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Young Adult [Sports] Literature: 
Looking Back and Moving Forward 

by:  Alan Brown

When I arrived at Wake Forest University four 
years ago, one of the many gifts my predecessor, 
Dr. Joseph Milner, left me was a large stack of 

journal issues that offered me a glimpse into the history 
of English education and young adult literature. Sifting 
through several years of journals, I came across six 
issues in particular that caught my eye and struck me 
as relevant to this themed issue on the role of sports in 
young adult literature. As I flipped through these past 
issues of SIGNAL Journal spanning from September of 
1980 to September of 1981, my interest was piqued for 
two reasons. First, the dates were particularly relevant 
to me because they fell within the calendar year of my 
birth, which meant the issues were exactly as old as me. 
The second reason, and perhaps the most pertinent to this 
themed issue of SIGNAL Journal, was the attention given 
to books that featured sports. As a university professor 
who studies various intersections of academics and 
athletics, I grew interested in examining how sports and 
literacy were intertwined through young adult literature 
in the early 1980s, and in comparing these connections to 
the body of work found in young adult sports literature 
today. 

Overview of Sports Literacy
Before we go back in time to the early 1980s, allow me 

to provide some background on my work with young 
adult sports literature. Much of my own story, including 
my transition from reluctant reader to high school 
English teacher and basketball coach, has been recounted 
previously (see Brown & Crowe, 
2013), but where that story leaves 
off is more important for the sake 
of this conversation. As a doctoral 
student at The University of 
Alabama, my dissertation focused 
on the occupational socialization 
of core content area teachers and 
athletic coaches in secondary 
schools. The connections and 
disconnections between academics 
and athletics, and the social 
positions of teaching and coaching in particular, were 
relatively unexplored beyond the fields of physical 
education and kinesiology, and thus a dissertation was 
born. While I enjoyed this work immensely, I realized 
that my research agenda was pulling me away from my 
interests in literacy and English education, areas of study 
that included discussions about how to foster the reading 
habits of disengaged middle and high school students.

In 2011, with the help of Lisa Scherff, Chris Crutcher, 

Matt de la Peña, Thomas Newkirk, Doug Merlino, and 
others, I chaired the first annual sports literacy session at 
the annual convention of the National Council of Teachers 
of English (NCTE). This session has since become known 
as “The Intersection of Literacy, Sport, Culture, and 
Society” and, each November, it brings together teachers, 
scholars, and authors of young adult sports literature. So 
many of us who have presented in that session have been 
inspired by the work of Chris Crowe, who at the end of 
his introduction to More Than A Game: Sports Literature for 
Young Adults offered the following suggestion:

Thousands of sports books for teenagers have 
been published in the last fifty years, and though 
I wish I could have reviewed all of them, it would 
have been an impossible task….It’s inevitable that 
I’ve overlooked some important or favorite young 
adult sports books. I apologize for missing those 
books, and I encourage you, dear reader, to work 
on creating your own lists of worthwhile young 
adult sports literature that you can share with 
students and readers. (2004, p. xvi)

Heeding Crowe’s advice, I created a web resource (see 
https://sportsliteracy.wordpress.com/) that would 
provide an updated list of contemporary and canonical 
texts that teachers could use to engage sports-minded 
students. This website now includes recommended 
resources for teachers, Amazon.com links for spotlighted 
books, comments regarding grade level appropriateness 
for as many books as possible, and text lists broken down 

by individual sport—from baseball 
to cheerleading to rock climbing to 
softball. Over the years, my sports 
literacy blog has taken shape and, 
despite my relative inexperience 
with web design, has become a 
valuable resource for students, 
parents, teachers, coaches, and 
librarians across the country. Other 
projects followed suit, including 
a themed issue of English Journal, 
co-edited with the aforementioned 

Chris Crowe, entitled “A Whole New Ballgame: Sports 
and Culture in the English Classroom” (Brown & Crowe, 
2014), and a forthcoming edited book called Developing 
Contemporary Literacies through Sports: A Guide for the 
English Classroom (Brown & Rodesiler, 2016).

My early research for the sports literacy blog was also 
influenced by various scholarly publications and reviews 
of literature, including a number of articles and reviews 
from members of the International Reading Association, 

“Many students have dreams 
because they read, so why 

wouldn’t this message apply to 
kids who like sports?”



Spring/Summer 2016  43

now known as the International Literacy Association. 
Then, remarkably, as I began exploring these early issues 
of SIGNAL Journal, I noticed that the purpose statement 
detailed in the September 1981 newsletter was strikingly 
similar to my own objective for the sports literacy blog, if 
the reader adds the word sports in front of the word books, 
as I have done on three occasions below: 

SIGNAL’s purpose is to provide current 
information about [sports] books for the 
adolescent and to discuss techniques and 
strategies for using [sports] books in the 
classroom. The newsletter is designed to acquaint 
its readers with the many different [sports] books 
available, how they are useful and to what age 
group, and trends in reading habits. (SIGNAL 
Journal, 1981b, p. 19)

In examining those early issues of SIGNAL Journal, I 
became fascinated not only by their emphasis on sports 
but also by how the journal itself has evolved over the 
years. However, it was not until I read a review from 
Rev. Paul L. Raczynski about a nonfiction book called Big 
Eight Football (McCallum, 1979) that I fully understood 
the intent of the article you are currently reading. In 
his review, Raczynski (1980) acknowledged a common 
challenge many educators still face as they attempt to 
encourage sports-minded students to read books for 
pleasure: 

In these days of media sports coverage, stars and 
stats last little longer than it takes the crowd to 
pass through the turnstyle [sic]. And I sometimes 
think our kids would rather do than read about 
[sports]—[they would rather] focus on their own 
dreams…. (n.p.)

As the implications of Raczynski’s (1980) statement raced 
through my mind, I was reminded of the reason I have 
always believed so many students enjoy reading: Books 
allow students to dream of a life they desire to know, 
may never know, or want to escape. Many students 
have dreams because they read, so why wouldn’t this 
message apply to kids who like sports? Why must their 
dreams exist apart from the stories found in literature? 
With these ideas in mind, the underlying questions that 
drove my inquiry are twofold. First, how did SIGNAL 
Journal encourage and promote sports literature for young 
adults between September of 1980 and September of 
1981? Second, how does the sports literature from that 
time period, and the culture of sports that surrounded 
it, compare to the culture of sports and the use of young 
adult sports literature more than thirty years later?

Evolution of Sports in SIGNAL Journal

SIGNAL Journal published its first issue in October of 
1975, and by 1980, the journal promoted the following 
professional objectives:

To provide an arm of the International Reading 
Association that will be concerned specifically 
with literature that is either marketed as “young 
adult” literature or other materials that are 
being read by adolescents today. The use of this 
literature in both structured and non-structured 
educational settings will be discussed as well 

as the use of the literature as applicable in all 
types of learning situations. The ultimate goal 
of this group will be to keep abreast of the latest 
publications in the field of adolescent literature, 
make this literature personal through the contact 
that will be arranged with authors, and provide 
new insights to reading personnel as to the use of 
this literature. (SIGNAL Journal, 1980, p. 2)

After reviewing the six journal issues that my predecessor 
shared with me and then returning to these professional 
objectives, two phrases caught my eye almost 
immediately: “other materials that are being read by 
adolescents today” and “structured and non-structured 
educational settings” (p. 2), both of which shed light on 
two of the major differences found in the book reviews of 
early SIGNAL Journal issues and the young adult sports 
literature we know today. The use of alternative reading 
materials in the early 1980s placed significant emphasis 
on nonfiction, much of which was not necessarily written 
explicitly for adolescents, at least in relation to sports 
literature. In his review of new young adult novels, 
Abrahamson (1980) suggested that “YA novels often are 
the only materials [emphasis added] that will motivate 
the most reluctant reader to tackle a book” (p. 3; see 
Abrahamson & Carter, 1991, for more on Abrahamson’s 
views on the use of nonfiction). 

In researching the books that contained sports content 
and which were reviewed within SIGNAL Journal between 
1980 and 1981, five distinct book types emerged across 
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four categories of reviews for a total of 58 sports books. 
Current readers of SIGNAL Journal are likely to expect 
young adult literature to have been the most reviewed 
book type, but, in actuality, young adult literature (9 
book reviews) was a distant third behind informational/
procedural nonfiction texts (33 book reviews) and 
biographical nonfiction texts (14 book reviews). The 
book types labeled adult fiction (1 book review) and 
educational textbooks (1 book review) were also found in 
limited quantities. 

One of the primary reasons for the increased number 
of informational/procedural nonfiction and biographical 
nonfiction sports texts was the evolution of book review 
categories in SIGNAL Journal. Putting aside one book 
review from Abrahamson’s (1980) article regarding Terry 
Davis’s (1979) Vision Quest, a story about a high school 
wrestler trying to deal with his parent’s separation, 
and an educational textbook review located within an 
advertisement for Lance M. Gentile’s (1980) Using Sports 
and Physical Education to Strengthen Reading Skills, sports 
books were primarily found in two sections of the journal: 
(1) Clip & File and (2) the Cache.

To the best of my knowledge, the phrase “Clip & File” 
was adopted by editor Lorraine Gerhart at some point 
after the September 1980 issue. I first came across the 
title in the February 1981 issue even though the Clip & 
File format of book reviews, which included a two to 
three paragraph summary, pre-dated the title itself. Of 
the nine Clip & File sports books with extended reviews, 
the following book types were included: five young 
adult novels, three biographical nonfiction texts, and one 
informational nonfiction text. These extended reviews 
ranged from R. R. Knudson’s (1980) young adult novel 
Rinehart Lifts to Suzanne Munshower’s (1980) biography 
Eric Heiden: America’s Olympic Golden Boy to Jim 
Fitzgerald’s (1980) informational text Boxing for Beginners. 
As a greater number of publishers began sending books 
for review, so grew the necessity for a new section within 
SIGNAL Journal—the Cache—where books could be 
discussed through shorter reviews of approximately 35 
words or less. In the early issues of SIGNAL Journal, the 

editors wrote the following about the Cache:
It has been our review policy and a commitment 
to publishers to cover all books that have been 
submitted to SIGNAL. Publishers have been 
sending an ever-increasing number of books for 
review. This situation has led to the necessity to 
briefly note books having earlier copyrights or 
books unable to be included. The editors hope 
this list will be useful to teachers and librarians 
for selection purpose. (SIGNAL Journal, 1981a, p. 
4)

Later, in the September 1981 issue, the language of 
the Cache section changed dramatically as the editors 
included not only a description of how books were being 
selected for full review but also a statement explaining 
why cached books had been excluded from the Clip & File 
sections:

It has been our review policy and a commitment 
to publishers to cover all books that have been 
submitted to SIGNAL. Books included for long 
review are chosen for their general quality of 
excellence. They might be on a timely topic, 
written by a well-known YA author, the best of 
a publisher’s line, a unique approach to a topic, 
or a first book. Books chosen for the Cache are 
worthwhile books or books hailed as worthwhile 
which are grouped by subject matter for the 
purpose of aiding teacher selection. Sometimes 
a book which has received great acclaim will 
be reviewed in the Cache because Signal [sic] 
readers are already acquainted with it. In short, 
books reviewed in the Cache are not leftovers. 
They are an important contribution to the field of 
adolescent literature. (SIGNAL Journal, 1981b, p. 
7)

I emphasize this change in language because I was struck 
by the fact that the books included in the Cache would 
be considered worthwhile for teacher selection. I decided 
this statement must refer back to the aforementioned 
objective of examining books for use in “non-structured 
educational settings” (SIGNAL Journal, 1980, p. 2), or what 

Number of 
SIGNAL Journal 
Book Reviews 

Per Sport (1980-
1981)

Sports

6 Baseball, Running, Soccer

4 Tennis

3 Football, Gymnastics, Swimming, Weightlifting/Fitness

2 Boxing, Horseback Riding/Racing

1 Auto Racing, Billiards, Coin Collecting, Darts, Interval Training, Kart Racing, 
Motorcycle Racing, Mountain Climbing, Shot Put, Skateboarding, Skiing, Softball, 

Speed Skating, Track & Field, Trampolining, Wrestling

*1 Multiple Sports, Sports Fashion, Physical Education
(*Other Sports-related Categories)
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we now commonly refer to as out-of-school spaces, since 
so many of these texts were informational/procedural 
texts, including titles such as Teaching Children Tennis 
the Vic Braden Way (Braden & Bruns, 1980), Running 
through the Wall: A Guide for the Serious Runner (Bridge, 
1980a), and Weight Training for the Young Athlete (Hatfield, 
1980). What I found most interesting, however, about the 
inclusion of sports literature within the Cache was that 
no less than ten reviews of separate books included the 
words “easy,” “basic,” “fun,” or “introduction” while 
others mentioned specifically the inclusion of illustrations, 
photos, and diagrams, all of which seemed to perpetuate 
a common stereotype still found today that young adult 
sports literature lacks academic sophistication and literary 
quality. 

Informational and Procedural Texts as Adolescent 
Literature

I was also struck by the fact that informational/
procedural texts were being referred to as adolescent 
literature, and that three of the six SIGNAL Journal 
issues included specific Cache sections focused on 
sports. I selected the categorical terms “informational” 
and “procedural” strategically because I had limited 
knowledge of many of the books, and much of the 
information I could glean about these books came from 
some combination of their original reviews in SIGNAL 
Journal and evidence acquired via Internet searches. 
Ultimately, I did not have the luxury of having each book 
in front of me, as several of the books are out-of-print, 
which made it harder to categorize them (see Maloch 
& Bomer, 2013). Suffice it to say, when I saw titles such 
as Running Without Pain (Bridge, 1980b), The Complete 
Beginner’s Guide to Gymnastics (Dolan, 1980), and Advanced 
Skate-boarding (Weir, 1980), adolescent literature was not 
the first form of literature to come to mind, and students 
in an English classroom were not the first audience I 
imagined. Nevertheless, in an age of Common Core State 
Standards (National Governors Association, 2010), and at 
a time when the term informational text carries significant 
weight for English/language arts teachers who may 
feel pressured to place greater emphasis on nonfiction, 
I have become more open to new approaches to textual 
study. I must admit, though, that I never thought engaged 

classroom reading would entail encouraging students 
to read a nonfiction text such as Leighton Rees on Darts 
(Lanning, 1979).

Maloch and Bomer (2013) have detailed the historical 
impact of informational texts after having reviewed years 
of research, and they suggest that students must be able to 
build “content knowledge that can influence their future 
sense-making of texts and also build their knowledge 
about the world” (p. 206). And while several of the 
mini-encyclopedias reviewed in SIGNAL Journal—i.e., 
Leonard’s (1980) Kart Racing, Frommer’s (1980) The Great 
American Soccer Book, and Lorimer’s (1980) The Tennis 
Book—may not be appropriate for whole-class reading, 
the inclusion of these texts in SIGNAL Journal can help to 
remind English teachers of their responsibility not only 
to teach texts in the classroom setting but also to serve 
as advocates for increasing students’ interest in various 
forms of reading that appeal to their own individual 
passions and pursuits. This point is especially important 
today when one considers the likelihood that adolescents, 
young adults, and adults alike are turning to Internet 
sources such as Google, Wikipedia, and YouTube in lieu 
of books for sports information and procedures (e.g., 
background, history, rules, exercises, terminology, and 
equipment).

Expanding the Definition of Sport
Dictionary.com defines sport as “an athletic activity 

requiring skill or physical prowess and often of a 
competitive nature, as racing, baseball, tennis, golf, 
bowling, wrestling, boxing, hunting, fishing, etc.” (Sport, 
n.d.). My interest in this definition has as much to do with 
the inclusive notion that any physical activity involving 
skill or competition should be considered a sport as it 
does the fact that two of the highest-grossing revenue 
sports in the United States (Isidore, 2013)—football and 
basketball—are not included in the definition itself. In 
reviewing six issues of SIGNAL Journal from September 
of 1980 to September of 1981, I found book reviews 
containing references to twenty-six sports and three 
additional categories. It came as no surprise to see sports 
such as baseball, football, tennis, and boxing near the top 
of the list given their popularity in the early 1980s, not 
to mention running, swimming, and gymnastics given 

Number of SI Covers 
per Sport (1980-1981) Sports

14 Football

13 Baseball

10 Basketball

8 Boxing

4 Tennis

2 Hockey

1 Auto Racing, Running



46  SIGNAL Journal

their presence at the 1980 Summer Olympics in Moscow. 
What is perhaps more interesting is the inclusion of 
soccer, a sport that grew tremendously in the late 1970s, 
and the exclusion of basketball, particularly considering 
its prominence on the front covers of Sports Illustrated (SI) 
from September 1, 1980, to September 28, 1981. 

Examining the front covers of magazines by year, 
decade, or even generation can be an enlightening activity 
for students and researchers alike because it can provide 
a glimpse into the major sports stories of the time period, 
or at least the stories that the editors of sports-related 
publications considered most significant. Teachers may 
also choose to invite students to examine non-sports 
moments in history using the covers of TIME Magazine to 
provide additional historical context. A search of the front 
covers from 1980 to 1981, for example, would acquaint 
students with people and events such as President Ronald 
Reagan and the Economic Recovery Tax Act, Sandra Day 
O’Connor as the first female U.S. Supreme Court justice, 
Prince Charles of Wales and his marriage to Lady Diana 
Spencer, the launch of space shuttle Columbia, the Iran 
Hostage Crisis, and assassination attempts made on 
Ronald Reagan, Pope John Paul II, and John Lennon. 

Turning back to sports, I was interested to learn how 
representative the sports referenced in book reviews from 
SIGNAL Journal were in comparison to the SI covers, so I 
decided to make a direct connection to the sports found 
on the front covers of SI during that same time period. 

The fact that the books discussed as adolescent 
literature within the pages of SIGNAL Journal in the early 
1980s were so inclusive of nonfiction as well as sports 
other than football, baseball, and basketball suggests the 
possibility that young adult literature was ahead of the 
curve, or that authors tended to focus just as much on 
individual sports and an athlete’s social and emotional 
development, or that publishers saw an opportunity 
to sell biographical, informational, and procedural 
books a year after ESPN debuted in September of 1979 
(Rasmussen, 2015). These nonfiction texts, in particular, 
offered students the knowledge and understandings 
necessary to attempt to live out the dreams of their sports 
heroes—e.g., Willie Mays (baseball; Mays & Berger, 1980), 
Jack Tatum (football; Tatum & Kushner, 1980), Joe Louis 
(boxing; Libby, 1980), Jean Balukas (billiards; Balukas, 
1980), Tracee Talavera (gymnastics; Jacobs, 1980), Robert 
Craig (mountain climbing; Craig, 1980), and Bill Rodgers 

(marathoning; Rodgers & Concannon, 1980). Interestingly, 
many of these names may be relatively unknown to 
students of the current generation.

The idea of inclusiveness (or lack thereof) in adolescent 
literature may be warranted, however, when considering 
that the only SI cover to include a woman during that 
same time period was the swimsuit issue featuring model 
Christie Brinkley. In other words, not a single female 
athlete ever graced the cover of SI over the span of fifty-
two issues, whereas more than half of the nine (n=5) 
fictional young adult novels reviewed in SIGNAL Journal 
included female protagonists, and seven of those novels 
were written by women. Researchers of young adult 
literature would be well-served to examine more closely 
how female protagonists have been portrayed in young 
adult sports literature spanning back to the mid-1970s 
when SIGNAL Journal was first established. Teachers 
could also have their students examine the roles of female 
characters in young adult sports literature to see if they 
match Hussack and Schmidt’s (2014) belief that female 
characters are often included for the purpose of adding 
“sports romance” to the storyline, a development these 
authors acknowledge is “problematic when [romance] 
becomes the prevailing force that deters the female athlete 
from pursuing her passion for sports” (p. 84).

An examination of the front covers of SI in the year 
2015 demonstrates an even more segregated and exclusive 
focus on sports such as football, basketball, and baseball, 
which are featured on thirty-nine of fifty-two covers 
(75%). Furthermore, only five of the 2015 SI covers 
included female athletes—two covers of the U.S. women’s 
soccer team, two covers of tennis player Serena Williams, 
and one cover of mixed martial artist Ronda Rousey.
In general, more sports were represented in 2015 than in 
1980-1981, but the three major revenue sports—football, 
basketball, and baseball—were more prominent than 
ever, which implies that these sports have grown more 
powerful than ever in the eyes of the media.

Implications for Young Adult Sports Literature
Writing this article provided me with an opportunity 

to look back at the history of young adult sports literature 
as well as to consider how the books and materials 
included on my blog (https://sportsliteracy.wordpress.
com/) have evolved from what I found in those early 
issues of SIGNAL Journal. As noted by Raczynski (1980), 
sports-minded students may prefer the physical activity 

Number of SI Covers 
per Sport in 2015

Sports

20 Football

10 Basketball

9 Baseball

2 Boxing, Golf, Soccer, Tennis

1 Auto Racing, Hockey, Horse Racing, Mixed Martial Arts, Swimming
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of participating in sports rather than the mental activity 
of reading about them, which is why I have chosen to 
include not only book lists on the blog I created and 
maintain but also resources for classroom use. And yet, 
as Abrahamson (1980) suggested, young adult literature 
may be one of the most effective ways to engage reluctant 
readers, and it is my contention that young adult sports 
literature can be an important tool in helping students 
and student-athletes alike to consider the pros and cons of 
our societal emphasis on sports. 

One approach to examining this societal emphasis 
is to use sports as the hook before challenging students 
to confront some of the more difficult social issues 
commonly associated with athletics. Examples of these 
social issues and sample books for consideration include:

• Alcohol and Drug Use in The Contender by Robert 
Lipsyte (1993), The Absolutely True Diary of a 
Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie (2007), and 
Breathless by Jessica Warman (2009);

• Bullying in Out of the Pocket by Bill Konigsberg 
(2008), The Berlin Boxing Club by Robert Sharenow 
(2011), and Winger by Andrew Smith (2013);

• Concussions in Open Ice by Pat Hughes (2005), 
Second Impact by David Klass and Perri Klass 
(2013), and Hit Count by Chris Lynch (2015);

• Depression in Stupid Fast by Geoff Herbach (2011), 
Smashed by Lisa Luedeke (2012), and Boy21 by 
Matthew Quick (2012);

• Racism in Maniac Magee by Jerry Spinelli (1990), 
Bat 6 by Virginia Euwer Wolff (1998), and Whale 
Talk by Chris Crutcher (2001);

• Steroids in Crackback by John Coy (2005), Gym 
Candy by Carl Deuker (2007), and Boost by Kathy 
Mackel (2010).

I have used many of these books in an after-school sports 
literacy program designed for ninth and tenth grade boys 
(Walker, 2014) and intended to (1) empower young men 
who are interested in sports to read for enjoyment, (2) 
connect reading and writing to students’ interest in sports, 
(3) explore social issues that affect the lives of young 
adults through literature, and (4) help prepare students 
for the tenth grade end-of-course English test. In terms of 
recruitment, the program’s motto is simple: sports talk, 
free snacks, and good books. And for the young men 

Number of 
Books per Sport 

on the Sports 
Literacy Blog 

Sports

83 Baseball

80 Basketball

72 Football

37 Soccer

26 Running/Track

20 Swimming

15 Boxing

14 Skateboarding, Tennis

11 Hockey, Wrestling

10 Softball

9 Surfing

8 Cheerleading, Skiing/Snowboarding

6 Cycling, Gymnastics, Horseback Riding/Racing, 
Martial Arts, Rock Climbing

5 Golf, Volleyball

4 Auto Racing, Lacrosse

3 Hunting, Rodeo, Rugby

2 BMX

1 Bullfighting, Field Hockey, Figure Skating, Fishing



48  SIGNAL Journal

the group serves, the goal is to push against the idea of 
reading as solely a feminine activity, a belief sometimes 
portrayed through sports. An example can be found in a 
quotation from Brendan Dwyer, a researcher in the field 
of sport administration, in a recent CNN article about 
fantasy baseball that suggests book clubs are primarily 
intended for females: “Sports in general has been a space 
for men to communicate…and now fantasy sports is an 
enhanced version of that….I 
like to equate it to the male 
version of a book club” 
(Kounang, 2016, para. 8).

As I reflect on my attempt 
to compile resources for 
the sports literacy blog 
over the past five years, 
several challenges come 
to mind. I can empathize 
with the struggles that the 
early editors of SIGNAL 
Journal must have faced 
as they attempted to find 
their place in the field of 
young adult literature while 
also trying to keep pace 
with a seemingly endless 
number of books published 
each year. Similarly, I have 
done my best to find age-
appropriate texts in as many 
sports as possible, and I 
have tried to expand my 
own definition of sport to 
be as inclusive as possible. 
As of this writing, there are 
a total of 470 books—fiction 
and nonfiction texts—listed 
under their respective sports 
on the sports literacy blog.
The Future of Young Adult 

Sports Literature
This article is a call for what I would like to see more 

of on the sports literacy blog in the future. First, we need 
more books that fit into the category of Sportlerroman, a 
term coined by Crowe (2004), which implies that “sport 
is only one part of life, and that the real social and family 
issues of adolescence are always more important than 
athletics” (p. 39). Crowe labels less sophisticated texts 
as “game novels” (i.e., formula stories about sports) 
and “more-than-a-game novels” (i.e., stories with more 
character development and subplots), and while I try to 
include all three categories of texts on the blog since game 
novels may still be of interest to middle grade readers in 
particular, I am personally and professionally invested 
in books that move students beyond the playing fields 
and athletic arenas into deeper levels of inquiry and self-
examination. Those texts that fall within the category 
of Sportlerroman are also the ones that students in the 
sports literacy programs I sponsor have enjoyed the most, 
including books such as The Contender by Robert Lipsyte 

(1993), Slam! by Walter Dean Myers (1996), The Absolutely 
True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie (2007), 
Mexican WhiteBoy by Matt de la Peña (2008), and Boy21 by 
Matthew Quick (2012).

While I focus much of my attention on sports fiction, 
I would like to see more sports nonfiction and historical 
fiction written intentionally for adolescents and young 
adults. Examples of award-winning nonfiction books 

include Black Diamond: The 
Story of the Negro Baseball 
Leagues by Patricia C. 
McKissack and Fredrick 
McKissack, Jr. (1994); 
Counting Coup: The True 
Story of Basketball and Honor 
on the Little Big Horn by 
Larry Colton (2000); Let Me 
Play: The Story of Title IX: The 
Law that Changed the Future 
of Girls in America by Karen 
Blumenthal (2005); and 12 
Rounds to Glory: The Story of 
Muhammad Ali by Charles R. 
Smith, Jr. and Bryan Collier 
(2010). A fine example of 
a recent work of historical 
fiction is Muckers by Sandra 
Neil Wallace (2013).

Exactly half of the 470 
sports fiction and nonfiction 
texts listed under the 
headings of individual 
sports on my sports literacy 
blog focus primarily on the 
sports of baseball, basketball, 
and football, which leaves 
the other 235 books to be 
divided up by 29 other 
sports for an approximate 
average of eight books per 
sport. That number is simply 

not adequate given the varied reading levels and diverse 
interests of middle and high school students across the 
country and around the world. I would like to see more 
books about sports other than baseball, basketball, and 
football, not to mention more sports-related texts written 
by female and minority authors about female and minority 
protagonists, and books with characters who identify as 
LGBTQ and exceptional children.

I look forward to seeing how the next generation of 
authors learns from the previous generation, including 
some of the greats like Chris Crutcher, Sharon Draper, 
Robert Lipsyte, Chris Lynch, Walter Dean Myers, and 
Jerry Spinelli. On my end, I will continue looking for new 
books to add to the sports literacy blog and hope that 
the readers of this article will help by sharing any books 
they or their students have enjoyed reading that are not 
found there currently. However, I also want to request 
that authors and publishers do their part by writing and 
promoting books that reflect the diversity of students and 
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student-athletes in our schools and communities. Over 
the years, I have found that many young people find 
middle and high school sports to be an exclusive club 
open solely to a select few. Young adult sports literature 
must be more inclusive and allow all students, whether or 
not they enjoy and/or appreciate the traditional purview 
of sports, to find their own place in this important literary 
conversation.
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