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g ABSTRACT

THE UNIVERSITY EXPERIENCE:
PERCEPTIONS OF FEMALE STUDENT-ATHLETES

By

Barbara Bedker Meyer

Semi-strucutred interviews were used to examine the attitudes and
subjective feelings of female collegiate athletes concerning their roles
as student-athletes. The women began college with an idealistic view of
education, and were strengthened in their view over time. The athletic
subculture the women were a part of, as well as théir classroom and
academic experiences, may have influenced or reinforced to some degree
their educational optimism. The results of the current study were then
compared to those of Adler and Adler (1985) who sampled male athletes and
to those of a control group of nonathletes. The experiences in question
were discussed at length in the thesis and possible explanations for the

gender related similarities/ differences explored.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction and Review of Literature

Prejudice and discrimination against females in sport are not recent
phenomena; sexist attitudes and practices have shaped the participation
rates of women in sport throughout history (Boutilier & SanGiovanni,
1983). The women of Greece were forbidden to participate in or watch the
events of the early Olympics. Physical prowess was not considered
feminine among the ancient Greeks, and often led to questions about a
woman's sexuality. During the Victorian era, sport participation was
influenced by social class. It was assumed that middle class women were
too weak and passive to participate in rigorous physical activity. Women
in the upper class engaged in occasional games of tennis, bowling, golf
or other socially acceptable and "ladylike" activities; at the same time
women in the lower class spent too much time and energy working to engage
in leisure activities.

Women attending American colleges in the late 1800s participated
fully in recreation and in physical activity programs. According to
Sojka (1985), women at schools such as Vassar, Radcliffe, and Smith swam,
played tennis and golf, rode horses, and supplemented their academic
endeavors with physical exercise. Women's collegiate sports, unlike
men's athletics, were governed by women physical educators with little
interference from alumni and administrators and with participation more
important than outcome. "A game for every girl and every girl in a game"
was the motto of the Women's Division of the National Amateur Athletic
'Federation in 1923 (Sojka, 1985). Not only were the rates of
participation for college women increasing, but for older women as well.
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During the 1930s through the 1960s, opportunities in
school-sponsored sports at coeducational institutions were extremely
limited for those females who wished to participate (Boutilier &
SanGiovanni, 1983; Snyder & Spreitzer, 1983). Where skilled male
athletes had a wide range of opportunities to participate at both the
secondary and collegiate levels, the females had few. Women's teams were
often denied access to practice facilities because the practice sessions
for males were considered more important. Women's sports were usually
funded with what monies (if any) were left over from the men's programs
and women did not receive scholarships. Female athletes were often
required to provide their own uniforms and equipment, as well as pay
their own travel expenses to athletic events (Snyder & Spre{tzer, 1983).
Snyder and Spreitzer (1983) seemed to summarize this situation best:

The primary problem and source of conflict in most

schools is money, but the whole approach to female

sports reflected remnants of the Victorian ideal of

women (p. 171).
That being the case it was little wonder so few women were involved in
sport during that period.

During the 1970s there were dramatic increases in the number of girls

and women participating in organized sport programs (Coakley, 1986).
There was a 600% increase in female participation from 1970 to 1984 at the
high school level. College level participation increased by more than
900% in varsity intercollegiate sport programs, while club sport
participation escalated by approximately 100%. Community and club

programs for women evolved nation-wide as did youth sport programs for

girls.



The primary factor behind the growth in women's athletic participation was
the increase in opportunities mandated by Title IX of the Education
Amendments Act of 1972 which prohibited discrimination on the basis of sex
at any educational institution receiving federal financial assistance.

Consequently, sport programs sponsored by educational institutions
receiving federal funds were required to show proof of equal opportunities
for men and women. Afraid of penalties for noncompliance, many colleges
and universities began to increase their women's athletic programs soon
after the passage of Title IX in 1972 (Hogan, 1979; Nixon, 1984). The
University of California at Berkeley, for example, budgeted $5,000 for
women's athletics in 1972, $50,000 in 1973, and $448,000 in 1978.
Similarly, only 2% of the money budgeted by colleges and universities for
athletics in 1974 was for women, while 4 to 8% of athletic budgets were
used for women in 1977. While Title IX required equal opportunity, it did
not require an institution to provide such things as identical rooms and
coaching staffs. In contrast, Title IX was very specific about
scholarships; an educational institution had to offer the same proportion
of scholarships to men and women. Women began taking advantage of these
new opportunities, as demonstrated by the increase in female sport
participation. ‘

Title IX therefore may have facilitated the upward mobility of female
athletes by allowing them to receive college educations funded through
athletics via the athletic scholarship. The implementation of Title IX

has increased the percentage of the athletic budget allocated to women.

These budget expansions have helped to increase both the amount and number



of athletic scholarships awarded to females. According to Nixon (1984),
in 1974 approximately 60 colleges gave athletic scholarships to women
while in 1977 460 colleges awarded athletic scholarships to women. Today
almost all Division I institutions award athletic scholarships to women.
Athletic scholarships allowed talented young women who might otherwise not
be able to afford college to get an education while participating in an
activity that they enjoy. Not all changes in women's sport programs were
positive however.

In spite of the gains in participation and in societal

interest in women's sports, Title IX has had

far-reaching negative effects on the design, autonomy

and governance structure of women's intercollegiate

athletics (Carpenter & Acosta, 1985, p. 318).

Athletes and Academic Achievement
Although athletic scholarships allowed women to attend college it is

not known whether these scholarships enhanced their ability to achieve
academically. The relationship between intercollegiate athletic
participation and academic achievement--typically defined in terms of
graduation rate and/or grade point average--has been the focus of a
substantial amount of research in the past decade. Does participation in
athletics help or hinder a student? The majority of the researchers in
this area have concentrated on comparing the graduation rates and/or
grade point averages of athletes (usually males) with those of the
general student population. Males have generally been used as subjects
because they were the participants in the "big-time,"” revenue producing

sports which seem to receive more publicity and to take more of the

student-athlete's time than did nonrevenue sports (Snyder & Spreitzer,



1983). Although findings in the area of academic achievement have been
inconsistent and incomplete, research on graduation rates and grade point
averages should be closely examined.

e \'4 es. One method generally used to assess academic
achievement has been the computation of grade point averages (GPA). The
majority of the researchers who have used this method have shown that
athletes tend to have lower GPAs than nonathletes (Edwards, 1984: Purdy,
Eitzen, & Hufnagel, 1982; Raney, Knapp, & Small, 1986). The overall GPA
of athletes at Colorado State University, for example, was 2.56 while the
overall GPA of the general student population was 2.74 (Purdy et al.,
1982). Variations have existed, however, among the GPA of athletes. In
the study at Colorado State University, Purdy et al. (1982) found that
female nonathletes had higher grade point averages than male nonathletes,
male athletes had lower GPAs than nonathletes, and female athletes had
slightly higher GPAs than their nonathletic counterparts.

Racial disparities also seemed to exist. It has been suggested that
minorities tend to enter the university less well prepared academically
compared to whites, and that these achievement discrepancies continue
through college (Kiger & Lorentzen, 1986). Purdy et al. (1982) reported
that black athletes had a 2.11 grade point average compared to 2.61 for
white athletes at Colorado State University.

Researchers have also compared GPA across sport. For example, Raney
et al. (1986) reported that the mean GPA of male students at the
University of Nevada-Las Vegas was 2.41, while the grade point averages

for male basketball, football, and baseball players were 1.96, 2.18, and



2.48 respectively. Also, male football players had the lowest grade
point averages (2.30) while female volleyball players had the highest
grade point averages (2.95). Athletes in individual sports had a higher
mean GPA than those athletes who par&icipated in team sports (Purdy et
al, 1982).

The evidence presented on the relationship between athletic
participation and GPA suggested that athletes may in fact have performed
less well than nonathletes. However, like the research on graduation
rates, this research had weaknesses. It has been difficult to compare
the academic achievements of athletes and nonathletes since the ;thletes
differed by sport, by socioceconomic backgrounds, and by difficulty of
major (Coakley, 1986). Grade point averages also may have been
calculated differently at each university and even various departments
within the school may have used different criteria to award a particular
grade.

Several reasons may have existed for the discrepancies in the grade
point averages among athletes. Racial discrepancies may have been
attributed to differences in academic preparation and socioeconomic
background. Whites may have academically outperformed blacks because the
whites entered college more prepared than their black cohorts. Lower
socioeconomic status and overcrowded, underfunded high schools may have
been common in black communities (Shapiro, 1984). Finally, as compared
to team sport athletes, individual athletes tended to come from more
affluent backgrounds in which a college education was highly valued and

affordable. Female athletes may have had higher GPAs because they may



have been recruited for both their academic and athletic abilities,
unlike males who may have been recruited for athletic talents alone
(Purdy et al., 1982). In addition, females tended to be involved in
nonrevenue sports with a less time-demanding schedule and with less
financial pressure for women's teams to win with respect to generating
gate receipts, alumni donations, and television revenues. Perhaps the
women were aware that their future occupations depended on a college
education rather than on professional athletic careers.

Graduatjion Rates. The other method generally used to assess
academic achievement has been the examination of graduation rates. Adler
and Adler (1985) found that the majority of male athletes entering a
university "feel idealistic about their impending academic éxperience and
optimistic about their likelihood of graduating™ (p. 243). They reported
that 92% of the individuals in their sample entered college with hopes of
getting a degree (Adler & Adler, 1985). Such optimism is delightful, but
we should take a closer look to see what reality holds. Edwards (1984)
asserted that athletes are uninterested in and unprepared for academics,
resulting in, among other things, lower graduation rates than
nonathletes. A study based on 1970-1980 data at Colorado State
University found that the graduation rate of 34.2% for athletes was lower
than the 46.8% rate of graduation for the general student population
(Purdy et al., 1982).

In contrast, several studies have shown positive relationships
between participating in intercollegiate athletics and graduation rates.

A nine-year study at the University of Utah found that 49% of the



athletes graduated compared to 45% of the total student body (Henschen &
Fry,.1984). Similarly, during the 1950s athletes at Michigan State
University graduated at much higher rates than nonathletes, 80% and 45%
respectively (Shapiro, 1984). The results, therefore, appeared to be
contradictory concerning the graduation rates of college athletes.

Research has also indicated variations in the graduation rates of
athletes within the same university. The study conducted at the
University of Utah showed that male and female athletes had similar rates
of graduation, 48.76% and 48.89% respectively (Henschen & Fry, 1984).
Conversely, Purdy et al.(1982) at Colorado State University reported that
the graduation rates for female athletes was 41% while that of their male
counterparts was 38%. No comparative data were available on the
graduation rates of nonathletes at Colorado State University.

Several reasons may account for the discrepancies in the graduation
rates among athletes. Women's athletic programs have characteristically
taken a back seat to men's programs which may decrease pressure from the
media, fans, and boosters. These fewer demands off the court or playing
field may have allowed women more time to concentrate on academics.
Perhaps women realized that few if any sport-related career opportunities
awaited them and that their only career opportunities become realized
through their college diplomas.

When researchers have examined graduation rates across race, they
have consistently found that whites graduated at higher rates than blacks
(Purdy et al., 1982; Shapiro, 1984). One reason for these lower rates

among blacks may be that they may have received different high school



educations and thus arrived at college less prepared than their white
counterparts (Shapiro, 1984). Possibly also, black athletes were
recruited primarily for their athletic ability and once on campus they
were shunted into non-degree courses for the sole purpose of keeping them
eligible. It must be pointed out that most of the research accomplished
in the area of race and graduation rates has been done using only black
males. The extent to which race affects the graduation rates of black
women has not been explored.

An important variable that must be examined when evaluating
graduation rates is the sport in which the athlete participates.
Henschen and Fry (1984) found that among males, football players had the
highest graduation rate with basketball players having the lowest rate.
Among females, basketball players had the highest rates and gymnasts the
lowest (Henschen & Fry, 1984). In contrast, Purdy et al. (1982) reported
football players as having the lowest graduation rate when compared to
other sports participants. Purdy et al. (1982) also found that athletes
involved in individual sports, such as tennis and golf, were more likely
to graduate than those who participated in team sports like basketball
and football. Such a finding could be the result of the socioeconomic
status of the participant. Golf and tennis are traditionally thought of
as sports of the affluent; intuitively it would seem that these
participants would have greater access to superior pre-college educations

and would place greater value on a college degree.
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Research on the graduation rates of college athletes and nonathletes
has been saturated with weaknesses. These imperfections may have led to
confusing and ultimately inconclusive findings. Graduation rates have
been computed using a number of different methods, perhaps using as many
methods as there are colleges and universities (Coakley, 1986). For
example, some institutions' graduation rates may have only included
students who earned their degree four years after entering while other
universities may have used a time period anywhere from five to twenty
years. Similarly, some graduation rate calculations may have ignored
drop outs or transfers who later graduated from another university.

Another weakness in this research has been the inconsistency in
graduation requirements across institutions. No two universities have
had exactly the same graduation requirements, nor were their classes of
equal difficulty. Such differences could conceivably have meant the
difference between graduating and not graduating. The time periods and
degree of work required may have varied across majors within a university
and across different universities. Similarly, discrepancies across
institutions may have arisen in the definition of an athlete. 1Is an
athlete anyone who tried out for a team? Someone who played at least one
year? Or did that individual have to compete for four years to be
considered an athlete? Such inconsistencies have allowed the data on
graduation rates to be confounded. In addition, the range of time
commitment and available counseling and tutoring services of athletes
have made comparisons with nonathletes difficult. Researchers have

failed to differentiate among nonathletes on such factors as job
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involvement, full- or part-time status and time spent on extracurricular
activities. Such factors would have influenced graduation rates of
nonathletes.

Not only have there been inconsistencies in the available research
but such research has primarily focused on the graduation rates of male
athletes. Only two of the available studies included women in their
calculation of graduation rates; one study showed that female athletes
graduated at higher rates than their male counterparts while the other
study showed that male and female athletes had similar graduation
rates. Whether this invisibility of women was due to the lack of
cooperation on the part of university officials in releasing the data on
women, the gender of investigators, or the view that the data about
achievements of and by women were less important than those of men is not
the issue at this point. The fact is that women athletes have been
neglected in the research even though they comprise one third of the
college athlétes (Coakley, 1986).

Varia v

The two previous sections above discussed in specific terms why
variations may exist in academic achievement among college athletes yet
did not explore why athletes might graduate at lower rates or have lower
grade point averages than nonathletes. Several researchers (Coakley,
1986; Nixon, 1984; Snyder, 1985; Snyder & Spreitzer, 1983) have cited
role conflict as one reason why athletes may have performed less well
academically than nonathletes. The excessive time, energy, and mental

preparation along with the pressure to win and to attract spectators has
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required a commitment on the part of the athletes that could have
seriously interfered with the commitment necessary to be a good student
(Coakley, 1986). According to Nixon (1984), the physical and psychic
demands of big-time college sport could have forced athletes to take
academic shortcuts, which may explain their graduation rates and grade
point averages. As Leonard (1986) put it

...the demands on student-athletes make it virtually

impossible to be, simultaneously, a serious student

and a serious athlete, and the former role is often

short-changed (p. 37).

Coakley (1986) has pointed out that there are four ways to deal with
role conflict: 1) merging two or more different roles into one,
consistent single role; 2) compartmentalizing relationships and
activities so that conflicting expectations do not have to be met
simultaneously; 3) modifying the expectations associated with either or
both of these roles; or 4) neglecting or de-emphasizing one of the
roles. According to Purdy et al. (1982) the latter seems to be the one
chosen by most student-athletes.

There are many reasons why athletes in these studies would have
given priority to sport and de-emphasized their student roles when they
faced conflict. Intuitively it would seem that although all college
students encountered role conflict at one point or another, that
experienced by nonathletes was not as constant and consuming as the role

conflict of the student-athlete. "Student-athletes are not likely to

experience success [in academics] if their educational identity is based
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primarily on an inflated role as athlete" (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1983, p.
137). Athletes may have graduated at lower rates and had lower grade
point averages because they were exploited by the university in ways that
the nonathlete was not.

As suggested by Coakley (1986) student-athletes may deal with role
conflict by choosing to neglect or de-emphasize one of their roles,
usually academics. This choice may be forced upon athletes and
interpreted as exploitation by some sociologists (Coakley, 1986). Has
the student-athlete really been a "victim" in big-time college sports?
Discrepancies have existed between the actual and perceived exploitation
of college athletes (Coakley, 1986; Leonard, 1986). College athletes on
full scholarships receive tuition, room, board, and fees for their
service. While many people may feel that this award is sufficient, few
realize that most college athletes train and condition for their sport
year-round. On some teams these student-athletes worked almost as hard
and as long as professional athletes but received only a small fraction
of the rewards received by professionals (Coakley, 1986). It has been
estimated that the average hourly wage of basketball and football players
at a certain Division I school to be $3.75 and $4.70 respectively
(Leonard, 1986). Similarly, few people realize that these athletes help
to genefate enormous revenues for their schools and college communities,
as well as performing public relations functions for their schools; all
of this is done without receiving additional compensation (Coakley, 1986;
Leonard, 1986). Along with performing these duties, the student-athlete

is expected to perform in the classroom as well. Or are they?



14

According to many, these athletes are expected to "eat, sleep, and

drink" their particular sports. As stated by Leonard (1986):

When this all-encompassing mental centering is

compounded by the typical physical fatigue factor,

studying becomes tedious and burdensome, if not

virtually impossible, in fact, so problematic that

some would prefer not attending class at all. Hence,

all one's time, energy, and effort could be

concentrated on sport (p. 38).
A coach's promise of an education could quickly be replaced by mere
attempts to keep the athlete eligible to enable the coach to continue to
win and thus keep his/her job (Nixon, 1984). Providing answers to exams
and assigning athletes to irrelevant classes are only a few ways in which
student-athletes could have been cheated out of an education. Still, how
did the athletes themselves perceive the situation; did tﬁey feel
pampered or exploited? Coakley (1986) and Leonard (1986) reported that
few athletes perceived themselves as victims of exploitation. Most felt
it was a privilege to be a college athlete regardless of the rewards or
sacrifices involved. For many athletes in pursuit of professional
athletic careers, the only choice was to participate in big-time college
programs (Sack, 1977). Other athletes have been taught to value their
athletic accomplishments above all else and thus may have been blind to
the exploitation (Sack, 1977). Leonard (1986) reported that on the
whole, his sample of male basketball players did not feel "categorically
and universally abused and exploited" (p. 45), with a greater number of
blacks feeling exploited than whites. Eighty-six percent of the blacks

in his study felt that athletes in their sport made greater sacrifices

than nonathletes to get their education. Nearly 54% agreed that their
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education was by no means "free." Overall, research in this area seemed
to indicate that college athletes were exploited and taken advantage of
by their coaches, the university, and the surrounding communities. But
the athletes themselves did not feel used; it is possible that many saw
exploitation as a necessary evil, where the end justified the means.

The previous section explored why college athletes might have had
lower graduation rates and grade point averages than nonathletes. The
following segment will examine some of the overall weaknesses in the
study of academic achievement among college athletes. One weakness is
that these studies tend to "clump" all athletes together; many
researchers ignored individual variation. Nixon (1984), for example,
developed a "jock model" that categorizes college athletes into one of
four groups: 1) academic incompetents; 2) anti-intellectuals; 3) scholar
athletes; and 4) athletes as ordinary students. More commonly,
researchers have grouped athletes by sport and/or race. While such
categorization may have made data less complicated for the researcher, it
is not fair to assume that all athletes (or nonathletes) were exactly the
same in each and every respect. The same may have been true for blacks,
volleyball players, and so on. Ignoring individual difference may have
increased a researchers chances of receiving confounded results.

Another omission has been that the research did not tell us much
about athletes' coping behaviors or how they make choices. Coakley
(1986) suggested a typology of coping mechanisms for student-athletes
dealing with role conflict, but the subject has been largely avoided by

other researchers. There is a need to know how athletes cope with their
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daily problems and if they do so differently than nonathletes.
Similarly, how do athletes deal with choices they encounter as
student-athletes? Thus, research that examines the perceptions and/or
experiences of student athletes is needed.

Qverview of Adler and Adler (1985)

Peter Adler and Patricia Adler (1985), took a different approach
from the researchers cited previously, eliminating many of the general
and specific weaknesses discussed thus far. Their purpose was to
examine the relationship between athletic participation and academic
performance among athletes in Division I college sports. The data
collected were qualitative in nature and suggested a negative
relationship between athletic participation and academic performance.
Since the content of that study was similar to the proposed study, a more
detailed discussion of this research follows.

The study was conducted at a private university with an enrollment
of approximately 6000 students. The institution had "fairly rigorous
academic standards" and a successful athletic department. The majority
of the students attending this university were white and came from
suburban, middle-class backgrounds. Conversely, 70% of the basketball
players recruited by the university were black. One of the researchers
acquired the position of "team sociologist"™ which allowed him to conduct
a participant-observation study of a major college basketball program

over a period of four years. The job consisted of informal counseling of
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the players on various matters; this role also helped the researcher to
develop a positive rapport with the players, making it easier to collect
the necessary data.

The researchers used interviews to explore the academic experiences
of athletes. They focused on academic attitudes, goals, and experiences,
along with their involvement in athletic, social, and classroom spheres,
and the impact of such involvement on academic attitudes and performance,
and adjustments that were made by these athletes during the course of
their college experience.

The findings of Adler and Adler (1985) are discussed in detail in
the following section.

Academic Expectations. The majority of the athletes in the study
entered college feeling very optimistic about both their approaching
educational experience and their chances of graduating. This attitude
appeared to be reinforced not only by the athletes' parents and
significant others but by the college coach as well. The athletes also
had the idea that simply by attending class they would earn their
degrees. Few of the athletes ever anticipated the amount or type of
academic work necessary. Many were relying on the belief that as college
athletes they would be pampered and taken care of with regard to
academics. According to Adler and Adler (1985):

For most, this period of early idealism lasted until
the end of their freshman year. After this time,
their naive, early idealism gradually became replaced

by disappointment and growing cynicism as they
realized how difficult it was to keep up... (p. 244).
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Athletic Experiences. The size of the college athletic sphere was
probably the biggest shock to these athletes. Many discovered what it
was like to "eat, sleep, and drink" basketball. The media, boosters,
practice, games, and travelling dominated their lives, leaving the
athletes little time to devote to academics. When time was available,
most were too tired to utilize it properly or wanted to catch-up on
missed socializing. Not only were these athletes uninvolved in the daily
labor of academics, they were not allowed to select classes, make up
their own degree plans or interact directly with professors, academic
counselors, or academic administrators. It is no wonder then that these
athletes developed a false sense of security, only to realize too late
that they (the athletes) were responsible for earning that degree. As

stated in the study:

Given the paucity of contact with the faculty, the
lack of reinforcement within the academic realm, and
the omnipresence of the coaches, media, fans, and
boosters, who provided both positive and negative
feedback on daily athletic performance, it became
easier for athletes to turn away from academics and
concentrate their efforts on sport (p. 45).

Social Experiences. The academic performance of this sample was
also affected by their social experience. These athletes were isolated
geographically (housed with other athletes), culturally, economically,
and physically (by size, build, and race) from the nonathletic student
population. With little outside opinion or influence these athletes
developed among themselves a set of norms and values which they used to

guide their behavior. One such predominant custom involved discouraging
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peers to excel in academics and helping each other to rationalize poor
academic performance.

The athletes' peer subculture subverted academic

orientations by discouraging them from exerting effort

in academics. In fact, individuals who displayed too

much interest, effort, or success in academics were

often ridiculed...(p. 246).
This being the case, it is easy to see why these young men sought
approval from other athletes--they were their only friends.

Classroom Experjences. The classroom experience that the athletes
encountered also affected their academic effort and performance. The
athletes were in many cases treated differently from the general student
population. Several professors (although fewer than the athletes
themselves had expected) were sympathetic toward the athletes, allowing
them more time to complete assignments or providing private tutoring.
Other professors treated the student-athletes more harshly because they
believed athletes had been pampered and sheltered. Regardless of the
positive or negative experiences with the faculty, such episodes only
served to reinforce the notion that the athletes were different from the
other students.

Athletes also lost interest in academics because of the content of
their classes. Often the athlete was assigned a major (by an assistant
coach or athletic academic counselor) in which he had no interest, simply
because it would not be a demand on his time. In the rare instance when
the athlete was permitted to pursue a degree in a difficult area, he was

often forced to abandon the effort because of an inability to keep up

with the workload (due to too much time devoted to his sport) or lack of
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adequate background (i.e. prerequisites). As we can see from the above
examples, these athletes' experiences were different from what they had
expected. For men who were used to success, it is easy to see why they
thought it "better not to try than to try and not succeed" (Adler &
Adler, 1985, p. 247).

Academic Adjustments. The athletes in this sample changed their
perspectives and priorities many times during the course of their college
careers. About 25% of the student-athletes who began in pre-professional
areas finished there as well. These athletes did not perform as well
academically as they would have liked but nonetheless were happy to have
done well enough to get by. The remaining 75% of the student-athletes
with pre-professional majors lowered their career aspirations and took on
more manageable areas of study. Athletes who began college with lower
expectations (i.e. majoring in physical education or recreation) went
through similar adjustments. Twenty percent graduated in this area and
like the pre-professional majors, received lower grades than they had
planned. The remaining 80% realized that their chances of graduating
were slim and thus shifted their focus to remaining eligible. The
members of this group were the ones who dropped out of school following
their senior season of sport participation.

Overall then, Adler and Adler (1985) found that:

As a result of their experiences at the university,
athletes grew increasingly cynical about and
uninterested in academics. They accepted their

marginal status and lowered their academic interest
effort and goals (p. 248).
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They--the researchers--attributed their findings to the athletic
subculture in which the athletes primarily functioned.

Several limitations existed in the study by Adler and Adler (1985).
First, this study, like the majority in this area, included only males in
the sample. Since research has shown that men and women differ with
regard to academic achievement the results cannot be generalized to women
athletes (Purdy et al., 1982). A second limitation is that Adler and
Adler only focused on basketball players. Many of these basketball
players may have attended college merely as a stepping-stone to a
professional career. Such is not the case in many other sports. Also,
evidence exists to support the notion that academic achievement varies
across sport. Thus, the experiences of these basketball players may not
have been representative of those athletes in other sports.

Another limiting factor is that the study was conducted prior to the
adoption of Proposition 48. Proposition 48 (Bylaw 5-1-[j]) is a 1986
NCAA rule which states that in order for incoming freshman college
athletes to be eligible for varsity competition, they must have scored at
least 700 on the SAT or 15 on the ACT, and must have accumulated a
minimum 2.0 grade point average in a specific number of college
preparatory courses (Underwood, 1984). This standard may have helped to
exclude from college those athletes with few academic skills.
Post-Proposition 48 athletes therefore may be more concerned about
academics and have less distorted views concerning the breaks afforded
athletes. A final weakness of the study concerned the absence of a

control group in the study. Perhaps athletes and nonathletes entered
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college with similar misconceptions and experience similar academic
adjustments; a control group would have allowed the researchers to
explore actual differences rather than merely infer them.

Rationale for the Study and Statement of the Problem

The most common method used to assess academic achievement is to
examine the graduation rates and GPAs of those in question. While those
figures may be somewhat meaningful at a glance, it takes closer
examination to see what factors may have precipitated such results.
Adler and Adler (1985) used a participant-observation study to trace
athletes' involvement in academics throughout their college careers. It
was through these interviews that the researchers learned how their
sample of male basketball players viewed the educational and athletic
systems and how these athletes made choices to cope with the pressures
they faced every day both on and off the court.

An increasing number of females are joining the ranks of the
student-athlete, and their perceptions of their experiences as well as
their coping behaviors need to be explored. Similarly, basketball
pPlayers may have certain views and behaviors that are unique from those
involved in other sports. As a result, we need to sample athletes
involved in various sports and who are women. By replicating, in a
sense, the work of Adler and Adler (1985) we can better hope to
understand how the student-athlete views and copes with this dual roles
as well as prepared future student-athletes for what to expect. The
purpose of the present study was to examine and attempt to answer the

following general questions:
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1. How did the female student-athletes who attended a large midwest
university feel about and evaluate their expectations and
experiences?

2. How did these student-athletes personally experience academics and
athletics in their daily lives?

3. How did these female student-athletes think race
and gender affected their experiences and/or perceptions?

4, How did the experiences of these female student-athletes compare with
those of female nonathletes in terms of their academic expectations,
attitudes of self and others, classroom experiences, and perceptions
of race and gender?

Definition of Terms
The following operational definitions applied to the present
investigation:

1. student-athlete - An individual enrolled in a minimum of 12 credits
at the university under study who participated at the varsity level
in one of the sports offered.

2. general student or nonathlete - An individual enrolled in a minimum
of 12 credits as a pupil at the university under study, who had never
participated in intercollegiate athletics.

3. National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) -

An organization whose objective is the regulation and
supervision of collegiate athletics throughout the
United States in order that the athletic activites of
the colleges and universities of the United States may
strive to maintain an ethical plane in keeping with
the dignity and high purpose of education (Sage, 1986,
p. 45).
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Propogsition 48 (Bylaw 5-1-[j]) - A 1986 NCAA rule which states that
in order for incoming freshman college athletes to be eligible for
varsity competition, they would have to score at least 700(out of a
possible 1600) on the SAT or 15 (of a possible 36) on the ACT, and
have accumulated a minimum 2.0 grade point average in a specific
number (11) of college preparatory courses (Underwood, 1984, p. 224).
full scholarship athlete - Those college athletes receiving the
maximum in assistance allowed by the NCAA. This consisted of full

room and board, tuition, fees, and books.



CHAPTER II

Methodology

In this study the I interviewed women with full scholarships from
two athletic teams who were on full scholarship to determine how they
perceived and coped with the college experience. A control group of
nonathletes also was interviewed which enabled me to explore similarities
and differences in the experiences of the two groups. Since my focus
was to explore the academic experiences of athletes, the results and
discussion centers on them, not the nonathletes. Responses of the
nonathletes were used to determine the extent to which the experiences of
female athletes may have differed from those of female nonathletes.

Rationale for Interview Method

The research cited to date (with the exception of Adler and Adler)
has been primarily archival in nature, with researchers using such
quantitative records as GPAs and graduation rates. This type of research
has a place in education and has been necessary in initiating reform.
Several problems may arise, however, when the source of data is
restricted to historical records (Borg & Gall, 1983). One can never be
completely certain about the genuineness and accuracy of historical
sources; there is always the possibility that a source has been forged or
that the information has been intentionally falsified (Borg & Gall,
1983). Comparisons of graduation rates and GPAs were also made difficult
in lieu of the fact that each college and university may have their own
method of computing GPAs and graduation rates (Coakley, 1986).

25
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Finally, historical records do not tell us how these student-athletes
coped with the pressures they faced nor why their GPAs and/or graduation
rates were lower/higher than those of nonathletes.

Such information can be obtained, however, through the use of
qualitative methodology. Data of a more qualitative nature, such as
semi-structured interviews, can be used to examine athletes' attitudes
and subjective feelings about their roles as student-athletes. Use of
this method enables the researcher to develop rapport with the subjects
which often leads to greater self-disclosure (Backstrom & Hursch-Cesar,
1981). Other strengths of using qualitative methodology related more
specifically to the current topic include giving each athlete a voice
through which she can explain the meaning of the college experience to
her and how she copes with the pressures involved.

Limitations

Weaknesses exist with any method of data collection and the
interviews in this study were no exception. First, bias existed within
the researcher herself. For example, I could have interpreted similar
answers by subjects differently due to race, gender and other
characteristics of both subjects and researcher. My use of a tape
recorder helped to reduce the bias since the tapes provide an avenue for
constant re-checking of the data. Second, the subjects also may have
provided biased answers. For example, rather than report true feelings,
the respondents may have given responses to please the interviewer or may
have responded with a socially desirable answers. By asking the same

question in several ways, however, I may have decreased the possibility
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of such errors. The researcher should have a "good" understanding of
possible errors as a prerequisite for conducting a meaningful and well
designed study.

Subjects

In an effort to replicate the study by Adler and Adler (1985), I
sampled only athletes from team sports in which all were on scholarship
were sampled. The decision to limit the sample to team sport athletes
was based on the recognition that team and individual sport athletes migh
differ on socioeconomic, recruitment, and psychological variables. These
criteria meant that only basketball and volleyball players were
interviewed.

In the current study, the sample consisted of 10 members of the
women's basketball team (8 current and 2 former members) and 13 members
of the women's volleyball team (11 current and 2 former members) at a
large midwest Division I university. Overall, there were 8 freshmen, 4
sophomores, 3 juniors, 4 seniors, and 4 former athletes. The former
athletes had all been scholarship recipients, had played their respective
sports for four years at this midwest university and were either in their
fifth year or had recently graduated. In addition, all of the women had
been coached by women during their college experience.

Permission to conduct the study was first obtained from the
University Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects (Appendix A).
Permission to interview the athletes was then obtained from the
basketball and volleyball coaches, who were also asked to identify the
names of their respective athletes and their year in school. I met

briefly with the basketball team to explain the purpose of the study and
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ask for their cooperation. A similar meeting with the volleyball team
was not possible as their season had already been completed but this
appeared to have no effect on their willingness to participate.

Potential subjects were then contacted by phone and again I
explained what their participation would entail. 1If they agreed to
participate, an appointment was set up for an interview. Those women who
declined to participate were contacted again after several of their
teammates had been interviewed to see if they had changed their minds;
none had, with lack of free time as the most common reason for their
refusal.

Before each interview began the woman was given a written
explanation of the study (Appendix B) and was then asked to sign a
consent form (Appendix C). Subjects were assured that the results of
their interview would be confidential and that this assurance would be
rigidly adhered to. I was the only one who had access to the
information. The responses of particular subjects were not be made
available to their respective coaches nor were reponses linked to the
subjects' names in the thesis. The only identifiers used were sport and
year in school. These identifiers were not used in situations where
their use might identify a subject. It was my hope that an absolute
assurance of confidentiality would increase the women's willingness to
cooperate in the research as well as their ability to answer all
questions honestly and protect their anynomity.

In an effort to understand the experiences of the athletes I
interviewed a control group of female nonathletes. These nonathletes

were selected in a purposive manner to ensure that their characteristics,
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that is their academic major and year in school, were as similar as
possible to those of the athletes. The nonathlete sample therefore was
proportionately similar to the athletes with respect to academic major
and year in school. They were randomly selected from the student
telephone book from names that matched the characteristics of an
athlete. A two digit number (10) was selected from a table of random
numbers; I examined every tenth entry in the directory for
characteristics that matched those of a student-athlete. Each nonathlete
was contacted by phone and was asked to participate in the study. If the
student declined to participate in the study I counted down ten more
names. I obtained a sample of ten nonathletes. I assumed that this
method of selection would control for extraneous variables and ensure
relevant comparisons. The same procedures for consent and
confidentiality that were used with the athletes were used with the
nonathletes.
Procedure for Data Collection

After obtaining a subject's consent to participate, I set up an
appointment to conduct the interview. At the interview, I attempted to
develop a positive rapport with each subject by explaining the purpose of
the interview, why the woman was chosen as a subject, and by giving
further assurance about confidentiality (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). I also
tried to identify with each subject by relating my own undergraduate
athletic experiences. Each subject was asked if she objected to having
her interview tape recorded (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). None did. The tape

recorder was set outside her line of vision. It was expected that each
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interview would take approximately two hours; each subject was notified
of this fact before an appointment was made. On the average, interviews
with athletes took 90 minutes and with nonathletes 30 minutes.

I attempted to conduct each interview session in the same, but
flexible, manner (i.e. discussing the areas under study in the same
order). Inconsistencies inevitably arose as some subjects offered
answers more freely than others. Similarly, some got off-track and
answered questions from a later area. The variation in interview format
should not have affected the results however since it was the
information, not the order in which it was obtained, that was most
important. Although not necessary, 1 was prepared to conduct follow-up
interviews with the same subjects if necessary to collect additional
data.

Design and Instrumentation

The questions asked during each interview focused on five areas
(three of which were based on those used by Adler and Adler) in an
attempt to permit the interviewer to understand the college experience of
each subject. I was able to incorporate all of Adler and Adler's
questions into three areas (academic expectations, classroom and academic
experiences, and athletic experiences), which allowed me the time to
examine additional topics. <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>