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The purposes of this qualitative study were to examine how Division |
Jfootball and basketball players were able to obtain a balanced, comprehensive college
education, and 1o explore specific factors that enhanced the overall quality and
symmetry of their experience. Results of this study highlight the inability of role
theory to explain and manage issues related to student-athlete education, and suggest
that critical theory may best explain how 1o secure a balanced, comprehensive
education. Implications for personnel who provide personal support to student-
athletes are discussed.

Over the past 15 years there has been increased interest in reforming college
sport (Blum, 1992, 1994b, 1994c; Lederman, 1991a; Telander, 1989; Underwood,
1980). Reform efforts have focused on a variety of issues, but few have been more
comprehensive or controversial than those directed at maximizing the quality and
balance of the student-athlete experience. Some of the mandates directed specifically
at this issue include the (1) eradication of athletic dormitories, (2) institution of a
central academic eligibility clearinghouse, (3) certification of athletic departments,
(4) passage of various propositions raising the academic standards necessary to
maintain athletic eligibility (e.g., Proposition 16, Proposition 42, Proposition 48)
(Blum, 1994a; Lederman, 1991b) and (5) publication of institutional graduation rate
data. Such reform is not surprising, as both anecdotal and empirical evidence (Adler
& Adler, 1991; Blum, 1993; Witham, 1995) suggest that student-athletes may not be
afforded the benefits of a balanced and comprehensive college education.

While the academic achievement levels of certain athletes may equal, if not surpass,
those of their non-athlete cohorts (cf. Benson, 1996), the grade point averages (GPA)
and graduation rates of male student-athletes participating in revenue-producing
programs at Division [ institutions suggest that this group may have a more difficult
time than others in taking advantage of all that a college education has to offer. For
example, a 1988 study (Lederman, 1988) comparing the GPAs of student-athletes
with non-athletes who were involved in time consuming extra-curricular activities,
reported that the student-athletes had lower GPAs than the non-athletes, with football
and basketball players recording the lowest GPAs of all athletes. In fact, the average
grade for football and basketball players was one-quarter of a grade lower than students
participating in extra-curricular activities. Examining a different measure of academic
achievement, graduation rate, a 1996 study of Division | institutions indicated that
the graduation rates of male basketball and football players who entered college in
1989 and matriculated within 6 years were 44% and 54 % respectively, compared to
55% for male non-athletes (Benson, 1996).
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The concerns of those individuals or groups leading reform efforts are further
reinforced by research on career development, which demonstrates an apparent
willingness on the part of certain student-athletes to sacrifice career exploration in
order to concentrate on sport. A study (Kennedy & Dimick, 1987) comparing the
career maturity of male basketball and football players with non-athletes reported
that college athletes exhibited lower levels of career maturity than non-athletes. In
fact, the career maturity score of the athletes was no higher than that of the average
ninth grader. Similarly, 65% of the Division | athletes involved in a more recent study
(Murphy, Petitpas, and Brewer, 1996) recorded delayed or impaired career maturity
scores, with males and those involved in revenue-producing sports recording the
lowest scores of all athletes.

As the mandates listed in the opening paragraph suggest, concern about a balanced,
comprehensive education for student-athletes extends beyond academic achievement
and occupational exploration to include social-environmental issues as well. Findings
support such a focus, suggesting that physical, demographic, and geographic alienation
from the larger campus community may certainly influence the student-athlete
experience. Research has shown that many student-athletes are required to dine at
athletic department supervised “training tables,” live with other athletes, and until
recently, live in athlete-only dormitories (Adler & Adler, 1991; Petitpas, Finley, &
Vottero, 1989; Witham, 1995). Inquiry into the friendship patterns of college athletes
reinforces such claims, indicating that given a choice, male athletes tend to live and
fraternize with teammates and/or athletes from other teams (Adler & Adler, 1991;
Meyer. 1991). These findings suggest that athletes on many campuses are not afforded
the autonomy that most college students expect, and as a result spend much of their
time estranged from non-athletic peers and a variety of university activities. Social-
environmental isolation such as this has a definite influence on the scope and quality
of the educational experience (Ferrante & Etzel, 1996; Parham, 1993).

While reformers have proposed and passed legislation aimed at addressing the
aforementioned issues, educators and researchers have devoted their time to exploring
and explaining how student-athletes meet the demands and challenges they encounter
in their complex daily lives. A theoretical approach used to understand and
conceptualize this issue has been role theory, which is based on the premise that
individual behavior results from the practice or execution of various role expectations
(Adler & Adler, 1991; Good, Brewer, Petitpas, Van Raalte, & Mahar, 1993; Marks,
1977). The behaviors associated with particular roles or positions are determined
and assigned by society to ensure a smooth functioning social order, with the
expectation that these behaviors or actions will be performed by all individuals who
occupy the role, with little if any individual variation (Connell, 1983; Giddens, 1979;
Wentworth, 1980). Since individuals may occupy several roles simultaneously, there
is the possibility that the demands of one role may be incompatible with the expectations
or requirements of another role, thereby creating role conflict (Chartrand & Lent,

1987 Connell, 1983).

Both empirical and anecdotal evidence support the suggestion that individuals trying
to combine the student and athlete roles may frequently experience situations in which
the requirements of them in the “student” role are incompatible with the expectations of
them in the “athlete” role (Adler & Adler, 1991; Baillie, 1993; Chartrand
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& Lent, 1987; DeFrancesco & Gropper, 1996; Gabbard & Halischak, 1993). From
the perspective of role theory, then, the incompatible expectations associated with
two or more demanding roles may contribute to a student-athlete’s inability to obtain
a comprehensive college education.

Based on this dichotomized and dualistic conceptual understanding of the student-
athlete existence as a problem between two conflicting roles, researchers and
practitioners have identified one general strategy for managing such situations which
is often adopted by student-athletes and encouraged by others both inside and outside
of the athletic department. That is, that the demands of incompatible role expectations
can be diminished by reducing or eliminating the importance of one of the competing
roles. By reducing, eliminating, or foreclosing on the importance of their obligations
in one role, individuals selectively optimize their overall functioning in another role
(Chartrand & Lent, 1987; Danish, Petitpas, & Hale, 1992; Marcia, 1966). The
problems inherent in this method of conceptualizing and managing the “‘incompatible”
role expectations often encountered by student-athletes, along with the fact that many
student-athletes are able to take advantage of all a college education has to offer
without minimizing or neglecting any of their obligations, suggest that alternative
approaches may be warranted in studying and facilitating the education of college
athletes.

In identifying alternative approaches, it is important to operationalize the specific
aspects of role theory which make it an unsuitable choice for explaining and managing
issues related to student-athlete education. First, role theory espouses a homogeneous
human existence, maintaining similar expectations for each individual who occupies
a particular role or position (Connell, 1983; Giddens, 1979; Wentworth, 1980). Role
theorists assume that all roles are orderly and stable, and that individuals and their
past experiences have little influence on the practice of their roles. In ignoring the
dynamic and historical nature of behavior, role theorists suggest that there are finite,
standard ways in which to experience the student-athlete role and deal with the conflict
of competing role expectations. Second, role theory represents a myopic depiction
of individual behavior. In suggesting that individual actions are motivated by
psychological constructs such as the need to conform to societal expectations, the
theory ignores the importance of social conditions that influence cognition and
behaviors (Connell, 1983; Stacey & Thorne, 1985; Wentworth, 1980). Neglecting to
consider structural and situational influences on the performance of various role
expectations results in the reinforcement of a simplistic, singular approach to the
attainment of a comprehensive, balanced college education.

Finally, role theory fails to address issues of resistance or opposition to specific
role expectations (Connell, 1983; Giddens, 1979; Wentworth, 1980). Rather, it
assumes that in order to keep society functioning in a smooth manner, individuals
should be willing to conform their behavior to predetermined role expectations. By
failing to acknowledge matters of individual resistance and opposition, role theory
ignores important hegemonic forces inherent in the college environment.

The historical, stable, myopic nature of role theory illustrates its limited ability to
explain and manage issues related to student-athlete education. The dynamic nature
of the college experience along with the interaction of individual and environmental
factors in shaping this experience, suggest the utilization of a critical perspective to
explain how many student-athletes are able to obtain a balanced and comprehensive
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some of the former student-athletes were affected by the climate surrounding
University athletics (e.g., refusal to discuss their experiences, assertions that the
research was for a story in a newspaper or magazine, etc.), they clearly had less to
lose than current athletes by participating in a study examining the experiences of
college athletes. While some researchers (Gould, Udry, Tuffey, & Loehr, 1996; Rhodes,
Hill, Thompson, & Elliot, 1994) have questioned the utilization of retrospective data
collection techniques, others (Bloom, 1985; Scanlan, Ravizza, & Stein, 1989) report
that the viability of retrospective interviews focusing on salient experiences and issues
inan individual’s life has been demonstrated, and is an acceptable method of eliciting
this type of information.

The participants in the study consisted of 26 former male letter-winning football
(n=20) and basketball (n=6) players. Nineteen percent of the participants were African-
American and 81% were Anglo-American. Approximately 30% of the men in the
sample had played their respective sports at the professional level.

The participants graduated with academic majors from numerous University
departments and were working in various careers at the time of the interview (see
Table 1). The popularity of the Communications major was due in large part to the
fact that students enrolled in the Communications degree program were required to
complete only 28 credits in major courses, allowing them to fill the remainder of their
schedule with electives. Contrary to the suggestions made by other researchers (Adler
& Adler, 1991; Brede & Camp, 1987), the men in this study did not major in
communications so they could fill their schedules with “easy” electives. Rather, several
of the men had hoped to pursue careers in business upon graduation, but could not
meet the requirements for admission into the College of Business. The liberal credit
guidelines in the Communications Department, however, enabled them to enroll in
the more interesting, demanding, and applicable business courses.

[nstruments

A semi-structured interview format was employed to understand how the
participants were able to secure a balanced, comprehensive college education and
explore factors that facilitated their success. By giving each participant a “voice,” the
researcher was able to understand their experiences and perceptions, their thought
and decision-making processes, the culture or climate in which they were operating,
and acquire a comprehensive picture of what they were experiencing during their
college tenure.

The development of the interview format was consistent with previous qualitative
research both inside and outside of the sport domain (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton,
1990; Scanlan et al., 1989). Research (Adler & Adler, 1991; Baillie & Danish, 1992;
Greendorfer & Blinde, 1985; Meyer, 1990) depicting the college experience as a
dynamic, evolving process, dictated the organization of each interview around a
discussion of experiences and perceptions in the following time frames: (1) pre-
University, (2) freshman year, (3) remaining years, and (4) retirement/transition. In
an effort to elicit participants’ experiences and perceptions related to the demands
placed on student-athletes, factors important in the education of student-athletes,
strategies utilized to facilitate their education, as well as issues related to their transition
and retirement from organized sport, evidence from empirical studies and anecdotal
inquiries in these areas were used to frame questions in the interview script.
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The results of this study suggest that a critical perspective, which takes into
account more than the needs of the social system, provides extensive insight into
how student-athletes involved in Division I revenue-producing programs are able to
obtain a balanced, comprehensive education. Although University athletic department
personnel tried to make their ideas dominant by keeping the athletes eligible for
competition and reinforcing their dreams of professional sport careers, the participants
were not blind to these “tactics.” Rather, they were aware of the focus on eligibility
as well as the contradictions that existed in coaches’ assessments of professional
sport opportunities and their loyalty to the athletic program. This awareness was
translated into action, which resulted in the men defying the athletic department’s
dependency training and mainstreaming themselves into the general college
environment. Those individuals who were less active or explicit in their resistance
were not necessarily less dedicated to securing a well-rounded education; rather,
structural constraints and/or situational complexities may have prevented them from
speaking or acting at that time. Such factors may have prevented overt resistance,
but did not prevent the participants from examining situations objectively and thinking
about them critically.

Note that the preceding results and explanations are decidedly different from
those that would be offered from a role conflict perspective. Specifically, role theorists
may claim that the men in the study were able to secure a balanced education because
they did not experience role conflict; that is, the demands of them in the athlete role
were not incompatible with the demands of them in the student role, the friend role,
or any other roles they “occupied.” As data from this study suggest, taking advantage
of all that the college experience has to offer was not easy for the participants, but
they learned to manage the demands in much the same way that students with heavy
Jjob-loads and family responsibilities do. Proponents of a role conflict perspective
may also claim that in order to secure a comprehensive education the participants in
the current study “must™ have foreclosed on or selectively optimized one or more of
their roles (thereby engaging in socially desirable dialogues during the interviews).
Both study criteria and data serve to refute this suggestion, as each of the participants
achieved the grades necessary to graduate from the University and earned a varsity
letter in his respective sport. These points, along with the fact that 30% of the men
played their respective sports at the professional level, contradict the assumption
that one role must be compromised to ensure success in the other.

While the preceding examples illustrate how role conflict theorists may have
interpreted and explained the results of the current study, it is very possible that an
examination into the development of a well-rounded quality education for student-
athletes would not be undertaken by such individuals in the first place. Role conflict
theory deals primarily with issues of conflict and incompatibility, therefore role theorists
would likely ignore situations like those in the current study where athletes are
successful and few conflicts exist. As suggested in the introduction of this paper,
models of success must be examined in order to gain insight into the development of
a balanced, symmetrical education for college athletes. Then, and only then, will
advisors, counselors, and other support personnel be adequately prepared to provide
student-athletes with specific strategies and techniques for securing a comprehensive
education.
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Sample Interview Questions

TABLE 2

Time Frame

Sample Question(s)

Pre-college expectations
& experiences

Freshman year

Remaining years

Retirement and/or transition from
organized sport

What did you think it would be like
to be a University student-athlete?

Describe the process you went
through to complete your academic
schedule and course of study. Tell me
about your relationship with coaches
and other athletic department
personnel.

Describe for me what it was like to
be a student-athlete during this time.
Assess your attentiveness to
educational and career plans.

Tell me about your transition from
college to “the real world.”
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