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ABSTRACT

This study explores the topic of academic clustewithin the football and men’s and
women'’s basketball teams at the University of Adas Given the prominence of collegiate
sport in America, this paper examines a relativelglerstudied topic regarding student-athletes
and education. Using a mixed methods approachpthe of academic clustering is analyzed
statistically, as well as through in-depth intewsewith student-athletes and academic advisors
in the athletic department. Statistical analybisvgs significant over- and under-representation
of student-athletes in certain University colle¢eg., Fulbright College of Arts and Sciences,
Walton College of Business, and College of Engimggy the presence of academic clustering
within the women’s basketball team, and a significgalationship between race and choice of
major by college. Qualitative findings attempetglain these statistical findings, as well as

highlight a possible unwanted consequence of thedmgs.
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INTRODUCTION

This study will explore the widespread, but untlet®d issue of academic clustering
within collegiate sports. The concept of acadechistering was first developed by Case,
Brown, and Greer (1987) when they noticed a dispriignate number of student-athletes
enrolled in the same major. They defined acadeii&tering as 25% or more of members of a
sports team being enrolled into a single major éGasal. 1987). In an effort to further the
understanding of this phenomenon, this study exasnacademic clustering at the University of
Arkansas. Specifically, the study employs a migexthods design to answer the following

guestions: Is academic clustering occurring atuhigersity? And, if so, why is it happening?

The mixed method approach allows for statisticallygsis to determine whether or not
academic clustering is a problem at this particutaversity. Additionally, the design
incorporates qualitative analysis to dig deeperwamtkrstand the possible causes and
consequences of academic clustering. This stutiyaddress the shortcomings of available
literature and past research to show how this pinenon may arise in an athletic department.

In particular, the study examines the relationdlafween academic clustering and the academic
advising process. By employing a social constamisim theoretical framework, this study

examines the ways in which certain majors beconfieetas “easy majors.”

Statement of the Problem

The role of student-athlete requires a level afickgion that many college students
cannot fathom. It could be argued that studerietdl are subject to a degree of stress that
might double that experienced by “regular” collsfigdents. For instance, while thousands of

spectators are watching every move the studenttathimake on the field (or court, track, etc.),



there are also a slew of academic advisors andsugtaff watching their every move in the
classroom. Thus, student-athletes may feel tlegt éine being pulled in opposing directions;
making it absolutely necessary to succeed botmdro# the field. Given these conflicting
demands of time and energy, it makes sense thagrstathletes might attempt to travel a path
of least resistance in one of these areas. Indacbrding to a growing body of research, it
appears that large numbers of student-athletesfoave a way of effectively balancing these
demands: by enrolling in easy, flexible, or lessxdading majors (Case et al. 1987; Dowling
2000; Eitzen 2001; Suggs 2003; Finley and Four28@bv; Fountain and Finley 2009a, 2009b,
2010, 2011; Schneider, Ross, and Fisher 2010; Mofckr 2010; Paule, 2010; Sanders and
Hildenbrand, 2010). By doing so, it becomes edsiestudent-athletes to meet academic
eligibility requirements, while still giving a futommitment of time and energy to their

respective teams.

Past research has suggested that college atldetaserage, do not perform as well as
other students, and are also not as well preparetbflege as the majority of incoming students
(Purdy, Eitzen, and Hufnagel 1982; Maloney and Modok 1993; Eitzen 2001; Sanders and
Hildebrand 2010). Furthermore, DeBrock, Hendrieksd Koenker (1996) and Simiyu (2012)
suggest that the graduation rates for athletes grti@nhigh-revenue sports (football and men’s
basketball) suffered more than athletes of othertsgpecause of the high expectations of
financial returns in professional sports. Someaeshers contend that many youths view college
simply as a means to professional sports, so thaysfthe majority of their time and effort on
athletics, rather than academics (Kelley 1997; Beaand Ball 2002; Simiyu 2012). Numerous
researchers have shown evidence that universites tend to bend the rules by giving credit for

courses not taken, having others take tests féeta) and pushing them to enroll in easier



courses and major fields of study; all in an efforensure that they are academically eligible to
play (Eitzen and Sage 1982; Purdy et al. 1982; DayPR000; Eitzen 2001; Donnor 2005;

Sanders and Hildenbrand, 2010; Simiyu, 2012).

While the National Collegiate Athletic AssociatiMCAA) tout their victories with
respect to record graduation rates (these willibeudsed more in depth later), another problem
— possibly as detrimental to student-athletes as g@aduation rates — may have surfaced that
should garner just as much empirical attentiondaodc clustering. Academic clustering was
first investigated by Case and colleagues (198 8nithey noticed a substantial percentage of
players on a basketball team were enrolling insdr@e major. Though the topic was seemingly
ignored for over a decade, a plethora of subsemiadies have examined clustering in the
major choice of student-athletes (Finley and Faar2@07; Fountain and Finley 2009a, 2009b,
2010, 2011; Schneider et al. 2010; McCormick 2@4yle 2010; Sanders and Hildenbrand
2010). These studies have a identified a numberagbrs that student-athletes tend to cluster
into, including general studies, interdisciplinatydies, social sciences such as sociology, and
humanities such as communications and journaliShough student-athletes’ graduation rates
have risen considerably (NCAA, 2010), the clusigwhstudent-athletes into “easy majors”

carries some serious educational implications.

Studies have also shown that academic clusteriog'@asy majors” tends to affect
minority student-athletes more than white studenletes (Case et al. 1987; Fountain and Finley
2009a, 2009b, 2010). While whites tend to cluster business programs, minorities tend to
cluster into the “easy majors” like general studiad sport management. If it is the case that
student-athletes are enrolling in easier majorpkino remain eligible for athletic participation,
then there are a number of problems that couldtrsem this practice. For instance, college
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athletes with little to no interest in their degmegrams and no real career trajectory other than
sports are being set up for failure once they lemliege (whether they leave with or without a
degree). Add to this fact that inequalities alseaxlist between white and minority college
attendance and success (United States Departm&uaiuchtion 2012), white and minority pay
equality (United States Census Bureau 2012), antk\@hd minority career success
(Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2006; Massey 2007), theadamic clustering may be perpetuating
already existing inequalities between whites andaomiiies by not preparing student-athletes

equally for life after college sports.

In an attempt to understand this phenomenon, resexs have posited several possible
explanations for the occurrence of academic cluggerFor instance, some researchers contend
that it is administrators and the institutionsaak that are placing demands on the student-
athletes (Eitzen and Sage 1982; Purdy et al. 198&/ing 2000; Eitzen 2001; Donnor 2005;
Sanders and Hildenbrand 2010; Simiyu 2012). Orother hand, some posit that the athletes’
social networks — their teammates, coaches, and@dw are the driving force behind the
phenomenon (Benson 2000; Suggs 2003; Paule 20h@gker et al. 2010; Benson 2000;
McCormick 2010). In trying to accurately understdhis problem, this study will focus on

student-athletes as well as their academic advisors

Significance of Study

Though most studies into academic clustering haelded very interesting results, there
are some glaring limitations in the body of exigtnesearch. First, many studies tend to focus
only on one particular sport (Paule 2010; Founsaid Finley 2010) or sports team at a given

university (Sanders and Hildebrand 2010). Thislpteeks to broaden the view of clustering by



examining three of the sports teams at this unityer§urthermore, only a few of the studies
(Case et al. 1987; Fountain and Finley 2009a, 20P@b0) have examined the role of race with
regard to academic clustering. Like the origiraddemic clustering study by Case and
colleagues (1987), this study will examine acadechistering at this university by looking at

both race and gender.

The majority of these studies have also been hidéscriptive. To the author’s
knowledge, the only statistical tests applied esthstudies have been averages and cross-
tabulations (Fountain and Finley 2009a, 2009b, 20TIMis study seeks to add a new dimension
to clustering research by employing a more rigoiasistical analysis by constructing a logistic
regression model to test a set of predictor vaegmblAdditionally, most studies fail to
statistically examine the proportions of studehtetes enrolled in specific majors to those of the
general student population. This study will tést €nrollment numbers of student-athletes to the
enrollment numbers of the general student populatahe university to see whether or not

significant differences exist.

Though they have succeeded in identifying acadetagtering at universities and within
specific teams, the existing research has faileddmughly investigate the way in which
athletes come to be enrolled in clustered majorsuthh the use of qualitative methodastead,
studies that do use qualitative methods tend tof@n former athletes’ college experiences
(Beamon 2008, 2010). Rather than simply identgyivhether or not clustering is occurring, this
study will examine the processes that are resplanfab perpetuating academic clustering

through the use of in-depth interviews with curretnident-athletes and academic advisors.

LITERATURE REVIEW



Social Constructionism

Social constructionism is a sociological theorkonbwledge that examines how social
phenomena or objects of social knowledge develadpinvihe confines of specific social
contexts. Famously explored in the work of Berysd Luckmann (1967), social
constructionism contends that all knowledge abealitly is socially constructed. Depending on
individuals’ social locations and interests, thdgas and beliefs about reality can be vastly
different when compared to the ideas and belienother group of individuals. As Berger and
Luckmann point out, “what remains sociologicallgestial is the recognition that all symbolic
universes and all legitimations are human produbtsr existence has its base in the lives of

concrete individuals, and has no empirical stapastdrom these lives” (1967:128).

This point is especially important when examinihg idea of socially constructed “easy
majors” within the context of a university's athéetiepartment. The major that has been agreed
upon as “easy” within an athletic department migbitactually be the same one that most would
consider to be the easiest major on campus. Btarioe, researchers have identified social
sciences such as sociology and criminology as sitte “easy majors” that student-athletes
tend to cluster into (Fountain and Finley 2009aydesis and Hildebrand 2010). Even though
most people involved in these fields would argueg there are a number of easier majors — ones
where students would not have to take coursestistts or research methods — these are a
couple of the majors that have been identifiedeasgoeasier than other options at some

universities, as illustrated by the clustering toident-athletes into those majors.

However, all universities are different, as are student-athletes, advisers, and faculty

that constitute each institution. Thus, the majbes researchers identify as “easy majors”



oftentimes differ between universities. As Foumiand Finley (2009a) found while examining a
number of schools, these majors may range fronokxpr to sport management to apparel,
housing, and resource management. Furthermoi,isvbonsidered an “easy major” to a
group of traditional students might be drasticdilyerent from what is considered easy for a
group of student-athletes. Whereas student-athiatght associate “easy” with classes or
majors that consist largely of multiple choice esaand very few written assignments, another
group of students might consider this type of ctadse the complete opposite of “easy,” and
instead opt for a major such as journalism, whergng assignments are the primary focus.
Similarly, given the empirical research suggesthrg white and black student-athletes tend to
cluster into different majors (Fountain and Fing909a; 2009b), it is possible that what is
defined as an “easy major” may not only be diffétsgtween teams, but also within teams of a
given university (i.e. whites consider the busiredated programs easy, while minorities

consider the social sciences easy).

One key problem with investigating the social ¢andion of “easy majors” within an
athletic department is identifying how this constron came about. The origin of these beliefs
could be attributed to either the student-athleteshe academic staff. For instance, it is
possible that it was a process first involving studathletes sharing their thoughts with one
another about which courses they found to be teesia These ideas could have then been
agreed upon and passed down by the student-athdeties point where advisers began to agree
that the major was easy, and then began to sujgesither student-athletes. Or, the idea could
have started with an adviser, or group of advidbed,thought the social sciences were an easy
alternative to the hard sciences for groups ofesttiathletes that they believed needed to be

enrolled in less rigorous majors in order to reneigible. Regardless of where these



definitions first originated, it seems as thougmsnathletic programs have their own

constructed “easy major” (Fountain and Finley 202171, 0; Paule 2010).

Marx’s Theory of Alienation

Marx’s theory of alienation is one that is rootedhis studies of capitalist economic
systems. As an economist, Marx argues that aitalegb systems are driven by the pursuit of
profit. Those who own and control the means ofipotion (bourgeoisie) rely on workers
(proletariat) to produce their goods or productsiciv can then be sold for a profit. As the
owners push to increase profit margins, workergest@ifom exploitation (unfair compensation

for their labor) and, ultimately, alienation (All2913).

Marx defines four specific types of alienationtthfiects workers in capitalist systems:
1) alienation from our species-being, or our humature; 2) alienation from the work process;
3) alienation from the product; and 4) alienatioomi others (Allan 2013). Marx argues that all
workers in capitalist systems are alienated (Al@43). In the case of student-athletes and the
NCAA, student-athletes can be viewed as workemnof the most Marxist of capitalistic
systems. The NCAA and its member institutions\(arsities and colleges) control the means of
production, while student-athletes produce the pebd sports entertainment — to be sold to

spectators and television companies.

Educational institutions were not originally fougttito be sites of capitalistic gain, but
collegiate sports, especially football and men’skatball have become big business over the
years. For instance, the NCAA'’s gross revenu@dr3 reached almost one billion dollars
($913 million to be exact), with a surplus of alm®$60 million (Berkowitz 2014). While

hundreds of millions of dollars are being throwoward, the NCAA demands that student-



athletes remain amateurs by receiving no paymerhér athletic participation outside of what

is provided through their athletic scholarshipghva “full ride” covering all tuition, fees, books,
and room and board (NCAA 2013). This also meaasftke access to a degree (the other
product being produced by student-athletes) is asgbto be part of the economic exchange
between the NCAA and student-athletes, with theaaefour year degree costing around eighty
thousand dollars (U.S. Department of Education 20¥2hile some argue this is may be a fair
exchange, many see this as a clear-cut exampbhgptditation of student-athletes (Rhoden

2006), with one researcher calling college spdtie hew plantation” (Hawkins 2013). Thus, if
college sports are a capitalist economic systeam #tcording to Marx’s theory, all student-

athletes experience a certain degree of alienation.

NCAA Reforms

As mentioned earlier, past research had showrsthdént-athletes participating in major
revenue-producing sports - primarily football andnis basketball - did not perform as well
academically, and did not graduate at a rate dsdsgion-athletes (Purdy et al., 1982; Maloney
and McCormick, 1993; DeBrock et al., 1996; Eitz20Q1). However, in order to combat the
growing negative perceptions of their student-adfsiethe NCAA has passed numerous
academic reform laws over the years. The majofithese reforms have been focused

specifically on increasing the graduation ratestofient-athletes.

In 2004, all Bowl Championship Series (BCS) (forip®ivision I) programs adopted an
academic reform plan that established the Acad@magress Rate (APR) to measure the
academic performance of sports teams, and creataltjes for teams that fail to meet the APR

benchmarks. This reform also established the GitamluSuccess Rate (GSR), which measures



graduation rates of collegiate athletes (NCAA, 201lhe most recent of these reforms seeks to
hold the head coaches responsible for the pooreatadgerformance of their respective athletes.
In 2008, the NCAA announced that it had approvedctieation of a head coach APR
measurement, which would collect and compile thglsiyear APR for head coaches (NCAA,
2011). With stricter rules on eligibility in placand blame now being cast on the coaches -
rather than just the athletes or institutions rempum was placed on the academic achievement

of student-athletes.

After the numerous academic reform plans impleeent the early 2000's, the
graduation rate for athletes hit all-time highe.2D08, the GSR for student-athletes reached 79%
(NCAA, 2010). This indicates that 79% of all stattathletes who entered college in the
2001/2002 school year graduated within six yeaenobliment. On the surface, this appears to
be a monumental success for the NCAA and studéigtas around the country. However, |
believe that these reforms may have unintendedecpresces for universities and their student-

athletes in the form academic clustering.

Clustering as a Response

Though coaches may now be held responsible foa¢hdemic success (or lack thereof)
of their players, they are still subject to the fiwiow or be fired” mindset of fans and
administrations. With these conflicting burdenageld on coaching staffs, they may begin to
find ways of keeping athletes eligible without agjply breaking the rules. Some researchers
suggest that athletes are being actively advisedgjor in fields that will be less demanding of
the student-athletes (Suggs 2003; Paule 2010; &m&oss, and Fisher 2010). This fact is

highlighted by an interview with David Ridpath, fieer athletic department compliance director
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and liaison to academic services for athletes ashal University. He admits, "These kids are
getting steered into these less rigorous majorsyaors with friendly faculty...l do admit | did

it myself, and I'm ashamed of it, and | wish I'dv@edone it" (Brady, 2008). Associate professor
at the University of Central Florida, C. Keith Haon even went so far as to call it "a major in
eligibility, with a minor in beating the systemStéeg, Upton, Bohn, and Berkowitz 2008).
Furthermore, Benson (2000) and McCormick (2010pssgthat coaches, advisors, teachers,

and peers all play a role in pointing athleteshis tlirection.

Educational Implications

An education is supposed to be the primary goattehding college, no matter if you are
a student-athlete, or a regular student. Howelstudent-athletes are being advised to forego
their desire to pursue a degree in a particulédt ded enroll in an “easy major” to remain
eligible, then it stands to reason that many ofrilaee probably not satisfied with their academic
accomplishments. In fact, Meggyesy (2000) notedl tany of the degrees obtained by student
athletes who do eventually graduate are oftenwfdaality or questionable value. Fountain and
Finley (2011) cited evidence that some athletektfie many of their degrees are practically
worthless, and are even hesitant to include themhein professional resumes. Also, Beamon
(2008) showed that former players expressed feelfidpeing exploited, and felt that little

attention was paid to them in regard to choosintpgor and succeeding academically.

The ease or flexibility of certain majors coulg&in the high number of athletes who
enroll into the same majors, compared to the gésardent population. Schneider, Ross, and
Fisher (2010) noted that a considerable porticioatball players (including freshmen and

sophomores who have not yet had to declare a matjt¢ing University of Texas A&M shared
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majors of agricultural development or agricultuaat life sciences, while only 3 percent of all
A&M undergraduates chose to major in those two @o. Thus, many researchers contend
that the universities are pushing their athletesnimll in easier courses and major fields of study
to ensure that student-athletes remain academiel@iyple to play (Eitzen and Sage 1982; Purdy
et al. 1982; Dowling 2000; Eitzen 2001; Donnor 208&nders and Hildenbrand 2010; Simiyu

2012).

Empirical Research

Though the initial study of clustering was pubéidhiwenty-five years ago, academic
researchers have not spent much time investigtiagphenomenon until recently. As reports
of improved graduation rates for student-athletagelbecome available, a plethora of research
into the subject has also begun to surface. Tausrfuch of the research on the academic
clustering of athletes has focused on the fooftragrams of universities. For instance,
Fountain and Finley (2010) found extreme levelslo$tering in some football programs. They
termed cluster levels occurring at 50% or moresapér clusters” and 75% or more as “mega
clusters”. Finley and Fountain (2007) also foumak ton-the-field success is not related to
academic clustering, as they found clustering anpmagly performing football programs, as

well as top tier programs.

Fountain and Finley (2009b) present evidencedh@tering at several schools was
significantly more widespread among African-Amendaotball players than among white
football players. Furthermore, Fountain and Fin{l2§10) showed that minority football players
are more likely to cluster at schools in BCS coaerfiees (major conferences such as the SEC,

ACC, PAC12, etc.). Fountain and Finley (2009anfbthat in six of eleven member schools
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(data for Duke University — the twelfth member —-swmavailable) of the Atlantic Coast
Conference (ACC), 75% or more of the minority piaye&ere enrolled into only two majors.
They also showed that white players were overremtes in business-related programs, while
minority players were overrepresented in genetalies and social science programs (Fountain

and Finley 2009a).

Fountain and Finley (2011) also examined the msagdmembers of one football
program over a period of ten years. This longitatidesign allowed them to track the
movement of players into and out of majors, espigdize movement of athletes into a clustered
major midway through their academic experiencesuRe indicated that players shifted into a
single clustered major over time and that a sigaift number of highly touted high school
recruits and National Football League drafteescsetethe clustered major. They also found that
players who had listed general education (UniviGeineral Studies) in their first media guide

appearances frequently selected the clustered rfigontain and Finley 2011).

However, not all research has focused on fooflvaljrams. The original clustering
research conducted by Case and colleagues (198Mired men’s and women’s Division |
basketball programs. They found that more clusteoccurred among male student-athletes
compared to female student-athletes, and moreetingtoccurred among African-Americans
compared to whites. Paule (2010) also chose tmmmeaclustering in basketball programs.
However, she focused only on Division | women’sKadisall teams. She found that of the 211
universities with usable player data (data on plsiyaajor was not available for all of the

schools), 94 (or 44.5%) universities exhibitedanses of academic clustering (Paule, 2010).
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Given the research questions presented earlidrthenliterature and empirical studies

reviewed in the previous section, several testajbotheses are proposed:

H1: Academic clustering is occurring at the unsiigt
H2: Male student-athletes will be clustered atbkigrates than female student-athletes.
H3: Black student-athletes will be clustered ghlerr rates than white student-athletes.

H4: Student-athletes enrollment into “easy” majoil be disproportionate to the
enrollment of the general student population.

METHODS

Epistemological Choice

In order to adequately address the research qguesiet forth, | have chosen to examine
the issue of major selection and academic clugidrynusing a mixed method approach. As
Becker (1996:317) points out, both quantitative qudlitative designs attempt “to see how
society works, [and] to describe social realitgdth methods are similar in that they each
possess their own benefits, as well as their omitdtions. Quantitative analyses strive for
statistical significance, reliability, and genezalbility in the quest for concrete findings, but ar
typically unable to capture the voice or lived exgece of the individuals directly involved in
the phenomenon being studied (Charmaz 2006). &untbre, qualitative analyses, while
offering valuable insight into personal experienadten fall short by focusing on the subjective
realities of individuals and by incorporating thespibility of researcher bias (Charmaz 2006).

Thus, employing a mixed methods approach shoukt afidleeper and clearer
understanding of the topic than using quantitabivgualitative methods alone. As Creswell
(2003:22) states, “collecting both closed-endedtjtative data and open-ended qualitative data

prove advantageous to best understand a reseatolepr” By using a mixed methods design,
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the researcher hopes to capture the best of bstgrde Through statistical analysis, the
guantitative portion will be able to examine studathletes’ major choice and its relation to a
set of independent variables. Meanwhile, the tatate portion of the study will be able to go
past the numbers and shed light on the academisiag\experiences of those directly involved.
The following sections will discuss the design reaer detail by outlining the sample selection,
data collection, and data analysis techniques.

Sample Selection

Quantitative Sample

The sampling frame for this study included allrent student-athletes at the university.
Following in the footsteps of the majority of empal works conducted on academic clustering,
this study chose to examine the major choice aesittathletes who participate in the revenue-
producing sports of football (Fountain and Finl&p2, 2009a, 2010, 2011) and men’s basketball
(Case et al 1987). Rather than focusing solelgnate student-athletes, it was decided that the
scope of the study would be greatly improved byuding female student-athletes into the
analysis. This was done in order to add to theagmbsingly small amount of existing
information in the literature about clustering dathale student-athletes (see Paule 2010).
Therefore, members of the women’s basketball teane &lso selected for inclusion into the
analysis. This will allow the researcher to exaartime potential differences between men and

women that had been observed in past research é€€ak&987).

Finally, in contradiction to Fountain and Finleyp®a), this study included all student-
athletes with available major choice data, eveshingen, redshirt freshmen, and sophomores.

Per NCAA rules, student-athletes are not requioedieclare a major until after the completion of
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their sophomore year, or fourth academic semester before their junior year, or fifth
academic semester (NCAA 2013). Thus, the majofitgiustering studies have included only
upperclassmen (juniors, and seniors), since urascien (freshmen and sophomores) are
excluded from analyses. However, this study seeksamine a larger sample, even though
including more young student-athletes could deerdfas chances of observing academic
clustering. The final sample of student-athletes (L01) consisted of all of the members of the

football team, men’s basketball team, and womea&ketball team with usable data.

Qualitative Sample

As Mason (2002) points out, sampling and the seleof participants are extremely
important parts of all qualitative research prggedParticipants for this study were selected using
processes that Patton (2002) and Hennink, Hutbekr Baliey (2011) termed purposeful sampling
and purposive recruitment, respectively. In otdeuncover the processes taking place, this
project sought out individuals who could sharertiwest valuable insight or understanding of the
issues. Patton (2002:58) and Hennink et al (2@)I&fer to these types of qualitative
participants as “information-rich” cases. In redgto this study there are, presumably, two
groups who can offer the most valuable insight theprocesses surrounding academic
clustering: student-athletes and their academicadywithin the athletic department. After
some deliberation, it was decided that interviewbnth student-athletes and academic advisors

within the athletic department would yield the mivattful results.

Recruitment of academic advisors began with unsetiemails detailing the purpose of
the study being sent to a total of five advisorthm athletic department. In total, four advisors

agreed to participate, but only two followed thrbwmnd completed interviews. Next, access to
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student-athletes was obtained as a result of 8eareher’s position as graduate student and
teaching assistant within the Department of Sogwland Criminal Justice. Seven student-
athletes, all enrolled in a social data analysas<ka required course for sociology and criminal
justice majors), were approached to take parterrdéisearch study. Though all initially agreed,
only six student-athlete interviews were actuatynpleted. Ultimately eight participants — two
academic advisors and six student-athletes weheded in the research project. It is important
to note that the student-athletes received no exdé@it or any type of compensation, as

participation in the study was completely voluntary

The researcher acknowledges that some may takevugtuthe resulting samples for
both the quantitative and qualitative portionsha study. For instance, the sample included in
the quantitative analysis is dominated by memberswenue-producing sports, with only one
team of female student-athletes included. Addélilynthe sample of student-athletes
comprising the qualitative analysis is not représtve of the general population of student-
athletes at the university. All six participants &lack males enrolled in either sociology or
criminal justice majors. Also, five of the six Haipants are members of the university football

team, while the sixth participant belongs to theversity men’s basketball team.

Data Collection

Quantitative Data

Consistent with past research, (Case et al. 1R87ntain and Finley 2009a, 2009b; Paule
2010) a data set was constructed using secondta\egtrtacted from team media guides which
are published by the university’s athletic depanimeMedia guides are produced annually

before the start of the teams’ respective seaswhsuae available online through the athletic
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department’s website (arkansasrazorbacks.com)selimedia guides contain several key pieces
of information that allow the researcher to buildeda set consisting of several variables. For
instance, the guides contain pictures of each steathlete, as well as bits of biographical
information, in addition to information pertaining their sports. Utilizing the information found
in the media guides, the researcher is able taedine student-athletes’ race, class level
(freshman, sophomore, etc.), transfer status (etdu@e to the university as a freshman or
transferred from another institution), and majdesigon. To ensure accuracy in recording
student-athletes’ race, an outside observer wasuttedl on any cases that were not easily
identifiable by their picture and profile in the di@ guide. Finally, the only student-athletes
excluded from analysis were those who had undetiaagors or missing data such as pictures.
This eliminated one freshman men’s basketball play@e sophomore football player, and all
incoming freshmen and transfer students on thé&lloteam (no pictures or majors available, as
the guides are published around the same timedteelpeginning their first semester). All data
was input to SPSS with no way of personally idgmid any student-athlete (i.e. no names or

jersey numbers were included in the data set).

Qualitative Data

Analyzable qualitative data was collected by carithg semi-structured, in-depth
interviews of each of the eight participants. Tésearcher tried to foster a feeling of engaging
the participants in a conversation by asking gdrgran-ended questions and following with
probing or clarification questions if an interesgtisubject was touched upon. Questions varied
for advisors and student-athletes, but most covéére@dame topics. They were asked open-
ended questions regarding such topics as: the lbpevaess of academic advising, how they
choose/assist in choosing a major, and opiniongsources available to student-athletes.
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Interviews were conducted in neutral locationsnre#fort to make participants more
comfortable and, hopefully, more honest. Intengeanged in duration between thirty-five and

fifty minutes.

All interviews were recorded with a voice recorderthey could be transcribed and
coded later. In accordance with IRB protocol, epatticipant was debriefed prior to engaging
in the interview. This debriefing ensured thattiggyants understood several things: the purpose
of the research, the potential risks (negligikileg, potential benefits (knowledge building/policy
shaping), the voluntary nature of participationd &me ways in which their identity would be
kept anonymous. Anonymity is one important aspéabtaining accurate findings in
gualitative research. To ensure that none of #nggipants’ identities would be divulged, they
were each provided with a pseudonym, and any uriifaemation that could be used to identify
them was omitted from the final transcript. Furthere, any names of players, teammates,
coaches, or coworkers disclosed during the intersieere also replaced with pseudonyms
during transcription. Sample interview questiomsédvisors and student-athletes are included

in the appendix.

Data Coding and Analysis

Quantitative Variables and Analysis

Variables. The student-athletes’ choice of major servedagtoject’s single dependent
variable. As mentioned before, this nominal vdgakas obtained through information provided
in the media guide. Upon collecting the data,rdszarcher encountered a problem with a group
of the student-athletes on the football team. Wahimost all football players had a specific

major listed, fifteen of the players were identifigs being enrolled into a college, rather than
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being identified as having an undeclared major gjids reasons for this listing will be discussed
later). This “placeholder major” was specific talythe football team, as both men’s and
women’s basketball had the athletes’ specific nsdjisted, or as in the case of one male
basketball player, an undeclared major listed. nEwere interesting, this placeholder was given
disproportionately to black student-athletes. Wiloihly two white players were given this
placeholder major - one enrolled in Fulbright Cgdeand one in College of Business — an

astounding thirteen black players were all listedb@ing enrolled in Fulbright College.

In an effort to rectify this problem without saarihg sample size, the researcher decided
— after consulting the thesis advisor — it was ptatade for the majors to be grouped by their
college, rather than by their specific titles. Shrocess is contrary to some past research that
has treated these cases as undeclared majors @odexkthem from analysis (Fountain and
Finley 2007, 2009a). In order to recode the sttxdéinietes’ major selection, the university’s
catalog of studies was consulted and each majorecasied into its corresponding college
(University of Arkansas Catalog of Studies 201Rpr example, business, finance, marketing,
and all related major programs are contained withenSam M. Walton College of Business,
while all social science, humanities, fine arts aatlral science major programs are housed
within the J. William Fulbright College of Arts ar@tiences. As a result, the specific major
listed for each of the student-athletes were reg@ohel grouped into their respective colleges.
The newly constructed dependent variable, ‘majocdliege’ was coded as follows: 1 = Dale
Bumpers College of Agriculture, Food, and Life $cies; 2 = Sam M. Walton College of
Business, 3 = College of Education and Health Beifmals; 4 = College of Engineering; 5 = J.
William Fulbright College of Arts and Sciences; &ay Jones School of Architecture. Though

this could be seen by some as devaluing the dasacading scheme presents a unique

20



possibility for comparing the enrollment of the sdenof student-athletes with the enroliment
numbers of the general student population at tieewsity. Comparing enrollment numbers
between student-athletes and all undergraduatesi@tersity is something few studies have
taken into consideration (see Schneider, RossFadr 2010 and Suggs 2003). Since statistics
are not available for the number of individualsiapecific degree program, this gives the
researcher the ability to analyze the sample afesttiathletes for clustering, as well as analyze
whether or not the proportions of student-athleta®lled in a college is significantly different

than the proportions of the general student pojmuianrolled in the corresponding college.

As mentioned briefly, the study incorporates fowdependent variables into the analysis
plan. The first variable, ‘race,” has been coddd a simple dichotomy: white = 0 and black = 1.
Next, the ‘sport’ variable identifies as to whidai each of the student-athletes belong. The
coding for sport is as follows: football = 1; melvasketball = 2; and women’s basketball = 3.
The ‘class by year’ variable is coded based orsthdent-athletes grade level, also identifying
whether or not the student-athlete has been all@vedshirt season. The coding of the class
variable is presented as: freshman = 1; redsleishiman = 2; sophomore = 3; sophomore
redshirt = 4; junior = 5; junior redshirt = 6; seni 7; senior redshirt = 8. Finally, the ‘transfe
status’ variable identifies whether the studentesithbegan his/her academic and athletic career
at the university as a freshman or transferretieauniversity from another academic institution.

Thus, the transfer variable is coded into a dichnytonon-transfer = 0 and transfer = 1.

Statistical analysis.The first statistical test performed on the deds a z-test of
proportions. This test analyzes the differencevben the proportions of student-athletes
enrolled into a college and the proportions ofgkeaeral student population enrolled into the
same college. Next, a series of bivariate ctabstations were conducted in order to examine
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the relationships between the individual indepehgaaniables (race, class, sport, and transfer
status) and the dependent variable (major by oejleGiven the coding scheme of the major
variable discussed previously, construction of gomdummy variable was completed after
viewing the results of the z-test of proportiorieefe results will be discussed in detail in the
following section). The resulting variable was eddnto two categories: colleges where
student-athletes were overrepresented (Fulbrightaiucation) = 1, and colleges where student-
athletes were underrepresented (all others) =udth€rmore, the sport variable — consisting
originally of football, men’s basketball, and won'sehasketball — was recoded into 3 dummy
variables (football = 1, all others = 0; men’s betblall =1, all others = 0; women'’s basketball =

1, all others = 0) which give the researcher thbtyako also examine effects of sex on a student-
athlete choosing a major in one of the overrepttesecolleges. By constructing these dummy
variables, the data lends itself to being examingtrough binary logistic regression. This
regression will determine which of the independextables (race, sport, sex, class, and transfer
status) increase the likelihood of a student-athtbibosing a major in one of the overrepresented
colleges (these will be outlined further in theulessection). The analysis was conducted by

adding all variables in a single block, while usthg men’s basketball variable as a reference.

Qualitative Analysis

Using the basic tenets of Charmaz’s (2006) grounkedry, the coding of the interviews
began with only a basic idea in mind, as to allowthe possibility of unexpected themes to
emerge from the data. Analysis began with a coopbasic deductive codes based on salient
topics discussed in past research and literattioe.instance, the researcher expected to
encounter certain topics, such as advisers suggestrtain majors, or accounts of student-
athletes being indifferent to the academic sideotiege life. Next, several new inductive codes
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were developed as the data began to speak arid @®@ivn story. The codes then progressed
from broad initial codes of instances of certaieasl and behaviors, into focused codes where
they were narrowed to provide concise analyticedgaries for the data. After the coding
process was complete and the general themes westogded, the results were subjected to peer
debriefing in order to avoid the possibility of thesearcher’s bias dominating the results. An
outside volunteer was able to look at samples@®ttided interviews, and provide feedback by
offering suggestions, pointing out any shortcomimghe coding process, and calling attention

to any salient themes that may have been overlooked

RESULTS

Quantitative Findings

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for atiables included in the analyses. The
number of student athletes sampled for this stathteéd 101. As mentioned in the previous
chapter, the major by college variable was divinhed six categories, whereby each major was
grouped into categories determined by which coltbgemajor belonged. The majority of the
student athletes sampled were enrolled into maydtsn the Fulbright College of Arts and
Sciences (n=56, 55.4%). Surprisingly, only onelshi-athlete was enrolled into an engineering
program and zero enrolled into an architecture ranmg Of the 56 individuals enrolled into
majors within the Fulbright college, only two statl@thletes — both white football players —
chose to major in a ‘hard science’ (biology), whhe vast majority are split between social
sciences (predominantly sociology and criminaligegtand humanities (communication and

journalism). Next, Table 1 shows that race is diomized into the categories white and black,
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with black constituting almost two-thirds of thergale (n=66, 65.3%). It should also be noted
that within the white group (n=35, 34.7%), two mduals are racially white, but ethnically non-
white — one Hispanic and one Arabic/Middle EasteéBneaking down the sport variable, it can
be seen that the majority of the sample belongeddotball team (n=75, 74.2%), with fewer
numbers belonging to the men’s basketball team4n%2.9%) and women’s basketball team
(n=12, 11.9%). Table 1 also illustrates the clasgear variable by giving a breakdown of the
sample of student athletes by class, accordinigetio athletic eligibility status. The largest
groups represented in this variable are the sophesrand seniors (n=18, 17.9%). Finally, Table
1 shows the last variable, transfer status. Tdmesfer status variable simply divides the sample
into non-transfers (those who came to the univedsrectly after high school) and transfers
(those who transferred to the university from eithgunior/community college or a different
four-year university). Only ten members (9.9%jhe# sample transferred from another college
or university, with the remaining 90.1% of the sdegntering the university directly after high

school.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Model Variab{as= 101)

Model Variables

Major by College
Agriculture
Business
Education
Engineering
Fulbright
Architecture
Total

Race
White
Black
Total

Sport
Football
Men'’s Basketball
Women’s Basketball
Total

Class by Year
Freshman
Freshman (RS)
Sophomore
Sophomore (RS)
Junior
Junior (RS)
Senior
Senior (RS)
Total

Transfer Status
Transfer
Non-Transfer
Total

Frequency

14
24

56

101

35
66
101

75
14
12
101

17
18
16

10
18

101
10

91
101

Percent (%)

5.9%
13.9%
23.8%
1.0%
55.4%
0%
100%

34.7%
65.3%
100%

74.2%
13.9%
11.9%
100%

6.9%
16.8%
17.9%
15.8%
8.9%
9.9%
17.9%
5.9%
100%

9.9%
90.1%
100%
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Z-test of Proportions

As discussed briefly in the last chapter, the kment numbers of the sample of student-
athletes (n = 101) were compared to the enrolimantbers of the general student population (n
=21,009). This to be an important aspect togtistically, since much of the previous
research on the topic fails to take into considenathe proportions of the general student
population who are also enrolled into clusteredarsgjand instead focuses solely on the
proportions of student-athletes enrolled into ttears. To test this difference for statistical
significance, a two-tailed Z-test of proportionsswesed to examine the enrollment for each of

the six colleges at the university.

Table 2 shows the results of these tests and iredidath significant and insignificant
findings. First, the table illustrates that th#etences in enroliment in both the agriculture
college (difference = -2.6%, Z = 1.1.0, p > .05¢l éine education college (difference = 4.8%, Z =
1.12, p > .05) are statistically insignificant. otigh there is underrepresentation and
overrepresentation, respectively, of student atblet these majors, the results are insignificant,
as the Z scores fail to reach significant levétawever, the results of the proportion test for the
business college reveal a significant differencédiebnce = -7.3%, Z = 2.11, p <.05). This
indicates a statistically significant underrepréagan of student-athletes in business majors
when compared to the enrollment of the generalestugopulation. Furthermore, the results in
Table 7 also illustrate a higher level of underesntation in both engineering programs
(difference =-12.8%, Z = 12.8, p < .001) and asestiure programs (difference =-2.2%, Z =
21.7, p <.001). Finally, Table 7 shows major ogpresentation of student athletes within
Fulbright college majors (difference = 20.1%, Z.86} p <.001). With a difference of 20.1%,
this overrepresentation of student-athletes idatgest disparity found in all six colleges.
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Table 2. Z Scores of Proportion Testing

Major by Student Student General General Difference Z
College Athletes Athletes Population  Population (%)

(N) (%) (N) (%)
Agriculture 6 5.9% 1788 8.5% -2.6% 1.10
Business 14 13.9% 4450 21.2% -7.3% 2.11*
Education 24 23.8% 3997 19% 4.8% 1.12
Engineering 1 1.0% 2905 13.8% -12.8% 12.8***
Fulbright 56 55.4% 7406 35.3% 20.1% 4.06***
Architecture 0 0% 463 2.2% -2.2% 21.7%**
Total 101 21009

p < .05% p<.01* p<.001**

Cross-tabulations

The first cross-tabulation examines the differsnoemajor selection by race, given the
presumption that a difference exists between théevamd black groups. Table 3 shows that the
white and black groups do not have a significafiedence in relation to selecting a major, as the
chi-square fails to reach a significant level (shuare = 8.448, df = 4, p > .05). Though the chi-
square result is statistically insignificant, a siierable difference exists between the proportion
of whites and blacks (Pwhites — Pblacks) enrolted Agriculture (difference = 8.4%), Business
(difference = 9.4%), and Fulbright (difference 34%0). These differences suggest interesting

over/under-representations of racial groups inateidegree fields.
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Table 3. Cross-Tabulation of Major by College &ate

Major by College Race

White Black Total
Agriculture 4 (11.4%) 2 (3.0%) 6 (5.9%)
Business 7 (20%) 7 (10.6%) 14 (13.9%)
Education 9 (25.7%) 15 (22.7%) 24 (23.8%)
Engineering 1 (2.9%) 0 (0%) 1 (1.0%)
Fulbright 14 (40%) 42 (63.6%) 56 (55.4%)
Column Total 35 66 N =101

Note: Chi-square = 8.448, df =4, p > .05
Numbers in parentheses are column percentagesi€imey divided by its column total).

Next, the differences in major selection basedpmrtarticipation are examined.
Though past literature suggests that a signifidéférence might exist between these sports (i.e.
football will be more highly clustered), Table 4os¥s that the chi-square value does not reach a
statistically significant level (chi-square = 9.19® = 8, p > .05). Though the chi-square
revealed no significant differences between theseps, there are considerable differences
within some of the categories. For example, tlopeortion of football players (61.3%) enrolled
into Fulbright majors is much greater than the prtpn of men’s (42.9%) and women’s
(33.3%) basketball players. Furthermore, the wdsleasketball team members are
overrepresented in the college of education, watlh df the team enrolled in education majors.
Interestingly, the women’s basketball team was #ismnly team that exhibited true academic

clustering — 25% or more in a single major — asneeff by Case et al (1987). Five of the twelve
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team members (41.7% of the team) were enrolledth@dinesiology major within the

education college.

Table 4. Cross-Tabulation of Major by College &mpbrt

Major by College dsp

Football Men’s Basketball Women’s Basketball Total
Agriculture 4 (5.3%) 2 (14.3%) 0 (0%) 6 (5.9%)
Business 10 (13.3%) 2 (14.3%) 2 (16.7%) 14 (13.9%)
Education 14 (18.7%) 4 (28.6%) 6 (50%) 24 (23.8%)
Engineering 1(1.3%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (1%)
Fulbright 46 (61.3%) 6 (42.9%) 4 (33.3%) 56 (55.4%)
Column Total 75 14 12 101

Note: Chi-square =9.192, df =8, p > .05
Numbers in parentheses are column percentagesi€imey divided by its column total).

Before the majors were recoded and the teams wenbioed into a single data set,
several interesting results were also noted reggndice within members of the football team.
For instance, all forty-six black football playevere enrolled into only nine majors (including
the Fulbright “placeholder” listing found in the tha guides for thirteen black players), while
the twenty-nine white players were spread acragseen different majors. Furthermore, about
three-quarters (76.1%) of black student-athletetherfootball team were enrolled into Fulbright
college, compared to about one-third (37.9%) ofwhée student-athletes on the football team.
That rate of enrollment for black football play€ré.1%) more than doubles the proportion of

the general student population (35.3%) enrolled majors within Fulbright College.

Next, this study examines the differences of meajaice between transfer and non-

transfer student-athletes. Table 5 illustrategéiselts of the cross-tabulation performed for the
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major and transfer status variables. On face yalweould appear that there are significant
differences. However, Table 5 shows that no steaity significant difference between the
groups exists, as chi-square fails to reach sicanifi levels (chi-square = 4.381, df = 4, p > .05).
Once again, the results of this cross-tabulatienraignificant, but interesting differences
persist when examining individual categories. &ample, the proportions of student athletes
enrolled in Fulbright majors are substantively eliéint for transfer (80%) and non-transfer

student athletes (52.7%).

Table 5. Cross-Tabulation of Major by College dmansfer Status

Major by College Transfer 8t

Non-Transfer Transfer Total
Agriculture 5 (5.5%) 1 (10%) 6 (5.9%)
Business 13 (14.3%) 1 (10%) 14 (13.9%)
Education 24 (26.4%) 0 (0%) 24 (23.8%)
Engineering 1(1.1%) 0 (0%) 1 (1.0%)
Fulbright 48 (52.7%) 8 (80%) 56 (55.4%)
Column Total 91 10 N =101

Note: Chi-square = 4.381, df =4, p > .05
Numbers in parentheses are column percentagesi€imey divided by its column total).

The final cross-tabulation was conducted in ordezXamine differences in the student
athletes’ class standing and their respective n@joices. Table 6 shows that there is a
significant difference in major choice based ordst athletes class status (chi-square = 47.147,
df = 28, p <.05). The results of this cross-tatioh presented in Table 6 illustrate a very odd
pattern. Looking at the percentages presentedtkitable, huge differences are present for
certain years. For example, almost three-fourti;eshman are enrolled in education majors (n

=5, 71.4%) and almost all seniors are enrolledulbright majors (n = 16, 88.9%). In addition,

30



the entirety of the sophomore class (n = 18) islégd in only two colleges, Fulbright (72.2%)
and education (27.8%), while the sophomore redslass (n = 16) has at least one person

enrolled in a major in every college.

Table 6. Cross-Tabulation of Major by College ands€ by Year

Major by Class by Year
College
Fresh Fresh Sophom Sophom Junior Junior Senior Senior Total
man man ore ore (RS) (RS) (RS)
(RS)
Agriculture 1 0(0%) 0(0%) 1(6.2%) 1 2 0 1 6
(14.3 (11.1 (20.0 (0%) (16.7 (5.9%
%) %) %) %) )
Business 1 4 0(0%) 1(6.2%) 3 3 1 1 14
(14.3 (235 (33.3 (30%) (5.6% (16.7 (13.9
%) %) %) ) %) %)
Education 5 5 5 6 0 1 1 1 24
(71.4 (294 (27.8%) (37.5%) (0%) (10.0 (5.6% (16.7 (23.8
%) %) %) ) %) %)
Engineering 0 0(0%) 0(0%) 1(6.2%) O 0 0 0 1
(0%) (0%) (0%) (0%) (0%) (1.0%
)
Fulbright 0 8 13 7 5 4 16 3 56
(0%) (471 (72.2%) (43.8%) (55.6 (40.0 (88.9 (50.0 (55.4
%) %) %) %) %) %)
Column 7 17 18 16 9 10 18 6 101

Total

Note: Chi-square = 47.147, df = 28, p < .05
Numbers in parentheses are column percentagesi€imey dived by its column total).

Logistic Regression

After recoding the major variable into a dichotoramariable (concentrated majors = 1;
all others = 0), a logistic regression was condilitbefind out which predictor variables have the

most impact on selecting a major in one of the eatrated colleges. The results of this
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regression can be found in Table 7. As shown lel'd, the study found only one of the
independent variables to be statistically signiiicawWhile controlling for the other variables, the
race variable was found to significantly increase adds of selecting a concentrated major (B =
1.504, p =.01). This finding indicates that blatkdent-athletes are over three times more
likely (exp (1.504) = 4.499 — 1 = 3.499) to seleconcentrated major than white student-
athletes. All other variables in the regressiordeidail to reach significance, meaning the
effects of transfer status, classification, spamt] gender do not make a student-athlete
significantly more likely to select one of the centrated majors. Finally, the pseudo r-squared
value of .120 indicates that the model put fortfaidy weak at predicting enrollment in
concentrated majors, with the independent variadt@&ining only 12% of the variation

observed in the dependent variable.

Table 7. Unstandardized Coefficients of LogistegRession: “Major Selection” (Concentrated
Majors = 1; All Others = 0)

B Standard Error
Race 1.504** .585
Transfer Status .029 .954
Class by Year .042 141
Football 1.093 .749
Women'’s Basketball 1.457 1.105
Men’s Basketball _ _
Constant -.668 1.093
Model Chi-square (df) 8.07 (5)
Pseudo R-square 120 (12%)
N 101

Reference Category: Men’s Basketball
**p = 01 (two-tailed test).

Given the results of these statistical analysgsotheses 1, 3, and 4 are supported.

Instances of true academic clustering (25% or mbeeteam enrolled in a single major) are
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occurring in only sport — women’s basketball. Tésults of the logistic regression showed that
black student-athletes are more likely to enrollaasy majors” than white student-athletes. The
Z-test of proportions showed that student-athlatesdisproportionately enrolled into majors
when compared to the general student populatidre résults did not support the second
hypothesis. The statistical analyses found noifstgnt difference in the clustering of males and

females.

Qualitative Findings

The second phase of this research project seb@axamine the ways in which student-
athletes become clustered into particular majorsteyviewing student-athletes and academic
advisors in the athletic department. While conihggttranscribing, and coding the interviews, a
few unexpected themes began to emerge and thegdythd research. The themes to be
explored and discussed in this section have beereteSocial Construction of Easy Majors,
Navigating Eligibility, and Education as a MeanstoEnd. These were chosen because they
turned out to be the most salient topics, as tipgear frequently throughout all of the
interviews. These themes also seem to intertwireeway that paints an excellent picture of
academic clustering. As it becomes clear that bdthsors and student-athletes have shared
views of what easy majors are, student-athletes seehoose, or get placed into, easy majors
as a result of trying to remain eligible to competathletics and an indifferent attitude towards

academics.

Furthermore, these themes turned out to be veeyasting topics, even with many
socially acceptable answers given regarding thega®of choosing a major, and the issue of

student-athletes enrolling in easy majors. Fongx{a, when asked if the public perception of
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student-athletes enrolling in easy majors bothberdas an adviser, Anna replied adamantly that

there are no easy majors:

“Yeah, because sometimes people are looking frewtitside in. They don’t know the
whole story. . . So, umm, and | feel like it's nopjto protect. I’'m going to encourage
him or her to do their very best. |1 am going ioksby them and I'm gonna tell them,
'don’t worry about what other people will say.' Ki@gow, because there’s not an easy
major. There’s not an easy major. Uhh, theretsamoeasy major. There’s not an easy
major here, because you've still got to do yourkugr (p. 5)

Social Construction of Easy Majors

When this project was first formulated, the reskar was warned about asking academic
advisors questions about student-athletes beirgledrn easy majors. One professor warned
of what she called “cookie-cutter” answers beingegito tough questions about the academic
side of a major college athletic department. Thotingse types of answers were thrown around
from time to time, it was surprising to find a @ntdegree of candor and frankness present in

these interviews.

During interviews with both the advisors and thedsnt-athletes, there were ideas
conveyed about what makes one degree program hhateanother one. For instance, ideas of
an “easy major” ranged from one student-athletepaying the relative “ease” of sociology to
that of biochemistry, to another student-athleggggsting that the only way a major could be
easy is if there was a degree offered in walkiRgrthermore, Justin suggests that a major would
only be easy “if you can just take like two claseash semester.” These examples are meant to
highlight the fact that the idea of an “easy majsriiot as cut and dry as some clustering
researchers would have us believe. Many fact@de contribute to everyone’s idea of what

constitutes an “easy major.” These factors rang® fpersonal disposition to the course load
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and time demands to having “cool” professors. ikstance, when asked if he thought his major

in sociology was an easy major, Jackson replies:

“Umm maybe for a genius [laughs]. If you're a genthen you can make anything an
easy major, but it ain’t that easy. If | was gegtstraight A’s | would call it an easy
major, but you know | get A’s, B’s, C’s, and someis some D’s, so no | don'’t think it's
an easy major.” (p. 5)

Furthermore, Jeremy alludes to the fact that tea mf “easy majors” may be completely

subjective. When asked if he thought there wak authing as an easy major, he responded:

“I don’t know if it's too much easy but... | just felke some have more work than
others. So if you have more work, athletes weilhitithat’s harder. Which in our minds
it's harder but really it's not. And then some@ticourses have not too much work, turn
maybe a paper in every two weeks or one paper &, vaed so in our mind that’s easy. |
mean, it all just depends on what you call eagy. 2]

An easy major for Jason also meant several diffehengs, from having teammates in the class
with him to courses sharing similar curriculum. &dhasked if getting a criminal justice degree

was easy he answered:

“I think it was an easy experience for me. Maykeduse a lot of boys were in it with
me, a lot of resources. |took classes from eacfepsor and they all knew each other,
it's kinda like they all work in the same departrhand knew each other and we learned
about similar things. | feel like it was an eaggrke just because it was more of like a
learning experience, | guess. Just continuingaon not the same things, but similar
things to my major, criminal justice. So uhh y@akas. Yeah I think it's an easy degree
to get | guess.” (p. 3)

John suggests the idea of a major being viewedsisrebecause it is less time consuming, given
all of the demands placed on student-athletes’.tilWien asked if he thought student-athletes

picked things they enjoy or picked something beedhsy believe it will be easy, he replied:

“I| feel, yeah | do feel some players do. They féa their major is too hard and hear
about another one that is easier, so sometimesgdeddike some players will switch just
because they feel like it's easier and not as nudiehhassle because of football and the
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hours we have to do it might be something to taRe maybe you’ll have less time to
study, because it's less homework in that majosa@ue people do do that.” (p. 3)

Navigating Eligibility

Throughout each interview, both the advisors &edstudent-athletes made reference to
the advisors being a sort of guide or expert ipingl to navigate the tricky system of eligibility,
given the many demands placed on them by the NO#htlae university. The issues
surrounding NCAA eligibility grow more complicatéy the year and it is the advisors’ job to
stay up-to-date on rules and requirements andanatély, communicate that specialized
knowledge to the student-athletes that they advidee participant mentions that, often times,
student-athletes do not even know what degree rmptee available, or how many hours they
have to be enrolled in to ensure that they remiggibke by making adequate progress towards a
degree. So, it is not surprising that this is wtiie advisers see a large part of their job taking
place. They are there to inform and encouragstimgent-athletes, and to make sure that they
are doing what needs to be done in the classrodmy view themselves as a valuable resource
available for helping their student-athletes sudagéthe field, so that they can succeed on the
field. Furthermore, an example from Anna shows lsv serious she is about seeing student-

athletes succeed:

“Kids know right off the bat if you're fake or phgn They know who cares and who
doesn’t. They're not going to like everything Meao say. | don’'t want to be their
buddy. I’'m not there to be their buddy. I’'m hebet you're gonna respect me, ya know,
I’'m here to help guide you to be the best that gau be. I'm not just going to settle for
average for you.” (p. 4)

Rather than simply suggesting an easy major famatecided student-athlete, both
advisors seemed to emphasize letting the playeidele/hat they want to do. So, not only do

they focus on the importance of keeping studeriets eligible, but they also focus on the
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importance of taking into account the student-a#isteskill sets and personal preferences when
trying to assist them in selecting their major.r Fstance, they both discussed how they try to
get to know their student-athletes and build a gmotking relationship, so that they are able to
find out what the student-athletes want to do, whay are interested in, what they might be
good at, and whether or not they can realisticatiyomplish those goals. An example from both

advisers highlights this point:

“Building relationships is, it's important... theseident-athletes are passionate about the
same things | am...so it's easy to have a link whém because we share something.” —
Aaron, (p. 5)

“And we have those conversations with them andehiiscussions with them and say,
'Ok, so, what are you strong in? What subjectyauestrong in? Do you like the math’s
or do you like the sciences or do you like to w&itédmm what piques your interest?
What doesn’t pique your interest? How do you likeéake exams?”- Anna, (p. 1)

Many of the student-athletes echoed this sentinmethieir interviews. Most expressed
feelings that the academic advisors do everythrtgeir power to get to know them and help
them choose a major that they might enjoy. Howeatveeems that sometimes players must
sacrifice majoring in a topic that they enjoy irckange for eligibility. For example, Justin
admits wanting to major in “business administratiomt when | transferred in a lot of my credits
were leading towards sociology, so that's what theg” (p. 1). Athletes also reported feelings
of being stuck once they declare a major due tadosme and credit hours. Anna points to the
difficulty in switching majors by saying that onaae athlete is enrolled, “if they try to change
from one college to the next and it's their jurseason, that might not happen because of the

eligibility issues” (p. 2).

In addition to advising student-athletes of th@tions in major choices, advisers also
have to meet regularly with upperclassmen to dstlusir progress towards the degree that they

have chosen to pursue. As both advisers mentianyrare unaware of the NCAA rules and
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guidelines that must be followed in order for adstut-athlete to remain eligible to compete, so it
is their job to be up-to-date on both the NCAA gjland on the progress being made by each
student-athlete. This process can become evendifboailt as student-athletes transfer in from
other schools or attempt to change majors in tidellaiof their degree. Anna provided an

example when talking about how some of these mg=tjo:

“...what | had to do was show her, 'Ok, based oatwbu have already taken and the
courses that you have already transferred injshadere you will be in this major, this is
where you will be in this major, and this is whgoai will be in this major. Now, with
that being said, this is how many hours you arengdrave to make up by the..before the
fall semester in order to have the NCAA requireraghat you need.” (p. 4)

Finally, Jim provides a great example of how eligjpcan overcome personal preference in
describing how he ended up enrolled in his cumeaipr. He details a conversation with his

academic advisor when he arrived on campus:

“Well first we sat down and he looked at my traifgtcand he knew that me coming in |
was a general studies major at my juco, but whggt here | told him | wanted to be a
business major possibly. And he said well in ofdeme to be eligible to play football |
was going to have to go a different route. Andaiedown and told me, like | had taken
some criminal justice classes and some psych dassksome sociology classes and he
asked me how did | feel about that and | was lifeel pretty good about it, that's why |
took the classes because | actually like the fi€d.he said this is possibly the route
you're going to have to take to be eligible plagtfmall and that’s basically how it came
about” (p. 2).

Education as a means to an end

Some of the findings were consistent with assestimade by Kelley (1997), Beamon
and Ball (2002), and Simiyu (2012). Several ofititerview responses touched on the fact that
college student-athletes view the college educdtieg are receiving or the degree they are
pursuing as a means to a professional end. I otbwls, it's viewed by some as a necessary

evil; something that has to be taken care of tailenthey can do what they came to college to do
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in the first place — play the sport that they lo¥szidence of this attitude was uncovered in every
interview. For instance, when asked if she betiebat most student-athletes share her
enthusiasm for the educational aspect of collegmafbluntly replied, “No, there are some that
just do not like school, I'm just gonna be realhwbu. Some of them know that this is what
they have to do in order to do what they want tpashal that is to play, to compete” (p. 8). In
response to a similar question, Aaron expresseitbsiews, “there’s probably five of them

that are just like, 'sign me up for whatever, yawnas long as I'm eligible, sign me up™ (p. 9).

A similar message was conveyed when he was asked BICAA requirements regarding
sufficient progress toward a degree, “I think &'good rule, ‘cus you should be progressing
towards something. Umm even if it's a degree shadents don’'t necessarily know the value of

now, like some of them just, ‘aww put me in whateyit me in Sociology” (p. 7).

The view that athletics are the most importaneaspf a student-athlete's college career
can also be seen in the way that the adviserstrepodling their student-athletes in regard to
remaining eligible, and the views about gettingrdeg that they express to those student-
athletes. Though very few college athletes makeatessionally, the advisers seem to do all
they can to keep from discouraging them from chiatieir dreams. Advisors and athletes
seemed to share the idea that any degree was ialrabthat since they are here in school, they
should try to attain one, regardless of the fidldtady. Participants continually expressed the
idea that the degree was an afterthought to athpetiticipation and the goal of making it
professionally. Even after discussing how the sah& explain to the student-athletes that very

few college athletes make it professionally, theaphs “get your degree,” “back-up plan,” and

“something to fall back on” popped up repeatedhptighout both the advisor and student-
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athlete interviews. As you can see from the gbetew, even the advisors sometimes view the

educational aspect of college as taking a backtseshletics:

“And we always encourage them to have a backup f#amphasis]You must have a
backup plan. No matter whafAnd | am the type of person to always encouragent
and say, 'look, ok, I'm a hundred percent behind iyohat’'s what you want to pursue,
but while you're here, you need to get your degaseyell. Don't have..have other
options when you leave here. When it's time fon y@ go and it's your senior year and
umm there’s a possibility for you to get drafteckag! But along with that, you're
getting your degree and you’re gonna graduate frere. And if it doesn’t work out with
the sport, whatever happens, at least you havedegree...” - Anna, (p. 2)

The student-athletes echoed the sentiments ofjgishg a degree to have something to
fall back onif a career in professional sports doesn’t pan Buen when student-athletes
acknowledge the near-impossible chances of havprgfassional sports career, they still recite
these phrases as though they are scripted. lrestarfi¢his can be seen in every student-athlete
interview. For instance, Jeremy says, “I know e¥gou do make it, you're not going to play
basketball your whole life and you still need sdmeg to fall back on” (p. 8). Next, Jason
explains, “some of us kind of just want to get degiree and just kind of see where we end up, |
guess. If the next level, the NFL, doesn’t work, gust see where we fit in” (p. 2). John also
says, if professional sports are your goal, “thgtsat, have that for plan A, but if that don’t
work out you'll have your degree and you can faktkon that” (p. 2). Jackson expresses a
similar view by saying, “if you follow pretty muckhat they tell you to do, you get a degree and
a chance to go play in the NFL” (p. 1). Next, jakes, “football is not forever, I'm pretty sure
everybody knows that that plays football, so if ywinn’'t have a back-up plan you better get one
quick! [laughs]” (p. 6). Finally, Justin statestta degree is “a fall back, you know. We all have
that dream to continue to play professional wheitfefootball, baseball, basketball, we all have

that dream, that’s our main goal” (p. 4).
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DISCUSSION

The statistically significant finding that studeattletes are disproportionately enrolled in
some majors compared to the general student popukadds a significant finding to the existing
research on academic clustering. This findingtseenely important to the topic of academic
clustering, since it is the only study that tebkts differences between student-athletes and the
general student population using statistical amaljgich studies may exist, but this researcher is
unaware of any at this time). If the clusteringstafdent-athletes had aligned with the clustering
of the general student population, it could be #aad there would be no real basis for research
on clustering to continue. However, this findingygests that this topic should continue to be

investigated at other colleges and universities.

Not all of the results found in the quantitativebsis align with past research on
academic clustering. For example, the findinglo$tering within women’s basketball, but not
in football or men’s basketball was completely ymested. This finding adds new, important
information to the body of existing research as #tudy is the only one that found clustering
among a women'’s team at a university, but not asrteam. It is also interesting that the
clustered major was kinesiology, not a social szeor humanities major like most male
student-athletes are clustered into. This suggesiesting differences between the ways male
student-athletes and female student-athletes arseabwithin the athletic department that could

be investigated.

The most important finding is that black studentietes are found to be more likely to
enroll in concentrated majors such as social seeeaad humanities than whites. Alternatively,

the enrollment figures of white student-athletemnséo correspond very closely with those of the
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general student population. Given evidence irmgtieditative findings, this could be the result of
a number of things. The researcher suggestshtbaithlete’s networks play a key role. While
some blame has to fall on the student-athletesdncentrating in certain majors, since it is
ultimately their decision what they choose to ma&jit appears as though the advisors are the

driving force of academic clustering.

As expressed by many of the student-athletes agmeatic advisors in this study, many
black student-athletes are recruited only for th#itetic prowess, and would not be here if it
were not for their athletic scholarships. Advisansl student-athletes also talked about being
first generation college students and coming fradmations where they lack a support system
from families that value academics or provide aHayel of support when it comes to
academics. Thus, once they are on campus and \atted decision regarding which major to
enroll in, they are completely dependent upon thew social networks. All of these comments
seemed to be implicitly directed towards the situet of the black student-athletes. These
conditions could cause blacks to be more trustirtgeopinions of the advisors about what
majors they should choose, possibly helping toarphe disparity between whites and blacks
observed in the quantitative analysis. As sedheamualitative findings, the student-athletes
tend to talk about majors and classes almost exelyswith the academic staff, rather than their
teammates. While there were a couple of instaotstident-athletes discussing their majors

and classes amongst each other, the advisorshgayast pivotal role.

The advisors serve as the student-athletes’ primaint of contact when it comes to
academic-related issues. For instance, five othetudent-athletes said that the first person
they met with to discuss academics was an adwunstirel athletic department, not an advisor in
one of the university’s colleges. Furthermoreaathdemic decisions made by student-athletes
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must go through the academic advisors. For instaha student-athlete wants to change his or
her major, the advisor must approve of the chargjert of attending their classes for them, the
academic advisors seem to handle every aspece atildent-athletes’ academic career. They
build their schedules and enroll them into clasesy assign them tutors when they are
struggling, they contact professors on behalf efdtudent-athletes, and they call or text any
time an athlete misses a class. In addition togoknowledgeable about NCAA rules and
requirements, they also seem to have knowledgenat makes one major easier than another —
whether it is the faculty or the course load. gtance, in the interviews with advisors, both
brought up social science majors and Fulbright&g@las examples of easy majors without any

prompting.

Advisors and student-athletes seem to share teth@ just getting a degree, no matter
what kind of degree, is an afterthought to compgeitmathletics. The attitude that is expressed
by both advisors and student-athletes toward simetiing a degree seems to also be a major
contributor to student-athletes clustering intorea number of degree programs. The results of
the qualitative analysis also line up pretty walhwnuch of the literature presented earlier that
suggests student-athletes’ primary goal once thepma campus is to make it as professional
athletes. Obviously, the advisors never want soalirage a student-athlete from trying to
pursue athletics, or beat them down by telling thewve no chance of making it professionally.
However, it seems more attention should be paassessing the needs and wants of the student-
athlete. If they are going to be advised to majarertain degree fields, advisors should attempt
to ensure that student-athletes are aware of Wkadegree entails, as well as future career

options within the field.
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The initial focus of the qualitative portion of tpeoject was placed solely on
understanding where the ideas of “easy majors” ciwsome and the processes of how student-
athletes become clustered into particular majtireecame obvious that students, as well as the
student-athletes share in the views of what iseeadihey all discuss factors like course load,
faculty, and the general idea that social scieacgshumanities are much easier than the natural

sciences.

Examining the evidence from the qualitative analysiseems as though there are two
primary reasons for why academic clustering tendsappen. First, clustering is a way to ensure
that student-athletes remain eligible and are @bprirsue their passions of athletic participation.
Second, the view of getting a degree as “plan BA back-up plan to athletic participation and a
chance at a professional sports career is shate@ée the student-athletes and academic staff.
Thus, student-athletes do not really care what thajor is, so they will opt for what they
believe to be the easiest route for staying elggibkocial sciences, humanities, and other less
rigorous degrees that may be specific to instigtioFor example, this university’s degree in
sports and recreation management was mentionetemy’s interview as being one of the easy

“sporting” degrees.

Finally, it seems that academic clustering resulss pretty serious consequence for
student-athletes. Throughout the course of trervrgws, many instances of student-athletes
experiencing feelings of isolation and alienatiomegards to academic life are clearly evident.
This conclusion is also supported by Beamon’s (2088earch that showed student-athletes feel
exploited due to having very little attention psadhem in regards to academics and choosing

majors.
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Thus, the forms of alienation that Marx discussesapplicable to academic life as
student-athletes show evidence of being alienai¢de corresponding ways: 1) alienation from
their species-being/human nature. It could beeddhat foregoing the degrees they want to
pursue and enrolling in easier programs in ordeenaain eligible separates them from their true
nature. Evidence of this occurrence was discuss#tkiprevious section. 2) Alienation from
their work. If we are to view student-athleteseagployees, then their work falls under two
categories, the work they do on the field and thekwhey do in the classroom. They are most
definitely alienated from the work in the classrqas they talk about it being a distant second to
the work they do on the field. Several instandss highlight the ways in which they try to pass
classes; not excel in them, but simply pass. 8naltion from the product. Again, if we view
student-athletes as workers or employees, thee #rertwo products they are producing — the
product of athletic entertainment and their degrdeadence is shown in the literature, as well
as in this study that players are not only alieth&tem the product they produce on the field, but
they are also alienated from the degrees theywecehich is the end product of their work in
class. In addition to not taking the classes serid seems they enroll in degrees they don’t
really care about or value so that they can rembgible for athletic completion. 4) Alienation
from others. While they are not alienated fromeotstudent-athletes, they are very much
alienated from the general student population. ofdiog to Jim, athletes are “around each other
20 hours a day” (p.8). This is a result of spegdire majority of their time in the academic
center for student-athletes, and not in departreiddings. Furthermore, a lot of them referred
to “regular” students and the differences betwéemtand student-athletes without the topic
being brought up beforehand. They even talk ahout the challenges they face and the

challenges other students face are different beddey aren’t regular students.
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According to Marx, a person does not have to feelstubjective effects of alienation to
experience alienation, as it is an objective coodithat he argues effects all workers in a
capitalist system (Allan 2013). However, one quoen the interviews provides evidence that
some student-athletes are completely aware of thnairalienation. Jackson’s quote about how
removed student-athletes are from regular colléggtovides a keen insight into just how

different the college experience is for studentedéls versus regular students:

“As a student-athlete | think you learn real fagtijhave to be more responsible. You
know, you can’'t tweet what you want, you can’t gt on Dickson [Street] when you
want and things like that. You got a lot of othetigations, and | think people don’t
really respect that. You know, and you think fresinnare freshmen, but freshmen that
play football or freshmen that play sports arethetsame. Like, they can’t decide |
don’t want to go to class for the next two days konow, and just sleep in and play Call
of Duty. It don’t work like that. | think they ateeld more accountable than other
freshmen. And like when regular freshman does samgbad, it's not blown up in the
papers and things like that, so I think you're maceountable as a student-athlete.” (p.
10)

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to examine the phenomof academic clustering within
a single university through a mixed methods desijfter analyzing both quantitative and
gualitative data, several key findings are reportéde study found that academic clustering is
occurring within the university’'s women'’s basketliahm. Statistical analysis shows that
student-athletes are enrolled in certain collegefigproportionate numbers compared to the
general student population. Also, the results lobgstic regression show that black student-
athletes are significantly more likely to be eredlin concentrated major colleges than white

student-athletes.
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The qualitative analysis also presents some irtageBndings on the topic of academic
clustering. While it would be almost impossiblesty with complete certainty who is
responsible for the construction of a major asygasvidence seems to suggest that the advisors
play the biggest role in academic clustering. ringavs also reveal what could be the most
influential factors in the clustering of athletesa certain majors. For instance, the data gathere
in these interviews seem to suggest that clustesiagoroduct of the need to remain eligible and
an indifferent attitude toward academics on the pistudent-athletes. Evidence from the
interviews also suggests that academic clusteriag result in alienating and isolating student-

athletes.

Limitations and Future Research

Some limitations of this study have been address#te Methods section. These
included limitations in the methodology, as welliagtations in the sample. The choice to
include the athletes that had the “placeholder m#gied (those enrolled into a college, not a
specific degree program), as well as the decisiar¢ode the major variable into colleges could
be argued by some as being too reductionist ansllggsiestroying or devaluing the original

data.

The researcher also acknowledged shortcoming®isdmple. First, the sample of
student-athletes used in the quantitative anaigsist representative of the overall population
demographics of student-athletes at the universitthe demographics of all NCAA student-
athletes in general. This portion of the analygsild greatly benefit from including more
diversity, such as including more sports or allrspas this would increase the scope and

generalizability of the findings. Second, the sasrgdl student-athletes used in the qualitative
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analysis consists of participants that are toolamiAll six participants were black males
enrolled into either sociology or criminal justicejors. Also, five of the six student-athlete
participants were members of the football team|ewthie sixth participant was a member of the
men’s basketball team. This sample would havefiieddrom the input of different viewpoints
such as student-athletes not majoring in sociotogyriminal justice, female student-athletes,

and white student-athletes.

There are also issues with the implementation @friterviews. Since this project was
the researcher’s first attempt at qualitative resgeahere is a glaring limitation that must be
addressed. The lack of skill in the actual intewing process may have left much to be desired.
Interviewing participants is something that takegetand practice to master. Thus, many
opportunities for probing and digging into parteuareas may have been overlooked on the part

of the researcher.

While this study found some interesting, as welstasistically significant results, there
are a number of ways future research could betdislecOne of the most obvious ways to further
the current study would be to analyze each teamsatniversity. Another, more ambitious
approach would be to apply the quantitative metbiatiis study to analyze the student-athlete
majors of all six BCS conferences’ (SEC, ACC, Bily, Big Ten, Pac 12, Big East) football
programs. An even more ambitious study would kmerering the majors of all 120 BCS
football programs. Finally, it would also be irgsting to select a random sample of teams from
Division I, I, and Il and analyze the major cheifor differences based on divisions.
Regardless of the direction future research mag, tgiken the existing literature and the results

of this study, it seems important that this subgegttinue to receive empirical study.
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APPENDIX

Sample Interview Questions

- What does the process of academic advising coofsistthe athletic department?

- How does that process translate into choosing amaj

- What do you like/dislike about academic advising?

- Do you believe the advising process is adequate?

- How would you change the advising process?

- How much influence do advisors have in the selaatioa major?

- Do student-athletes typically enter with a majomimd?

- If not, how do advisors assist in choosing a major?

- What about players who transfer in from other g@kgjunior colleges?

- What characteristics of student athletes detertheie major?

- How do you handle student-athletes who wish to majtough majors but have poor
GPAs/test scores?

- How do you convey to student-athletes that veryiieake it professionally?

- Is career counseling part of the advising process?

- How do you handle student-athletes who want todezllege early for the pros?

- Why/how often do student-athletes change their rflajo

- What do you consider the university’s best undefgnagram?

- Worst undergrad program?

- Do you feel NCAA rules make it harder or easierddvisors/student-athletes?

- How much input do coaches have in the major seleftdvising process?

- Do you feel you have more influence than the sttdéretes’ peers?
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How well do you feel the university prepares stuehletes for life after football?
Do you think student-athletes come to college mexgbéo do well academically?
How many times do you meet with each student-afilet

How much time do you spend with each student-ahitea semester?

What is the biggest academic-related concern steatbfetes express?

Do you prefer student-athletes’ majors remain ulzted until they are sophomores or
declare early?

How do you feel about NCAA reports of record grachrarates for student athletes?
Are you aware of a phenomenon called academiceringt?

Do you believe it is a problem here?

Do you believe it is a good/bad thing?

How might this be a good/bad thing for student ettd?

Do you believe student-athletes value their de@rees
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