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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Influences of Intercollegiate Athletic Participation
on the Psychosocial Development of College Students
by
Frank Joseph Ryan
Doctor of Philosophy in Education
University of California, Los Angeles, 1990
Professor Alexander W. Astin, Chair

This longitudinal study examined the effects of various forms of athletic
participation on a variety of cognitive and affective outcomes. Samples included
780 student-athletes and 757 non-athletes \;vho were assessed as entering
freshmen at a variety of institutions in 1984 and followed up four years later in
1988. An input-environment-output (I-E-O) model and blocked stepwise
multiple regression analyses were used to apply Astin's involvement theory to
intercollegiate athletics, which was viewed as a form of involvement in college
life.

Following the theory of involvement, intercollegiate athletic
involvement was hypothesized to have a positive influence on satisfaction with
the overall college experience, drive to achieve, competitiveness, degree
aspirations, the acquisition of interpersonal and collaborative skills, and the
development of leadership abilities. These hypotheses were generally
supported.



It was also hypothcsized that scholarship athletes who compete in revenue
sports at NCAA Division I institutions would a) experience emotional distress in
attempting to cope with the many competing demands placed on their finite
resources of time and energy; b) be more prone to materialistic values; and ¢) be
more likely to be academically dishonest. Results supported hypotheses b and c,
but not a. In addition, both intramural and intercollegiate sports participation
were found to have a negative impact on college GPA.

Intramural sports participation appears to have a positive effect on
student retention, degree aspirations, and satisfaction with the college
experience; it has a negative effect on academic honesty and college GPA.
Because of the substantial confounding of intramural and intercollegiate
participation (78% of college athletes also play intramural sports), future
studies should be designed to separate the effects of these two forms of sports

involvement.



Chapter 1
Statement of the Problem

In recent years there has been much discussion about the role,
contribution, and proper functioning of intercollegiate athletics within
American higher education. Media accounts enumerate scandals, catapulting
college sports into the spotlight in a very negative way. Sensationalistic
descriptions of illiterate and drug-abusing athletes dominate public perception
of college sports. Physical violence, antisocial behavior, sexual assault,
recruiting violations, illegal cash payments, and academic fraud are proffered as
evidence of a corrupt system which overemphasizes winning to the detriment of
educational values.

The unfavorable image portrayed in headline stories is vivid and
powerful, lending credence to the belief that athletes somehow are not
legitimately engaged in the educational enterprise. Reports in the media focus
almost exclusively on the negative, expressing outrage and indignation. These
senéationalistic reports portray only an approximate reality, stereotyping what
the student-athlete is “really” like.

Apologists for college athletics, on the other hand, insist that the
problems are exaggerated and are not nearly as pervasive as cynics believe.
They claim that athletic participation in college actually produces favorable
growth in students, promoting desirable personality and character development.
The critical investments of time and psychic energy in collegiate athletics are
thought to be virtually the same across various sports and competitive levels,

yielding similar beneficial outcomes. Media scandals are seen as overstated,



highly-visible magnifications of deviant "outlier" events which do not
normatively represent the athletic environment.

This optimistic point of view diverges sharply with sordid impressions
created by news reports. Conflicting opinions have given rise to a long-running
feud between critics and supporters of intercollegiate athletics. The resulting
complex and controversial issues thus need to be examined critically and
considered carefully to locate a fair, balanced perspective.

A serious questioning of the purported educational values of college
athletics is under way. This movement is reminiscent of the 1920's, when the
Carmnegie Foundation Report officially investigated problems m American
college athletics (Savage, 1929). Since then a series of "crises” has ensued, as
debates, symposia, and periodic calls for reform can be found in higher
education literature over the past 60 years. Each reform movement has tried to
establish a national consensus regarding the appropriate connections between

sports and higher education.

College Impact

One way of looking at issues relating to athletic participation is to
consider them as a special subset of problems that fall under the umbrella of
college impact studies. What are the typical effects of college on students, both
cognitive and affective? Higher education research during the 1970's and
1980's has particularly focused on student outcomes, attempting to link them to
specific environmental factors. One of the major effects of college seems to be
increased interpersonal self-esteem, enhanced by the degree of exposure to

college influences (Astin, 1977). College seems to strengthen students'



competency, self-esteem, artistic interests, liberalism, hedonism, and religious
apostasy and to weaken their business interests (Astin, 1984),

Time spent on campus interacting with other students appears to be
directly related to this process, as most changes in attitudes and behaviors appear
to be attributable to peer-group effects (Astin, 1985). The use of campus
resources and high levels of quality of effort have also been shown to promote
personal growth and development (Pace, 1984), Nearly all forms of
involvement in college-related activities have been linked to positive changes in
student development. Athletic participation, of course, can be regarded as a
form of involvement that includes peer interaction, high quality of effort, and
use of campus resources. However, students may benefit more from
involvement in certain college activities more than others, Determining which
types of involvement have particular effects on student outcomes (and why) is

one of the major tasks of college impact research.

Student Development Theory

The development of the student as a person is the central aim of all
education (Sanford, 1962). One unifying purpose of higher education, then, is
to facilitate human development, using a variety of programs and resources
(Chickering, 1981). Thus the study of college outcomes involves more than
simply tracking intellectual attainment; it is broadly inclusive, concerned with
the multi-dimensional development of the "whole person” in any of the college
sub-environments (Bowen, 1977).

A major purpose of most institutions of higher education is to develop the

multiple talents of its students to their maximum potential (Astin, 1985). What



educational experiences are most effective for enhancing students' educational
growth? How does athletic participation compare with other forms of student
involvement in terms of impact on student development? This question is of
special interest, since athletics enlists the participation of a sizeable proportion
of the college student population. An estimated 31% of college students
participate in intercollegiate athletics (Astin, Green & Korn, 1987).

Athletics as Co-curriculum

The extra-curricular activities of campus life form an integral part of the -
college experience, particularly when viewed as contributing to the institution's
primary educational mission to educate and develop the whole person
(Marmion, 1987). The co-curriculum can serve to initiate, accelerate, or inhibit
developmental change in students, rounding out the educational experience
(Sanford, 1962). As an extension of the academic program, college athletics is a
part of this co-curriculum (Shriberg, 1984). In fact, it lies squarely at the
intersection of higher education and student development by reason of its co-
curricular role. Its importance is evidenced by the large numbers of students
who participate.

Collegiate sports constitute a unique "athletic environment,"
complementing the regular, customary curriculum with additional learning
experiences. These non-traditional sources of campus involvement may serve as
comparable, alternative, or "even better" substitutes for conventional collegiate
experiences (Ryan, 1989; Stone & Strange, 1989). As such they can be valuable
in serving the educational interests of the academic community (Cady, 1978),

assisting in the development of the whole person socially, academically, and



personally (Gerdy, 1987). When conducted in a manner consistent with the ‘
educational mission of the institution, athletics can be an integral, exemplary
component of a multifaceted process of talent development (Marmion, 1987;
Wacker, 1983)). Athletics should contribute favorably to student growth and
should be evaluated accordingly (B. Davis, 1987; W. E. Davis, 1979). While the
need for integration of purpose within the co-curriculum of higher education
has been generally accepted, just how this is to be accomplished continues to be a
matter of considerable debate (Chu, Segrave, and Becker, 1985; Coakley, 1978;
Dickason, 1979; Francois, 1979; Lopiano, 1988; McKristal, 1965; Meggyesy,
1971; Michelson, 1980; Nelson, 1983; Oliva, 1987; Porto, 1985: Purdy, 1982;
Savage, McGovern & Bentley, 1931; Uehling, 1983).

Nature of the Athletic Environment

What follows here is a brief sketch of the typical environment in which
many college athletes find themselves. It is based on the author's knowledge of
the literature together with his personal experiences as a coach in several
different types of colleges and universities. Some see athletes as privileged
characters who receive special treatment and are pampered endlessly by a host
of support service programs. These critics emphasize the heroic status, media
glory, and adulation showered upon the athlete. But fame is a two-sided coin:
living "in a fishbowl" requires the student-athlete to deal with constant
unsolicited attention and its concomitant pressures. Celebrity status, in short,
can be a major distraction for the college student-athlete.

Tremendous pressures can be involved in attending to both coursework

and a sport, as well as to routine collegiate social interactions. The student-



athlete typically has a daily schedule which is rigorous, physically and
intellectually taxing, and emotionally stressful. There is little free time
available. Tackling two time- and energy-consuming roles creates difficult
living conditions and a state of chronic anxiety for many dedicated student-
athletes (Nyquist, 1982; Rhatigan, 1984; Sack & Thiel, 1979): How can the
demands of both athletics and academics be reasonably satisfied? Are athletes
really being exploited, or are they being coddled?

Support networks vary across institutions, but commonly consist of
special athletic academic advisors, study hall coordinators, and tutors. Special
campus housing is usually made available and a training table provided during
the season of sport to ameliorate some of the stress from physical discipline and
mental exertion. Classes, practice, meals, study hall, fatigue, and sleep, not to
mention travel and competition, make up the athlete's busy, regulated routine.

In this sub-environment the atiilete can develop a strong personal
identification with his/her school as a community, as well as a sense of
belongingness to an exclusive group, the sports team. Members of a team,
molded together with a ready-made identity, are mutually committed to a
common endeavor and bond in strong personal relationships. Group
psychology (for example, "team unity") is often the topic at team meetings,
whether the activity is considered an individual or team sport. The athlete is
inextricably linked to a team identity. Individuality generally yields to a certain
selflessness, since loyalty, cooperation, reliability, and adaptability are greatly
prized qualities. Participation in associated social functions also contributes to a

shared mentality and team spirit. Under ideal conditions, the consciousness of






