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Why use topics of sport in the classroom? 
Per the Common Core State Standards, by a student’s senior year in high school 70% of all reading should 
be nonfiction.  Students often complete current events in their science classes and in their social 
studies/history classes, but why not have students do the same in their English classes AND make it 
something meaningful, engaging, and thought provoking at the same time?  In our Sports Literature class, 
we have the luxury of assigning current events every other week, but there is no reason why you shouldn’t 
supplement your curriculum with sports currents events that will get the boys AND the girls thinking, 
talking, and writing critically.  The benefits of using current events to promote highly debated topics in 
sport are the regular practice of: close reading and annotating, application of correct MLA citation format, 
development of thesis statements and truisms, incorporation of reliable sources, and engagement of 
students.  In addition, reading and writing about these topics leads to rich conversation and valuable 
discourse in the classroom. 
 
How do you use topics of sport in your classroom?  
I teach a Sports Literature class at my high school, so the ongoing topic of conversation is, in fact, sports. 
The curriculum for the class is a mix of fiction and nonfiction, but selecting current event topics that are 
“hot topics” and ones that create a forum for debate, leads to the most engaging discourse the class has 
to offer.  This is fairly easy to do because, as stated above, we use current events as a mainstay in our 
curriculum.  Luckily, with the current landscape of our nation and of sport in general, sport and athletes 
have given us much fodder for classroom study and discussion.  I assign articles and debate topics in one 
of two ways: 
 

1) I preselect the article for the students to read and write about based on current topics in sport or 
based on books that we are reading in class. 

2) I give students possible themes/topics to choose from and base their articles upon.  Some of the 
themes/topics we use in the classroom are: sports and activism, team unity, hero worship, 
accepting outcomes, fellowship and courage, physical health, competition, violence, 
sportsmanship, fraud and corruption, commercialism, racism, and gender equality.   

 
Sites that we commonly use are New York Times, CNN, ESPN, and Newsela.  (Newsela is a great resource 
if you have younger students because you can change the Lexile levels of the articles). 
 
What kinds of assignments work well with these articles? 

1) Article analysis where students can learn to analyze an article with pre-reading, during reading, and 
post reading activities, with an emphasis on close reading and annotating.  Small group to whole 
class discussion follows.  

2) Juxtaposition of articles against outside sources, to include: assigned novels, short stories, 
non-fiction essays, personal experience, and documentaries.  Discussion follows. 

3) Socratic seminars and debates developed from controversial topics 
4) Research topics and presentations developed from current events. 

The bottom line is most anything can be turned into a topic for debate, so go for it!  
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Examples of assignments I’ve assigned: 
Should Student Athletes Unionize?- After reading the article “UConn guard on unions: I go to bed 
‘starving’” by Sara Ganim(http://www.cnn.com/2014/04/07/ 
us/ncaa-basketball-finals-shabazz-napier-hungry/index.html), determine what your stance is on the topic 
and then locate and annotate two articles that either support or refute the notion that student athletes 
should be allowed to unionize and get paid to play.  Write a 1 to 1 ½  page (single spaced) letter to Mark 
Emmert, President of the NCAA, detailing your stance on the topic.  Use evidence from the articles for 
support of your opinion.  For an extension, view portions of the documentary “Schooled: The Price of 
College Sports” and incorporate evidence from the film in your response.  Be sure to include copies of 
your print sources, complete with detailed annotations.  Proper MLA format and a works cited page is 
required. 
Debate topic: Should student athletes unionize?  Also, should student athletes get paid to play, such 
as in big income sports like football and basketball? 
 
Academic Fraud and NCAA athletes- In light of current academic and recruiting fraud cases in the NCAA, 
the question remains, are some schools neglecting the importance of providing the student athletes with 
a quality education by exhibiting a “win at all costs” attitude?  (one question to debate, as well is do the 
schools consider their athletes to be “student-athletes” or is it more accurate to call them 
“athlete-students”?)  Research academic fraud cases at University of North Carolina, Syracuse, Louisville, 
and SMU for support in your response.  (Portions of Schooled: The Price of College Sports” can also be 
used in this discussion.) 
Debate topic: Does the NCAA have the student-athletes’ best interests at heart, or are they using their 
student-athletes for monetary gain?  
 
Concussions and Contact Sports-  Locate two related articles that discuss the dangers of contact sports. 
Use those articles and the documentary Head Games (2012) to craft a response in which you discuss your 
opinion of contact sports. While viewing segments of the documentary, Head Games,  note the arguments 
made about contact sports.  Questions to ponder and answer while viewing would include, but not be 
limited to: What is the director’s stance on the subject?  How do we know?  What evidence is provided to 
us to prove that?  Note what you think of the topic.  Have you had a concussion (or two) before?  What 
impact did it have on you?  Or, do you know others who have concussed before?  What have they said 
about the experience? You may take notes on lined paper or use a T-Chart to do so.   You must cite two 
quotations per article in your TYPED 1 ½-2 page response.   
Debate topic:  Would you allow your children to play contact sports knowing this information about 
concussions and CTE? 
 
Are parents ruining youth sports?- Using a variety of articles, as well as portions of the documentary 
Trophy Kids (2015), determine whether or not you believe parents are ruining youth sports:  Things to 
consider are: 

1) Overscheduling children with sports 
2) Putting children into AAU, elite, and travel teams 
3) Specializing children into ONE sport 

   4)  Treatment of coaches, referees by parents 
   5)  Thinking of the documentary, which parent emerged as the worst of all?  Why? 
   6)  Are parents trying to live vicariously through their children? 
   7) What are the positives of putting children onto elite teams?  Negatives? 
   8)  What do you think are parents’ ultimate goals? 
   9)  What have been your experiences?  How do you think you will be as a parent in this  

regard? 
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Debate topic: Do parents want their kids TO BE the best, or do they want what is best for their kids? 
 
Social activism and athletes- In light of Colin Kaepernick and the practice of kneeling during the National 
Anthem, in groups of no more than four, research the following together and create a Google Slides 
presentation on the following with cited sources: 

1) The history of the National Anthem (when it written, why it was written, and when and why did it 
become commonplace in sports events in the USA?) 

2) Muhammad Ali and his protest of the Vietnam War 
3) Harry Edwards and his efforts in the 1960s to protest inequality 
4) The content of Jackie Robinson’s letter to President John F. Kennedy Jr. in 1961 
5) Tommie Smith and John Carlos during the 1968 Mexico City Olympics 

Then as a group discuss how were the protests originally received, what consequences followed (if any) 
for those involved, what impact did the protests ultimately have.  Write a two paragraph response 
detailing what you think of the President’s remarks and the league-wide protest. Do you think we should 
play the National Anthem during all games?  Pull information in from your research to support your 
opinion. 

Debate topic: Do you think that there is a place for protest in sports OR should athletes stick to “just 
playing the game”?   

Gender equity in sport- While there are many articles on gender equity in sport, one intriguing 
assignment has been to show how female athletes are viewed compared to their male athlete 
counterparts.  Many articles discuss how women’s sports are minimalized (see the WNBA for instance), 
one interesting study has been on how female athletes are portrayed in the media.  For this, I used a study 
of Sports Illustrated covers from January 2000 to November 2005 where among 281 magazine covers only 
5% included women.  That is 15 out of 281 covers.  And of those, the women were often sexualized, not 
seen instead as strong female figures.  After reading this study with the class, I assign the students the 
following: 

Your task is to determine if progress has been made in women’s coverage on the covers of Sports Illustrated. 
In order to do this,  you will REPLICATE the study completed in 2005, instead looking at coverage from 
2011-2015.   
 
Each group will be responsible for one year of analysis, tracking data on a spreadsheet for group analysis. 
You will note the date of publication, male or female featured, sport featured, and whether it was action (A), 
pose (P), or model (M).  We will combine all data to create one spreadsheet for the class, disaggregate the 
data, and then discuss our findings, comparing the data to that collected in the initial study.   
 
After our discussion, you will write your own analysis, exploring whether or not progress has been made in the 
coverage of female athletes in the media.  You will cite data from your research, the initial study, and any 
other outside sources that you want to bring in for discussion. 
 
Debate topic:  Are female athletes treated with the same respect as male athletes?  Do you feel there 
is true equity in the treatment of male and female athletes?  Why or why not?  
 
 
 



 
 
Other compelling topics that have been well received by students 
 

● Power/trust dynamics between coach and athlete (symbolic of parent/child, teacher/student) 
● Bullying and the culture of hazing 
● Idolatry and celebrity culture  
● Role of the athlete/coach/team in the community 
● Evolving role of women in sport 
● Athletes’ fall from grace 

 

How do I structure the discussion in class?   
I am a firm believer of letting the students take control of the classroom discussions while I watch from 
the perimeter.  I discuss the topics with them as we read articles, shared presentations, and completed 
assignments, so when it comes to the debate portion of the assignment I stand back.  I don’t set up my 
class like a traditional debate, instead I have the room set-up with desks in a circle or a horseshoe where 
students can all face each other.   I have the debate topic presented on the front board, and one student is 
instructed to take the lead to begin the discussion.  Students then jump in on the conversation responding 
to what others say, or adding new ideas and insight.  Students are taught to wait to respond as to not cut 
other students off, and students are also expected to participate at least twice during the discussion.  I 
keep track with a student roster and a clipboard.  If students do not participate twice, they are required to 
submit to me in writing the next day what they would have said and why.   These debates often take the 
entire class, and these days are noted by students as being their favorites days because they love being in 
control of the discussions and having healthy discourse with their peers.  It is fulfilling for me a teacher to 
sit back and watch the students flourish with their discussions because I know I am preparing them for 
college and beyond.  It’s a win-win in my book, even if discussions get heated at times.  Teaching students 
to read, analyze, write, and discuss is a priority, and I feel using “hot topics” helps get the students where 
we need them to be.   
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


