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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 
  How representative are the athletes of their peers? 
  Project started in 2005, currently in the fifth year of 

data collection 
  Five-year longitudinal study of more than 80 Division 

III institutions out of 447 NCAA D-III institutions 
  Quantitative data submitted annually by institutions 
  Data captured for all students (not just athletes, and 

including transfer students) in each cohort 



•  Longitudinal Data from 82 institutions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

•  Selectivity levels are based on average SAT/ACT score for incoming 
freshman from 2005-2007 

•  N = 34,497 students (05-06 cohort for baccalaureate institutions) 
•  Focus on students at the end of their 4th year at institution 

Institutions and Cohorts 

Baccalaureate 
N = 69 

Non-Baccalaureate 
N = 13 

Highly Selective 
SAT > 1250, N = 26 

Moderately Selective 
SAT: 1150-1250, N = 23  

Less Selective 
SAT < 1150, N = 20 



Description of CSP 05-06 Cohort 

•  N = 44,584 for entire 05-06 Cohort 
•  N = 34,497 in Baccalaureate 

Institutions 

•  Gender: 43% male, 57% female 
  82 institutions include 5 Women ’s 

Colleges and 2 Men ’s Colleges 

•  Athletic participation categories 
  Non-Athlete: never played sport, not 

recruited for a sport 

  Recruited Athlete: was recruited for 
a sport (may or may not have 
played) 

  �lWalk-on Athlete�z: not recruited but 
played a sport 

Gender and 
Athletic 
Participation 

Percentage 
of Students 

Male Non-Athlete 27% 

Male Recruited 
Athlete 

11% 

Male “Walk-On ” 
Athlete 

5% 

Female Non-
Athlete 

44% 

Female Recruited 
Athlete 

7% 

Female “Walk-
On” Athlete 

5% 



Summary Results for 82 NCAA Division-III Institutions 

All 82 CSP Institutions, 2005-06 Cohort  
Student 

Group Athlete Status Count 
Percentile Rank 

of the GPA 
Difference  

(Athlete - Non-Athlete) 
Non-Athlete 12,387 47% 

Male Recruited Athl.  4,690 37% -10% 

Walk-on Athlete  2,463 43% -4% 

Non-Athlete 19,413 55% 

Female Recruited Athl.  3,217 51% -4% 

Walk-on Athlete  2,414 53% -3% 

N = 44,584 
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Examining Group Differences 

•  Six Basic Student Groups 
 

•  More Detailed Comparisons 
  Institutional Selectivity 

  Recruitment Status and Type of Sport 

 

•  Outcome Measures 
  Graduation Rates at the End of 4 th Year 

  Withdrawal Rates at the End of 4 th Year 

  Changes in GPA from Year 1 through Year 4 

  Participation (in Sports) by Athletes through Year 4 

  Choice of Major for Athletes and Non-Athletes 



Results for 69 NCAA Division-III Baccalaureate 
Institutions by Selectivity of Institution, 2005-06 

26 Highly Selective Institutions 
Student 

Group Athlete Status Count 
Percentile Rank of 

the GPA 
Difference  

(Athlete - Non-Athlete) 

Non-Athlete 3,630 48% 

Male Recruited Athl.  1,336 34% -14% 

Walk-on Athlete  913 45% -4% 

Non-Athlete 6,518 55% 

Female Recruited Athl.  1,087 48% -7% 

Walk-on Athlete  1,126 52% -3% 

43 Moderately/Less Selective Institutions 
Student 

Group Athlete Status Count 
Percentile Rank of 

the GPA 
Difference  

(Athlete - Non-Athlete) 

Non-Athlete 5,184 47% 

Male Recruited Athl.  2,708 39% -8% 

Walk-on Athlete  1,238 43% -4% 

Non-Athlete 8,016 56% 

Female Recruited Athl.  1,648 53% -4% 

Walk-on Athlete  1,093 54% -3% 



College GPA Differences by Selectivity 

•  Greater differences for recruited 
than for non-recruited athletes  
  but males at Moderately 

Selective Institutions are an 
exception 

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

•  In general, female walk-on 
athletes have GPAs closer to 
non-athletes 

•  Less institutional variation in 
GPA between athletes and non-
athletes at the Highly Selective 
Institutions, i.e., the findings are 
similar across institutions 

•  More institutional variation is 
found in Moderately and Less 
Selective Institutions 

•  Some differences may not have 
practical significance 

Differences in GPA between Athletes and 
Non-Athletes, by Selectivity
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GPA Differences and Underperformance in the 3 rd Year 
at Highly Selective Institutions, 2005-06 Cohort  

•  For both male and female 
recruited athletes, more than 
half of the GPA difference is 
underperformance 

•  GPA difference is not well 
explained by differences in 
incoming characteristics 

 

•  Relatively less 
underperformance is found 
at lower levels of selectivity 
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Athletic Participation and Retention 

•  Ever Played : Recruited students who played the sport 
for which they were recruited 

•  Played Year 4 : Recruited students who played in Year 4 
in the sport for which they were recruited 

All Students 

Recruited Athletes (18%) 

Ever Played (15%) 

Played Senior Year (8%) 
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Athletic Participation of Recruited Students, by 
Gender, 2005-06 Cohort 

11
99

76
7

89
9

54
3

24
10

11
06

13
28

61
4

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Ever Played Played Senior Year Ever Played Played Senior Year

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f S
tu

de
nt

s 
w

ho
 P

la
ye

d 
(%

)

Highly Selective Institutions Mod/Less Selective Institutions

Men Women



12 

Percentage of Students Playing Highly Recruited Sports (H.R.S) 
who were Recruited for that Sport, 05-06 Cohort, Year 4 

Percentage of Students from Cohort who were Recruited (%)
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In Highly Recruited 
Sports, over 50% of 
the players were 
recruited for the team 
  This finding is 

consistent over time  
 
N = # of recruited players 

from cohort playing in 
Year 1 or Year 4 
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Differences in Average GPAs between Athletes Recruited 
for H.R.S. and Non-Athletes, 05-06 Cohort, Year 4 
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Majors, by Gender and Athletic Status  
for the 2005-06 Cohort, Year 4 
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Percentage of Students who Graduated by Year 4,  
by Gender and Athletic Status, 2005-06 Cohort 

Mean Graduation Rate = 72% 
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Percentage of Withdrawals, 2005-06 Cohort, Year 4 

Mean Withdrawal Rate = 12% 
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Cumulative GPA over Time, by Gender and Athletic 
Status, 2005-06 Cohort 
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Research Findings 

•  Intercollegiate athletes are often a substantial portion of their student bodies 

•  Much of the athlete-to-non-athlete difference IS NOT accounted for by 
differences in admissions credentials Ð thus, “underperformance ” 

•  Male recruited athletes in highly recruited sports at selective colleges can 
differ from their male peers by as much as 30 percentile units 

•  The differences in academic performance between athletes and non-athletes 
are roughly the same through the four years of college 

•  Other analyses suggest that athletes in some sports perform academically as 
well as or better than their non-athlete peers 

•  A substantial number of athletes (up to half) do not participate on their teams 
by the 4 th year 

•  Division III athletes have strong retention and they graduate at high rates 

•  Interpretation: It IS possible to have effective intercollegiate 
programs while upholding the college ’s core academic mission! 
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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 recruited for, but participates in 
sports 

•  Highly Recruited Sport (H.R.S.):  
  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 
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