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The Division III Student Athlete

• In 84 Division III institutions participating in this study
26% of students play sports (34% of men, 20% of women)
18% of students are recruited for athletics (25% of men, 13% of 
women) 
At 10% of institutions, more than 35% of students are recruited 
for athletics

• NCAA Division III Philosophy
“Colleges and universities in Division III place highest priority on 
the overall quality of the educational experience and on the 
successful completion of all students’ academic programs”
“Assure that academic performance of student-athletes is, at a 
minimum, consistent with that of the general student body”
“Assure that admission policies for student-athletes comply with 
policies and procedures applicable to the general student body”
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The Ideal of the Student Athlete

• What is the mission of the institution and how does 
athletics fit into that mission?

Educating the “whole person”
• If athletes are not representative of the student body, 

how is the institutional culture affected?
Stereotypes, special treatments, racial/ethnic 
differences

• Can the goal or ideal of the student athlete who performs
equally well in both academics and athletics be 
achieved?

• How do we assess alignment of academics and 
athletics?
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Introduction to the College Sports Project

• The College Sports Project (CSP) is committed to 
strengthening the alignment between intercollegiate 
athletics and educational values. 

Representativeness initiative: athletes representative 
of student body
Integration initiative: bringing together campus 
personnel around education and athletics
Project started in 2005, currently in fourth year of data 
collection
Five-year longitudinal study of > 80 Division III 
institutions out of a total of 447 Division III institutions
Quantitative data submitted annually by institutions
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Methodology

• Data reported by institutions annually for entire cohorts
Background variables
High School performance and characteristics
College performance
Athletic Participation

• Data presented today represent the first two years of 
college for two cohorts (2005-2006 and 2006-2007 
entering cohort) for 84 institutions

• N = 83,728 students
• Imputation fills in missing data (student SATs and high 

school characteristics)
• Strengths: data on all students, many institutions
• Limitations: quantitative data only, institutional definitions 

of enrollment and athletic recruitment may vary
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• Data from 84 institutions

• Selectivity levels are based on average SAT score of incoming 
students of 2005-2006

Institutional Selectivity

Baccalaureate
N = 69

Non-Baccalaureate
N = 15

Highly Selective
SAT > 1250, N = 24

Moderately Selective
SAT: 1150-1250, N = 26

Less Selective
SAT < 1150, N = 19
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Background for the Combined Cohorts

• N = 83,728
• Gender: 43% male, 57% female

84 institutions include 6 Women’s 
Colleges and 2 Men’s Colleges

• Race/Ethnicity: 6% Asian, 4% Black, 
5% Hispanic, 71% White, 3% Other, 
11% Unknown (includes international 
students)

• Citizenship: 95% US citizen or 
permanent resident

• Athletic factor categories
Non-Athlete: not recruited for a sport, 
never played a sport in college
Recruited Athlete: was recruited for a 
sport (may or may not have played)
Walk-on Athlete: not recruited but 
played a sport

5%Female Walk-On 
Athlete

8%Female Recruited 
Athlete

45%Female Non-
Athlete

5%Male Walk-On 
Athlete

11%Male Recruited 
Athlete

27%Male Non-Athlete

Percentage 
of Students

Athletic Category
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Examining Group Differences

• Factors Defining Groups
Gender
Athlete Status
Institutional Selectivity
Type of Sport

• Outcome Measures
Cumulative college GPA at the end of Year 2

– Are there differences in average GPAs between athletes and 
non-athletes?

Underperformance
– What part of GPA differences – athletes to non-athletes – are 

not predicted by the explanatory variables (e.g. 
demographics, high school academics, characteristics of high 
school attended)?
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Understanding Underperformance

Data from 
High School

Demographics Athlete Status

Predicted
GPA

Observed GPA

Demographics:
• Gender
• Race/Ethnicity
• U.S. Citizen
Data from High School:
• Student’s SAT Score
• Student’s H.S. GPA Rank
• Average SAT of High School
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Predicted 
GPA

Understanding Underperformance

Observed GPA – “Non-Athlete GPA” = Underperformance

Data from 
High School

Demographics Athlete Status

Predicted
“Non-Athlete”

GPA

Observed GPA

Observed 
GPA

Predicted
“Non-Athlete”

GPA

Under-
performance

Example Calculation:

2.8 3.0 -0.2
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Different institutional sizes
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coach)



12

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

All CSP Highly
Selective

Moderately
Selective

Less
Selective

Non-Bacc.

R
2 

of
 R

eg
re

ss
io

n 
M

od
el

 fo
r 0

6-
07

 C
oh

or
t

R2 by Selectivity

• Students at highly selective 
institutions may be relatively 
homogeneous with regard 
to SAT scores, high school 
ranks and college GPAs, 
making it more difficult for 
regression models to predict 
college grades for various 
student groups

Error bars show 95% confidence interval.



13

GPA by Athlete Status and Gender

Error bars show 95% confidence interval.
Numbers at base show counts.
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GPA Differences and Underperformance

• Each group is compared to non-
athletes of the same gender

• For male recruited athletes, about 
two thirds of the GPA difference 
can be explained by background 
variables, rest is labeled 
“underperformance”

• For male walk-on athletes and 
female recruited athletes, about 
half of the GPA difference can be 
explained by background 
variables

-0.20

-0.07
-0.06

-0.01

-0.07

-0.03 -0.03
-0.03

-0.30

-0.25

-0.20

-0.15

-0.10

-0.05

0.00

0.05

0.10

Male Recruited
Athletes

Male Walk-On
Athletes

Female
Recruited
Athletes

Female Walk-
On Athletes

D
iff

er
en

ce
 in

 G
P

A
 p

oi
nt

s 
(4

-p
oi

nt
 s

ca
le

)

Observed Difference in GPA between Athletes and Non-Athletes
Calculated Underperformance for Athletes



15

Institutional Selectivity

How do academic outcomes for athletes 
differ by institutional selectivity?



16

Counts in Groups
Combined 2005-2006 and 2006-2007 Cohorts

83,72821,10612,39024,01326,219Total

100%25.2%14.8%28.7%31.3%Percentage

4,2184435751,2621,938Female Walk-On Athlete

6,2591,2141,1801,9291,936Female Recruited Athlete

37,42410,1984,97010,00612,250Female Non-Athlete

4,1425816171,4921,452Male Walk-On Athlete

8,9511,6472,1272,8222,355Male Recruited Athlete

22,7347,0232,9216,5026,288Male Non-Athlete

TotalNon-Bacc.Less SelectiveModerately SelectiveHighly SelectiveAthlete Status

The smallest count is > 400



17

College GPA Differences by Selectivity

• Each athlete group is 
compared to non-athletes of 
the same gender

• Male recruited athletes have 
greatest negative difference
with male non-athletes

• Female walk-on athletes have 
GPAs closer to non-athletes

• Difference is statistically 
significant for all athlete groups 
for highly selective and 
moderately selective
institutions

• Some differences may not
have practical significance

Error bars show 95% confidence interval.
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Underperformance by Selectivity

• Male recruited athletes have 
greater underperformance

• Athletes at highly selective
institutions have greater 
underperformance

• Underperformance is 
meaningful/important 
(greater than 0.1) only for 
male recruited athletes at 
highly selective institutions

• Underperformance for 
female athletes (except 
recruited at highly selective) 
is small
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GPA Differences and Underperformance
Highly Selective Institutions

• For recruited athletes, most of 
GPA difference is 
underperformance

GPA differences are not 
well explained by 
differences in incoming 
characteristics

• Most of GPA differences for 
female athletes are 
underperformance

There is little in the 
background characteristic 
differences between female 
athletes and non-athletes to 
explain the GPA difference
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Athletic Recruitment

• A greater percentage of male 
students than female students are 
recruited for athletics

• Less selective institutions recruit a 
higher percentage of their 
students

At less selective institutions 
over a third of the male 
students are recruited athletes

• Differences in percentage of 
recruited students among 
institutional selectivity levels are 
statistically significant

• Recruited athletes include some 
students who never played in 
college
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Key Findings for Selectivity

• Institutional selectivity highlights diversity of athletic / 
academic experiences within Division III.

• Being a recruited male or female athlete is related to 
underperformance at most, but not all Division III 
institutions in the CSP. The exceptions are often among 
the less selective institutions.
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Racial/Ethnic Differences

How does athletic participation differ by 
race and ethnicity?

Do findings depend on institutional selectivity?
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Sample Sizes
Combined 2005-2006 and 2006-2007 Cohorts

83,7288,8932,72659,4143,8853,7305,080Total

100%10.6%3.3%71.0%4.6%4.5%6.1%Percentage

4,2183941123,134176167235Female Walk-On Athletes

422

4,368

398

605

2,706

Unknown

6,259

37,424

4,142

8,951

22,734

Total

1575,146161181192Female Recruited Athletes

1,42625,0622,0091,7942,765Female Non-Athletes

1153,060159242168Male Walk-On Athletes

2177,123271553182Male Recruited Athletes

69915,8891,1097931,538Male Non-Athletes

OtherWhiteHispanicBlackAsianAll CSP Institutions

26,2192,91656917,5171,5151,2662,436Total

100%11.1%2.2%66.8%5.8%4.8%9.3%Percentage

1,938187521,33810592164Female Walk-On Athletes

115

1,614

132

123

745

Unknown

1,936

12,250

1,452

2,355

6,288

Total

401,5824152106Female Recruited Athletes

2997,3858386751,439Female Non-Athletes

231,042788196Male Walk-On Athletes

481,88278114110Male Recruited Athletes

1074,288375252521Male Non-Athletes

OtherWhiteHispanicBlackAsianHighly Selective Institutions

Unknown includes international students
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Percentage of Student Athletes

• Male students are more likely 
to be athletes than female 
students

• Black male students are most 
likely to be recruited athletes, 
followed by White male
students

• Asian students are least likely 
to be athletes

• Overall, a large percentage of 
men are athletes in most 
racial groups (half of Black 
men, 39% of White men)

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

Asian Black Hispanic White Other Unknown

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f S
tu

de
nt

s

Male Recruited Athletes
Male Walk-On Athletes
Female Recruited Athletes
Female Walk-On Athletes



25

Recruitment by Race and Selectivity

• Highly selective institutions recruit
a smaller percentage of their 
Black, Hispanic and White 
students than moderately and less 
selective institutions

• A larger percentage of Black male
students at moderately and less 
selective institutions are recruited 
than students of other races

• At highly selective institutions, 
Black and White male students 
are equally likely to be recruited

• Women are less likely to be 
recruited than men in all 
categories except Asian students
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Institutional Selectivity and Athletic Participation

• “Minorities” indicates Asian, Black, 
Hispanic or Other.

• Typically, highly selective schools 
have larger fractions of students who 
are minorities and minority athletes

• At highly selective schools, athletes
are slightly less diverse than the 
student body (corroborating Fried, 
2007)

• At many institutions, the diversity of 
athletes reflects the diversity of the 
institution when all minority students 
are aggregated

• Many institutions have 10-20% 
minority students
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Athletic Participation – Black Students

• At most institutions, Black 
students participate in athletics 
at the same rate as White 
students

• At some moderately and less 
selective institutions, Black
students are much more likely 
to be athletes than White 
students
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Athletic Participation – Hispanic Students

• Hispanic students are less 
likely to be athletes than 
white students at most 
institutions, especially at 
highly selective institutions
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Key Findings for Race/Ethnicity

• Athletic participation and recruitment patterns vary by 
race and by institutional selectivity.

• Moderately and less selective institutions recruit a higher 
proportion of Black, Hispanic and White students as 
athletes than do the highly selective institutions.

• At highly selective institutions, minority women are 
under-represented among recruited athletes.
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Sport Type Differences

How do academic outcomes of athletes 
differ by intensity of recruitment for various sports?

Do findings depend on institutional selectivity?



31

Sport Categories

Crew
Softball

Soccer
Ice Hockey

Football
Lacrosse
Swimming

Track
Cross Country

Golf

Volleyball
Swimming

Track
Cross Country

Basketball
Soccer

Ice Hockey
Field Hockey

Highly Recruited 
Sports (HRS)

Examples of        
Other Sports 

Basketball

Baseball

Men's Sports Women's Sports

Define Highly Recruited Sport

• ≥ 65% of players were recruited for that sport 

• At least 50 recruited athletes in that sport per cohort
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Percentages and Numbers of Recruited Students 
by Recruitment Level & Institutional Selectivity

• Larger percentages of 
male and female athletes 
are recruited for HRS at 
less selective institutions
than at moderately and 
highly selective institutions 

• Recruitment levels in HRS 
increases for men from 
Highly to Less selective 
institutions
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(888)
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37%
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63%
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57%
(1,102)

Female
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GPA Difference between Athletes and Non-Athletes
Male Athletes, by Institutional Selectivity

• Men in HRS have lower 
GPAs than male non-athletes

Exception: walk-ons at 
less selective institutions

• At less selective institutions, 
men in Other sport types 
have GPAs similar to male 
non-athletes

• As discussed earlier, 
recruited male athletes have 
significantly lower GPAs than 
male non-athletes (e.g., Slide 
11)

This GPA difference is 
driven by highly recruited 
sports
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GPA Difference between Athletes and Non-Athletes
Female Athletes, by Institutional Selectivity

• Differences between sport 
types are smaller for women 
than for men

• At less selective institutions, 
female athletes in HRS & 
Other sports do as well as 
non-athletes, academically

• At highly and moderately
selective institutions, 
females in both sport types 
do not perform as well as 
non-athletes

• Athlete to non-athlete 
differences for women are 
relatively modest
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Key Findings for Sport Types

• There is a larger difference in academic performance by 
sport type (defined by recruiting intensity) for men than 
for women.

• Students who are recruited for a Highly Recruited Sport 
(HRS) tend to have lower GPA’s than students who are 
recruited for Other sports (a finding that mirrors previous 
Division I research).
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Conclusions

• Athletic participation and recruitment patterns vary by 
race, institutional selectivity and sport type, highlighting 
the diversity within Division III.

• Being a recruited male or female athlete is related to 
underperformance at most, but not all Division III 
institutions in the CSP. The exceptions are often among 
the less selective institutions. 

• Moderately and less selective institutions recruit a higher 
proportion of Black, Hispanic and White students as 
athletes than do the highly selective institutions.

• Students who are recruited for a Highly Recruited Sport 
tend to have lower GPA’s than students who are 
recruited for Other sports (a finding that mirrors previous 
Division I research).
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Backup slides
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Glossary

• Highly Selective Institutions: Average SAT of incoming students > 1250, 
Baccalaureate institution

• Moderately Selective Institutions: Average SAT of incoming students 1150-
1250, Baccalaureate institution

• Less Selective Institutions: Average SAT of incoming students < 1150, 
Baccalaureate institution

• Athlete: A student who at some point in his/her college career participated in a 
sport

• Walk-on athlete: Student who is not a recruited athlete but participates in sports
• Highly Recruited Sport (HRS): 

Each Highly Recruited Sport (HRS) category comprised a minimum of 50 athletes 
recruited for that sport per cohort
≥ 65% of athletes who played the sport in Year 1 were recruited for that sport 

• Other Sport: Sports that are not classified as Highly Recruited Sports
• Recruited athlete: Student was recruited to participate in a HRS or Other sport 

prior to his/her matriculation at an institution
Recruited, Played Year 1 Only: Student was recruited and played in the sport for 
which s/he was recruited during Year 1 
Recruited, Played Years 1 & 2: Student was recruited and participated in the sport for 
which s/he recruited in Years 1 and 2 (during the freshman and sophomore years)
Recruited, No Play: Student was recruited, but did not participate in the sport for 
which they were recruited
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Reliability of Regression Models

R2 values between cohorts highly correlated
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R2 by Recruitment Factor
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