pro, like Kasi, all of them still expressed deep care about
their education. Yet unsurprisingly, these rejected narratives remain intact, and are often hard for
the athletes to reject outside of a more personal level.
Proving Them Wrong

Stephenson, a selective private school, is a tough space to exist as a person who wants to
take both sports and their education seriously. As shown thus far, all of the women reported
being both directly and indirectly impacted by long standing narratives about student athletes,

even though there was not always a full rejection of the narrative. Nel expressed a certain level
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of understanding and insecurity that comes with everyone knowing that you are in a different
situation, especially financially:
“I'm friends with people who are normal students. Not very many, but a couple.
And I've never had them say anything outright. But | do feel like that happens a lot
because this is a very expensive school and people come here and have to pay for it. You
know what | mean? And obviously there's people who get it paid for by their parents and
stuff, but there are people who don't even have that.”
Paying for school, or going into massive amounts of debt to attend school is what many
“normal” students are faced with in the pursuit of higher education. Yet, as Division 1 athletes,
Nel and her teammates have their tuition paid for. For students like Z, who left a hateful
comment on Chloe’s vlog, who see the perks and the beautiful amenities, the idea that the
student athletes are unserious, dumb jocks with big egos because of their “special treatment.”
When it comes to the egotistical dumb jock narrative, their strongest tool seems to be
their interpersonal relationships with “outsiders” who see that they are not at all like what many
people might imagine a student athlete to be. However, instead of a simple acceptance or
rejection, some players deferred the “cocky dumb jock” narrative to being potentially true of
others who are in adjacent groups (student athletes), just not theirs (SWBB). For example, in my
interview with Chloe, she expressed running into and defying this stereotype for her classmates:
“I would say especially being at Stephenson, it's very polarized, like you're either
an athlete or you're not. And | think with a lot of the non-athletes that I've met in classes
or just around campus, unfortunately, there's a stigma that we're unapproachable, or
egotistic, or not that smart. Like, we're only here because we want to play sports... But

I've met a lot of people who say, ‘Oh, wow. You're, like, way nicer than I thought.” Or,
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like, I don't know, like, “I didn't know, like you were so nice.” Or like, “I didn't know you

were so down to earth.” I think students on this campus are assuming that all athletes—

I'm not saying there aren't some athletes like that. I'm sure there are—But, like, | think

there's a lot of athletes here who there's more to them than what people think.”

Chloe expresses a trend among non-athlete peers of surprise that she is just a down-to-earth,
regular person, even though she doesn’t reject the label fully for all student athletes. By saying
she is sure some athletes are like the ones that peers are nervous about, she keeps the door open
for this misconception to be understandable. This suggests that there are two groups of student
athletes: the stereotypical, egotistical ones, and the down-to-earth ones who surprise the NARPs,
who are in a third group.

The story of the athlete with a big ego being dismantled through getting to know peers
was seen across the interviews, but Kasi in particular, expressed how her additional identities
have further shielded her from assumptions. When she detailed her experiences asking her
“regular” roommate about her first impressions, she stated:

“So, my roommate is like a normal person. I like to say that. Because she's in med
school or something. So I'm like, ‘what was your first impression of me?’ She was like,

‘okay, so the moment I heard you're a student athlete, I was like, “oh my God, I don't

know if I can take it.” Like, “she'll probably be in love with herself.” Like, “they're all

getting all that stuff.”” ... I feel like some people think that we do not deserve what we
have. But then, once they talk to us and get to know us, they are like, ‘okay, you all have
to be tough to do it.” For example, away games: We can literally get back to campus in

the middle of the night, then we have to go to class the next morning, and you can’t skip
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it. But the first impression is always that we have a big ego and like stuff like that. That's

what I hear from other people.”
When | pushed her further on the big ego of athletes, wondering if in some ways their peers are
noticing the reckless confidence, self-esteem, and optimism one must possess to succeed in high
level sport, she responds:

“Yeah, you kind of have to be confident. But I feel like they are not even talking

about confidence on the court. They're just like, sorry for using that word, but they think

you're being cocky and that's it. Like you think you're better than everybody else. I'm

like, not really. But, | can't blame them because some athletes are really like that. So I'm

like, okay, you do have a point. But then they're like, ‘it's different in your case though,

because you're European.’”
Kasi is one of two White women and the only international student on the team. It is interesting
to note that in this instance of rejecting the label of cocky, Kasi both acknowledges that
sometimes the label does fit, but her identity as a “European” basketball player allows her peers
to perceive her as an exception. Though she and her peers do not explicitly say this, you can see
the ways in which White Supremacy, from an American standpoint, operates to protect Kasi in
ways that other participants have not been afforded. As Rollo (2011) describes, feminine youth
in American culture is synonymous with innocence, vulnerability, and worthy of protection.
Therefore, even though Kasi is engaging in the same identity work, she is afforded a level of
protection and distance from the negative, cocky labels strictly based on her race and ethnic
background.

Though the players acknowledged the outside narrative of the cocky athlete, they did not

simply accept or reject the narrative and its truth. They engaged in a third option of deferral. This
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allows them to acknowledge that some of the stories others tell are true, just not about them
specifically. In order to bring this point home, they use the experiences of outsiders getting to
know them and being surprised at how down to earth they are. However, these efforts seem to be
mostly individual, outside of Kasi, the single White participant, who was afforded protection
from this narrative due to her Whiteness and European identity.
Economic Forces can Destabilize Us

Thus far, many of the findings about what it means to be a high-level student athlete are
likely unsurprising. However, two very new and therefore mostly unregulated conventions, legal
sports betting and Name, Image, and Likeness (NIL) deals, are causing mostly unvoiced harm to
student athletes. Through my interviews, | was able to get an inside look at what it means to play
in an entirely new, highly monetized setting, and how that might have adverse consequences to
maintaining a collective.
The New Frontier of NIL

Paying student athletes, especially due to the huge financial benefits they bring to
universities, seemed like an overall benefit. The NCAA has historically ruled over its athletes'
financial power with an iron fist. Before 2021, student athletes under the jurisdiction of the
NCAA were not allowed to make money off of their name, image, and likeness as it related to
their sports. Many people saw this as incredibly predatory, and in 2021, the Supreme Court
unanimously agreed in the NCAA vs. Alston case. Now the NCAA cannot prevent student
athletes from making money off of their name, image, and likeness. Though that does mean
players can make endorsement deals, one thing I certainly did not understand that one of the

main new players to the NIL systems were the universities themselves.
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As Chloe described to me in her interview, students are also directly paid from the school
through donors. Each university has a fund set up, at Stephenson, it is called the (Anchor Impact)
fund. With these funds, the university athletic director determines how much money each team
receives. Though this determination is still a bit of a mystery, some of this may have to do with
size of the team. For example, the 13 person SWBB team likely gets less money than the 120
person Stephenson Football team. However, some of this may have to do with potential return on
investment through creating a successful and competitive team. For example, there are many
more fans of college basketball than college tennis, so it is likely that Stephenson basketball
teams get more money than Stephenson tennis teams, though they are of comparable sizes.

Once the athletic director gives the money to each team, each coach can decide who gets
how much. These dollars can be used as both a recruitment and a retention tool. For example,
coaches can pay highly-ranked recruits or transfer students to come to their team, but they can
also pay players to remain on their team and not go somewhere else. But it can sometimes be
highly inequitable. According to Chloe, she has known that figure to range from zero dollars to
$200,000 for student athletes playing for the same school on the same team. Chloe described
being on the losing end of this process, going from starting almost every game her freshman
year, to playing almost zero minutes her sophomore year:

“[Sophomore season] was probably the lowest point ever for me because like I
said, basketball is my identity, which | know I shouldn't place my entire identity in that,
because then when a situation like I don't play an entire season happens, then my whole

life just feels like it's just shot.”
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Though she was trying to keep a positive attitude and open mind about being able to play more
in the upcoming season, there was also a feeling of possible confusion and mistrust that was
already seeded in her:

“ We did bring in seven new people. And my thing is, like, I don't know what
they promised those seven people.”

In her eyes, seven new people signified seven new potential monetary obligations that may get in
the way of her doing what she loves most: playing basketball. But additionally, you can see in
her phrasing of “those seven people,” that there is a sort of crack in the armor of what ideally
should be a unified group, signalling a change in the landscape of the figured world. This can be
further seen as she goes on to say:

“But my sense of belonging, it's tough to bring it back up here when they're able
to place value on you with the dollar amount.”

“Bring it back up here,” referring to having a very strong and positive sense of belonging, based
on the mapping exercise that was part of the interview protocol. This makes it clear that for
athletes who are not benefitting as much from the NIL deals, their sidelining is in some ways
based on things that are far out of their control.

“I was very naive until this. And then when this happened, I was like, oh, okay. I
think that these are really genuine people. But then when this happened, | was like, oh
yeah. This is just like a business. And it's unfortunate because they do care about us. |
believe they care about us off the court. But when it comes to, like, their job, they're
never going to put me before that.”

It is not that Chloe does not feel cared for as a whole human, or does not believe she is

surrounded by genuine coaches, but that the financial pressures to succeed, to build a good team,
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to retain good players, so that they ultimately are able to earn more revenue for the school are
much greater, therefore relegating her to a bench role, and causing her definition of an us to be
strained.
Real Impacts of Sports Betting
This is not the only way in which money has caused certain new stressors in the lives of
student athletes. In addition to NILs, the recent movement of legalizing sports betting has caused
a further rift between student athletes and their spectators. In today’s sports culture, spectators
are inundated with different betting apps, in the moment parlays, and reports on winning odds.
One television network that carries the rights to broadcast some professional sports teams is even
owned by a sports betting company. In order to watch sports in much of the southern and
midwestern United States, viewers must be subscribed to and tune into FanDuel Sports Network.
This betting culture is undoubtedly impacting betters and athletes, even as children. Neveah told
me about the practice of betting, even at her high school:
“In our high school, the boys would always bet on our team and stuff like that.
And so people would come up to me and be like, “You have to get this many points, you
have to get this many rebounds, you have to do whatever, whatever. Tell your teammates
that you have to score two threes or whatever.” Like what? | don't want to hear that all
day. Or like, they come up to me like, “Yo. Like what do you think the over/under will be
today for total points scored?’ I'm like I don't know. I'm in math class. I don't want to talk
about this right now.”
When outsiders put external, monetary pressures on student athletes, not only does it make it
harder to see them as full people outside of sports and their ability to make or lose you money, it

also can negatively impact peer relationships:
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“I'm not gonna lie. Like, there's some teams where you know you're gonna
probably lose the game, and there's some teams where you even know you're going to
lose by, like, a lot. And there was this one team we were playing and [my classmates]
only came because A: One of the top prospects was on the other team and then B: people
knew we were going to lose by a lot. We only ended up losing by four, which was good.
But like they didn't come for us. They came to watch us lose.”
Having peers that support your downfall if it means they will win their bets is a new dynamic
that is not yet thoroughly explored, and will undoubtedly need more effort and attention in future
research on student athletes.
Conclusions

This chapter uses data from interviews, ethnographic observation, and the collective
video viewing sessions to show how being at play in Stephenson Women’s Basketball is, in part,
shaped by Black cultural expression, and bounded by social and gendered dynamics. For the
players, “playing at Stephenson” meant far more than playing the game. Additionally, it meant
becoming part of a collective in which Blackness, femininity, and legitimacy were navigated,
affirmed, and sometimes contested. Through their narratives and practices, team members
articulated identities that both aligned with and pushed back against broader societal Discourses
about who female basketball players are, and who they can be in athletic and educational spaces.

While this chapter described some of the landscape that makes up the figured world of
SWBB, the next chapter will shift to focus on the ways in which the world can be identified as a
pro-Black playful space. In particular, | focus on the ways in which the players themselves
identify playful elements of their team, and the ways in which it resonates and is in tension with

the observations | made about play. This is to support an expansion of how to better define and
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find places to look for instances of play that go beyond the lens that centers on wealthy, White

children.
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CHAPTER 6
What Play Looks Like with Stephenson WBB
“People hate to see me on the sideline bruh. One thing I'mma do is clown.”
-Nel
Introduction
In late July, | entered the practice gym early, and shook out my umbrella. I was slightly

early, so the team members were all slowly trickling into their practice gym from the locker
room. The gym is an internal room, meaning there are no windows to the outside and the gym is
locked to the outside, non-basketball world. Tracy, Kendall, and Isabel were already in the gym,
sitting on top of a scorer’s table and physical therapy bench that were placed on the sidelines as
they waited for practice to start. Tracy, in slight surprise, asked me about my umbrella and | had
confirmed that yes, though it had just started raining though most of the day had been clear. A
few moments later, the conditioning coach, a small, White woman, enters the gym ready to lead

"’

the team warmup. Tracy calls to her, saying, “Hey, play that White Girl Music!” Usually, hip
hop artists like Drake, Megan Thee Stallion, and BossMan Dlow were the artists playing from
the sound system during warmup time, so “White Girl Music” was a decidedly different request.
With a smile, the trainer starts the warmup, playing Paramore’s alternative-pop hit, Ain’t it Fun.
The playlist went back to the usual hip hop playlist after that, as the team finished their warmup
in preparation for practice.

When considering how to argue for SWBB as a pro-Black playful space, it was important
to observe who the girls were allowed to be and where Blackness and play were allowed to take

up space, both from interviews, and my own perspectives as an observer. This chapter details

some of the playful and pro-Black | came to understand through observations, interviews, and
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recordings of the Stephenson Women’s Basketball (SWBB) team across my research study.
Therefore, the following analysis brings together data collected in each phase of the project to
answer the broader question of this chapter:

What are the observed practices, in conversation with a redefining of play, that make the

case for defining Stephenson Women'’s basketball a pro-Black, women’s play space?
SWBB as a Pro-Black Space

In the introduction | talk about how basketball has become a Black racialized space in the
context of the United States. This does not simply mean that the space is totally or majority
Black, although that is the case for SWBB, which has only two team members who identify as
White. But the mere presence of Black people does not guarantee the celebration of Black
culture. Therefore, the following examples show the ways that Black womanhood is proudly
claimed and celebrated in this space, even with a White, middle-aged coach at the head of the
organization.
Nails, Dance, and Black Feminine Expression

“Being female,” was something that Rhiannon pointed out as being important to her
identity as a basketball player. However, outside of being placed on the women’s team, it takes a
bit of digging to understand what that means within the idioculture. Because of the uniforms
players must wear, there are limited opportunities to express yourselves and your femininity.
However, there were multiple ways | observed team members finding the wiggle room around
their standardized uniforms to preserve their self-expression. Hair, for example, was a big deal.
In a practice happening directly before “Media Day,” the day where all of the team photos and
videos are taken that will be used for promotions and advertisements throughout the season, |

distinctly remarked in my field notes that each player had their hair done especially nice. Two
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focal players, Kasi and Chloe, stood out in my notes. A player with long, straight, blonde hair,
Kasi participated in practice with her entire head in dramatic curls. And on the opposite end of
the spectrum, Chloe, who usually wears her natural, coily hair, came to this practice with a
straightened blowout that loosely curled toward the ends. Both girls, as well as many others on
the team, made sure to show up fully for practice while also protecting their hairstyles that they
mastered for media day. There are many other examples of daily hair aficionados on the team,
such as Nel and Malia, who comes to every single practice and game with perfectly slicked,
elaborately designed edges, a common display of a specifically Black femininity.

Another prominent micro-expressions of femininity was the use and maintenance of
colorful acrylic nails. Though there were certainly exceptions to feminine presentations on the
team, with some queer players rejecting hyper-femininity and embracing a more masculine
presentation, nails seemed to transcend this spectrum. Nail art was nearly universal on the team.
Almost all of the players can be commonly seen sporting fresh gel manicures, and both Kasi and
Rhiannon are two of multiple examples on the whole team who always wear extended acrylic
nails with flashy and creative designs while they play. As a person who wears acrylic nails
myself, this was a shocking realization, seen in part by my reaction to sitting down with
Rhiannon for her interview, seeing her bright neon full set, and saying, “you can PLAY in
those?!” In acrylics, I struggle to type and respond to text messages. Yet in these same acrylics,
Rhiannon is one of Stephenson’s leading scorers in a high-intensity, high-level sport that is all
about her hands and ability to shoot the ball.

Acrylics and nail art have a complex history at the intersection of Black culture,
femininity, and athletics. Nails, like the rest of the body, carry with them different racialized

codes. A well-maintained manicure is a visible signifier of wealth, due to the costs of
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maintenance (Craig, 2021). However Black nail expression erases this indicator: while classic
french manicures and muted, pastel colors are associated with high-class, White culture, the
long, bright, creatively designed nails made popular by Black culture are considered low-class,
ghetto, and immature (Kang, 2010).

The struggle to be fully seen as Black, women, and athletes has a storied tradition across
American sports, and nails have commonly been central to this discussion. Most famously is
American Olympian Florence Griffith Joyner, lovingly known as Flo-Jo in Black and hip hop
culture. She is still considered the fastest woman who ever lived: her records in the 100m and
200m races that she set in 1988 still stand today. However, her gold medals and success as an
athlete were always hindered, in the mostly White American media’s eyes, by her expression of
a decidedly Black femininity. Photos of her racing show her in full faces of makeup and
elaborate outfits, but her most famous statement was her long, colorful fingernails.
Unfortunately, many articles at the time focused more on her style, and hypersexualized her
outfits, making her amazing athletic feats only a footnote in her story. Still, Flo-Jo refused to
stop expressing herself, and her unapologetic displays of her Black feminine identity live on
today. Even though basketball players are hindered by how long their nails can be (six-inch nails
are not conducive to handling a basketball or any activity that relies heavily on hands), one
cannot help but see Flo-Jo’s legacy alive and well through SWBB’s colorful and creative acrylic
and gel nails.

Additionally, | observed that Black music and dance were central to the expression of the
players. In addition to the opening anecdote, which showed the novelty of introducing music into
the space from outside of HipHop, players such as Isabel, Avery, and Alexis could be commonly

spotted during practices performing various dances from current TikTok trends. Though TikTok
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is not necessarily a “Black” app, much has already been made of the cultural appropriation that
occurs within the app, with “youth” culture being misappropriated to what is actually Black
women and girls’ culture, including many of the trending dances that go viral on the platform
(Steele, 2021; Davis, 2022; Martinez, 2022).

Similarly to the novelty in having the trainer play White Girl Music during warmups, the
players also found novelty and comedy in encouraging their White coach to engage in dance
trends as well. For example, in my field notes, | describe a team huddle after practice, where
Tracy encouraged Coach to hit the Nae Nae, a dance where you sway your shoulders while
holding one hand in the air. The hip-hop dance was created in 2013 by the Atlanta hip hop group
We Are Toonz (2013), to mimic a “ghetto girl” dancing at the club, as group member Callamar
stated when describing the meaning of the dance (Ramirez, 2014). Callamar additionally
referenced the problematic caricature of “Shenehneh” in the television series Martin as the main
inspiration for the dance. Partially due to the massive commercial success of teenage rapper
Silentd’s song “Watch me (Whip / Nae Nae) and over a decade of use as a dance across multiple
contexts, the dance was in some ways far removed from it’s misogynoir beginnings when their
White, middle-aged coach obliges, and hits the Nae Nae, resulting in a chorus of the young,
mostly Black players shouting “Huaaah!” as is tradition since the track released by We Are
Toonz to shout as you do the move. Still, Tracy’s face turned to a grimace, and she shouted
“EWWW! What was that???” resulting in a chorus of laughter from the entire team. The
embracing of these Black cultural norms by all members, regardless of race or position show
some of the ways that SWBB is allowed to exist as a pro-Black space, in the middle of the

otherwise predominantly White campus.
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SWBB at Play

Basketball is something that, in general, the participants reported to take very seriously.
They have made basketball their lives, in ways where it is hard for many of them to describe
themselves outside of basketball or without mentioning it. Still, each of the six focal participants
mentioned moments where they felt like basketball, even at this high level, felt playful to them.
Most of them identified the games and practices as official work, while the moments of laughter
and silliness on the sidelines were playful. To review, in this dissertation | am operationalizing
Erickson’s (2014) concept of wiggle room to define play, in hopes of expanding what we think
of as playful and where we consider it valuable to look for instances of play. This might explain
the differences in playfulness that were elicited in interviews, versus additional noticings I
collected in my own data.
On versus Off-Court Play

When | asked the focal participants about what felt playful about basketball, they mostly
described a world that was separate from the court and their coaches. For example, Chloe and
Neveah described playing pickup basketball as a source of playfulness. Rhiannon spoke about
making her teammates laugh on the bench. For the most part, participants draw a strong
boundary, reserving playfulness as an extracurricular activity versus the work that happens on
the court during practice or the game. Only one player, Spice, spoke about the game itself as
being a space to play:

“I think playing against another team who you don’t know. You get to learn them, you

scout them, and it's playful, in a sense, getting to push each other around. But it's fun, you

know, as a kid you play basketball and there's no stakes at hand and it's kind of just like

you're playing free for all. But now it's like, okay, we're playing to win, we're playing for
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a championship, we're playing for something. So I think you still have that playful
mindset that you had as a kid, but now the stakes are just higher.”
Being able to “push each other around” is an interesting way to think of playfulness, specifically
in the realm of wiggle room, where players are trying to see where the space to wiggle emerges.
This is something that | documented in one of my voice memos, when the players were doing a
full-court one on one drill. The goal of the drill was: one ball handler would start from full court,
and bring the ball to the other side of the court. While they brought the ball across the court,
another player was waiting at the half-court to defend them. The structure was “make it, take it,”
meaning that if the offensive player scored, they got to go again, against the next defender, who
would only get their turn to be the offensive player if they were able to successfully get a stop on
the offensive player, via stealing, blocking, or securing the rebound of a missed shot. Sometimes,
the “matchups” with players were very aligned, in terms of facing a teammate who was a similar
size, or playing a similar position. But in other instances, there was a clear mismatch, where
someone like the 5’8 Chloe would have to face off against a much taller player, such as 6’5 Nel.
These are the moments of wiggling that | focused on in my voice memo:
“So in that second group, it was Chloe going against Spice, for example, and um you saw
the ways that um Chloe was able to use her quickness and, you know, faking ability to
sort of fake her out and beat her to the rim, whereas with larger girls like Nel, who's super
tall, [Chloe’s] best option is probably not trying to take it to the rim because Mitch can
use her length against her [to block the shot]. So instead, she pulled up really fast and
shot from the three before Nel could catch up with her. and then same with Nel, while she
was able to use her size to her advantage against Spice and Chloe, she did not have that

advantage with Christa. And so she had to figure out how to maneuver around her. And
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then [on defense], when the smaller girls are defending larger girls, the best course of

action is to try to get the try to poke the ball out before it gets up in the air because you're

not tall enough to block a shot once it gets into the air. So you saw a lot of Spice and

Chloe when they were against uh Christa and Nel trying to poke [the ball] out while

they're dribbling and moving, or trying to strip them on the hook in order to get a stop.”
In order to score, then, they have to “push each other around,” by figuring out what their best
course of action is based on what they know about their opponent as well as their own strengths.
It is a time where you saw players experimenting on how they could beat their opponent, by
finding the wiggle room in their matchup.
Coaches and Playfulness

There was additionally a tendency to talk about play as being something they have to do
separately or outside of the watchful eyes of their coaches. For most players, the coaches
themselves did not even factor into their playfulness, but Neveah, in particular, cited the lack of
coaches during pickup games:

“Because none of the coaches are there. And I just feel like we don't play, like, as hard,

and it's like we goof off a little more.”
Admittedly, Neveah said this while being brand new to the team, and was likely feeling out the
boundaries of each person in the collective, including the coaches. However, the insinuation is
that the presence of coaches formalizes the practice and removes the opportunities for
playfulness. Yet, | found multiple instances of play that were not only encouraged by the
coaches, but they often joined in themselves. For example, as | noted in my voice memo:

“There was a great moment with Coach2 and Rhiannon at the end of practice. | guess

[Coach2] had killed a bug with their hand, and Rhiannon was really grossed out by that.
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[Coach2] proceeded to chase her down [in a defensive stance], but she kept running away
saying, “Get away from me,” and, “[Coach2] killed a bug!” [Coach2] then passed a
basketball to Rhiannon and she refused to catch or touch it because [it was touched by the
ball with the bug-killing hand]. That was just a really cute moment.”
In addition to numerous silly moments like these between the players and the coaching staff,
there were multiple instances of the coaches themselves encouraging play. For example, in my
first ever voice memo, | recorded the talk that Coachl gave in the final huddle, where they would
end each practice huddled around the center circle, where Coachl would give one final message
about the day. There, Coachl acknowledged that they were in the dog days of summer, doing
drills, conditioning, and far away from actually competing. However, Coachl encouraged the
group to find joy in each activity, to have fun, and to uplift each other. Coach1 acknowledged
that these are not the most “fun” activities, but were necessary, and it was essential for the
wellbeing of the team that they bring joy to their practice.

Another example of playfulness amongst the team members that is away from the court,
but exemplifies the efforts that coaches place onto fostering a playful spirit is another special
moment from Chloe’s social media: the entire team was able to pull off a “surprise sleepover” at
Coachl’s house. With sleeping bags in their hands, and hair bonnets on their head, they knocked
on Coachl’s door, revealing the coach’s face of complete shock at what was going on. The
sleepover was successful, and they did end up infiltrating the house to spend the night. This is
yet another example of the “wiggle room” that exists within the structures and pressures of
playing on this team: they are still able to be themselves and be silly, in ways that are ultimately

embraced by the team’s head coach.
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Drama, Bitching, and Natural Nails: Boundaries of Play

Although there were many instances that showed what play was, sometimes there were
instances where a clear line was drawn, placing certain activities and expressions of self as
outside of their acceptable play practice. First: being bitchy. Though they clearly love and
support each other, there are sometimes disruptions to this dynamic. As Kasi points out, being so
connected can also lead to drama:

“When you spend a lot of time with each other, there is definitely some drama during the

season. So | would say that is not really nice. Especially if you're arguing with some of

your teammates and then you have to go to practice and act like everything is okay.”
Like all close-knit, familial relationships, the group is not always utopian and positive. During
games and practices, frustrations can get in the way, causing coaches, as mentioned earlier, to
call them out for being bad teammates, but there was one time in particular, as where Coach2
called the team out for being “bitchy.” I recorded this comment in my voice memos while the
team was playing in small groups of 3 on 3. The rules were that whichever group of 3 gets scored
on first, has to sit out and let a new group of 3 try to score on the team that just won. Though I
did not catch who it was they were talking about in particular, | noted:

“Coach2 made a very interesting comment. Basically Coach?2 says, competition is
good, but there is a limit. If someone is beating you, don’t get bitchy. If someone is
muscling you, get stronger. If someone is outrunning you, get faster. If someone is
beating you, play harder or get better.”

Using the term “bitchy” to describe a group of frustrated young women who are getting beat in
the mini 3 on 3 competitions, both shows the boundaries that the coaches are setting to promote

what they hope is a healthier play culture, but is also incredibly gendered. Yes, there are many
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reclaimed, empowered uses of bitch in today’s American English vernacular, but being described
as “bitchy” is not typically one of them. Here, bitchy is something to clearly avoid. Though it
causes a bit of a shock to the system hearing a coach correct “bitchy” behavior, it was not
entirely disparaging or unproductive. First, there was no specific call out of any team member.
Second, it functioned as a micro description of specific behaviors as bitchy, rather than crossing
into the territory of calling whole people bitches. Finally, it was called out, because it is
unproductive in the eyes of the coaches in terms of becoming better players. Instead of
responding to losing with a “bitchy” attitude, they should use that to figure out how to beat them
the next time.

Additionally, there were boundaries around nails: although acrylics allow the players to
express themselves in a canonically feminine way, they also protect their teammates from
needless scratches. Returning to Kasi, Nel, and Rhiannon’s discussion of “The Incident,” Kasi
brings up the fact that someone on their team has long nails that aren’t acrylics, causing an
outburst from both Nel and Rhiannon who point both to scratches on their own bodies, and
mimic the motion of a large scratch suffered by teammate Avery. Later, in turn 63 and 66, Kasi

explains that acrylic nails are actually dull, so they won’t scratch you:

58 Kasi Someone’s scratching me, like look. Scratch, scratch, scratch. Like
everywhere. (Showing both arms).

59  Nel Look! (Shows her arms)
60 Kasi Cause, Cause, no, like/
61  Nel /Yeah, her scratch is like, all the way down her arm.

62 Rhiannon Uh-huh
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63

64

65

66

67

68

69

70

71

72

73

Kasi

Nel

Rhiannon

Kasi

Nel

Candice

Rhiannon

Nel

Rhiannon

Kasi

Nel

Cause acrylics, like, they won’t scratch you for real.

I know, look (shows wrist to Kasi)
Yeah, nah, Mine don’t scratch. Yeah.

Like they can be long, but they won’t scratch you. So someone has to have
long, natural nails.

My/ nails are so short. I don’t even have fake nails anymore.
/Like, the real nalils.
But it’s not like you guard us though. So it’s the people who guard us.

No. And when | guard you guys, | go like this (puts both hands directly in
the air)

Yeah. (laughs)

And she wouldn’t be scratching her leg, like, more like her forehead or
something.

No, I don’t think I can even reach that low (points at scratches on
Rhiannon’s leg)

After Rhiannon agrees in turn 65, you can see me in the footage, with my acrylic nails,

scratching my palm at turn 68, shown below. Though | commonly also wear acrylic nails,

scratching and being scratched are not a part of my daily life, and so as | scratched, | experienced

for the first time the dullness that Kasi spoke of.
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Figure 9. | test the dullness of my own acrylics

In this case, Chloe, who had long natural nails, caught the blame from her teammates for
Avery’s scratches. Here, you can see that there is a system of boundaries on what this group
deems an acceptable expression of femininity. If you are going to have your natural nails, keep
them short. If you want long nails, acrylics are much preferred, because they lead to less
scratches. Even though a scratch is a lot less severe than the injury that sparked the discussion,
the group does not dismiss their scratches in the same way. Being scratched by natural nails is a
problem for which there seems to be an obvious solution: acrylics. The choice to express your
femininity through “long, natural nails,” will, on the other hand, drive scrutiny from peers.

Conclusions

This chapter uses data from interviews, ethnographic observation, and the collective
video viewing sessions to show how being at play in Stephenson Women’s Basketball is, in part,
shaped by Black cultural expression, and bounded by social and gendered dynamics. For the
players, “playing at Stephenson” meant far more than playing the game. Additionally, it meant

becoming part of a collective in which Blackness, femininity, and legitimacy were navigated,
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affirmed, and sometimes contested. Through their narratives and practices, team members
articulated identities that both aligned with and pushed back against broader societal Discourses
about who female basketball players are, and who they can be in athletic and educational spaces.
While this chapter described the playful elements of SWBB, the next chapter will shift to
focus on the intellectual and mathematical work happening within that same space. In particular,
| focus on the mathematics that the players themselves believe is a part of their practice within
the game. In framing SWBB as a legitimate mathematical space, | take seriously the forms of
mathematical reasoning and decision-making that players engage in, treating their beliefs about
the intersections of math and basketball as legitimate, in the face of the threats they face to be

seen as deserving of taking up intellectual space that others can learn from.
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CHAPTER 7
Believing and Seeing Mathematics in Basketball
“I'm not thinking about math when I play basketball. Like, obviously there's math involved in it.
Like, I feel like there's math involved in, like, everything. It's just like you're not necessarily
doing math, like equations and stuff like that right in your head when you're playing basketball.”
Neveah
“It’s basketball, like...”
Rhiannon
Basketball as a Space of Mathematics

It is not a new or controversial idea that the game of basketball is in some ways
mathematical. However, previous work on this intersection has focused primarily on the
mathematics that one can extrapolate from the game, mainly found in a player’s statline. Still,
much less is known about how basketball players themselves see the intersections and
relationships between the two disciplines. Therefore, a second goal of this study was to hear
directly from players, specifically those who have achieved relative success in basketball and
play at a high-level, about how they see and understand the use of mathematics in the game of
basketball. By looking in-depth at each player’s mathematical story, combined with analyzing
group viewing sessions, this chapter addresses the following research question:

What mathematical ideas within basketball are salient for Stephenson Women's

Basketball players? How do their mathematical stories shape what they believe and see

as mathematical in basketball film?

In addition to trying to understand directly from players themselves how they envision

the relationship between mathematics and playing basketball, my interviews also allowed me an
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opportunity to look at the nature of the mathematics that they describe across contexts, both in
more traditional math settings and in basketball. Finally, these themes were used to illuminate
how they utilized these themes when watching live basketball film in small groups, and when

relevant their noticings are tied back to their individual stories.

A possible conjecture | brought to this work is that there may be a relationship between a
participant’s mathematical identity and construction of competence in mathematics and their
ability to connect and identify mathematical processes to basketball. However, what | found was
that this ability was not seemingly tied to competence as much as it was the labeling of
mathematical ideas in basketball that participants had encountered throughout their lives. Those
labels seemingly carried with them a formatting power that opened up the possibility for players
to be able to connect and identify moments in the game that could be looked at both as basketball
play and a sort of mathematical activity.

Skovsmose and Math’s Formatting Power

Skovsmose and Valero (2008) argue that mathematics does not exist anywhere naturally.
Humans employ it as a prescriptive and descriptive tool in order to inform technological action,
broadly conceived as planning and decision making (Skovsmose & Valero, 2008). Then, once
mathematics has been introduced into a place or a practice, it has formatting power. By this, he
means that mathematics has the power to create and re-create our worlds, by drawing attention to
what is possible, legible, legitimate, and valuable in our cultures and systems (Skovsmose,
1994). The strength of mathematical formatting power lies in the fact that mathematical
knowledge holds a high-status in our world, and therefore actions and decisions are more easily
validated because of mathematical reasoning (Skovsmose 1994, 1998). In addition to a higher

value for mathematical reasoning, there is a higher value given for mathematical knowledge that
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has been abstracted from the body, and developed into a cerebral process (Skovsmose, 2001,
2012). For example, mathematician G.H. Hardy, a self-identified “real” mathematician,
identified “real” mathematics as a purely mental exercise, with no impact on the structures and
organizations of society (Hardy, 1967, as cited by Skovsmose, 2001).

Even though, as discussed throughout Skovsmose’s work, there is reason to believe that
mathematics has substantial formatting power in our society, the narrative that math is a purely
cerebral endeavor remains intact, even within the participants in this study. Take, for example
Nel’s perspective:

“I think there's a lot of math [in basketball]. I don't think we necessarily associate it with

math because it's so simple and over our heads, you know, like it's just something we just

do. It's not actively, like, ‘Okay. You're in math class now. Divide by 12.” You know
what I mean?”

Nel used the phrase “over our heads,” and indicated that the mathematics in use for her as
a basketball player is “simple.” However, as Skovsmose suggests, this is more likely a product of
the Discourse (Gee, 2000) that the participants have been enculturated into believing about
mathematics, as this cerebral, disembodied, intellectual exercise. To counter this, through
profiling the six participants’ ability to identify mathematical elements in the game of basketball,
I will show how even the “simple” mathematics in the game of basketball is still highly
sophisticated.

However, when interviewed about math, my first question was for players to identify
where in the world they imagine themselves doing math. Unsurprisingly, all participants solely
identified being in classrooms, or perhaps being at home doing homework, and none of them

identified the basketball court. However, once | began to talk about the two disciplines together,

138



all participants could identify at least one mathematical element. Through interview data, I will
show that players’ ability to identify mathematics may have to do somewhat with the labels and
frames that players have encountered in their past of what mathematics is and where
mathematics lives in basketball. The interviews are presented based on the mathematical stories
that they tell, and how they connect to one another, rather than in chronological order. My
chapter will start with an interview | hold dear: Kasi.

To preface, when I first started this work, and further pitched the study to the team’s staff
and head coach, | was captivated by what | saw as an embodied geometry in play. Ideas such as a
zone defense, where | could clearly see a team of five operating as a set of vertices in a pentagon,
whose shape depended on the motion of the ball and the offense absorbed my attention.
However, these hopes were quickly dashed during my second interview, conducted with Kasi.
When she struggled to name mathematical aspects of basketball outside of adding the score and
looking at the clock, | offered my embodied geometry idea. Between giggles, Kasi simply
responded, “Definitely not.” This reaction early on in the interview process served as an initial
wake up call for me, that what | found interesting in the game mathematically may not be
relevant or visible at all for players.

Kasi

Math, for Kasi, has never been a problem, and when asked, she actually does identify as a
math person. However, she also does not assign the competence she feels in math within herself,
but from having a good teacher. When | asked her to elaborate on this relationship with math,
she responded:

“I [always] needed a good teacher that could explain [math] to me. Because even

before my final exams, like after high school, | was taking mock tests, and like my first
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mock test, I got a 40% and I'm like, oh my God, this is bad. So | talked with my friend
and I was like, ‘can you like, explain it to me?’ She explained it to me, and it took her
like two hours to just explain every single question I had. And I took another mock test,
like two weeks later and | got an 80 something [percent]. So it's just, for me, | need
someone to explain it to me, because if I'm just sitting there by myself and | can't figure it
out, I probably won't figure it out. And then I just get upset and angry.”
Kasi explains that she feels a lot of frustration associated with math, especially “not knowing” in
math. This suggests that she is less inclined to look productively at her mathematical struggle,
and knows that if someone explains to her how to do something, she can usually catch on very
quickly. It also suggests that math, to Kasi, is much more enjoyable as a social enterprise, where
she can feed off of others’ mathematical explanations in ways that can support her own
development. Again, however, her competence is grounded in being amongst others who can

teach her how to do mathematics rather than being able to do it on her own.
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_-_’s Math Identity Timeline

Sense of Belonging
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Figure 10. Kasi’s math identity timeline

When asked to narrate her math identity timeline, Kasi only has general memories of her
relative status and competence within her early math classrooms, but this changes as she gets
into her explanation of high school, where she can situate herself more on a yearly basis. As
someone who identifies herself as a math person specifically when she can do math in
community with others, the COVID-19 pandemic and remote learning that resulted had a
seemingly significant impact on her and her trajectory in mathematics. Just when she was
starting to struggle with the more challenging concepts that arise in secondary math, COVID

removed her from community and her support system, to where she felt isolated in her math
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learning. After COVID, however, as her opportunities in basketball expanded, it increased her
mathematical isolation and hindered her progress:
“Then, I had to do school online for like a year or so because I was playing

[basketball] in Italy and I was still in the same high school, but | was just doing all my
work online. And then I had to go back for like, my exams and everything. So it was just
hard for me to, like, get it. Basically it was really, really tough. Then I came back to
[Eastern Europe], like before my final exams and like, we had, like preparation camps
before our finals, like to see where we were at. It was really, really bad. And like all my,
all my classmates were, like, really smart. So, they obviously were, like, answering all the
questions correct. But | was not doing good.”

Basketball, though it brought Kasi the amazing opportunity to play internationally, reduced her

authority in the eyes of her peers. | wondered how that peer-to-peer comparison affected her

sense of belonging in academic spaces. When | asked her about her peers’ perceptions as her as

“just an athlete,” she recalled:

“Yeah, I definitely had some, like, moments when I said something, and people

were like, ‘you think you're smart?’ Like, ‘you can only play basketball. That's how you
got into high school,” or something. Because, after middle school, you have to take a
[final exam] in [Eastern Europe]. And then like after the results, you pick the high school.
And | got into one of the best high schools in [Eastern Europe]. But not just because my
results were pretty good, but also because | was a basketball player. So it was easier for
me to get in. So they're like, yeah, you're here just because. And I'm like, okay. Not even

gonna argue.”
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Synergistic with findings in the previous chapter, Kasi remembers her peers as being dismissive
of her when she tried to express competence in mathematics or other topics outside of basketball.
This also aligned with her map, where she depicts her sense of belonging in math spaces as being
in a steep decline. In mentioning the decline, she also mentions being surrounded by peers who
were successful and smart, which contributed to her isolation. It could also contribute to her
sense of competence in math which is tied to having others help her. This is what, once again,
supported her competence in passing her final high school exams. | asked her if she ever plans on
doing any more math. In an uncertain response, she said, “Probably I’ll have to take some
classes, but...” although she did not seem to be very certain about what this may look like.

Kasi, Math, and Basketball

As we progressed to talk about what she thought of the statements that basketball was
mathematical, she struggled:

“Well, I definitely see the math in like percentages, and the shot selection and
everything, but other than that, might be hard to find, like, math in the game of
basketball. I'm not gonna lie.”

As stated above, when I tried to pitch my idea I was met with a, “definitely not.” Kasi’s
limitations with identifying mathematical elements in the game, as we can see, has little to do
with how competent she feels in mathematics, but more to do with possible limitations in how
she understood her own relationship to math, how it is done, and how she herself defines her
own competence. Therefore math had limited formatting power in her world of basketball. From
her narrative of mathematical success, | can conjecture that this relationship may be supported by
having someone else who can explain the connections to Kasi, although she did not seem to take

to the idea of embodied mathematics.
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Rhiannon
Rhiannon is, generally, a person of few words who is not very easily moved, so
unsurprisingly, she reported that she doesn’t feel any type of way about doing math, saying, “I
like math and science, so it’s not an issue to me.” Even though she likes STEM and feels like she
does well in them, when | asked her if she felt like a math person, she distanced herself from that
label:

“I'd say I'm pretty good at math. I don't know if I'd say I’'m a math person, but I'd
say I'm good. It's definitely one of my stronger subjects... [But] there's some people that
just, like, know everything and that are so, like accelerated in math. I'm not accelerated,
but the courses I'm in, I can handle them and do well.”
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Figure 11. Rhiannon’s math identity timeline
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Rhiannon places her competence and belonging in math as high, based on her ability to
quickly do math, and also in her ability to be recognized as a classmate that others can go to for
help. When | asked her about her high sense of belonging outside of her junior year in high
school she said:

“Yeah, I was able to do the work like this (snaps her fingers). I just felt like |
understood it. Like, when | understand things really well, I think my sense of belonging
goes up. And then having other people ask me for help, too, I just felt like I really, truly
understood and that I could specialize in this.”

When she said “I was able to do the work like this,” what she meant was that she could work
really quickly. Outside of her junior year in math, which she described as generally hard due to
other factors such as recruitment and AP exams, finding a place in STEM has not been a
challenge for her. This was also exemplified when | asked her if she sees herself taking more
math classes at Stephenson, and she said she plans on doing something in the medical field.
Rhiannon, Math, and Basketball

Finally, I brought her the idea of basketball and mathematics. Her response to this,
similarly to Kasi, was limited, but also very telling:

“I don't really think of math when I play basketball. I mean, I see it on the clock
and like the score. | guess adding two [points], adding three [points], adding fouls, but
outside of that, not really much.”

Rhianon is showing that math, for her, is something that requires active thought: it is something
you have to be thinking about, nothing that you just do. In addition to Kasi’s idea of statistics and
adding, she also draws attention to the scoreboard, which also has a clock, where you must keep

time. In addition to the time that is left in the quarter, you also have a shot clock, which is 30
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seconds (or 20 seconds, if not starting from the other side of the court after the opponent scores),
that each player must keep track of at baseline. And to note, there are other measures of internal
timekeeping that will also come up in other interviews.

Here, we see Rhiannon, who feels quite competent in math, and yet math is not
something that is an embodied and enacted practice for her. Instead, it is a process she has to be
actively thinking of. This is seemingly more of an indicator of what she believes math to be and
what practicing math looks like. As the interviews go on, however, | will reveal more openness
participants expressed in the idea of playing basketball as being intimately tied to mathematical
practices.

Spice

When | talked with Spice about her math journey, she painted a complicated, love-hate
relationship. One that had a lot to do with, as will be shown over time, her community (or lack
thereof) and teachers. She immediately imagined her negative experiences, and had a hard time
deciding which class was the worst of all:

“Now when I think about math, I can never stop thinking about the calculus class
| took my freshman year during COVID. And that was the worst class ever in my life.

But then | really also can't stop thinking about, um, senior year statistics class, AP stats.

And I also hated every day of that. And then, um, sophomore year, uh, sophomore year

was pre-calc, also the worst class in my life. But it was also associated with that one

teacher who just. She completely made me hate math. Completely. It was just her. The
year before, | had a great year in geometry, | loved it. Algebra two, I loved it. And it was

just that class Pre-calc that just made me like... [hate math].”
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During Spice’s interview, I stayed with the concept of her teachers, as they seemed to be central
in her development of competence and belonging. She revealed for me a complicated social
structure that was challenging to navigate. As a Black girl in a predominantly White high school,
Spice felt a degree of isolation in the math community while she was a child. To take an honor’s
math class meant taking math without her peers, and among an insular group of students who
were seemingly unwilling to let her in. She goes on to describe her teacher’s complicity in this
social dynamic, who saw it happening and either did not know or care how to mitigate the
situation. The racialized isolation she felt in her school was compounded by the fact that she had
to commute a significant distance each day, and played on the basketball team, both things that
were made obvious by the school’s location in a very privileged neighborhood, very far from
Black communities in the city where she grew up. The isolation as a Black student the Spice
clearly faced each day was seemingly by design. Spice didn’t have the same opportunities as her
White peers to build relationships or a social network with the broader student body in ways that
would have supported her belonging at school, due to limitations in having to play basketball and

having to commute far away, over an hour each way, in order to attend this school.
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Figure 12. Spice’s math identity timeline

What stands out about Spice’s narration, is that she was able to identify vivid and specific
moments as well as specific mathematical skills, which were retroactively helpful in piecing
together how she thinks about and experiences mathematics while playing basketball:

“Since first grade, I was at the top of my class. Very good at math. [At age] nine, |
was at the top of my class again. | remember the day my [third grade] professor, Mr.
Friedman?, he, like, tossed everyone's paper on the ground. But he puts my paper up and
he's like, ‘this is the blueprint. This is the example.” And so I loved math from that day

2

on.

4 pseudonym
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Here, we see that Spice was able to receive very early validation from a teacher, about doing
“blueprint” level work. Her teacher validated her as the normative mathematics student. This
validation was instrumental in her early love and sense of belonging in math. She continues:
“And then, at [age] ten my brother taught me long division. I still remember the
day that we sat at the dining table, and he was just teaching me, and I loved it.”
This was the first time thus far in the interviews | have presented that someone has mentioned a
specific mathematical skill: long division. She remembers the joy behind learning the algorithm:
divide, multiply, subtract, bring down, and repeat. This specific detail will come back to the
forefront later, when she talks about the mathematics in basketball that she notices.
In general, it is not clear how she feels about math, which is why I describe her narrative as
telling of a love-hate relationship. At one point in the interview, when talking about her sister,
she describes her as “also” disliking math. However, she says she likes math just a few sentences
later. This confusion seems to result in a person who likes math in theory, but does not want to
be around the people or teachers who made math sour to her.
Spice, Math, & Basketball

In transitioning to her identification with math in basketball, her narrative about long
division becomes important:

“[Basketball is] always [about] numbers. I think that you’ve even heard the
coaches saying, ‘Do you have numbers? If you have numbers, run.” So if there's four
teammates ahead of you, push the ball. If it's only you and there's one defender, don't
push. If there's three defenders in front of you, don't push the ball, pull it out. So I think
it’s always going to be math if you're driving the ball. If you're driving to the right and

there's two defenders over here, and if you're driving to the left and there's three
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defenders there, then drive towards the two defenders. So | think that there's always math

going on.”
When Spice says “having numbers,” she is referring to having more players involved in the play
on your own team than the opposing team. The idea of having numbers is driven, much like long
division, by algorithmic thinking. Here, Spice is specifying algorithmic thinking within certain
if/then “numbers” scenarios: if all four of your teammates are ahead of you on a fast break, then
push the ball. If there are 3 defenders in front of you on a fast break, then stop pushing the ball
and retreat, at least until you can get better “numbers”. It clearly would be impossible to explain
every single situation for which she has to think algorithmically, but even in this initial
description, the multitude of algorithmic if/then decisions that players need to draw on, even with
counts as low as the number 5, become clear.

Spice continues on to describe the algorithmic thinking that she uses as it relates to
timing and clocks in the game:

“I think also when you look at the shot clock and see that it’s running down and
it's also the end of the quarter, you have to think about the timing and the precision of,
like not going too early, not going too late. Say there is like 18 seconds left. You have to
run the clock down, and give yourself 12 seconds to make a move. If you need to kick it
out, you have to kick it out at around five seconds. | think it's always like it's always
counting and like continuous awareness when it comes to basketball.”

Spice brings up time again, as Rhianon does, to further show that timekeeping is yet another
mediator that drives the algorithmic thinking during play. In basketball, there are multiple sets of
timers to pay attention to: as Rhiannon identified, the shot clock and the game clock are the two

formal timers. However, there are many other internal clocks that players must keep track of
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internally that are not displayed publicly. For example, when passing the ball into the game, you
have five seconds to do so. If you are on offense, you cannot spend more than five seconds inside
the free throw key. And so on.

In addition, when Spice talks about nearing the end of the quarter, she is referring to the
opportunity for what is called a “two for one.” Say, for example, you are receiving the ball, with
a 30 second shot clock, and 60 seconds left in the quarter. A two for one is a strategy of quickly
shooting the ball on one possession, so that you are guaranteed a second and final possession of
the ball after your opponents, to end the quarter. Therefore, the goal is to shoot the ball on the
first possession with about 40 seconds remaining, which would ideally give you a second and
final opportunity to score at the end of the quarter. These are three of the many internal clocks
that a player must keep, but you can also see how each clock, in conversation with the other, sets
up multiple conditions for a player to consider as a part of the algorithm of what actions should
come next.

Spice’s story reveals a long and complicated relationship with mathematics. It is one that
began with affirmation and joy, but whose trajectory was repeatedly changed by teachers’
decisions, isolation, and a lack of community. What is clear across her narrative is that her
belonging was in some ways nurtured when she was seen, and destroyed when she was not. One
particular story, when she was seen by her brother, who sat down at the family dining table to
teach her long division, echoed in her mathematical thinking in basketball. The same algorithmic
thinking that brought her joy in math resonated in her basketball activity. Even though Kasi and
Rhiannon struggled to identify what was so mathematical or interesting about counting and
clocks, Spice’s account gave clarity to just how sophisticated things like counting and time can

be in a live game.
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Neveah

Neveah has complicated feelings about math: it’s not that she doesn’t like it, and she has
always been a stronger STEM student than an ELA student, but sometimes she would just rather
be doing something else. This was mostly, as she would clarify, because she also associated math
class with homework, and she hated doing homework. However, a true athlete, she has fond
memories of math class as a competitive space, although | remember these same activities as
brands of torture. For example, she loved fourth grade multiplication sprints: doing the most
multiplication facts as possible in one minute. She also loved learning about Pi, and remembers
being a middle schooler, memorizing the most numbers in Pi for Pi day, in order to win a prize

from her math teacher.
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Figure 13. Neveah’s math identity timeline
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What was seen in her self-told math identity narrative, similarly to Spice, was that Neveah was
able to identify specific skills and mathematical ideas that she learned along the way, some of
which had strong ties to the mathematics within the game of basketball that others had identified.
“So obviously in pre-K, we started counting and stuff, which, I don't know, |
thought it was kind of cool. In second grade, | didn't mind math, actually. | remember in
second grade, we learned how to look at clocks and, like, count with them and stuff. |
thought that was super fun.”
There is much to highlight here, as she is both making connections to Kasi, Rhiannon, and
Spice’s mentions of math in the game of basketball (counting, adding, and time), and she is tying
her learning of those concepts that are central to the mathematical activities in basketball to
memories of learning in formal math settings that were positive and memorable for her.

Her competence in math seems to stem in part from being able to conquer hard things,
being able to do things that others could not, such as when she learned how to do exponents. Her
only struggles she remembered in math was during COVID, when she took geometry during her
freshman year of high school. She struggled especially with the idea of mathematical proofs.
This was an interesting revelation, although not surprising: mathematical proofs require a level
of creativity and understanding of mathematics that is not often required of students in high
school, which often relies on memorizations of the algorithms to solve already settled
mathematical problems.

Neveah, Math, and Basketball
Throughout her timeline narrative, Neveah showed a strong ability to recall specific

mathematical skills, and many of those skills were both grounded in her positive mathematical
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memories, and the mathematical thinking necessary in the game of basketball. When | asked her
to connect them, there were many instances that related to the math she brought up in her story:
“There's just a bunch, especially, like, physics. Which is science and math. Like,

how fast people are moving and how to time where to pass the ball so that it doesn't get

passed behind them or too far in front of them. And then, when you're shooting, how

much arc you need or how much force you need to push [the basketball] to the basket.

And then even just the clock, like counting down, that's math. Just getting two points.

That's math.”
There were many connections, such as learning to count, and identifying the mathematical nature
of counting (getting two points) in basketball. Additionally, she remembers enjoying learning
about clocks and time in school, and later identifies the timekeeping in basketball as a
mathematical skill. In addition, she is starting to think about both applied and embodied
mathematics within the game, specifically thinking about physics. Thinking about concepts such
as speed, velocity, rate, and force came up for Neveah, and importantly, she did not feel the
pressure to “calculate” these things in a cerebral sense, but talked about mathematics through the
experiences in her body.

Nel

Nel, of all the participants, had a unique experience of math, in that it was very self-
fulfilling. Doing math and succeeding in math for math’s sake was what she described as most
enjoyable about it. Take. for example, her response when | asked asked her to think about what
might be playful about math:

“If I had to dive into it, just being able to, like, manipulate the different equations

and stuff like that, you know? Um, even just that little aspect of it makes it a little more
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interactive. And then I'm really interested in astronomy and the stars and everything like
that. And then, if you watch the videos of people trying to figure out these super
complicated equations, in my opinion, that almost looks fun, you know what | mean? |
don't know, I kind of really like that, but that's what I would say is playful about it.”
| did not, in fact, know what she meant, as | had never heard of this practice of watching videos
of people as they solved math problems. But it was clear that mathematics, in some ways, is a
space of possible creativity to Nel. Being able to manipulate the equations is a playful practice
that mathematicians themselves would identify as a sort of play (citation). This was markedly
different from the play that her other teammates identified, mainly items such as songs and
games that teachers taught to them to make math more fun, or to help them remember a specific
formula or algorithm. Math itself is a space where you can play, for discovery’s sake. She also,
in a divergent move from other participants, did not base her enjoyment of math on if she was
successful on standardized exams or in the eyes of her teachers or peers, but in the process and

the interesting applications of math.
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Figure 14. Nel’s math identity timeline
Though she did not speak about specific skills, teachers, or moments in her mathematics

trajectory, she talks about the rewarding nature of mastering more complicated math over time.
Similarly to her discussion of her enjoyment of math, absent are comparisons between her or
others, affirmations from teachers, exams, or grades. Instead, she decided to narrate her sense of
belonging in math as something that was personal and tied to the reward of succeeding with hard
things. The biggest reason for why she described her decrease in math identity that occurred in
11th grade was related to COVID, but she remains undeterred from STEM:
“My big passion is chemistry. So I want to do pharmaceuticals, just to kind of
stay on that sciency side, but, you know, it's not too much, you know? Like, I'm not at

NASA or nothing, but I still get that little bit of chemistry going on. Uh, but yeah, that's
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ironic, because chemistry whipped my butt. But that's okay. I'm fully confident that I'll

pass it this time.”

She is interested in working in STEM, in applied mathematics, though she doesn’t want to do
“too much.” But what is most interesting in her response is that she cites failing her STEM
courses, but still remains confident in her ability to pass the second time around.

This, similarly to elements in Neveah’s story, showed an interesting overlap in her
mathematical and athletic mindset. Playing basketball at a high level often necessitates
navigating loss in ways that can be large, public, and embarrassing. Yet, being able to process
the loss and continue to try anyway is a skill that is crucial to develop as a high-level competitor
in all sports, including basketball. The fact that previous failures in mathematics have affected
her sense of belonging, but not her willingness to keep trying, is also indicative of her
competitive nature.

Nel, Math, and Basketball

Only when it came to considering how basketball and math intersect did she introduced
her first piece of external and formal validation:

“The one thing that I think of is in my high school, there was a poster that was
like, literally showing the mathematics of basketball. And it was somebody shooting the
ball and then like the angle of, like the ball, you know what | mean? That’s the first thing
I think of when you say that [basketball is mathematical].”

Here, Nel is recalling geometry in basketball as a concept that was affirmed for her in formal
learning spaces in her childhood, by way of the school having the poster hanging on the walls.
But, it is a level removed from what Neveah discussed, in that it is mathematics that anyone

could extract from the game, regardless of their participation in the sport. This does not make it
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any less of a valid mathematical concept, but goes back into the cerebral, less embodied forms of
mathematics that scholarship has pointed out in the past.

One thing Nel does contribute to the extrapolated math in sports space, is a deeper
understanding of the sophisticated nature of the calculations that players make, as well as how
players themselves make meaning and determine value from those calculations:

“There’s a lot of calculating. Even our shooting percentages, and stuff like that.

Like, for example, when we do our shooting drills that you see. You’ve seen how they

record, right? Like, how many did you shoot versus how many did you make? And then

they'll say we're shooting for 60%. Well, you have to be able to kind of look up at the
board and be like, ‘Okay, so about where am I at?’ You know what [ mean? Like, ‘How
many do we do? We need to keep making more, are we doing pretty good?” And then,
obviously we go over [our stats] with our coaches. We always review our percentages
and stuff like that. Then we know what we need to work on, you know, after a game, or
even reflecting back on the past year. So I think there's a lot of math.”
Here, Nel reminded me of a shooting drill they often do in practice that | have observed many
times before. With 5 minutes on the clock, the team lines up, ready to shoot jumpers at five
distinct positions along the arc of the three-point line. Using two to three basketballs, the flow of
the line is as follows: a player will shoot, then stand under the basket to retrieve the rebound of
the shot from the player who shot after them, then pass the ball to the front of the line to be shot
again, then joining the shooting line at the end to wait your turn and cheer on your teammates. At
the end of each minute, without stopping and without breaking the flow above, the entire team
must transition to the next spot on the arc of the three point line to continue the shooting drill

from the next place. Using the scoreboard, the team tracks the total number of shots taken as the
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score of the Away team, and the number of shots made as the Home team. Explaining all of the
activities that are entailed in one of their simpler drills is essential, because it shows that not only
does this group statistical analysis require that you pay attention to what is going on with every
person in the group, and as Nel suggested, use the scoreboard as a means to understand your
need to get more baskets, but you also must do so while keeping track of time, as well as your
position in the train, all while being a good teammate and cheering on the players around you.
Chloe

Chloe reported the most negative general sentiments toward math, claiming that it gives
her headaches. She also could not think of a single thing that felt playful about math, and she
does not at all consider herself a math person. However, two elements of her interview stuck out:
First, she was the only focal participant who never saw herself as having a negative sense of
belonging in math spaces, and her mathematical and basketball life had many different

intersections.
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Figure 15. Chloe’s math identity timeline

Her dislike for math seems to be less tethered to her competence, and more tethered to
the environments that the adults set up for her in formal math spaces. Even though she seemingly
did well in math and even enjoyed her own explorations in math using Khan Academy, she
remembers having a disorganized teacher, and a messy classroom in middle school, and those
images were associated with her “math headaches,” which ultimately seemed to define her
experience. As she continued the narrative, the lack of challenges she seemingly had in
mathematics became clear. She was typically an A student, citing the only “failure” that she
experienced until college as a B in chemistry. This tells us that even in her worst, most headachy
moments, she was likely perceived as fairly competent in math spaces, and had little to no

challenges to her belonging.
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In high school, Chloe had many opportunities for her mathematical lives and basketball
lives to intersect. She described this by saying:

“Junior year, I was in pre-calculus, and one of my high school basketball coaches
was my teacher, which was fun. | didn't love his teaching style, but at least it was fun
because I knew the guy pretty well, right?”

Chloe was the only participant who indicated that she had a coach that also taught a core
mathematics class. This is possibly relevant in her ability to intersect the two worlds. She cites
enjoying math partially because she knew her teacher, and though it was not explicitly
mentioned, these dynamics would allow for her to open up conversations about one discipline in
the other, or allow her teacher and coach to point out the relevance of each discipline to one
another.

Chloe, Math, and Basketball

Chloe may have been competent on paper due to high grades, but she doesn't like math. Further,
it reportedly gives her headaches. However, as | asked her if she could identify any intersections
between the two disciplines, she did so the easiest of all. A part of it was how she was taught
about the game:

“I've always heard growing up that basketball is a game of lines. And so a certain
angle that you take can make a really big difference in how effectively you can score,
how effectively you can play defense. Like, if you move your foot back this much, you
might be that much better. Or if you're too high, like your angle on defense is too high,
then you could be vulnerable. So, angles and understanding spacing and stuff like that.”

In other words, by learning from her basketball coaches that basketball as a game of lines, where

things such as angles, heights, and spacing matters in your success on the court. Especially for a
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player like Chloe, who is one of the smaller players on the team, things such as angles and space
are important, since she will routinely be against players who are anywhere between 4-10 inches
taller than her. Knowing how much space you need as a 5’8 guard in order to shoot over a 6’5"
defender, or the angle you need to take in order to beat them on a drive, or get a steal while you
are defending them is one of the strategies | observed Chloe and Rhiannon, the two smaller
guards in the study, using to their advantages each day in practice to be successful on a team that,

for the most part, is made up of players that are significantly taller than her.

For Chloe, even as someone who does not think of herself as a math person, who enjoys doing
math, and the simple act of me mentioning my study had a sort of formatting power that allowed
her to unlock thinking about basketball in a new way:

“It's funny, because ever since you kind of explained your research to us that one
day, I've been like, kind of seeing it too. Now that | know that that's what you're doing,
I'm like, ‘this is something that Candice would be looking at.’”

She started with talking about time and pace:

“Have you seen us run our three minute drill? [Candice: Yes.] So, that has to do
with pace. And I don't know how strategic other people are, but I'm the only person that's
made it. I think Rhiannon’s made it once, but I'm the only person that makes it
consistently. But I have a strategy with it, but I don't think other people do... So like I in
my head I'm like, okay, that's math.”

Here, Chloe is describing the three-minute drill, which I learned from the coaching staff is a drill

that they take from the NBA, with one simple but physically taxing task. The goal is to run 26

lengths of the court in under 3 minutes. For reference, as a court length is 94 feet, the total
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distance ran is about .46 miles, making an approximate 6.5 minute mile running pace. Though at
baseline, it takes a significant amount of aerobic fitness to be able to complete this task, Chloe
consistently succeeds through strategy and a focus on pacing, rather than energy exertion alone.

She later expands on this point of pacing:

“I'm not the fastest player on the team by far. But I think that's what people think,
that it's about being fast, but it's not. It's just about being able to hold a pace and knowing
when to speed up or when to stop or when you can slow down.”

In my observation notes of Chloe, especially when she was playing in an isolated, or one-on-one
capacity, the thing that stuck out to me specifically in what makes her a strong player was her
ability to be deceptive, especially with her speed. She routinely tricked her opponents, and even
me just observing her on the sidelines, by keeping them guessing about when she would stop and
start, how fast she would go, and when she would slow down versus accelerate. Timing is
verifiably a crucial element to her game.

Chloe’s story tells us a lot about math identity and players’ ability to identify
mathematical concepts in the game of basketball. For one, labels matter. Both in formal math
spaces, where the negative emotions associated with her early, disorganized math teacher seemed
to leave a lasting effect on her desire to pursue math, and on the basketball court, where her
coaches explicitly labeled the math that was happening on the court.

Emergent Themes

During the coding process of these interviews, | developed thematic codes to try to sort
the types of math that they saw, in order to drive the analysis to be presented in the final findings
chapter. Those major themes are: counting, embodied mathematics, applied mathematics, and

algorithmic thinking. It is important to note that these themes are not necessarily mutually
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exclusive, and are oftentimes connected. However, the broader categories were created to help
support organizing the mathematical ideas that emerged across a diverse set of mathematical
storytelling and connecting.
Counting

Each participant, in some way, identified counting as a mathematical practice in
basketball. Kasi and Rhiannon spoke simply about counting points. However Neveah was able to
further contextualize counting through connecting this practice to early formalized math
learning. Further, Spice, in her focus on “having numbers,” was able to show the complex nature
of the count by showing the ways in which counting in basketball is a dynamic and strategic
practice, intrinsically tied to their algorithmic thinking that will be discussed below. And Nel,
when discussing the shooting drills in practice, showed how counting further connects to
counting through embodied and collective practices.
Embodied Mathematics

As mentioned above, when Nel discussed the experience of going through the shooting
drills, where she has to pay attention to her performance as well as others, she showed that the
drill facilitated a group-based count that supported personal adjustments that was responsive to
the actions of the group. Additionally, Spice’s narrative, while still grounded in algorithms,
showed that her decision making depended on how she moved her body, and how other bodies
moved in response. Neveah connected concepts that will be discussed below in applied
mathematics, with an emphasis on how these calculations were felt rather than how they were
calculated in a traditional sense. Finally, Chloe emphasized embodied geometric concepts such
as angles and spacing that are embedded within her experience as a player, and the affordances

and limitations of her body in context of her opponents.
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Applied Mathematics

As | began to discuss, Neveah specifically names physics as a form of applied
mathematics that she sees as embodied and in use in the game of basketball, from concepts such
as arc, force, and timing of passes that are responsive to the rate in which her teammates who are
ahead in a fast break are running. Kasi and Nel highlight the use of statistics in the game, where
having ideas of percentages both in the moment and as a reflective measure help to make
decisions in the game itself. And Chloe, with support from noticings from Neveah and Rhiannon,
gave examples of pacing that was driven by their understanding of time.
Algorithmic Thinking

Spice’s way of speaking about mathematics in basketball alone sparked the need for
algorithms to be taken seriously in their own category, but there were also traces of this thinking
in other participant stories. For example, Nel described the feedback-driven strategy of
understanding what her role is in the shooting drill, based on her rough calculations of how the
broader team is doing at maintaining a percentage goal, as well as what the immediate people
before and after her have done. Chloe describes her use of pacing and angles to help her to
determine how to defend an opponent, or how to play against an opponent using different
starting and stopping techniques developed to try to fool her defenders.

From Believing to Seeing: Watching Film Together

In all, each participant in this study expressed a unique and complicated relationship with
mathematics. This was shaped by aspects of their identity, which were formed and reformed
based on past schooling experiences, social dynamics, and their personal belief in their own
competence, to name a few. While some struggled to see themselves as “math people” or

hesitated to identify math in basketball beyond scores and clocks, others revealed deeply
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embodied, algorithmic, or applied ways of reasoning that begin to paint the picture of the
richness of mathematical thought in their play, specifically using their firsthand perspective as
players. Though their stories vary, taken together, they offer a more complete and nuanced
portrait of what players themselves may see, value, and enact mathematically on the court. These
collective insights were instrumental in understanding how to make sense of discourse that
happened in response to watching basketball live with the players themselves.
Moment 1: The Fast-Break

The first moment that stuck out to both groups was when player 13 on UI’s team missed
both free-throws. The ball hits audibly hard off of the back of the rim, and Tracy, the tallest
player in the paint, grabs the rebound, passing it to Alexis, who in a sprint down the right
baseline, takes one dribble, and passes the ball up ahead to Player 1, who catches the ball ahead

of the defenders and makes an easy layup. The score is now 4-5, with Ul in the lead.

£~

Figure 16a. Alexis passes the ball forward in space for a fast break
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o g 4
Figure 16b. Playerl catches the ball in the paint before completing a layup

One thing that did not come up but which connects to a mathematical theme that Neveah
brought up in her interview, was the mathematical idea of knowing where to throw the ball. In
image 1, you can see that Alexis, while looking ahead at Player 1, has already released the ball
just beyond the opposing team’s three-point line, while Player 1 is still running full-speed ahead
toward their own basket. However, in image 2, you can see where the perfect pass ultimately
ends up being caught: in their own key, so close to the basket that Player 1 did not need to take a
dribble to complete the layup.

In focus group 2, Nel notes that she knew this would be a fast-break opportunity the
second that she hears the loud clank of the ball off of the rim:

“First of all, the rebound was long. And I feel like anytime there's a long rebound,
it's easier to get a transition point. She bricked it really hard, I heard it.”
The hard bricking sound is a signal that the ball isn’t going to gingerly fall off of the rim, but

ricochet and move quickly away from the basket. That clank was a signal to a better forward
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momentum for this sort of a play to happen. Before passing it to Alexis on the wing, you can see
Tracy jumping up to grab the long rebound from the air, so that it does not fly past her. You can

also see Player 1 at the very edge of the right side of the frame, before she takes off to catch the

long pass under the basket for a layup.

T
Figure 17. Tracy secures the rebound
Once the rebound was secured and Alexis began her pass, she was looking for, as Spice
described in interviews, her “numbers.” In figure 1, we can observe that Alexis sees that the
numbers are in her favor: though there are 3 defenders between Alexis and the basket, there are
no defenders between Player 1 and the basket, making the pass for the layup a strong scoring

option.
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Number of defenders: 0

4

Figure 18. Highlighting the space and number of defenders in front of Player 1

It was clear from both group discussions, that creating mismatches at various levels is a
strategy in basketball that SWBB members are constantly aware of, on multiple different levels:
from speed, numbers, and even personal size. One thing we collectively noticed about the
rebound that started the fast break, was that Tracy, who secured it, had a size advantage to all of

the 1U players, as depicted below in two stills taken during her pass to Alexis:
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Fiure 19. DTSpIaying Tracy’s height advantage

Throughout the conversation, they made sense of what happened in the film by taking
note of situations where an advantage for themselves, and they connected this idea to what they
focus on in practice as well:

“There was also the fast break, like in transition. Like first it was ‘Lexis and

[Player 1], and then there was another one where it was like a two on one. So we work on

that a lot, like mismatch situations. We did that today.”

Chloe’s ending comment that “we did that today” was referring to the practice I had observed
just before our viewing session. You may remember the mismatch situations being the scenario
that Nel and Spice found themselves in that caused the “incident” from chapter 1. Chloe recalls
that they practice a lot about what to do with various mismatches, both from an offensive and
defensive perspective.

Chloe also added in observations of the elements of time and angles that were relevant to

success in this situation:
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“So ‘Lexis took a couple dribbles [before passing it to Player 1]. So that way
when she passed it to Player 1, she just caught it in stride and she wouldn't have to handle
the ball at all. Like all she had to do was lay it up. So that's a timing thing. And we work
on it all the time. And that's also an angles thing. Like if you make a bad pass, Player 1’s
going to have more of a rough time getting the layup even though it was wide open.”

In addition to the fast break play, Kasi made note of the opposing player missing both
free throws. This, as she went on to explain, could have significance towards the end of the
game, if they need to play the fouling game:

“[She missed] more free throws. I mean, she missed like six [in the game], I think.
That's who we would foul at the end of the game. Like, whoever misses the most free
throws is the one you foul.”

In close game situations, the team that is currently losing with less than two minutes left in the
game will often use the strategy of fouling while on defense, which stops the clock and allows
the losing team to try to get the ball back. In order to be most successful, the point is to foul
weaker free-throw shooters, so that you can get the ball back, ideally with no time lost and with
no points scored. The missed free throws that we watched and discussed happened early in the
first quarter, when the score was 2-5, but Kasi was showing this is something she was already
aware of and tracking, in case it helps her team to gain an advantage in the last two minutes of
the game.

To summarize, mathematical reasoning using counting, geometry, and algorithmic
reasoning was expressed in both groups by noticing the numbers advantage that Stephenson had
against Ul, due to the fast-break situation, and recognizing there were zero defenders between

Playerl and the basket. This also employed an embodied applied mathematics that Chloe
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noticed, through talking about the timing and angles that Alexis had to employ in her reasoning
about the pass, making sure that Playerl could catch the ball “in stride” to get an easy layup.
Explaining the process of taking a couple of dribles before throwing, and anticipating where
Playerl will catch the ball also showed algorithmic reasoning, especially since Chloe remarked
that it is something they “work on all the time.” Again, the elements of timing and angles are
ideas that Chloe had brought up herself when first prompted, and they also emerged in the video
viewing session. Additionally, Kasi used the count of missed free throws to make predictions
about the future, specifically stating that the player missing her free throws might be the best
player to foul in case of a close ending. This directly relates to the shot selection and counting
that she had identified previously in her interview. All of these noticings were governed by a
clear set of algorithms that each was considering as a part of their game analysis.
Moment 2: The Steal

Both groups also discussed a steal that Tracy executed, using a deceptive mismatch

technique. Tracy, while guarding IU’s #13 under the basket, allowed the double team on the ball

handler, IU’s #22 to believe that the player on the wing (UI’s #2) was safely open for a pass:
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Figure 20. Tracy’s positioning during the double team by Christa and Alexis

However, the second #22 decided to pass the ball, Tracy sprinted over to execute the steal:

== "=
Figure 21. Tracy executes the steal.

Nel, in focus group 2, talked about the spacing component of this skill, describing it as a
“baiting” strategy where you play “in the gaps”:
“We're really good at being in the gaps, versus just defending a single person.

Like we kind of bait them almost where they think they can make a pass. But we're really
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like sitting in the middle where we can get both back and to the person. That's what they

teach us in practice at least.”

At this point, I replayed the clip back to Tracy’s steal, and Nel went into more detail of what
happened:

“She's like you see, she put her foot above so she could, like, be in the gap. It's
like baiting. She put it in front of her defender so that she was, like, on the top side
because she's supposed to be playing in between both her player back there and the
person at the corner ish, wherever she was. So it kind of made it look like she has the
pass there. But that's the whole reason why we do that is so that people think that they
can pass it farther.

Being successful in the gaps, as Neveah in focus group 1 pointed out, relied not only on Tracy
having a good sense of her space and position, but also timing:

“I would say there's a lot of timing there because like, you want to know that
you're going to get the steal because if you don't, then you're a man down on defense. So
like, especially when Tracy got that steal off the pass. There was a lot of timing there too.
Yeah. And like angles to make sure it's not a foul or anything.”

Here, you can see that Neveah continued Chloe’s threads of timing and angles as being
relevant in the next clip. Neveah also brought these up in her individual interview, but spoke of
them as “physics,” and “arc.” When Chloe introduced the same ideas as “angles” and “timing” as
it related to the fast break, it was easily adopted by Neveah as a way to express her thinking
about the next play.

Listening to this utterance by Neveah in the moment, it seemed to me that she was

suggesting that this sort of play style is a bit of a gamble. Although, when | watched the steal, it
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didn’t seem like as much of a gamble to me as I perceived it was to Neveah. Therefore, I pushed
them in our discussion on this idea: | wanted to know if they thought of it truly as a good play by
Tracy or a bad play by IU. The goal, as Chloe in focus group 1 describes, which reinforces what
Nel brought up in focus group 2, is to give the deception of time and space to the opposing team:
“First of all, that's kind of her spot. Like, she's not going to play any other spot on
the floor. So, like, she knows that her responsibility is the sideline. And so we want to
make it look like that person is open. So that's on Tracy to time it up. Like, you can't go
too soon because then they're not going to pass it there, but you want to wait just long
enough to where they think it's open. And then once they pass it, then she starts her sprint
to try to get it.”
Therefore, it is Tracy’s job to be deceptive here both by positioning herself and calibrating her
timing in relation to a future pass that Stephenson is baiting by making Ul think that the player
on the wing is open. Therefore, what Chloe implies here is that it was a good play, and
successful gamble by Tracy.
There were other factors that went into the steal being successful outside of Tracy, which
Nel alluded to as well:
“The fact that Christa has her hands up and Christa’s long is the only reason why
Tracy was able to get that anyways, because she had to throw it up instead of just straight
to her.”
What Nel means here is that with Christa, who at 6’4 is one of the tallest girls on the team, her
long presence, combined with the act of putting her hands up to make herself “longer” made it
impossible for #22 to throw a short, more direct pass to her teammate, #2 on the wing. Instead,

she needed to lob the pass over Christa to successfully avoid her, which slows down the ball,
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making it easier for Tracy to ultimately retrieve it when she goes for the steal. This noticing from
Nel also connects to the school poster she remembered in her high school which affirmed math’s
presence in basketball by focusing on the arc of a shot. Perhaps, Nel was similarly imagining the
need for a higher, thus slower pass due to Christa being a “long” defender.

In summary, the players pointed out an embodied geometry utilized by the team to give
the opposing team the illusion of space. In addition, Christa and Alexis used a mismatch in
number, to both create a mismatch on the ball, and to create the illusion for the ball handler that
she has a numbers advantage by passing it to who she thinks is her open teammate. However, at
the same time Tracy utilized timing and strategic positioning in order to recover from her
guarding position and steal the pass. In group 1, Chloe’s idea of focusing on angles and timing in
relation with moment 1 was picked up and utilized by Neveah to make sense of moment 2. In
group 2, Nel’s focus on the angle of the IU player’s pass in response to Christa’s length
additionally can be connected to the poster she remembers in her high school of the basketball’s
arc as a source of mathematical activity in the game.

Moment 3: The Set Play

Though much of the film that we watched together saw fast-breaks, steals, and more
chaotic moments of play, there was one moment where both groups noticed that they were
running one of their set plays on offense. To break it down with images, Alexis catches a pass
that came from Playerl near half court, who is cut off in this frame. Because of this, she started
with her back to the basket, near the right wing. You can also see Kendall in the center of the

key, Christa near the left wing, and Tracy at the top of the key.
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Figure 22. Alexis sets up the play

When Alexis turns around, Kendall has yet to make a move, but Alexis can see nothing
but open space, and the defender covering Kendall is not at all looking or paying attention to her
movements.
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Figure 23. Alexis sees the open lane and mismatched attention on the post defender.
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Therefore, she takes off in a sprint to the basket.

Figure 24. Alexis drives to the basket.

This sped up Kendall’s defender, who wasn’t completely prepared for Alexis to drive in the open
lane, which allowed Alexis to do a circular hesitation move, much like Nel described in the

atrocity story, to avoid the defender and get a layup:

Figure 25. Alexis completes the layup.

As Kasi explained, this was a part of a set play turned improvisation:
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“Wait, what are we playing? We're playing Violet®. So Kendall was supposed to
go on top, but it's a good situation for Alexis to just penetrate and go to the basket
because no one is really there.”

In other words, Kendall was supposed to clear out the key by going out to the three point line to
either set a screen for Alexis or to catch a pass from Alexis, depending on what the defenders
did. However, the play did not manifest, because Kendall’s defender had fallen asleep on Alexis,
leaving her a wide open driving lane. The give and take of running plays and improvisation is a
benefit at this level of play. As discussed in the previous chapter, basketball can be thought of as
an activity where you are solving a problem that is also solving you. Therefore, running plays
that look the same every time will become too easy for the opponents to predict. As Kasi initially
explains:

“You know, Kendall should just catch the basket. Christa should curl and then go
to the corner. But like we didn't get to this point and then Kendall goes up.”

Below is an illustration of what Kasi is remembering should happen when they are running

Violet:

5 pseudonym
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Figure 26. Drawing the intended movements of Christa and Kendall duri-ng the “Violet” play.

As you can see, what should have happened, versus what ended up happening are completely
different. However, this is not necessarily a bad thing in the grand scheme. Nel elaborates further
by stating:

“Yeah. It's one of those things where you, like, set it up. Like, if you play it
multiple times in a game, then the other team kind of knows what you're doing. So if you
switch it up or don't run it all the way through, then you're more likely to score because
they kind of jump to where they think you're going to go, which I think is what happened

here.”
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In reality, this was actually the first time this play was (almost) run in the game, which may
account for the fact that Kendall’s defender seemed to have no idea of the large lane she had left
for Alexis to allow her to drive for the layup. However, her point is still valid. The next time they
run Violet, if they are to run it again, it will look differently. Kendall’s defender might now pay
more attention to Alexis, allowing for Kendall to get a scoring opportunity, among an
innumerable amount of ways any given play can unfold.

To summarize,

Moment 4: The “Trapping Corner”

While SWBB was playing defense, both focus groups described their strength as causing
turnovers. Their method of causing the opposing team to make turnovers is, as they describe in
their own words, to manipulate time and number advantages. Spice describes this phenomenon
as “defensive pressure”:

“You could see their pressure is really good. Making sure the trap, like in the
corners and at the, what's it called at the half court line and keep making that like another
defender. So yeah, that's what I noticed.”

I want to note that at the moment, Spice’s comment about making the half court line another
defender did not seemingly register, so I kept them on a line of thinking about defensive
pressure. I remarked, that due to IU’s high incidence of both forced and unforced turnovers in the
clips that we watched together, that gave confirming evidence that SWBB’s pressure on defense
was both high and effective. Chloe responded by describing their defense as such:

“I think a lot of times, what we try to do is play fast and intimidating on defense
because that speeds the offense up and makes them think that they have to play fast and,

like, a little bit out of control. And so | think when you talk about unforced turnovers, we
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get a lot of those because people are just trying to get the ball out of their hands as fast as
they can because they don't want to get trapped or they don't want us to be playing
defense on them for too long.”
In the second group, | once again brought up a turnover that SWBB cause 1U to make when they
tried to make a pass, seemingly out of desperation, and it was then that Nel’s comment began to
make sense to me in conversation with what Spice and Chloe tried to describe before:

Nel: Well, she's in the trapping corner... It's like having four defenders.

Candice: Which four defenders? What do you mean?

Nel: Oh, well... So once they cross half court. And if you're in the corner then if
there's two people right here, then technically this means that you're out. And that also
means that you're out. So it's like having four defenders because you can't pass. That's
why we trap in the corners.

Candice: Ohhh, got it, I got it.

As described before, one of the winning strategies in basketball is creating mismatch situations,

with numbers in your favor. In the “trapping corner,” as Spice and Chloe tried to describe to me,
but which did not register until Nel explained a third time, you get four defenders for the price of
two. As shown below, with Christa running to trap the IU ball carrier from the front, and Playerl
running to trap her from her left hand side, the out of bounds and half court lines serve as natural

barriers, because crossing either will result in a turnover.
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Figure 27. Highlighting the “trapping corner”

In summary, the players, in discussing the trapping corner, uncover a unique system of
counting and “having numbers,” by considering the numerical advantage that is afforded by
using the sideline and half court line as two extra defenders. Spice’s interview, which focused on
algorithmic thinking and the mathematical label of “having numbers” became relevant here, as
she attempted to identify the practice of using the trapping corner (although | admittedly missed
this until Nel re-explained the trapping corner to me in the second video group). This also
employs one of the more literal applications of embodied geometry, as the ball handler goes into
the trapping corner. Crossing either line will result in a turnover, and she has two defenders
quickly approaching that will severely limit the options she has to advance the ball or the play in
UI’s favor. This also exposed their algorithmic thinking, as they highlighted Christa and
Player1’s immediate response of seeing the ball handler go to the trapping corner, which

triggered their immediate response of going to set the trap.

6 The ball is also artificially drawn, due to the resolution of the image making its location unclear
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Where is Rhiannon?

At the end of the second session, | was explaining the purpose of my work in these small
groups to Kasi, Nel, and Rhiannon. Rhiannon, who rarely spoke during the session, got directly
called out by Kasi for her silence during our session:

Kasi: It was definitely not because of you, because you didn’t say nothing.

Rhiannon: What am | supposed to say though??

Nel: Like...

Kasi: What you see!

Rhiannon: [chuckles] It’s basketball, like...

Kasi: Exactly! We're talking/ about basketball so you should know!

Nel: /That's what... you should... yeah!

Rhiannon: Yeah, I know, I'm saying/

Nel: /Nope.
Though there was clearly judgement from Kasi and Nel during this exchange, | found
Rhiannon’s response to be incredibly informative. Though Rhiannon tends to be the most
taciturn team members that | work with on a regular basis, her comment, that what she is seeing
1s “basketball” shows how unnatural it is for her, and maybe others, to make the game that they
are so skilled in sound like anything other than what it is.

Returning back to the interviews, it is clear that Chloe, whose childhood basketball coach
explicitly named concepts in geometry while teaching her the game, was able to easily translate
back and forth between basketball language, and identifying mathematical concepts in what she
was noticing on film. Similarly for Neveah, who carried the belief that math was in everything,

also was able to identify mathematical concepts fairly easily in the video. Rhiannon, who
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identified math as purely something you think about, rarely in the context of mathematics,
remained mostly silent, claiming that all she saw was basketball.

A part of the issue was undoubtedly the choice of film. When we discussed moment 2
(the steal) in the second film group, Kasi gave me a telling piece of feedback:

Kasi: I feel like we’ve watched this play at least ten times already.
Candice: Oh, so you’ve seen this, you’ve watched it with the team before?
Kasi: No, I'm saying right now.

Though this was not technically true, as | was just replaying that portion of film for the
second time, it became apparent by the end why it may have felt this way. As Kasi and Nel, who
are returners to the team, explained during our post-video reflection:

Nel: Well, the thing is, we watched this.

Kasi: We watch every single game.

Nel: Yeah, we watched every single film like almost the whole game after you

played. So we've already reviewed all of this stuff.

Even Neveah, who was new to the team, said she had already watched every game from the
previous season during group 1s reflection time. Spice, a transfer, hadn’t seen this specific game,
but had watched a lot of team film as a part of her decision process, and so was very familiar
with the team’s style of play.

This was film they had already seen before, of the six girls, the only person who had not
watched this game was Spice, so as | think is shown throughout the analysis, there was a lot of
retelling, to where | could retroactively find the mathematical themes, there were two players,

Chloe and Neveah, who could directly translate her experiences into different mathematical
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terms, but for the most part, there was not sensemaking being done. There were few questions
about what happened or how it happened.

This portion of the study was conducted in the offseason, before the team was playing
games and reviewing film, therefore | did not yet have an understanding of how deeply the team
looked at game film, dissected each play, and were very familiar with both their direct and
indirect involvement in each play, understood how each play unfolded, and what should have
happened in the ideal world if the coaches identified mistakes.

Therefore, this practice of viewing basketball film, then labelling and tagging moments of
mathematical interest remained just that. There was not much sensemaking, embodied or
otherwise, that came out of this exercise. | conjecture that one reason may be due to this video
footage being too close to “home”. Even for new players to the team, not only had they likely
watched this same video, but they had spent an entire summer learning and operating under the
Stephenson brand of play, so that even the plays they watched offered some sort of familiarity.
Future work with players might utilize more foreign video clips, possibly from a men’s team or a
different basketball league altogether, where genuine questions about what happened are more

likely to emerge.
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CHAPTER 8
Discussion & Conclusions

Through interviews, ethnography, and experiments in video viewing, this study centered
the lives, activities and mathematical stories of basketball players to highlight Stephenson
Women’s basketball as a playful mathematical space that celebrates Blackness and Black
womanhood.

Chapter 5 asked what kind of space is SWBB. | answered this using the theoretical
concept of figured worlds. | defined a figured world by both the activities, norms, and
expectations of a group and the ways that members relate, position themselves, and are invited or
constrained by those elements (Holland et al, 1998). I found that players’ affect was tied to the
group: both because they felt safe enough to be themselves in the group and because they felt
trusting enough in the other group members to have their backs no matter what. They also
understood their role in the larger conversation of women’s basketball, as nationally increasing
visibility in women’s sports is intersecting with their timelines as active and elite players.

A major practice within this figured world I observed through notes and video recordings
was the performance of toughness and the engaging in atrocity stories. Jovial, joking, and
accepting attitudes about even severe injuries on the team showed the ways in which the tough
performances were both central to their identity and acted as a mechanism for legitimizing their
team and their activities for outsiders.

Their need to legitimize themselves was present at the unique intersection of their
identity in the sports world: not only were they women’s basketball players, which brings with it
assumptions that they are not as good at basketball as male athletes, but they were players at a

highly selective private school. Not only did this positioning make the other public universities
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they competed against perceive them as the less serious “nerds” in the Magnolia Conference, but
their classmates and teachers often struggled to see them as real students who cared about
academics. Finally, due to their novel nature, the adoption of new NIL and sports betting policies
have a mostly unexplored impact on athletes' sense of belonging within their teams and on peer
relationships due to the mostly unregulated nature of both in the current era of college sports.

Building onto Chapter 5, Chapter 6 asked the ways in which SWBB represented a pro-
Black playful space. I defined play by using Erickson’s (2014) concept of Wiggle Room, and
pro-Black by focusing on the elements of the space that were inviting, not just of Black people,
but of Black culture as well. By using elements of the game that players themselves identified in
their interviews as playful, this chapter was also able to reinforce those narratives as well as
show moments where limitations that emerge from how we classically define play is can leave
spaces like SWBB unnoticed and therefore unexamined.

Wiggle room was defined as the ways people learn to maneuver amongst the broader
societal structures given to them, producing moments of innovation and resistance. Spice talked
about this within the game as the practice of “pushing each other around,” in a process of
learning your opponent. In addition to this pushing around, | also observed the ways in which the
players moved amongst structures, some cultural and some practical. For example, acrylic nails
are an example of both maneuvering within practical structures of the game (being able to
express your individual style while still being able to use your hands) and within cultural
structures of Blackness (carrying on the Black women tradition of creative acrylic nails in
athletics, despite criticism).

These examples also demonstration innovation and resistance. The innovation can be

seen in the way the athletes play the game—a part of the practice is a continuous stream of live
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and unique problem-solving against your opponent—and how athletes ultimately play with
elements of Black culture. The resistance is also apparent and central to the practice. To continue
to play as adults, in a Black space and a highly visible play context, is in itself resisting
narratives about who plays basketball, how they play, and what it means to be deserving of play.

By taking time to understand the space of SWBB in Chapter 5, then contextualizing it as
a Black and playful space in Chapter 6, these two chapters address the challenge of defining
Stephenson Women'’s Basketball. Specifically, I begin to highlight the practices, ideologies, and
values that make up this pro-Black play space. There is some disagreement about the possibility
of a pro-Black space truly existing in a White supremacist society, or even on a smaller level, a
predominantly White institution. However, because White supremacy is inevitable and
omnipresent in our current world, | remain steadfast in my definition of SWBB as a pro-Black
space, specifically due to the ways in which Blackness still thrives in spite of White supremacist
narratives and agendas. In the Figured World of SWBB, Blackness as the face of strength,
beauty, and integrity (Boutte et al., 2021; Kinard et al., 2021) was displayed daily in the ways in
which Blackness and Black culture was foregrounded and encouraged to live within the space.
Using movement, dance, self-expression, and music, this chapter showed the ways in which
SWBB was not just a space where many of the participants happen to be Black, but a space
where Blackness and Black culture were actively embraced.

As discussed in the literature review, American culture situates play and leisure as a
privilege to be earned and often position Black people as less deserving of time and space for
play (Pinkney et al., 2021). And because of a history of infantilizing Black people when
convenient (Breslow, 2019), plus common framings of play as being the work of children

(Nicolopoulou et al., 2010; Paley, 2004), notions of the activities of the basketball court, and by
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extension the identities of the basketball players, as being anti-intellectual, unimportant, or
undeserving of attention develop. And yet, in the face of heavy criticism as a Black space,
Blackness still thrives on the team, in resistance to the complex, anti-Black narratives that
emerge due to their existence.

The work to understand the team in Chapter 5 and their play in Chapter 6 is important in
the framing of Chapter 7, because in Black spaces such as SWBB, marginalized identities are
often dismissed or overlooked due to the White gaze that interprets their activities and existence
as divergent from an established norm (Kinard et al., 2021). Marginalized groups continuing to
be overlooked in play spaces share a similarity to findings within STEM spaces, where STEM
identities are routinely denied from Black learners. As discussed in the introduction, we often
hear narratives that lead us to believe that Black people don’t do STEM (Ortiz et al., 2019).
Therefore, when we see STEM practices enacted by Black participants, broader narratives may
cause us to dismiss their practices altogether or reinterpret them as something else entirely
(Gholson & Wilkes, 2019).

In addition, when Black STEM participation has been the focus of educational research,
Black stories have only been deemed valuable insofar as they can be in direct comparison to
dominant, White narratives of what it looks like to be mathematically competent. Again, as
discussed in the introductory chapters, Danny Martin (2012) calls the treatment that researchers
have given to Black learners in math is a comparative one. This means that historically, research
has focused on the ways in which Black learners are different (implying worse) than White
learners, and how we can increase Black participation in STEM that looks more like White
participation in STEM. The important work that this dissertation study contributes to the field,

especially by establishing the world and playful practices of SWBB, is by making a clear attempt
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to separate itself from the White, comparative gaze on Black spaces, by developing a thematic
description based on the players’ own testimonies and firsthand observations.

Findings Chapters 5 and 6 ultimately led up to the final chapter, which examined the
mathematical significance of this pro-Black play space. Chapter 7 looked intimately at each
player’s personal math story and math identity to ask how these elements affected their ability to
believe and see what was mathematical about basketball. This chapter found that math had a
specific formatting power, meaning that math was not naturally visible to all players, regardless
of their own perceived mathematical abilities and competence. Instead, players who seemingly
had past experiences and beliefs about mathematics that allowed it to exist in places that were
outside of the math classroom had the most success in believing the narrative that basketball is
mathematical and identifying these same elements while watching film of themselves playing
basketball in small groups. The four mathematical elements of basketball that the players helped
to identify were: counting, embodied mathematics, applied mathematics, and algorithmic
thinking. The final element, algorithmic thinking, had a dialogic relationship with the rest of the
elements, and decisions were made based on what players read in the rest of the categories.

Each chapter of findings systematically built onto the next to ultimately explore the
relevant mathematics in use for the players on SWBB, making it important to connect each by
reflecting on the broader question of what this study reveals about the nature of mathematics that
happens in SWBB, a pro-Black women’s space. First, this mathematics is inherently playful, not
just because it is happening in the context of the game, but because it is happening in the context
of wiggling, specifically pushing around your opponents, using strategies, counting, and other
algorithms in order to figure out advantages that will ultimately help to win. This playfulness

also innovative, which is seen in the fact that players must get to know opponents, but it also
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implies that their opponents simultaneously get to know them. It is therefore a practice that
Erickson (2014) would equate to the bricoleur, where players are “making use” of their own
abilities in conversation with what they are learning about their opponents, to create real-time
solutions for scoring and winning. In other words, this form of playful, interactive mathematics
is the consistently innovative practice of solving a problem that is also trying to solve you.

This dynamic form of problem solving also carries with it a nature of resistance. Solving
problems that are solving you back implies that mathematics within this space embodies the
spirit of knowing, meaning that learning is a dynamic process, as opposed to knowledge, where
learning is based on internalizing a standard, stagnant set of information. Because of the ever-
changing, dynamic system of mathematical engagement and problem solving, this sort of
mathematical play also resists the school logics that prioritize performance of already solved
math problems. Instead, it mirrors the playful, experimental spirit that mathematicians often
describe as central to their engagement with math (Civil, 2002).

In addition to the resistance in practice, the fact that this dynamic form of mathematical
problem solving occurs within a Black racialized space offers an additional level of resistance.
Not only do these practices challenge what mathematical participation looks like, it also expands
the view of who can be mathematical. There is a long history, as described in the introductory
chapter, of Black people and their practices, mathematical or otherwise, being marginalized,
criminalized, and dismissed as illegitimate. However, by defining and exploring this space on its
own merits, this dissertation study contributes to efforts to examine Black life without concern
for a “normal” comparison. This study also shows how the mathematics that the players have
identified, though not necessarily advanced mathematical content, is transgressive, as it is

occurring in a space where Blackness and playfulness are celebrated. And as shown throughout

192



the review about what it means to be racialized as Black and to attempt to be engaged in STEM,
the celebration of Blackness is happening in the face of doubt from peers, professors, and
society: all groups who were identified by the players as sources of harsh judgement.

Finally, by foregrounding the mathematics that was salient to the athletes while playing
basketball, this dissertation study also contributed to the stories of their mathematical identities
that did not rely on comparative narratives from dominant cultures or those that get celebrated or
focused on in previous mathematical play and informal math literature. By focusing on the math
that is important to them, it unlocks the door to begin to build a new mathematical world, that
both celebrates the contextual factors of SWBB in which they occur, and shows how the ideas of
their identities, space and playful engagement are inextricably tied to the ways in which they can
identify the mathematical activities within their space.

Limitations, Contributions, and Next Steps

This work took place in a context that has been historically hard to gain access to. This is
both because the team, at first, showed a concern for their players, wanting to protect both
sensitive information about plays from the public, and to protect their players’ time and
commitment, due to their extremely busy schedules. This mean that it took a long time to
develop the necessary rapport to conduct this study, and the time | was able to ultimately get to
talk with players individually and in small groups was limited. Therefore, there were some
elements that | would certainly change or expand on in future iterations of this work.

Mainly, in chapter 7, my broader hope was that this would become an embodied
sensemaking exercise on its own, where players might be compelled to reenact certain plays on
an actual court in ways that might aid in their sensemaking. This did not come to fruition, and |

conjecture that this is because of the video | selected. Not yet knowing the extent to which each
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team member studied their own film, each player came in with an already dissected
understanding of the footage they were seeing. Therefore, there was not much space created for
sensemaking, embodied or otherwise, or for reenactment purposes. In future iterations of this
work, I conjecture that watching film from different teams, leagues, or even from men’s games
to where participants do not have as much of an established understanding of what happened in
each clip might inspire more active sensemaking.

However, this work is positioned to make major contributions to the field. First, by
centering what was considered mathematical to the players themselves, this work switches the
historical focus of the field on the data science and statistical elements that can be extrapolated
from the game to understand the mathematics in use when players themselves are playing the
game. By focusing on what feels salient and useful to players themselves, | did not uncover any
mathematics that are particularly advanced, but I did show the sophisticated and layered nature
in which their mathematical activity exists in its natural form, inside of the active game.

There is much to still be investigated as a result of the study and its findings. First, the
four categories of mathematical activity can be further elaborated, defined, and redefined as a
result of the first iteration conducted in this study among other teams. Second, as described in the
limitations, there is still some work to be done in terms of engaging players in active
sensemaking at the intersection of basketball and mathematics, potentially by using clips from
games that have not seen, or at the very least not analyzed. Finally, the shocking revelations
about the impacts of NIL deals and sports betting on players’ well beings, sense of belonging,
and relationships with their peers is something that needs to be studied in-depth, because

My hope is that in addition to these current and future contributions to the field is that

this work represents a form of humanizing Black storytelling and research. Not only do | hope
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that each reader is impacted by the stories of the thirteen women | shared in ways that make you
laugh, cry, and hold a mirror up to yourself, but that shows that Black stories, and the
investigations of racialized Black spaces, are valuable and beautiful. They are not valuable
because of their subjugation, but of their freedom, playfulness, and ability to learn things about
the world, about identity, and about mathematics that we would not have otherwise if we had
presupposed that these women were only oppressed, or only capable as being seen as lesser due
to their racialized positioning. | hope by centering their stories, success, joy, and challenges, that
this work begins to answer the call of critical scholars as acknowledging the wholeness of the

Black experience.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Interview Protocol

First, I am going to ask you a few questions about your basketball journey.

1. How does playing basketball make you feel? Give me 3 to 5 words/feelings.

a. Tell me more about what makes basketball feel __ ?

b. What parts of basketball feel playful? You can think both about the game
specifically, and about more general activities associated with being a part of a
team.

c. What parts of basketball feel less playful?

2. | want you to take a few minutes using this identity timeline to map out your basketball
journey, from birth to this interview. | want you to map out your experiences in
basketball, capturing both highs and lows over time, and moments where your identity
shifted in ways that made you feel a greater or lesser sense of belonging in the basketball
community.

a. Have your own map drawn and ready to share so that participants have an
example.

b. Give participants a few minutes to fill out, then ask them to explain the timeline
of their map.

c. Prompt participant discussion around inflection points that they draw. Make sure
to know:

i.  When did you start playing basketball? Why did you choose basketball?
ii.  When/Why did you decide you wanted to play college basketball? Were
there other sports you considered or paths you considered?
iii.  Push into moments where broader structures around race and gender might
be important.

3. In my work I think about various identities (basketball, gender, race, ability.) What other
identities feel important or connected to your basketball identity.

4. What is something you think people get wrong about being a basketball player?

a. |'want to talk about a saying that you may be familiar with: Shut up and dribble.
(Give players context if they are unfamiliar). What are your thoughts when you
hear this? Do you have any experiences where people made you or someone you
know feel like “just” a basketball player?
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Next, | want to switch gears and ask you a few questions about your experiences in math.

5. Imaging yourself doing math. Where are you in the world? How did that make you feel to

imagine being in that space and doing math? Give me 3 to 5 feelings.
a. Tell me what about math makes you feel  ?
b. Does anything about math feel playful? If so, what?

6. You may have heard people in the past refer to themselves as “math people” usually
meaning that they are good at math or they enjoy math. Do you consider yourself a math
person? Why or why not?

7. 1'want you to take a minute to now think about your math journey, from birth to this
interview right now. Using a different color, | want you to now map your math belonging
over time on the graph that you made for basketball.

a. Follow the same protocol as the basketball map, have an example ready if they
need help, but invite them to jump in if they feel ready to do so on their own.

8. | am a math learning scholar, and | specialize in trying to understand playful math in
informal spaces outside of school. When you hear me say that | see math everywhere in
the game of basketball and | see playing basketball as engaging in math, what do you
think of statements like this? What in basketball do you think I am referring to when | say
| am seeing math?

9. Can you think of a time where you had to use math, be it numbers, calculations, shapes,
etc. while playing basketball?

Ask if they have a Pseudonym idea for themselves.
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Appendix 2: STEM Identity Timeline

Appendix 2a: Original STEM Identity Timeline Assignment (Leyva, 2022)

STEM Identity Timeline Activity

DRAW (8 minutes)
Pick one subject area in STEM and draw a timeline that maps:
Your experiences with that STEM subject capturing both highs and lows over time
Shifts in the development of your STEM identity tied to these critical experiences

SHARE (8 minutes)

Each person at your small group will take 1 minute to share a in your identity timeline
(either from high to low OR low to high)

Take 3 minutes to reflect on cross-cutting themes in your small groups’ STEM identity timelines. Consider
today’s relational dimensions of STEM education: curriculum, teaching, and agency

DISCUSS (10 minutes) - One person from each group will share a theme and offer examples.
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Appendix 2b: Sample blank timeline

Identity Timeline

Sense of Belonging

Time
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Appendix 3a: Recording sheet to be used in video viewing sessions

(Date & session number here)
Name:

Each time we watched, what did you notice? What stuck out? What was a
moment of interes?

1st Round (full run-through)

2nd Round (full run-through)

3rd Round (stop game)
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In terms of the session overall (little details and big picture), what did you
feel like went...

WRONG WEIRD/SURPRISING WELL

What was it like doing this form of video viewing?

What, if anything, did you find yourself looking for, both within the video and
within the conversation?

What are YOU taking away from this video session?
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