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The Oxford Language Dictionary defines “all-American” as “possessing qualities characteristic

of American ideals, such as honesty, industriousness, and health,” but to high school boy Quinn Collins,

the phrase means so much more. All American Boys is a compelling novel from the perspective of two

teenage youths, Rashad and Quinn. After Rashad is brutally assaulted by a police officer, social change is

sparked in their small town, as well as division and clashing perspectives. Both of the leading boys go

through journeys of reconsidering their lives and views, as well as questioning their past ideals.

Throughout the book, the phrase “All-American” is used to demonstrate how Quinn’s perspective on

racial issues changes following the aftermath of Rashad’s assault.

The first way the phrase “All-American” is used to demonstrate Quinn’s perspective on racial

issues is when it shows how he defines the phrase. At this early point in the book, this is the first chapter

introducing Quinn as a character, so readers don’t know a lot about him. Quinn is reflecting on the role he

plays in his little brother’s life in lieu of their father, who died in the military. He feels as if he has high

expectations placed on him by his mother, and needs to be a reliable role model for his brother. Quinn

thinks to himself, “That was my role: the dutiful son, the All-American boy with an All-American

fifteen-foot deadeye jumpshot and an All-American 3.5 GPA.” (27) Here, Quinn seems to be defining the

phrase with attributes that he is expected to have. These things or those thereabouts, probably

uncoincidentally, are also qualities the “ideal American high school boy” is expected to have. He has

these expectations placed upon him to be “All-American,” which usually entails being white, sporty,

attractive, and middle class. This quote offers Quinn’s beginning perspective on what it means to be

“All-American”, or, what it means to be white in America. But, in the future, Quinn realizes there’s not

just one basic way to be “All-American”.

The second way the phrase “All-American” is used to demonstrate how Quinn’s perspective on

racial issues changes following the aftermath of Rashad’s assault is when his ideas shift on the phrase as

he realizes what it truly means to him. Later in the book, Quinn’s views on racial issues have changed

drastically. He’s become more outspoken on activism after Rashad is assaulted by his friend’s brother, and

has just declared that he is going to march in a protest with a boldly worded t-shirt. Quinn finally realizes

how he truly feels about who he wants to be: “Everybody wanted me to be loyal. Ma wanted me to be

loyal. Guzzo wanted me to be loyal. Paul wanted me to be loyal. Your dad was loyal to the end, they’d all

tell me. Loyal to his country, loyal to his family, they meant. But it wasn’t about loyalty. It was about him

standing up for what he believed in. And I wanted to be my dad’s son. Someone who believed a better

world was possible--someone who stood up for it.” (267) Even though this passage doesn't use the phrase



"All American," it does represent Quinn's perspective on characteristics that fit with the traditional view

of what it means to be "All American." It is evident in his wording that Quinn has finally reached a

pinnacle point in his journey to self-assuredness. He’s beginning to grace the top of the mountain on his

quest of being his own person, and is now realizing that he can honor his father and be a respectable

person while still choosing his own path. He’s stepped away from the expectations placed on him by his

family and friends, things that include being on the side of the aggressor in Rashad’s assault for the sake

of “loyalty.” Quinn is ready to make his own choices, support what causes he wants to, and be truly

“All-American” in a way that feels right to him, not his family. Soon, readers will find that this isn’t the

only instance of Quinn standing up for what he believes in.

The final way the phrase “All-American” is used to demonstrate how Quinn’s perspective on

racial issues changes following the aftermath of Rashad’s assault is when he specifically acknowledges

how he viewed the phrase in the past versus now. At this point in the story, Quinn is at the protest for

Rashad. He’s been walking along their route, feeling empowered, when he suddenly lays eyes on Rashad.

He narrated, “It was weird. Thinking that to protest was somehow un-American. That was bulls**t. This

was very American, goddamn All-American.” (294) Throughout the story, Quinn’s mentalities on most

everything racial and familial in his life changed for the better. Now, he’s willingly sacrificed his life of

security and “All-American”-ness to stand up for what he believes in. He realizes that being "All

American" isn't about fitting into a stereotype, but instead standing up for what you believe is right. Quinn

has taken big risks doing this, lost friendship with ones he’d trusted. But now, as he sees the person that

made him alter his mindset so much, he’s faced with a new wave of reassurance and confidence.

Compared to much earlier in the book, Quinn’s views on the word “All-American” have done a full 180.

He’s created a definition of the phrase that he really believes in, with news waves of passion and

radicalness behind it.

Without the use of the phrase “All-American” to demonstrate Quinn’s changing perspective on

racial issues, it might not be as clear to readers how Rashad’s assault affected him. The book begins by

first showing how he defines the phrase originally, and next demonstrates how his ideas shift on it.

Finally, it specifically displays Quinn’s views on his use of “All-American” in the past versus as he sees it

now. Ultimately, Quinn’s journey to acceptance and standing up for what he believes in is not

uncommonly reflected in our lives today. What would the world be like if everyone stuck with the ideals

they were taught at birth?


