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Sports on Campus

n the surface and to the casual observer, intercollegiate athletics may appear to

be a healthy segment of the American sporting scene. The NCAA men’s basket-

‘Dall Division I championship is ane of the most popular sporting events in the United
States and attracts attention throughout the world, Big-time college football has long
‘held the national limelight, and programs such as those at Notre Dame, Florida, and

Penn State have national as well as regional followings. In the 2002-2003 season, the
popular University of Connecticut women's basketball team set a record for consec-
utive wins by a women’s team and, over the years, has contributed significantly to
the growing attention received by women’s college basketball, perhaps due to in-
tense competitions with its rivals from the University of Tennessee, College athletics
have provided sports fans with many thrilling moments, including the then relatively
unknown Michael Jordan’s shot that gave North Carolina the 1982 NCAA basketball
championship over Georgetown and the memorable victories in football Bowl
games, such as the last minute win by Ohio State over Miami in the 2003 Fiesta Bowl
in a game that decided the national championship.

But are exciting contests and superb athletes the whole story about college
sports? Is there an ethically questionable side to intercollegiate athletics? What about
the scandals that continually seem to surface in college sports? Do intercollegiate
athletics actually harm the academic and educational functions of the university?

Public criticism of intevcollegiate athletics in the United States goes back at
least to 1905 when President Theodore Roosevelt summoned the presidents and
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football coaches of Harvard, Yele, and Princeton to the White House in an attempt

to reduce the extreme level of violence then prevalent in the game. In oﬁ.. oﬁﬂ. mm.u.a

criticism has focused on the scandal-plagued programs of the Jarge Division 1 nstl-

tutions that offer athletic scholarships and that tend to dominate intercollegiate
sports. Such scandals have involved acadernic fraud, the alleged coddling of athletes
who have behaved outrageously, and cheating in the recruiting of highly talented
high school athletic stars. In contrast, intercollegiate athletics at the level of the Ivy
League, the highly selective liberal arts colleges, such as those that are members of
the New England Small Colleges Athletic Conference (NESCAC), and academically
respected but athletically competitive universities such as Duke and Stanford are
still thought of as relatively pure examples of what college sports at their best
should be. But even that view has come under challenge.

Thus, only a few months after North Carclina’s victory over Georgetown in
1982, the game that brought Michael Jordan to national attention, another national
basketball power, the University of San Francisco (USF), which in the past had been
represented by such great players as Bill Russell and K. C. Jones, announced that it
had dropped intercollegiate basketball to preserve its “integrity and reputation.” Ac-
cording to the Rev. John Lo Shiavo, then president of USF, people at the university
(presumably in the athletic program) felt that they had to break NCAA rules in an
attempt to remain competitive in big-time intercollegiate athletics.’

A particulerly shocking and perhaps extreme example of abuse was provided
by former Clerson baslketball coach Tates Locke in the book Caught in the Net, also
published in 1982. As Locke describes the situation at Clemson during his tenure
there, there was tremendous pressure on him to win. Clemson is a member of the
highly competitive Atlantic Coast Conference, which includes such college basket-
ball powers as North Carolina, North Carolina State, and Duke. Some of these in-
stitutions not only have fine academic reputations but have locations that made it
easier for them to recruit black athletes from the inner cities than it was for Locke
in the somewhat more rural Clemson area.

It appeared to Locke that Clemson could not win as long as it abided by the
recruiting rules laid down by the NCAA. As he acknowledges in Caught in the Net,
Locke at the very least failed to prevent (and possibly turned a blind eye to) under-
the-table payments to players by boosters. He also may have condoned deception
in luring recruits to Clemson. To attract black athletes to Clemson, which was vir-
tually all white, blacks from Columbia, South Carolina, were paid to pretend to be
student members of a fictitious black fraternity on weekends when black athletic

recruits visited the campus, A false picture of extensive on-campus social life for
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blacks was created on what was then in truth a predominantly white campus.
Locke confessed to'his wrongdoing and wrote primarily to expose the pressures
that may promote the violation of rules. But although Locke may have turned his
career around, violations of fundamental principles continue to plague intercolle-

giate sports, particularly at the level of the elite Division I men’s basketball and
football powers.

For example, in one of the most serious of recent abuses involving academics,
an NCAA investigation of the University of Minnesota men’s basketball program
found that from 1994 to 1998, a secretary in the athletics academic counseling of-
fice, who was also employed as a tutor for the team, was invoived in preparing
about four hundred pieces of course work, including providing substantive material
for papers, for student athletes in the program. The head coach of the basketball
team, Clem Haskins, was found to be “knowledgeable about and complicit in the
academic fraud” involved. According to the NCAA investigation, “The violations
were significant, widespread, and intentional. More than that, their nature—aca-
demic fraud—undermined the bedrock foundation of a university and . . . dam-
aged the academic integrity of the institution,™

Other problems have plagued college athletics as well. These range from low
graduation rates for male athletes in major sports at many Division I institutions to
the kind of not only embarrassing but also dangerous misbehavior and sometimes
criminal activity of academically marginal athletes in some big-time intercollegiate
programs. Although there are many fine athletes and coackes in major college
sports, too often a concern for winning, and the status and income thet go with it,
have taken priority over the academic mission of the university. Thus, the 2002
NCAA Men’s Championship game featured 2 win by the University of Maryland
over the University of Oklahoma. But according to NCAA statistics, neither basket-
ball program was able to graduate over 20 percent of its scholarship athletes, and
Oklahoma did not graduate even one player out of the seven classes reported on by
the NCAA, arriving as freshmen from 1989-1995.*

In his announcement i 1982 of the termination of the USF’s basketball pro-
gram (since reinstated at a lower level of competition), the Rev. John Lo Shiave
surely raised 2 fundamental ethical question about college sports when he asked,
“How can we contribute to the building of a decent law-abiding society in this
country if educational institutions are willing to suffer their principles to be pros-
tituted and involve young people in that prostitution for any purpose and much

less for the purpose of winning some games and developing an ill-gotten recogni-

tion and income?™
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It would be a mistake to think, however, that the problems with intercollegiate
athletics simply involve outrageous behavior by athletes, Tecruiting violations, and
academic fraud. Many critics believe the problem lies deeper. The moral questions
that can be raised about intercollegiate athletics go well beyond an exemination of
violations of NCAA rules, We can ask questions about the rules themselves. For ex-
ample, should colleges and universities be allowed to give athletic scholarships at
all? Does the NCAA permit teams to play too many games to the academic detri-
ment of the athletes?

At an even more fundamental level, we can question whether intercollegiate

sports even. belong on campus in the first place. After 2ll, shouldn’t colleges be edu-

cational institutions rather than minor leagues for professional sports? Is the aca-

dernic mission of the university compatible with a commitment to intercollegiate
athletics? Is commitment to excellence in athletics in

academic excellence?
These questions suggest what might be called the “Incompatibility Thesis™ This

thesis states that intercollegiate sports are incompatible with the academic func-
tions of colleges and universities. The strong version of this thesis asserts that the in-
compatibility is between academic values and any serious form of intercollegiate
athletics. A weaker version holds that the incompatibility lies only between aca-
demic values an
ships and whose teams, particularly in high-profile sports, regularly compete for
national rankings.

This chapter is an examination of the Incompatibility Thesis, and more
broadly, of the value, if any, of intercollegiate athletics. Its central question is what
place an athletic program should have on a college or university campus. We shall
be concerned not only with the proper role of athletics on campus but with the

very mature and mission of the university.

The Role of Sports in the University

Al Jocks 0ff Campus
Why should a university support an intercollegiate athletic program? After all,

some distinguished institutions, including the University of Chicago, Emory, and
the California Institute of Techrology, have well-deserved reputations for academic
excellence yet at various times in their history have not supported a full intercolle-
giate athletic program or, in some cases, have not had any such program at all.

In evaluating the role of intercollegiate athletics in the academy, it will be use-
ful to distinguish three separate questions:

conflict with commitment to

d elite Division I athletic programs, those that offer athletic scholar- -
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approachable by those still mastering basic skills. Education in the liberal arts ex-
poses students to “the best that has been thought and said” in their own and other
cultures. By reflecting critically and analytically on the significant works, including
artistic achievements, that the best minds have produced throughout human his-
tory, students should become better able to acquire a broad perspective on the
human situation, learn to analyze difficult problems critically, and appreciate excel-
lence in the arts, humanities, and sciences. And although there is often controversy
about what works should be studied and what counts as “best,” debates over that
issue can themselves have enormous educational value.

Similar rhetoric can be found in the catalogs of most colleges and universities,
for behind the language lies an institution that, though evolving, traces its heritage
from ancient Greece, through the medieval universities of Europe, to the modern
colleges and universities of our own time. The most important function of these in-
stitutions, it can be argued, is to transmit the best of human intellectual achieve-
ment, to subject different viewpoints to critical analysis, and to add to human
knowledge through research, -

Although today’s huge “multi-universities” have many functions, including
provision of professional training in medicine, business, education, nursing, and
law; it can be argued that the most important function of the university still is to
transmit, examine, and extend the realm of human knowledge. This function often
places the university, or at least some of its members, in an adversirial relationship
with the rest of society, because the university’s function commits it to the often
critical examination of popular ideas of a given timie and culture. If that function
were not performed, many bad ideas would not be subjected to criticism, and
even good ideas would be less appreciated or understood because their advocates
would never have to modify or defend them in the face of objection.®

Critical inquiry, then, is a major function of colleges and universities; it is fun-
damental to a democratic society because it gives citizens the information and skills
they need to function as citizens. And by exposing ideas to critical scrutiny, it allows
for the kind of correction of errors and checks on power that are lacking in tyran-
nies and dictatorships.

Accordingly, let us consider critical inquiry as a normative claim about
what the principal function of the university should be. Can a case be made for
the inclusion of an intercollegiate sports program in the university conceived
not as a business or as a training ground for tomorrow’s professionals but as a
center of scholarship, critical thought, and training for citizenship in the

democratic state? Is intercollegiate athletics at least compatible with the major
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educational mission of the university? Can athletics actually contribute to or en-
hance that mission? L

Athletics As Education: A Reply to the Incompatitility Thesis:

Why are athletic programs thougkt to be incompatible with academic values, par-
ticularly the kind of education involved in critical Inquiry in the arts, sciences, social
sciences, and humanities? Some of the points already touched on support the In-
compatibility Thesis, especially when applied to elite Division I athletics.

First, the enormous pressures to win, often generated by the need to keep
jobs, produce revenues, and promote the visibility of the institution, all too often
generate cheating. The academic fraud we have seen ‘at Minnesota and other institu-
tions testifies to the strength of these pressures and to the values assodiated with
victory at all costs. )

Second, even if we ignore the abuses in some major intercollegiate athletic
programs, there seems to be a basic contradiction between the aims of education
and the aims of athletics; thus, the time students spend on the athletic fields is time
spent away from their studies. Likewise, athletes either uninterested in academic
work or unprepared to do it undermine the academic mission of many institutions.

Finally, many of the values associated with ‘athletics, such as obedience to the
orders of coaches, seem at odds with the kind of inquiring and questioning minds
professors attempt to develop in the classroom; indeed, some critics see athletics as
a mindless activity in which only physical skills are developed. Thus, to many col-
lege and university faculty, athletics are at best a necessary evil, perhaps useful in al-
lowing students to let off steam, but in basic conflict with educational values. -

One way to reply to such criticism is to acknowledge the existence of serious
abuses but maintain that academic and athletic values are much more compatible
than critics acknowledge. In fact, the place of athletics in the university traditionally
has been defended on educational grounds. If it could be shown that athletics, par-
tcularly intercollegiate athletic competition, has significant educational value, 2
strong case can be made that colleges and universities should support such activi-
ties. Whether such a case could support the major athletic programs of the elite Di-
vision I institutions that offer athletic scholarships is a separate issue.

If intercollegiate athletics can be defended as an educationally valuable ele-
ment of the academic community, the Incompatibility Thesis would be called into
question. Such a defense is normative, not descriptive, in that it justifies a position
athletics oughe to hold rather than describing the actual operation of all “big-tme”

intercollegiate athletic programs.” But an account does not lack value hecause it is

.
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partially prescriptive; rather, it can be the basis for criticism because it tells us what
ought to be rather than what actually is.
Let us consider such an argument and how it might apply first to “big-time”

college athletics and, second, to schools in the Ivy and Patriot Leagues in Division
and the members of Division 111, the largest division of the NCAA.

The Problems of “Big-Time" Intercoliegiate Sports

The ideal of intercollegiate athletics as a model for excellence in the face of chal-
lenge is at best only partially adbered to, even by athletic programs that most re-
semble the ideal. When we turn to practices in major intercollegiate athletic
programs, the resemblance may be minimal at best. In view of the abuses that have
been detected within many such programs, we need to ask whether big-time col-
lege athletics can be justified at all. Many major college and university athletic pro-
grams are run honestly, and student-athletes in such institutions do get an education
and develop athletically as well, but the reported abuses are sufficiently serious and
the incentives for abuse sufficiently great to justify our concern.

The Corruption of [ntercoltegiate Sports
In many of the athletically prominent colleges and universities of our land, sports
have become big business. Television revenues and the visibility and support accom-
panying success in the major “visibility sports,” such as men’s football and basket-
ball, seem to many to undermine the educational ideal of sports. To gain visibility,
and the revenues and support that go with it, a program must be successful. But
“success” in this context means “winning,” and so the temptation is to do what is
necessary to win. For example, coaches who teach their athletes effectively and
who recruit only academically qualified players may not be as valuable to an institu-
tion interested in athletic success as a coach who wins, who can handle the media,
and whose scruples about recruiting are less strict. Corners get cut. Other schools
feel they, too, must cut even more corners, just to be competitive, and soon real
abuses become far too common. A \
Violations of NCAA rules and the misbehavior of athletes who are only mar-
ginally qualified as students get much of the publicity. However, perhaps the most
significant form of abuse goes deeper: If the purpose of participation becomes win-

t
players come to be viewed as mere means to that end rather than as students to be

ning for the sake of external goods, such as visibility and financial support, won.

educated? Indeed, to keep players eligible, athletic programs could view education
as an obstacle that must be overcome; many players could be inadequately educated
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and perhaps never graduate. Former star Mizmesota Viking lineman Alan Page has
mmmﬁ.muwm 2 meeting of cight defensive linemen to go over the team’s playbook:

We had each spent four years in colleges with decent reputations
... and I remember that two of us could read the playbook, two
others had some trouble with it but Fmbm.mmm, and four of my team-
mates couldn’t read it atall. . . . The problem seems to be that these
athletes—and there are many more like them, blacks and whites—
were never expected to learn to read and write. They floated
through up to this point because they were talented athletes.®

Various reforms made by the NCAA in the last twenty years may have con-
tributed to some improvement since Page was a player. The-overall graduation rate
for student-athletes at NCAA institutions is higher than for students at large. How-
ever, serious problems remain, particularly in the high visibility sports of men’s
football and basketball. Although highly regarded institutions such as Penn State and
Duke report high graduation rates even in those sports, other programs seem to be
a disaster area. For example, for students entering college in 1995-1996, the over-
all graduation rate was 58 percent. The graduation rate for all athletes was 60 per-
cent and for all mele athletes 54 percent. However, male basketball players
graduated only at a 43 percent rate and African American basketball players fared
even more poorly, graduating at a 35 percent rate (although that rate was compara-
ble to the overall graduation rate for black male students). Some individual institu-
tions did far worse; the University of Oklahoma and the University of Nevada at
Las Vegas graduated no male basketball players, and Florida State and the University
of Cincinnati graduated no male African American basketball players. In fact, forty-
two institutions failed to graduate any black male basketball players between
1991—-1992 and 1994—-1995.° ,

Thus, perhaps the morally most damaging charge brought against major inter-
collegiate athletics is that it exploits the participating athlete. Such athletes are os-
tensibly offered scholarships to play their sport in return for an education, but too
often, the athlete is expected to give everything on the field, sometimes to the huge
financial benefit of the university, but little or no time or effort is taken to insure
success in the classroom.

For example, football at major universities, and often at smalier schools as
well, is virtually a year-round sport. Practice starts in late summer. The season can
extend into December, and even further if postseason competition in the major

.,
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bowls is involved. The season itself may be followed by an off-season “inforrmyal”
weight training program; this goes through winter and may, in turn, be followed by
spring practice. Not only does the time devoted to practice leave athletes little time
for the nonathletic aspects of university life but it also affects academic achievement
and, as we discussed earlier, encourages academic fraud.

The Problems of the Black Athlete
The problems discussed above, especially those involving the alleged exploitation of
athletes, may apply particularly to the black athlete. Although blacks constitute
about 12 percent of the population of the United States, they constitute well over a
third of college football and basketball players, about 40 percent of professional
football players, and about two-thirds of professional basketball players. Dispropor-
tionate representation is even greater in the major F\n@ooﬂnmu.mﬁm programs and at
the very top levels of major professional sports, where all-star teams often are
dominated by black players. *
What explains the disproportionate H@@H@moﬂgﬁaﬂ of black athletes in certain
sports? Theories of innate or genetic physiological racial differences have been
used to explain this phenomenon; however, explanations that are largely or en-
tirely environmental seem simpler and more plausible. A plausible explanation for
the unusual representation of black athletes in many sports is discrimination and
lack of opportunity in inner city areas. If blacks perceive many doors 2s closed to
them because of discrimination, sports may seem the best escape route from
poverty and the ghetto. The effects of discrimination and the focus of the mass
media on athletes may also lead to there being a dearth of nonathletic role models
in the black community, a gap filled by successful black athletes. Or such alternate
role models may exist but may be less appreciated than is warranted because of the
attention focused on such black athletic superstars as Michael Jordan, Shaquille
O’Neal, and Kobe Bryant. As a result, success in athletics may come to be more
highly valued in the black than in the white cormunity. Thus, blacks become dis-
proportionately involved in athletics, especially such sports as Humen%&ﬁ track,
football, and baseball, which normaily do not require large investments in equip-
ment and for which inexpensive facilities are widely available in urban areas. As
one African American scholar has argued, “To assert that Afro-Americans are supe-
rior athletes due to the genetic makeup of the original slaves would be 2s naive as
the assertion that the determining factor in the demonstrated excellence of white
pole vaulters from California over pole vaulters from other states is the physical
stamina of the whites who settled in California.”® Just as the climate and facilities
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available in California can account for the success of the pole vaulters, so can a dif-
ferent set of environmental factors account for the success of young African Amer-
icans in many mmuou.ﬂw. )

The following quotations from interviews with black baseball players tend to
support the environmental hypothesis:

It has been an avenue for me out of the ghetto. Hadn’t I played
baseball, I probably would have finished school but I doubt seri-
ously I would be doing exactly what I wanted to do. Blacks just
don’t get an opportunity to do what they always want to do.

Very definitely, I escaped through sports. For poor blacks there
aren’t many alternative roads. Sports got me into college and
with college I could have alternatives. . . . I've worked hard at
baseball to get away from the way of life I led growing up.

Yes. . . . It’s helped a lot of blacks. There ain’t too many other
things you can do. There are other things, but you don’t have the
finances to do it."

If it is true that sports are more often viewed as the path of choice to up-
ward mobility in the black community than the white, we might worry whether
black athletes are more vulnerable to the dangers of big-time college athletics,
particularly the failure to get a rigorous education, than whites. For example, as
many black youngsters might tend to see sports as the major and perhaps only
avenue to success open to them, they may be more likely to neglect their studies
than others. The hope of obtaining an athletic scholarship and of playing profes-
sional sports may interfere with developing the educational tools that make for
success in other areas. Some writers have argued that, since it may dispropor-
tionately steer African Americen youngsters away from focus on education to
focus on sports practice Hbmgmnﬂ the dream of success in athletics may be harm-
ful to the African American community. Once in college, black athletes in foot-
ball and basketball may overestimate their chances of making the professional
leagues or not even be concerned about graduation because they hope or expect

_.to be drafted early by 2 professional team.

p—
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Although athletic scholarships are available for many athletes, including under-
privileged blacks and whites, the odds of obtaining them are not high. The odds of
achieving a career in pro sports not only are even lower, they are astonishingly
small. According to one estimate, the chances that an African American youngster
will succeed at making a professional team in a major professional sport is roughly 1
out of 18,000.%

Unfortunately, it appears that African American youngsters have a greater ten-
dency than whites to overestimate their chances of playing college and professional
sports and so may assign a higher priority to athletic than academic success." Not
without reason, some writers argue that the athletics in the United States, often
considered in popular thought as a road to equal opportunity for African Ameri-
cans, has been harmful to them.™ Although such a thesis may be overstated, for
many of those who neglect educational opportunities, athletic talent may be far
more likely to lead down a dead-end street than to the pot of gold at the end of the
rainbow seemingly provided by professional sports. -

The Case Against Major Infercoliegiate Athletics

To review, the criticisms of “big-time” intercollegiate athletics arise from the change
of emphasis from athletics as an educationally valuable activity mcwwHaEaﬂgq the
normal academic curriculum to athletics as a source of revenue, support, and gmv.
visibility. These benefits—revenue, support, and visibility—depend upon winning,
which, in turn, depends largely on recruiting the best athletes. The pressure to win
can become so intense that coaches and athletes as well as university administra-
tions (often under pressure from influential alumni boosters) make &onﬁoa that
reflect athletic rather than educational priorities. At their worst, the Huwommawmm lead
to recruiting violations, to misbehavior, and even to crime and other abuses, all of
which have too often dominated the sports pages of our daily newspapers. More-
over, athletes may be given the opportunity to get an education but lose the oppor-
tunity because of their own lack of educatioral commitment.

The kind of disrespect for the educational mission of the university, &obm with
violations of NCAA rules and misbehavior by athletes themselves, undermines
overall respect for the university. If the ideal of the university is that of an instita-
tion concerned for the discovery and preservation of truth and the recognition of
humen excellence, isn’t that ideal compromised by sacrificing the education of ath-
letes for athletic victories, and even more so by outright cheating? Even though it is
true that the modern university has become what has been called a social service
station, fulfilling a variety of social needs, its niost important function is still to
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formulate, test, teach, and evaluate achievement in the arts, sciences, humanities,
and professions. How can. the university claim to Hnwwammbﬁ such fundamental values
wher it subverts them in its own practice?

Reasonable people may doubt, then, whether Eﬁmaoocomwmﬂa sports should be
played at the level of national competition and intensity found in the major football
and basketball conferences of our nation. Many would argue that the only reputable
intercollegiate athletic programs are those resembling the Division Il or Ivy League
levels where no athletic scholarships are given, athletes are expected to be students,
and competition is normally regional rather than national. Perhaps this level of in-
tercollegiate corpetition is the only kind compatible with respect for the athlete as
a person, with respect for the educational value of athletic competition, and with
respect for the integrity of the university.

Reforming Major Intercollegiate Athletics

Before we accept the conclusion that major intercollegiate athletics at the national
level are inherently unethical, important couaterarguments need to be considered.
In particular, propenents of major intercollegiate athletics maintain that providing
entertainment for the campus comrmunity and for regional and national audiences is
not inherently wrong, especially when it results in financial and other kinds of sup-
port for the university. After all, it can be said with considerable justice that many
critics of intercollegiate athletics would not complain if the university’s drama or
dance companies received national recognition by providing a huge television audi-
ence and many evenings of enjoyment. If it is permissible for the university to bea
social service station in other areas, why shouldn’t it provide entertainment to soci-

ety, in return for rewards, in athletics as well?

A Consequentialist Defense—Nonacademic Benefits

Can major athletic programs be justified by their good consequences? This appeal to
consequences js utilitarian; it appeals to the greatest good of those affected by an ac-
tion or practice as a whole. Utilitarian arguments, although arguably not the only
moral considerations, are not irrelevant to moral evaluation. After all, we surely
ought to consider whether major athletic programs promote more good than harm
when morally evaluating them.

What are the consequences that defenders of major intercollegiate athletics pro-
grams might cite? First, there is the fun that major college sports provide not only for
segments of the college or university community but for local, regional, and some-
times national audiences. Sports teams also may generate allegiance to a college or
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university. Surely part of the support that large universities, such as the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Penn State, Michigan, Notre Dame, and Duke, isdue to
the visibility and competitive success of their athletic teams. Visibility in turn may lead
to increased applications, greater selectivity, support from state legislatures and some-
times from alumni, and overall indirect benefit to the nstitution’s acadexmic mission.

Moreover, highly visible men’s teams in sports such as basketball and football,
and some women’s basketball tearns such as those at Termessee and Connecticut, may
generate considerable revenue that can be used to support the rest of the athletic
program or be applied to academic needs as well. Although, as we have seen in Chap-
ter 5, there is doubt that most major college programs generate revenues, surely the
most successful programs often do. Sometimes what counts as a profit and loss in
this area is controversial: Should we stick to counting just gate receipts? What about
sales of apparel bearing the institution’s logo? (One can hardly go to 2 campus in the
United States without seeing apparel with the logo of such schools as North Carclina
or Notre Dame.} On the other hand, are expenditures counted properly, such as
costs of stadiwms and athletic faciliies? Should all the costs be attributed to varsity
teams if these facilities are shared with other students and faculty?

For the sake of argument, let us assume that some athletic teams at major
schiools do generate substantial revenue. If we add this benefit to the others men-
tioned above, is there 2 utilitarian argument sufficient to justify major intercolle-
giate sports in the face of the: tase’against them?

The problem is that if defenders of major intercollegiate athletic programs are
to appeal to utility, they must consider all the relevant consequences. Do the nega-
tives outweigh the positives? .

“The issue becomes more complex if we don’t restrict ourselves to wE.m”J“ util-
itarian arguments, especially those that emphasize the alleged direct nonacademic
benefits of intercollegiate athletics. As we have seen, utility alone does not normally
override other ethical considerations involving fairness and individual rights. On
the contrary, rights function as constraints on the direct pursuit of utility. Without
the protection provided by individual rights, individuals could be unduly sacrificed
for minimal gains in the good of society as a whole. Because one of the charges
against major intercollegiate athletic programs is that they too often sacrifice edu-
cational values for athletic ones, or cheat and commit fraud for athletic advantages,
utilitarian arguments alone will not carry the day.

This suggests that major intercollegiate athletic programs are morally required
to operate within strict ethical restraints to be ethically defensible. But what re-
straints should he in place? Can educational velues and respect for persons be
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preserved in intercollegiate athletics without losing the quality of excellence and
the levels of intensity and enthusiasm characterizing the NCAA basketball champi-
onships or Big Ten football?

Should College Athletes Be Professionals?

One proposal, defended by former Senator Bill Bradley, himself a former college
and professional basketball star, and proposed most recently in 2003 by a member
of the Nebraska state legislature (to apply to footbali players in the Big 12 Confer-
ence) is that college athletes playing major sports in “big-time” intercollegiate pro-
grams should be professionals.” According to one version of such a proposal, the
athletes would be paid to play and need not be students. Such individuals could
attend classes and obtain a degree if they fulfilled the normal requirements for ad-
mission to the academic program, but they would not be required to do so. Rather,
they would be employees of the college or university for which they played.

This proposal would have several advantages. First, it would be honest. Since the
athletes would be openty paid a fair salary, llegal payments to them would be unnec-
essary. Second, the fiction that all players are “student athletes” need not be main-
tained. Athletes not academically qualified to attend classes and those not interested in
doing so would not be expected to perform academically. Third, athletes would not
be exploited. They would share in the profits produced by their play, and their pay
would be set by the market. Fourth, such athletes could enroll in classes and earn 2
degree if they wished to do so, but only by meeting the same academic standards of
admissibility and performance as other students; thus, athletic excellence and the aca-
demic integrity of the university would be preserved.

Although such a proposal has virtues, it may be a matter of throwing out the
baby with the bath water. If it were adopted, what we would have is not intercolle-
giate athletics but just another professional minor league. Critics might object that
“just another professional minor league” is what we have now, but Huﬂ.nﬂu.mobmv and
sometimes the reality, differ. In spite of the abuses, many, perhaps most, athletes in
major intercoilegiate programs are working towards degrees and are students at the
schools for which they play. Many, perhaps most, institutions in Division I do not
cheat, and their athletes also earn degrees in reputable areas of study. Female ath-
letes, including female basketball players, have significantly higher graduation rates
than other students, including female nonathletes. So even at the level of elite Divi-
sion [ athletics, the bleak picture presented by critics is far from the whele story.

Moreover, the enthusiasm of the crowds and the spectacle of college sports
make them different from professional sports, and part of this differ=nce arises

g
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from the belief that college teams in some sense represent their institutions. Stu-
dents, alumni, and other members of the university community generate enthusi-
asm because of their loyalty to their institutions and because they believe the
players have a similar relationship to the schools. It is an open question whether
the distinetive character of college sparts would survive professionalization.

Of course, critics could object that the fans’ perceptions are often distorted
and that college athietes in high-visibility sports in major programs really are
(poorly paid) professionals; however, the issue is whether we should further en-
courage this development, openly and honestly, or try to make college athletes
comply with the academic mission of colleges and universities. The latter policy has
the advantage of preserving the distinctive character of college athletics and the ed-
ucational values of a good intercollegiate athletics program.

Another serious problem faces professionalization. Once the university enters
professional sports with the primary goal of making a profit, isn’t there even
greater danger than at present to the educational priorities of the institution? Will
favorite players be traded or let go if their salary demands are too high? Will games
be scheduled off campus whenever possible to insure high attendance by those most
able to pay high prices for tickets? Will students be treated as second-class specta-
tors and have even more limited access to tickets than currently provided at some
profit-hungry institutions because they can afford to pay relatively little for them?
Will making a profit on high-visibility sports be regarded as so important that the
educational lessons to be learned from good competition are lost? Won’t winning
be the bottom line, regardless of how it is achieved? Although some of these cir-
cumstances exist already in major intercollegiate sports, professionalization may
only accelerate them even further. ©

Moreover, will professionalization really avoid the exploitation of athletes?
Will universities be able to pay athletes large salaries without diverting funds from
education? On the other hand, if salaries are low; won't athletes still be underpaid
but have even less chance of getting an education than at present? And if, as critics
claim, relatively few big-time programs actually do generate profits, where will the
funds come from for salaries? Before we decide whether professionalization is
the best alternative, other options ought to be considered as well. y

The Academic Reform Movement

In the late 1980s, throughout the 1990s, and into the early years of the current cen-
tury, widespread disgust with the state of major intercollegiate athletics led to are-
form movement within the governing body of oosmmn athletics, the NCAA. Headed
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by a commission led by selected presidents of NCAA institutions, a series of re-
forms were proposed, debated, and sometimes adopted. The goal of these reforms
was to reaffirm the priority of educational values in intercollegiate sport. Although
proposals arising from this reform movement undoubtedly will continue to be pro-
posed and debated, reasserting the primacy of educational values over profits and
won-lost records deserves examination as an. alternative to professionalization.

The reform movement has focused on such goals as tightening academic stan-
dards for eligibility, restricting the amount of time that can be devoted to practice,
and trying to control the length of seasons.

However, the difficulty of achieving incremental reform is significant. For ex-
ample, a series of propositions were adopted by the NCAA in the 1380s and early
1990s requiring that freshmen achieve a minimal SAT score (or, in a later version, a
combined index of SAT scores and grades in core courses) to be eligible for inter-
collegiate athletic competition. But, since African Americans tend to score lower on
the SAT than others, such requirements proved highly controversial.

Are the SATs culturally biased against minorities? What are the effects of so-
cioeconomic status on standardized test scores? A disproportionate nunber of
African Americans are economically disadvantaged; therefore, as socioeconomic
status tends to correlate with test scores, are the tests stacked against them? Some
observers believe proposals to require a minimal SAT score for eligibility were un-
fair to African American athletes. Former Georgetown basketball coach John
Thompson was so outraged by the NCAA propositions that he walked out of &
game with Boston College in protest.

In opposition to such charges, some educators, including prominent and
hardly conservative African American scholars, have argued that the standards set
by Proposition 48 are too low. If, as suggested above, socioeconomic factors predis-
pose black youngsters to overemphasize athletics at the expense of acquiring basic
academic skills, the setting of a standard by legislation such as Proposition 48 may
create an incentive for Teversing priorities. As sociologist of sport Harry Edwards

has argued,

Rule 48 communicates to young athletes . . . that we expect
them to develop mn&gmnﬂq as well as athletically. . . . Further,
were [ not to support Rule 48, I would risk communicating to
_black youth in particular that I, as a nationally known black edu-
cator, do rot believe they have the capacity to achieve a 700 score
on the SAT . . . when they have a significant chance of scoring
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460 by a purely random marking of the test. Finally, I support the
NCAA’s action because [ believe that . . . the black community
must insist that black children be taught and that they learn what-

ever subject matter is necessary to excel on diagnostic and ail
other skills tests.™®

Whatever the merits of the issue, the attempt to raise academic standards by
working with limits on standardized test scores proved impossible to sustain. Atten-
tion has now shifted to requiring students to achieve minimum grades in core
courses in high school and to maintain academic standing while in college. More
promising proposals include depriving intercollegiate teams of athletic scholarships
if their athletes do not graduate at approved rates. The problem with such proposals
is that graduation or even grades themselves may not be significant markers of aca-
demic progress if the athletes are not enrolled in demanding programs (thus, the
former emphasis on the SAT, which provided a standard separate from the grading
practices of individual institutions).

Rather than focus on individual incremental attempts at wmwmﬂmabm big-time

intercollegiate athletics, it may be more useful for us to examine broader issues and
themes. Such a discussion may generate principles that can be used as a framework
for assessing proposals for incremental reform. )
Awanding Athletic Scholarshigs: An Immoral Practice?
One possibility, not officially considered by the NCAA but well worth examination,
is that all institutions conform to rules like those presently in w&mmn in Division WHH or
in such Division I conferences as the Ivy League. In this view; there should be no
special financial aid for athletes. Prospective athletes would then pick a college or
university that would best fulfill their educational needs, not for the athletic schol-
arship they would receive. Financial aid would be awarded only according to need,
not athletic ability. Moreover, although admissions officers might give special
weight to a candidate’s athletic talents, roughly similar weight would be given to the
nonathletic talents of other applicants, such as ability in music or drama. Colleges
and universities would look for true student athletes, not just those looking for
cost-free exposure to professional scouts.

This is a very attractive proposal. It would avoid the objection that major in-
tercollegiate sports exploits athletes because only athletes who are concerned with
the education an institution. can provide would enroll. Moreover, athletic programs
would be run as part of the institution’s educational program rather than as revenue
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producers. For example, coaches might be given faculty status and be judged pri-
marily as teachers rather than according to their record of wins and losses. Generat-
ing income and support would not be the program’s primary purpose. Because
athletes would be admitted on the same basis as other students, much of the moti-
vation for the recruiting abuse and academic fraud that have plagued major college
athletics would have been removed..

Nevertheless, although this proposal might express the most desirable frame-
work for conducting intercollegiate athletics, it has serious defects. For one thing, it
is impractical in the sense that it is unlikely ever to be adopted. Given the visibility
and, sometimes, the revenue generated by the most successful big-time athletic
programs, as well as entrenched support by alumni and fans for their favorite
teams, a sudden radical de-emphasis of intercollegjate sports probably could not be
achieved.,

The policy of de-emphasis still might be morally justifiable even if is difficult
or impossible to carry out. But ever: though there is much to be said for the moral
justifiability of this approach, there are moral objections to it. According to these
objections, some de-emphasis on athletics is justified, but radical de-emphasis, in-
cluding the elimination of athletic scholarships, is not.

In particular, it is far from clear that the award of athletic scholarships or the
use of athletic programs to generate revenue and support is inherently immoral.
Athletic scholarships can be used to attract top talent to particular programs and
make competition exciting, They also allow talented athletes to acquire an educa-
tion that might otherwise be beyond their grasp. In addition to tangible benefits,
such as money, athletics can enhance the visibility of the university, create cchesion
within the university community, and create enjoyment for the region and some-
times the entire nation. Major college athletic events are entertaining, demonstrate
a quest for excellence through challenge, and can generate 3 sense of pride in one’s
institution and loyalty to it that might carry over into support for it in many other
ways. What is immoral in this view is not major intercollegiate competition. but spe-
cific abuses resulting in the exploitation of athletes and the violation of academic
ethics. Reforms should aim at cleaning up big-time intercollegiate athletics, not
eliminating it.

How are these positions to be evaluated? Each seems to rest largely on empiri-
cal or factual assumptions that are difficult to confirm. The proponents of de-em-
phasis doubt whether incremental reforms can curb the abuses arising when money
and status are at stake. Proponents of incremental reform are more optimistic. They
believe that specific changes short of major de-emphasis, some of which will be
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discussed below, can work. At present, it is unclear which of these factual assump-
tions is true.

In addition to consequentialist arguments about the effect of reform, there is
another sort of argument for the view that awarding athletic scholarships is im-
moral. Why, a critic might ask, should an athlete receive financial aid to attend a
college or university when an educationally better qualified student is turned
away? Why should limited openings in a college class be filled by those whose pri-
mary talent is athletics, instead of by those who could do best in the classroom?
Why should a disadvantaged but not athletically talented student be denied finan-
cial 2id, and therefore denied an opportunity to receive an education, in favor of an
athlete who may not even need the money and who may be uninterested in obtain-
ing an education?

In particular, many athletic scholarships are awarded by large, generally unse-
lective universities that enroll large student populations. Admission need not be a
zero-sum game where each scholarship awarded to an athlete means that a needy
academically qualified norathlete is denied financial 2id (although athletic programs
that run up huge losses may well irapose severe burdens on the rest of the academic
community). Although it is widely agreed that athletes who are not educationally
qualified should not be admitted, athletes can be given some speciel consideration
in admission because of the overall goods they provide for the whole community.
Similarly, if other kinds of mﬂmmuﬁw can provide similar benefits for the Ew?owmw% as
a whole, they should receive special scholarships as well. After all, it is unclear
whether standardized test scores, high school grades, and class rank should be the
only determinants of admissibility to even the most selective insfitutions. A &ﬁw.mm
class, including the athletically talented, may provide educational benefits as ﬁﬁﬁ as
enhance life in ways that benefit a broad segment of the university community. .

Moreover, although some major intercollegiate athletic programs have poor
graduation rates, particularly in men’s high-profile sports, others have quite high
graduation rates for athletes. Some groups of athletes, females and those in lower-
profile sports, often do as well academically as other students. Finally, athletes in
an entering class often are not given preference over academic superstars but are
accepted instead of students who may not have vastly superior academic creden-
tials and who sometimes might not have performed better in class than the schol-
arship athlete.”

These rejoinders may be defensible. In particular, if the benefits provided by
high-visibility sports in major college athletic programs can also benefit other

members of the university communrity, such programs, including the awarding of
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athletic scholarships, may be morally permissible if the incremental reforms pro-
posed by the NCAA are effective. In short, the practice of awarding athletic schol-
arships is open to serious question, but the questions may e answerable through an

effective reform program.

Three Proposals for Reform
It is important to consider proposals for reform for, even if they are not ideal, they

-

may constitute a second-best solution to the problems of intercollegiate athletics if
the ideal solution proves unattainable. Let us consider the idea of reform further.

First, it seems entirely justifiable to set acadernic standards that prospective
athletes recruited for elite Division I programs must meet to be eligible for athlet-
ics. These standards should in part consist of satisfactory grades in academically
sound core high school courses in core subjects, such as English and mathematics.
However, the courses offered by different schools can vary in quality, and some-
times there are legitimate concerns that athletes may not be held to the strictest
standards so that they can remain eligible to play.

Thus, I suggest there is a role for the SAT to play, in spite of fears that it may
unfairly disadvantage minorities. However, rather than require athietes to attain an
across-the-board minimal SAT score, we could consider relativizing the score to
their institutions. That is, athletes should achieve a score on the SAT comparable to
that of, say, the lowest third of accepted applicants to that particular institution
who are not athletes. Moreover, failure to achieve this relativized score could be
overcome by evidence of superior academic achievement as shown by grades or
class rank. Finally, failure to achieve the minimal SAT score would not prevent a
prospective athlete from being recruited or being offered a scholarship, only from
being eligible to play until academic achievement was demonstrated while in college.

Second, the strategy of restricting travel, length of season, and time devoted to
off-season. practice for Division I programs is a good one and should be extended
further. In particular, it is hard to see how athletes can achieve the full benefits of a -
university education if they are constently on long road trips playing games. Al-
though specific proposals might differ from sport to sport, national nonconference
competition should be restricted to vacation periods or postseason play in national
championships.

Critics have complained about the amount of time today’s college athletes are
expected to practice out of season. Although the NCAA has restricted the amount
of off-season practice that institutions can officially require, the critics charge that
allegedly voluntary “captain’s practices” held in the off season, suppo-~ly at the

—
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initiative of the players themselves, are in fact mandatory because coaches will’
penalize players who don’t attend. This is a tricky issue, however, since many highly

motivated athletes (some of them academically successful) do want to practice on
their own in the off season. Isn’t it an unjustified restriction on their liberty to pre-
vent them from doing what any other student may do; namely, practice a sport on

their own time? (Former Olympic swimmer Janet Evans, who carried 2 4.0 or A

grade-point average at Stanford, was said to have left school because she felt she

could not prepare adequately for world class competition under the NCAA rule

adopted in 1991 limiting required practices to twenty hours each week.) At a mini- -

mum, restrictions on the liberty to practice in the off scason need to balance the
protection of the athlete against the freedom to engage in a valued activity, and so
must be drawn in a manner sensitive to both sets of values.

A third proposal is to hold institutions responsible for the academic progress
of their athletes. Different versions of this proposel are under cousideration, but
the general idea is that athletic programs within an institution be penalized by loss
of future athletic scholarships if the graduation rate and academic progress of par-
ticipating athletes were deficient. This approach would have two desirable conse-
quences: It would provide incentives for institutions to recruit only athletes who
could succeed academically and to insure their athletes did learn once they matric-
ulated. .

All this presupposes that athletes are taking legitimate courses and are in-
volved in academically satisfactory programs of study. To insure this, faculties need
to exercise significant oversight on the courses chosen by athletes. For éxample,
course selection for athletes should be handied the same way as it is for other stu-
dents; that is, through faculty or academic advisers, not coaches or employees of the
athletic department. Course selection by athletes should resemble that of other stu-
dents unless there was an appropriate educational reason for the difference. For ex-
ample, athletes might take more education courses than other students if they were
interested in becoming teachers and coaches after graduation, or specialize more
than others in economics if they had a greater interest in entering the business
world. But faculty monitoring and control would do much to insure that the aca-
demic ethic was not being undermined by athletics. Surely the contribution athlet-
ics can make to the overall community in elite Division I programs should not be at
the price of athletes’ academic progress.

Finally, as noted earlier, athletes must take advantage of the educational oppor-
tunities offered them. The academic deficiencies of some athletes sometimes may
not be the fault of the institution at all but of the athletes’ priorities. Although
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incremental reforms of the kinds suggested above might do much to make academ-
ics and big-time intercollegiate athletics compatible, reforms can only provide a
better opportunity for individuals to receive an education; the individuals ﬁrma-.
selves must take responsibility for achieving it.

Can Athletics Enhance Academics?

At most, our argument so far shows that athletics at the level of major intercolle-
giate sports, given appropriate and effective regulation, can provide benefits such as
a sense of community, fun, visibility, and perhaps revenue without undermining the
central academic mission of colleges and universities. Skeptics may question
whether regulations can be effective given the incentives to win and claim that the
argument shows athletics to be a necessary evil, but that response may well be too
bleak. Most athletes in elite Division I programs graduate, often, as we have seen, at
higher rates than other students. Female athletes do particularly well, but marny ath-
letes in high-visibility men’s programs also graduate at high rates at institutions
whose athletic prograrms have achieved pational prominence. " Although graduation
rates are not always an indication of the rigor of the programs in which athletes are
enrolled, greater faculty control would surely enhance the quality of education re-
ceived by athletes at high-profile institutions.

But even if this limited defense of elite Division I athletics has force, an even
stronger kind of argument should also be considered. This argument claims not
merely that, under suitable conditions, big-time athletics and academics can be
minimally compatible and so should be accepted for their utilitarian benefits, but
that intercollegiate athletics in the right circumstances can enhance or contribute to

the academic mission of colleges and universities.

Athletics As Educaticn

In particular, if we consider the model of athletic competition as a mutual @Ew.%n for
excellence through chellenge as developed in Chapters 2 and 3, it has several fea-
tures that make it a desirable supplement to a broad liberal arts education. On. this
model, athletic competition can be thought of as 2 test through which competitors
commit their minds and bodies to the pursuit of excellence. To meet such a test,
they must learn to analyze and overcome weakness, to work hard to improve, to
understand their own strengths and weaknesses, and to react intelligently and skill-
fully to situations that arise in the contest. In the sports contest, they must use judg-

ment, make decisions that are open to reflective criticism {often known as

__second-guessing), apply standards of assessment, critically analyze play, and .nvn.wmu#

p—
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perseverance and coolness under pressure. During a season, athletes can learn and
grow by understanding their physical and psychological weaknesses and trying to
Improve.

Many of these same traits are also required for successful study in the humani-
ties and sciences. An important part of education is learning to know and under-
stand oneself, and that kind of self-knowledge is one of the most valuable kinds of
knowledge that can emerge from participation in sperts. In calling for the best that
is within each w.ﬁm&wmbﬁ_ a good athletic program can provide educational experi-
ences that are unusually intense and unusually valuable, and that reinforce and help
develop many of the same traits that promote learning elsewhere. But even leaving
aside such consequences, the good sports contest is a crucible in which important
learning takes place and involves the discipline, understanding, and analysis that are
related to learning in other parts of the cwrriculum.

Critics might object that even if these points are correct, they do not show that

intercollegiate athletics is a necessary part of an educational curriculum. After alt, if

the same values are directly promoted, taught, and exemplified in the classroom,

the additional indirect reinforcement provided by athletics is at best marginal and at
worst distracts students from more academic pursuits where the most important
aspects of education are dealt with. At most, critics might argue, intramural pro-

grams may well be warranted, but not the kind of intense activity found in varsity
intercollegiate athletics.™

This sort of critical rejoinder is not decisive. As philosopher Paul Weiss has

pointed out, students, particularly undergraduates, are novices in the academic dis-

ciplines they study. At best, the more advanced undergraduates may become ap-

prentices by assisting professors in research, but they rarely have the chance to be at

the cutting edge of achievement in a discipline untl later in their Qmwowﬁm.u?m&mma.

along with the performing arts, are perhaps the only areas in most colleges and uni-

versities where stadents can. achieve and demonstrate excellence—and not just as

apprentice learners but in performances that rank among the best at a high Jevel of

comparative judgment.®

Perhaps more important, appreciation of achievement in athletics is wide-

spread, far more so than understanding of achievement in mathematics, physics,
g&&%oﬁ&% or other specialized disciplines. Because of this, athletics can and

should serve as a kind of common denominator that allows people from vastly dif-

ferent backgrounds, cultures, social classes, and academic interests to experience

together the lessons of striving to meet challenges. These experiences can be not

only educationally valuable to the participants but also can inspire, teach, and
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inform other members of the wider university community who also ns._.ou\ the
competition. Moreover, because athletics is accessible to and mﬁw»oﬁ &.ro Eﬂﬂ.wM
of wide segments of the population, it can be a unifying wow.no in an H.HﬁmmooH
community often split along a@oymmwo&_ ethnic, religious, moﬂowoowa.ﬂuou wuw $-
ciplinary lines. Although this function is perhaps distinct from its primary educa-
tional functions, intercollegiate athletics can help create bonds that m”:os‘,
communication to persist when it Bmmr\m otherwise break down because of differ-
ences within the university. .

Thus, because of the intensity and high level of the competition, intercolle-
giate athletics can serve as a common medium through which large and diverse seg-
ments of the academic community can demonstrate and appreciate excellent
performance and the struggle to meet challenge. Michael Oriad, a wwo.mommoa of
English at Oregon State University, captured the effects of his institution’s basket-
ball program and its coach, Ralph Miller, when he wrote

My colleagues and I recognize the most important functions of
the university to be teaching, research, and service. . . . But on
Friday or Saturday night from Decernber through March, we Q.E-
not conceive of a finer place to be than in Gill Coliseum watching
what the locals have termed the Orange Express. . . . These
games are the major social events of our winter months, and our
enthusiasm for the team is compounded of many elements. Some
of us have had players in class and usually have favorable reports
of the experience. . . . Most of us never appreciated the w,\n of
passing until we saw how 0.5.U. executesit. . . . It is a particular
kind of excellence that our basketball team exhibits and that
most appeals to us. Ralph Miller speaks the truth when he h.um&.m
hirnself not a coach but a teacher, and we teachers in other disci-
plines appreciate what his pupils have learned to do.*

Our discussion suggests, then, that although intercollegiate athletics are not
strictly part of an education in the way the classroom Gnmmﬂ.mnbno s, they can and
should add 2 desirable educational component to the university. of ooﬁma,. our ac-
count has been highly intellectual and is not meant 1o deny that intercollegiate ath-
letics can provide other benefits to the academic community as émﬁ.dpnmm wgwmﬁ
E&s&m opportunities for relaxation, to make new friends and meet different kinds
of people, and to promote a sense of community on campus. Although these other
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Wnuoma are significant, it is important to consider the educational benefits of athlet
ics as Snm if we are to determine their proper role in the university. For example
ob.o might argue that if athletics have educational value, coaches should be o@ﬂ%m%
primarily as teachers rather than according to their record of wins and lo
their ability to generate funds for the university. e
. In all fairness, this model of athletics does not easily fit the major intercolle-
giate athletic programs found at the athletic pinnacle of Division I. The megmoa
that come closest to meeting it most probably are schools like those in the Hﬂm
League, perhaps major universities that do award athletic scholerships and h 4%.
strong academic reputations—such as Duke and Stanford——and man: Mm the HMM@
Emwﬂm in Division III (the largest division within the NCAA), where MﬂEmnn movoy-
arships are not awarded, where athletes take the same courses as other stud 8-
and where athletics is regarded as an adjunct to the educational program o
But although it may be comforting to think of Mﬁmﬁno:mmwﬁm w,.ﬂgnﬁom t
such schools as pure and pristine, at least compared to the kind of problems m._.w
have plagued big-time intercollegiate athletics, some recent Q.EQME has call Mn
mﬁuub that assumption into question. This eriticism goes directly to the heart of ﬂM
claim that athletics can enbhance academics and has a significant educational .
to play at many institutions of higher education. Hons ol

Bo Intercollegiate Athletics Fail the Game of Life?

In their recent book, The Game of Lift, James L. Shulman and William G. Bowen. \m
mn.ﬂ.m of the prestigious Mellon Foundation (Bowen is also a former . Hmmmmg,ﬂo M.
Princeton University), use material from an extensive database nogﬁmpmuq the )
demic performance of athletes and nonathletes as well as their careers PWMH oowwwow..\
and conclude that intercollegiate athletics is even more harmful at the Ivv L o
universities and highly selective liberal arts colleges.™ v
Critics point out that because the smaller, more academically selective schools

tend to offer more intercollegiate sports than others, athletes constitute a hich
centage of their student body, as much as 30 percent te 40 percent. In .M m@.-
me_m._m_ athletes at the schools studied by Shulman and Bowen wmwmogwwn_ ﬁ,om mwﬁm
demically, often better than their peers. This, they maintain, is no longer so WB&M..
they suggest that if athletes are given too great an admissions maﬁnﬂwqm mﬁ& if the _
perform much worse academically than their classmates, they can nﬁwq down A..Tuw
academic atmosphere of the whole institution. Moreover, they mcmmaMﬂMHmm a ao&,ou
wE.a of athletics,” a kind of “jock culture” exacerbates this problem and, apart fro
its consequences, may be inherently in conflict with academic values. ¥ "
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Although the highly selective schools in the book’s database may not be typical
of the majority of institutions of higher education, these schools have an importance
farger then their numbers would indicate. Not only are they widely regarded as ac-
ademic standard-bearers, but they also appear to have resisted the temptations in-
herent in major intercollegiate sports. Many observers will conclude that if
intercollegiate sports are harmful even in such a context, nowhere in higher educa-
tion can they be a positive educational and ethical influence.

Much of the argument of The Game of Life Tests on statistical comparisons be-
tween the academnic performance while in school or achievernents after graduation
of athletes versus nonathletes. Because the argument is based on an exhaustive
analysis of a major database, it cannot fully be analyzed here; however, we can look
at some of the questions about methodology that go well beyond one particulax
study.”

Although it may seem methodologically sound to compare the academic per-
formance of athletes to those of nonathletes at colleges and umiversities, we need to
be careful about what conclusions we draw from such a comparison. Suppose the
athletes do worse than nonathletes. Does this mean the academic stature of the stu-
dent body could be raised if we stopped giving preference in admissions to talented
athletes who apply?

Not necessarily. Much depends, not only on how much preference is given,
but on who would have been accepted if athletic talent was not taken into positive
consideration in the admissions process. If schools are comparing academically less-
qualified athletes not to potential academic superstars but to applicants who are ac-
ademically weaker, then the applicants who would have replaced the athletes might
not have done all that well either.? In other words, how strong academically were
the candidates who would have been accepted bad some degree of preference not
been extended to athletes in the admissions process?

To assess the effect of athletics on the academic stature of the student body, we
would also need to consider another issue (one not given significant attention in The
Game of Life), namely, the extent to which a competitive athletic program might at-
tract athletes who are outstanding students and who want to participate in intercol-
legiate athletics at a resp ectable level of competition. This was brought home to me
in the spring of 2001 when an excellent student in my seminar, who was also a top

player on our women’s basketball team, remarked after [ had summarized The Game
of Life for the class that “ would never have come here if I hadn’t been a recruited
athlete” Thus, in evaluating the effect of athletics on academics, one must consider

~.not only weaker students who would not have been admitted if they had r~+ been
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athletes but also top students who would have attended another institution if they
had not been attracted by the opportunities for athletics, either as a participant or
spectator, at the school where they matriculated.

Finally, it is important to remember that the academic performance of many,
perhaps most, athletes does not differ significantly from the performance of other
students, as suggested by data in The Game of Lifz itself. In fact, data from the book
suggest that female athletes do as well academically as other students and that the
academic performance of male athletes in sports other than men’s football and bas-
ketball does not differ much from that of other students. The widest divergence
from the performance of the overall student body probably is in male high-profile
sports, where the population of student athletes is also more socioeconomically di-
verse than the student body as a whole.

This raises the issue of whether the recruitmnent of athletes might contribute
to the diversity of an institution’s student body. We have already seen, for exam-
ple, that African Americans are disproportionately represented on the major
sports teams of athletically elite Division I schools. In their analysisin The Game of
Life, Bowen and Shulman find a much more modest contribution at the schools in
their sample, presumably because less weight is given to athletics in recruiting at
those schools than in big-time college athletics and because the E&.omﬁw of stu-
dent athletes at such schools play lower-profile sports, such as golf, lacrosse, ten-
nis, and crew, that historically have not always attracted or been open to minority
participation.

However, by considering diversity among all athletes, the study may have un-
deremphasized how high-profile men’s sports can contribute to diversity. In partic-
ular, male athletes in high-profile sports such as football do &mmuwoﬁog.mowmﬁ&% tend
to come from different socioeconomic backgrounds than other students.” As we
have seen, the high-profile men’s sports are the very ones where the academic per-
formance of the student athletes is least satisfactory. If athletes in high-profile sports
do tend to do less well than others academically, this may be due to a complex com-
bination of factors, including their somewhat different educational backgrounds
combined with the amount of time required by serious commitment to intercolle-
giate athletics.

Our discussion suggests that measuring the effect of athletic recruitment at ac-
ademically selective schools is coraplex. Because some of these complexities may
not have been given adequate attention by the authors, the quantitative analysis un-
derlying The Game of Life, while raising issues of concern, arguably is less than com-
pelling. But rather than focus simply on quantitative analysis, important as it is, let
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us turn to more philosophical criticisms of the claim that athletics and academics

can be mutually reinforcing. .
The “Cutture of Athletics” and Academics

Az a large state university, athletes may constitute a small percentage of students
simply because the institution is so large. As we have seen, that may not be true at
srmaller Division III schools, such as liberal arts colleges, or even at Ivy League un-
dergraduate colleges. If athletes have different values and attitudes than other stu-
dents, and these are inimical to the educational mission of the institution, a critical
mass of athletes can negatively affect the educational atmosphere of an institution
apart from their academic performance as individuals. In other words, “jock cul-
ture” and academics may be in conflict.

Thus, Bowen and Shulman identify a cluster of traits they identify with a cul-
ture of athletics. Although this culture is not precisely defined, it shows a tendency
for athletes to socialize mainly with other athletes, to pursue majors in proportions
differet from the rest of the student population, and, male athletes especially, to
focus more on financial success after college than other students. This culture of
athletics has been fostered by youngsters’ early specialization into particular sports,
recruiting policies by admissions officers that reward such specialization (the search
for a well-rounded class rather than well-rounded individuals), and the consequent
estrangement of athletes from the academic mission of their institutions.

Altkough the idea that a culture of athletics adversely affects athletes’ aca-
demic performance may be plausible as a partial explanation, it is doubtful
whether it is the whole story, or even the most significant part. This kind of expla-
nation suggests that athletes even at highly selective and academically demanding
snstitutions lack a true commitment to academic success. But surely the picture
may be more complex. .

Institutional factors built into selective colleges and universities may also play
a significant role, as might cultural factors having little to do with athletics. For ex-
ample, athletes whose parents did not go to college or who attended different sorts
of institutions may be unaccustomed to interaction with faculty, particularly during
their freshman year. These are the very students who might be most in need of aca-
demic support from professors but may not know how to go about getting it.*
Even worse, if too many faculty exhibit outright disdain for intercollegiate athletics

or, more likely, are indifferent to athletes, players may sense this and be more reluc-
tant than other students to seek help from those faculty. Again, because review ses-
sions or outside lectures may be scheduled during practice or game times, athletes
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may be more likely than others to miss them. Moreover, the amount of time and
energy that goes into athletic training may be more demanding than many other
kinds of extracurricular commitments. It is unclear, then, just how much “jock cul-
ture,” asswming it exists, affects academic performance and whether it has a greater
or lesser effect than other explanatory factors.

Should the culture of athletics be viewed primarily negatively, as in The Game of
Life, or is a more positive assessment plausible? Is there an ideal distribution of stu-
dents across concentrations, let alone of values or career goals, that institutions
should seek to foster? i not, why should we regard the culture of athletics as nega-
tively as the critics suggest?

The Game of Life suggests that athletes,’both male and female, increasingly tend
to have more conservative values than their peers; surely the different values attrib-
uted to some athletes can be a contribution to diversity o nmu%nmv. at least if “di-
versity” is not understood in a narrow and partisan way. If sofathletic recruiting can
contribute not only a degree of socioeconomic diversity, as ,mﬂmmnmﬁom above, but
also contribute to 2 potentially intellectually fruitful mix of values within the aca-
demic community as well. _

Athletics and Educational Values

Let us return more directly to what might be called the academic defense against
the Incompatiblity Thesis. According to this defense, athletics, properly structured,
is not only compatible with academic values but may enhance and reinforce them.
This point was defended earlier when it was argued that an athletic contest, con-
ceived of as a mutual quest for excellence through challenge, is educational or has
educational components closely related to academic virtues. Let us return to this
point from another direction.

Surely, a major part of intellectual inquiry is a willingness to question what
often is taken for granted, including one’s own cherished beliefs. I find that my own
students, at least when they are new to philosophy, are quite good at articulating
their own views but less than satisfactory at anticipating serious objections to their
own positions and meeting the challenges that would be presented by a thoughtful
critic. Similar behavior on the athletic field can lead to the serious underestimation
of an opponent or overestimation of one’s own ability, misjudgments that are often
made all too visible to participants and spectators alike through exposure in com-
petitive contests,

That is, the kind of intellectual honesty and respect for truths so crucial for in-

tellectual inquiry are closely related to similar virtues necessary for athletic success
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and personal improvement in sport. Participation in competitive athletics can re-
quire intellectual honesty and a concern for truth, including accuracy about one’s
own values and talents, in ways parallel to academic inquiry.

Thus, participation in competitive athletics conducted within a defensible edu-
cational and ethical set of requirements can be educational in its own right. And al-
though there need not always be 2 causal relationship between the development of
these virtues in one context (say in athletics) and in the other (say academics), there
also is no reason why these qualities should not be mutually reinforcing, given the
proper emphasis by coaches and professors. More generally, by emphasizing how
the pursuit of excellence in athletics requires the development of virtues that also
apply in academic pursuits, and by involving coaches more directly in motivating
student-athletes educationally, athletics and academics might be seen more as mutu-
ally reinforcing than in total conflict. Perhaps if coaches made a more direct at-
tempt to indicate how qualities that promote success on the athletic field also do the
same in the classroom and professors encouraged student-athletes, particularly in
the high-visibility men’s sports, to apply the personal qualities that lead to athletic
success to academics, athletics and academics might come to be seen as mutually re-
inforcing rather than antithetical to each other.

Qur discussion so far may have assumed that we are all in agreement about just
what the academic mission of undergraduate education in the liberal arts and sci-
ences, which are central to the ideal of critical inquiry, should be. Our discussion
has associated that mission with the promotion of critical inquiry, which involves
understanding major achieverments in different fields, mastery of critical tools
needed to assess them, and the ability to apply those tools in evaluating and assess-
ing major positions in a variety of fields and disciplines.

This does not mean, however, that colleges and universities should have as
their primary role the replication of more and more professors. It is important and
even essential that students develop enthusiasm for some intellectual pursuit or ac-
tivity, but it does not follow that the goal of undergraduate education is simply to
produce scholars.

Surely one additional major function is to tain people to function as intelligent
citizens in a democracy. If so, many of the skills learned in sport and developed
through competition (and expressed to spectators through scheduled contests) can
contribute to such a goal. These would include appreciation of teamwork, including
cooperation with those very different from oneself in pursuit of a common enter-
prise, and learning to appreciate achievement (including that of opponents) as well as

- learning to view opponents as persons who contribute to one’s own development.

N
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Our democracy might be much hezlthier if many of the attitudes the ethical athlete
would have towards a worthy opponent, as outlined in Chapters 2 and 3, were also
applied toward those who engage in reasonable debate within the democratic process.

Finally, let me suggest, however tentatively, a contribution competitive athlet-
ics make to liberal arts colleges that in my view is too often ignored. The contribu-
tion I have in mind is ethical. Competitive sport is by its very nature a value-laden
activity. If carried out properly, such sports involve fair play, respect for opponents,

and understanding and appreciation of (even reverence for) the traditions, prac-

tices, and values central to one’s sport. Sport at its best is an unalienated activity
participants engage in for its own sake, as well as for whatever external rewards
participation may promote. As many scholars of sport have argued, concern for ex-
ternal rewards crowd out the love of the game and its intérnal values often corrupt
sport and lead to many of the excesses of corrmercialized big-time sport in the
United States. s

However, the kinds of institutions that are best m@&%@o@ to promote harmony
between athletics and academics, such as many of the institutions studied in The
Game of Life, are just the ones where the participants play primarily for love of the
game and where commercialization is minimal. Although it remains controversial
whether participation in athletics at these institutions actually makes the partici-
pants more ethical than otherwise (whether in sport or in unrelated activities),
competitive sport arguably can express or illustrate these values to 2 wider commu-
nity. Thus, competitive sport at such institutions exemplifies the pursuit of an activ-
ity for its own sake and illustrates the atternpt to meet challenges simply for the
sake of testing oneself and learning from the test. As such, it stands in contrast to a
crude sort of utilitarianism approach that asks what everything is good for in terms
of immediate payoffs, or to a view that rejects achievement and standards of excel-
lence as arbitrary or mere matters of opinion. Of course, other activities, especially
in the arts, also do the same. The suggestion here is not that athletics is unique in the
way suggested but only that its role in illustrating, expressing, and possibly reinforc-
ing important values is significant and should not be ignored. The French philoso-
pher Albert Camus was making an important point of general educational
importance when he remarked that the only context in which he really learned
ethics was sport.”

Goncluding Somment
In this chapter, we have argued that although academic values and intercollegiate
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versities that pursue national recognition at the top of Division I, this conflict is far
from inevitable. Athletics can too often be the tail that wags the academic dog, as
was indicated by one university president who, when seeking funds before a state
legislature, was said to have stated, “We need to build 2 university our football team
can be proud of” But athletics, properly integrated into the academic community,
can also il important and valuable functons. In the proper context, intercollegiate
athletics can even ephance and reinforce the academic mission of the institution.

This academic defense is probably best realized within the frameworlk of insti-
tutions that do not offer athletic scholarships and that tend to integrate athletics
into the overall academic community, perhaps by evaluating coaches primarily as
teachers and insuring that students who are athletes take rigorous academic pro-
grams similar to those of nonathletes.

"This does not mean that the athletic programs, even at colleges and universi-
ties that best exemplify the model, are fine just as they are. wmwﬁﬁum too much
weight is given to athletics in admissions even there, or seasons are too long, or pre-
season training has become too demanding. However, our discussion has also sug-
gested that broad criticism of athletics at such institutions, such as found in The
Game of Life, may draw a bleaker picture than is warranted of the academic conse-
quences of intercollegiate athletics in the academy. The role of athletics in academia
can and should continte to be examined, but criticism of athletics, although some-
times well taken, should not obscure the contribution a properly structured athletic

program. can. make to the college and university community.



