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Determining a Research Question  

Make it specific:  

Too broad = How has the volunteerism of young people affected the United States?  

Answerable = Why do today’s college students choose to volunteer?  

Make it challenging: 

Not challenging  = Do college students volunteer?  

Challenging = What motivates college students to give of their “time and treasure” when 

they get no material reward for such efforts?  

Sample Student Essay 

Not Just a Game 

For people who had just moved to Lexington like I did, it is hard not to notice how “blue” 

the town is. It started with the UK decals on almost every car in Lexington. At first I thought 

people have it on their cars to park in the parking lot at the University of Kentucky. Later my 

friend, Vivian, told me that people do that simply because they like UK and want to show 

support. By that time I still didn’t know why they like UK, until the basketball season started this 

November—when millions of people in blue flooded into Rupp Arena to watch the basketball 

game, when people froze outside the Arena wanting nothing but a ticket to go to the game, when 

I walked into every corner of the town and never failed to see the Kentucky wildcat pouncing on 

the blue UK sign. As an international student, I am really amazed by people’s obsession with the 

University of Kentucky's basketball team. Therefore, in this research paper I am going to focus 

on the influence UK basketball has on the Lexington community.  

To do so, I picked three students on campus to be my informants. The first one is Donna 

Summers, a first-year student from Lexington. The second is Florence Reece, a junior from 
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Whitesburg, Kentucky. Finally I talked to Joseph Phan, an international student from Shanghai, 

China. Although there are problems brought by UK basketball, after conducting these interviews 

and combining them with the knowledge I had about UK basketball, I would still argue that UK 

basketball has more of a positive influence on the Lexington community because it brings people 

together, provides recognition to Kentucky, and helps form a unique culture.  

In my first paper for my First Year Seminar course this semester, I discussed how by 

showing me how much he loves his golf team, Aaron Owen, my informant,  challenged my 

assumption that in an individualistic society like the United States, people will not prefer a 

collective life. During my research of the UK basketball team, I found some connections. It is 

true that in an individualist culture like America, there do not seem to be many things that bring 

people together on a large scale. But on the local level, UK basketball seems to do just that for 

the Lexington community.  

The idea of “UK basketball brings people together” starts from the family. Donna, the 

informant from Lexington, told me that it was sort of a “family tradition” that they would go to 

the basketball games together when she was little. My other informant, Florence, thought UK 

basketball was an inseparable part of her family life since all her family members are UK fans. In 

our interview, she recalled the time her family spent together for UK basketball:  

I am obviously not an athletic person. I will watch pro[fessional] basketball 

sometimes. But for the most part, I don’t. . . in my personal time, watch sports. 

But because UK basketball games, we always watch them. It became fun, because 

my sister would like wear all these cheesy UK earrings, everybody [in my family] 

will be laughing and yelling. We all get together and go crazy. 
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For both Donna and Bridgett, UK basketball reminds them of the fun time their families 

have spent together watching the games. For Florence, though, UK basketball contained so many 

more memories. In our interview, Florence mentioned that she used to own a lot of UK gear, so I 

asked her if there was any of it that was really important to her. Her answer was unexpected and 

deep:  

The UK cheerleader outfit I wore as a baby is probably the most important thing 

for me, because everybody relates me wearing that outfit to the fun times. Like, 

when they talk about the “good old days” we have. Cause my mother actually 

passed away when I was fifteen and I remembered even at her funeral my uncle 

just like, she will always dress Florence in that UK cheerleading outfit and she 

throw her up in the air when we won and just all these stuff so that wearing that 

just. . . I can’t remember it, but it brings back so many images and pictures and 

just everything we had set up. 

This was the story that finally made me decide to focus my research on UK basketball, 

because it is not just a sport now, but a culture that has influence on families in Kentucky. Those 

families have gathered together because of UK basketball and have formed memories related to 

it. So sometimes it really doesn’t matter how the team plays; people would still love UK 

basketball because it reminds them of their families.   

Moving from the family level to the larger community, UK basketball is also the thing 

that ties people together in Kentucky. Whenever I am walking in downtown Lexington, I will 

notice cars with UK decals, people in blue UK sweatshirts, and even people with UK tattoos. In 

schools, Donna remembered that UK basketball was all the boys would talk about. It makes me 

think of my schools back in China, where we usually have uniforms. And one of the reasons why 
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we have those uniforms is that when people are dressed up the same way, it somehow forms a 

sense of belonging among that certain group of people. In the article “Body Art as Visual 

Language,” the author Enid Schildkrout, a former chair and curator at the American Museum of 

Natural History, said: “Body art is a visual language. To understand it one needs to know the 

vocabulary, including the shared symbols, myths, and social values that are written on the body. 

From tattoos to top hats, body art makes a statement about the person who wears it” (108). For 

me as an outsider of the town, those “Kentuckians” dressed in the blue “uniform” certainly 

identified themselves as the large fan group and had communicated with each other in the way I 

don’t quite understand. On November 25th, 2014, there was a game going on in Lexington. That 

night when I walked into the pizza place called West Coast Pizza, I immediately saw about five 

people in the shop that were in blue tops. I knew that they did not know each other from their 

actions. But a couple minutes later, they started a conversation in line. It was hard for me to 

understand what they were saying since there were many phrases I did not know, but I did catch 

some words like “game” and “basketball.” It amazed me how people that were strangers the 

minute before started talking to one another like friends the minute after they noticed each 

other’s dressing.  So by that I can see how UK basketball brings people together by helping them 

to build “town spirit.”  

For people in Kentucky, UK basketball has brought them together. But what influence 

does UK basketball have on the state? Well, after doing my interviews, I learned that UK 

basketball had helped to bring recognition to Kentucky. One of my informants, Joseph Phan, 

went to high school in Arizona. The state is about 1500 miles from Kentucky, but even there 

Joseph’s basketball coach knew about UK basketball. Joseph remembered his coach talking 

about how good UK basketball is and how people in Kentucky are crazy about it. 
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 As people from Kentucky, Donna and Florence have also realized the fact that many 

people recognize Kentucky because of UK basketball.  During the interview they both mentioned 

that Kentucky is mostly famous for two things: horses and UK basketball. However, many young 

people are no longer interested in horse racing. So although Kentucky is still the “horse capital of 

the world,” UK basketball is what lets people from other states in America know Kentucky.  

While bringing in fame for Kentucky, UK basketball has also caused some problems for 

the state. One of the main problems is the bad traffic in Lexington when there is a basketball 

game going on. Florence found this after she moved to Lexington and that was when she turned 

from a dedicated UK fan to one that has a “love-hate” relationship with UK basketball. “I used to 

work in the mall. And it usually only takes me 20 minutes to get to the mall from my school, but 

on the game day, it took me more than three hours to get there,” she complained. However, she 

did admit that there are pros of having a lot of people come to see the UK basketball games. “As 

much as I don’t like the traffic, it does bring in a lot of tourism for Lexington.” Then she 

explained that by telling me her personal experience of the tourism: 

Cause I know my family would drive like three, four hours sometimes to get to 

Lexington games. And then whenever they go to the game they gotta pay to stay 

in the hotel, they gotta pay to eat, they gotta pay to go places. They would usually 

go shopping, because coming from a small town like I did, Lexington has the 

nearest mall. So it does bring in money for Lexington. 

And from what I’ve heard at Transylvania University, the large tourism brought by UK 

basketball has supported many local businesses in Lexington. So overall, UK basketball has not 

only let people know about Kentucky, but has also boosted the local economy. Hopefully if 

drivers in Kentucky can think about the intangible as well as tangible benefits UK basketball has 
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brought to the town when they are in the long traffic line, the line will be a little more bearable 

for them.  

Beside the unity and recognition UK basketball brings to Kentucky, it also helps form a 

unique subculture. In people’s common knowledge, sport and art usually don’t go together. But 

here in Kentucky, where people would find a way to relate anything to UK basketball, they do 

come together. As Florence told me, “UK basketball influences a lot of arts in Lexington. There 

was a professor who used to be part-time at Transy; he did print making stuff, and he made a 

print of the riots back in 2012 when they won, and it’s got like the couches burning around, and 

everybody partying. There is a girl in street that took off her shirt and he’s got that on there.” On 

Twitter, I have seen the hashtag “#BBN” since the basketball season started. At first I did not 

know what it meant, and later my friends told me it is the shortened version of “Big Blue 

Nation,” and it is used often by followers of the Kentucky Wildcats. Some followers take the 

hashtag even further to say “BBN for life.” The using of a popular hashtag on Twitter to support 

UK basketball really shows how big the UK fan base is. Also, as an outsider, I did not know 

what the hashtag meant at first. But when people from Kentucky explained it to me and told me 

that it is common knowledge in Kentucky, I felt I had some more connection with the state 

because now I know some “insider language” of this culture. And whenever I knew a little more 

of this language, from “bleed blue” to “the shot” to “March Madness,” I could see myself 

walking deeper into the jungle of the culture of Lexington. Here in Lexington, people used a 

different language on social media, in daily life, and even in artworks. Here if one is asked to 

describe the color of the Lexington culture, the answer would be nothing but blue. Right here in 

this town, the culture is so unique as it breathes with the UK basketball team.  
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In all, Lexington is called “a basketball crazy town” for a reason. It is not that people love 

UK basketball so much, though that is an obvious fact that whoever came in the state would 

notice in a short time. But it has such an influence on the community as a subculture. And after 

my research, I am happy to find that those are mostly positive influences that outweigh the 

negatives. It unites individuals, serves as an identifier for the state, and contributes a lot to the 

local subculture. In America where individualism is a dominant concept, I am fortunate enough 

to live in a place where people have that common interest about a local sports team, and from 

that love form a community with the sense of a big “family.”  
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