
Journal of  Amateur Sport     Volume Nine, Issue One     Ishaq et al., 2023     102

Student First? The Examination of  Student-athlete Support 
Services at a NCAA Division I Football Bowl Subdivision 

(FBS) Institution

Farah Ishaq1 Peyton Stensland2

Marcella Otto1 

1Northern Illinois University
2University of  Cincinnati

The purpose of  this study was to examine the current student-athlete support 
services at a NCAA Division I FBS level institution through the lens of  high impact 
educational practices, while identifying and justifying potential areas of  improvement 
in this area. The researchers considered the overall student-athlete experience by 
identifying and describing what resources student-athlete support services provide, 
how student-athletes are (or are not) utilizing these services, and applying high 
impact educational practices to these services. Employing a qualitative approach, 
14 semi-structured interviews with student-athletes and administrators presented 
several themes addressing the implementation of  high impact educational practices. 
The results presented are of  importance to athletics administrators interested in 
understanding how to develop meaningful student-athlete support services, while 
supporting student-athlete interests and constraints. Athletics administrators can 
learn to establish on-campus programming for their student-athletes in addition 
to creating a comfortable climate and connection between student-athlete support 
services and on-campus resources.
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Intercollegiate athletics is a consequen-
tial part of  American culture, deeply 
woven and cursed with money. From 

misplaced values and the lack of  attention 
regarding inequality, to cultural reproduc-
tion and scandals, intercollegiate athletics 
have commonly exhibited a reputation 
muddled with controversy (Shorette, 
2014). Despite the negative publicity 
associated with the prominent intercolle-
giate athletics sphere, programs continue 
to not only grow, but thrive, and have be-
come more popular among stakeholders 
including fans, spectators, and traditional 
students. Due to the continued significant 
growth within this context, academic lit-
erature highlights the overall relationship 
between higher educational institutions 
and their respective intercollegiate athlet-
ics programs. 

Within higher education, a common 
set of  high impact educational practic-
es (HIPs) have been studied as a way to 
produce positive outcomes for students 
across varied backgrounds. They have 
been proven effective in contributing to 
overall student success, especially when 
students are engaged in at least two 
throughout their academic career (Kuh, 
2008). Typically, participating in these 
high impact educational practices utiliz-
es extensive time and effort both from 
faculty and students (Kuh, 2008). While 
this time and effort is important, high 
impact educational practices must be 
implemented effectively in order to have 
a lasting positive outcome for students. 
This includes scaling up the practices, 
such as providing more access for all 
students and ensuring students have a 

real opportunity to participate – at least 
one available to every student every year 
(Kuh, 2008).  

Several studies have illustrated the 
overall importance of  participation in in-
tercollegiate athletics as a way to increase 
academic success and on-campus in-
volvement for student-athletes (Comeaux 
et al., 2011; Evans et al., 2017; Gayles 
& Hu, 2009; Huml et al., 2017). Others 
have specifically examined high impact 
educational practices relating to this 
student-athlete population. For example, 
Navarro et al. (2020) found student-ath-
lete study abroad trips to be beneficial in 
academic, social, and career development 
both in college and during the pivotal 
transition period after college. Further-
more, the participation in service-based 
learning, or community service, for stu-
dent-athletes was deemed a worthwhile 
opportunity with benefits of  personal and 
professional development (Martin, 2018). 
Student-athletes participating in collab-
orative internship opportunities across 
campus saw professional development 
improvements in areas like communica-
tion, collaboration, and work ethic (Cof-
fin et al., 2021). 

While these examples have touted 
benefits including career readiness, pro-
fessional development, and personal 
development, others have recommended 
additional focus on “leverage[ing] the 
powerful potential of  learning commu-
nities to support a group of  students 
who have not traditionally participated in 
these programs” (Mamerow, 2014, p. 2). 
and ensuring programming, like first-year 
experiences, “meet the expectations of  
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HIP quality dimensions” (Grafnetterova, 
2020, p. 1).  

Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) sug-
gested that participation in these types 
of  engagement practices for first-year 
student-athletes can create similar ben-
efits as seen with non-athlete college 
students. Similarly, overall engagement 
in high impact educational practices has 
been found to create a positive impact 
on college outcomes for student-athletes 
(Gatson-Gayles & Hu, 2009; Umbach 
et al., 2006). Unfortunately, even if  high 
impact educational practices are offered 
at particular institutions, barriers exist 
that limit implementation and participa-
tion of  these practices for student-ath-
letes including student-athlete time 
commitment and lack of  departmental 
resources among others (Ishaq & Bass, 
2019). Some student-athletes have even 
described their experiences in life skills 
programming as frustrating with need for 
improvement (Forestor et al., 2020). 

However, opportunities exist to 
ensure student-athlete programming is 
meeting the standards of  high-impact 
educational practices. Patton et al. (2016) 
recommended providing programming 
for students that considers the specific 
college environment and types of  stu-
dents in which the institution is serv-
ing. Rubin and Lewis (2020) illustrated 
the importance of  collaboration across 
campus to ensure student-athlete success. 
Although the outcomes of  such inter-
ventions have been studied, student-ath-
lete support services staff  and adminis-
trators alike must strive to identify areas 
of  improvement in their own respective 

institutions to help further apply HIP 
theory into practice (Comeaux et al., 
2011; Patton et al., 2016). 

Therefore, because of  the promi-
nence, recognition, and revenue streams 
associated with National Collegiate 
Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I 
athletics, the purpose of  this study was 
to examine current student-athlete sup-
port services and the use of  high impact 
educational practices at a Football Bowl 
Subdivision (FBS) institution, while iden-
tifying and justifying potential areas of  
improvement in this area. The research-
ers considered the overall student-ath-
lete experience by identifying which 
student-athlete development programs 
the student-athletes participate in at the 
selected institution and how they apply 
to high impact educational practices. Ad-
ditionally, missing services were assessed 
and elaborated on how they could be 
implemented in the intercollegiate athlet-
ics setting moving forward.

Theoretical Framework: High-Impact 
Educational Practices

Overall, high impact educational 
practices take unique forms based on the 
characteristics, priorities, and contexts of  
the universities utilizing such practices 
(Kuh, 2008). While these practices have 
been widely tested and have illustrated 
beneficial outcomes for diverse college 
students, they remain unsystematic at 
the institutional level. For the following 
practices, educational research has sug-
gested an increase in student retention 
and student engagement upon imple-
mentation and participation (Kuh, 2008). 
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These high impact educational practic-
es include: (1) First-Year Seminars and 
Experiences, (2) Common Intellectual 
Experiences, (3) Learning Communities, 
(4) Writing-Intensive Courses, (5) Col-
laborative Assignments and Projects, (6) 
Undergraduate Research, (7) Diversity/
Global Learning, (8) Service Learning, 
Community-Based Learning, (9) Intern-
ships, and (10) Capstone Courses and 
Projects. 

Enhanced and enriched educational 
opportunities, such as learning commu-
nities, service learning, research with a 
faculty member, study abroad, internship, 
and culminating senior experiences are 
known as high impact educational prac-
tices because of  their positive effect on 
student learning and development (Mc-
Cormick et al., 2013). According to the 
National Survey of  Student Engagement 
(NSSE) (2013):

These experiences call on students 
to invest considerable time and 
effort, facilitate out-of-class learn-
ing, engage students meaningfully 
with faculty, encourage interaction 
with people unlike themselves, and 
provide frequent feedback on per-
formance. Students often describe 
their participation in these activi-
ties as life changing. (p. 13)

Kuh and O’Donnell (2013) identified 
eight key elements that must occur for 
practices to be high impact. Specifically, 
these eight key elements include: 1) per-
formance expectations set at appropri-
ately high levels, 2) significant investment 
of  time and effort by students over an 

extended period of  time, 3) interactions 
with faculty and peers about substantive 
matters, 4) experience with diversity, 
where students are exposed to people or 
circumstances that differ from those that 
they are familiar with, 5) frequent, time, 
and constructive feedback, 6) periodic, 
structured opportunities to reflect and 
integrate learning, 7) relevance of  learn-
ing through real-world applications, and 
8) public demonstration of  competence. 

Through the National Survey on 
Student Engagement (NSSE) (2018) data 
and the NCAA Study of  Student-Ath-
lete Social Environments (2016), Bell 
et al. (2018) determined that being a 
student-athlete encompasses all key 
elements except, faculty and peer inter-
action, reflecting and integrating learn-
ing, and relevance of  learning through 
real-world applications. While this is the 
case, student-athletes are a unique pop-
ulation with unique barriers that make 
participation in these high-impact educa-
tional practices more difficult (Ishaq & 
Bass, 2019). Not only do student-athletes 
find it more difficult to participate in 
these educational programs, but the idea 
that each college campus is unique, and 
HIPs are still unsystematic across higher 
education further complicates implemen-
tation and participation for this unique 
population (Kuh, 2008). The following 
review of  literature will help readers 
gain a better understanding of  who 
today’s college students are, the role of  
the college choice model and the college 
environment, and present examples of  
student-athlete academic resources. 
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Literature Review
Throughout this study, higher ed-

ucation theories were utilized to help 
explore the student-athlete academic 
environment, specifically as it relates to 
student-athlete support services. In order 
to help garner a more in-depth under-
standing of  college students and their 
environment, a magnitude of  topics, in-
cluding characteristics of  today’s college 
student, college choice, and the college 
environment, were explored to illustrate 
the current higher education landscape. 
Holistically understanding the concepts 
and theories helped demonstrate the cur-
rent state of  higher education and how 
individual programs within student-ath-
lete support services programs connect 
to high-impact educational practices. 

Characteristics of  Today’s College 
Student

With an estimated 19.5 million stu-
dents enrolled in higher education in 
2020 (NCES, 2020), the overall under-
graduate enrollment has continued to 
increase over the past 40 years and will 
continue to do so (Renn, 2012). The 
early 2000’s saw tremendous growth in 
the undergraduate enrollment with an 
increase upwards of  24 percent in just 
an eight-year period (Renn, 2012). Fur-
thermore, Renn (2012) explained this 
growth has included an increased pro-
portion of  students of  color, consistent 
with demographic changes in the U.S. 
and overall college attendance rates for 
these racial and ethnic groups of  stu-
dents. Renn (2012) also explained, “The 
percentage of  White students in higher 

education has decreased over the last 
several decades. Although the overall 
percentage decreased, the total number 
of  White students actually increased by 
54% over the same period” (p. 7). While 
this may seem like a significant increase, 
it pales in comparison to the growth seen 
in Asian American, Native American, 
Pacific Islander, and Hispanic students. 
This population of  students experienced 
an average of  528% growth while Amer-
ican Indian, Alaska Native, and African 
American college students increased by 
an average of  146% (Renn, 2012). 

Diversity is not only limited to race 
and ethnicity, but also among identities, 
attitudes, and beliefs of  current college 
students. Trend data suggests that college 
students are becoming more accepting 
and progressive in regard to their atti-
tudes of  lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans 
issues (PEW Research, 2013). Similarly, 
Dey and Associates (2009) found that 
“93 percent of  students responding to 
a survey supported the notion that con-
tributing to a larger [campus] community 
should be a major focus of  a college 
education” (p. 5). 

These findings can certainly be ap-
plied to Generation Y (Gen Y), or Mil-
lennials, who are born between 1981 and 
2001. Gen Y’s changing nature shows 
a student body that lacks basic skills, is 
collaborative in nature and learns best 
as a group, is assertive and confident, is 
supported emotionally and financially by 
“helicopter parents” (i.e., parents who 
pay extremely close attention to their 
child’s experiences) and is dependent 
upon technology and its expectations as 
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a learning tool (Black, 2010). Educators 
must be aware of  these characteristics in 
“helping students gain the skills to live, 
earn, and work successfully within soci-
ety” (Black, 2010, p. 100). 

In fact, most incoming college stu-
dents today are Gen Z and are also re-
ferred to as “Zoomers” (McCrary, 2021). 
Gen Z students are becoming more tech-
nology dependent and are considered 
digital natives, digesting much of  their 
information from technology (Levine & 
Dean, 2012). Furthermore, Gen Z ex-
hibits greater concern for social justice 
and sustainability and are more diverse 
as a group with furthered global thinking 
(Boleska, 2018; Levine & Dean, 2012). 

While these characteristics apply to 
today’s college student, student-athletes 
exhibit their own unique set of  charac-
teristics in addition to the ones previous-
ly mentioned. Just as the overall percent-
age of  the White student population has 
decreased over the past several years, 
similar trends can be seen within the stu-
dent-athlete population. According to the 
NCAA demographics database (2018), 
White males and females made up 64.5% 
of  the total student-athlete population 
in Division I, II, and III institutions 
combined. The percentage of  White 
male student-athletes participating at the 
Divisions I, II, and III levels combined 
decreased from 64.9% in 2015-2016 to 
63.7% in 2016-2017 (NCAA, 2018). In 
2016-2017, White male student-athletes 
comprised 56.7%, 58.3%, and 72.5% of  
all male student-athletes in Division I, 
Division II, and Division III, respective-
ly. During the 2016-2017 season, African 
American male student-athletes com-

prised 22.2%, 20.4%, and 12.2% of  all 
male student-athletes in Divisions I, II, 
and III, respectively (NCAA, 2018). 

Similar data can be applied to the 
White female student-athletes, who in 
2016-2017 saw a 1.1% decrease from 
66% of  all Division I women stu-
dent-athletes to 64.9%. Their female Af-
rican American peers also saw a decrease, 
but at a much smaller scale from 12.6% 
to 12.5% of  the all-female student-ath-
lete population (NCAA, 2018). The per-
centages decreased to 9.5% at the Divi-
sion II level and 5.9% at the Division III 
level. Conversely, the number increased 
to 70.8% at the Division II level and 
80.3% at the Division III level for White 
female students (NCAA, 2018). 

College Choice
The enrollment decisions facing high 

school graduates have increasingly be-
come an important indicator of  societal 
and educational issues. For example, 
Kinzie et al. (2004) suggested that fed-
eral, state, and institutional policymakers 
often base decisions about education 
equity and access on specific informa-
tion obtained from the postsecondary 
students, including sociological and 
economic background. College choice is 
defined by Hossler and colleagues (2003) 
as “a complex, multistate process during 
which an individual develops aspirations 
to continue formal education beyond 
high school, followed later by a decision 
to attend a specific college, university or 
institution of  advanced vocational train-
ing” (p. 7). This systematic, theory-driven 
research on college choice can enhance 
the knowledge on student college choice 
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and can lead to “an improved under-
standing of  college choice, which can 
lead to aid policies, high school guidance 
activities, and marketing activities that 
make college more accessible to students 
and that increase the likelihood of  stu-
dent fit” (Hossler et al., 2003, p. 38). 

While shown to occur among tradi-
tional college students, college choice 
factors play a different role within the 
student-athlete experience. Past studies 
have largely determined that academic 
programs or major were the top priority 
when it comes to student-athlete col-
lege choice; however, other factors exist, 
including who the head coach is, what 
academic support services are present, 
academic reputation, career development 
opportunities, and sport atmosphere 
(Kankey & Quaterman, 2007; Letawsky 
et al., 2005; Pauline, 2012). However, 
college choice factors can largely vary per 
sport. For example, Klenosky and col-
leagues (2001) examined NCAA Division 
I football players and determined the 
coach/coaching staff  was most import-
ant in their decision, but also the location 
and friends on the team made them feel 
comfortable with their college decision. 

The literature illustrates college 
choice factors that are unique to stu-
dent-athletes, including head coach, 
student-athlete support services, and 
sport atmosphere; however, Letawsky 
and colleagues (2003) noted, “Although 
student-athletes have different factors 
that influence college choice, non-athletic 
related factors (i.e., academic reputation, 
major options, financial considerations) 
are just as important as athletic related 

factors” (p. 604). Athletics administra-
tors and recruiters must learn to find the 
appropriate balance between these two 
factors, particularly with the addition of  
new name, image, and likeness opportu-
nities for student-athletes and its role in 
college choice and recruitment. 

College Environment and Safe Spaces
When assessing the role of  stu-

dent-athlete support services and high 
impact educational practices, the re-
searchers focused on the college environ-
ment. Due to its importance regarding 
student retention, the college environ-
ment plays a vital role in the overall 
student experience and must be stud-
ied. While students enter college with a 
unique set of  individual characteristics, 
with these characteristics they must also 
interact with the unique environment 
present within their institutions. 

Unfortunately, there is opportunity 
for these interactions to not go well, par-
ticularly for marginalized students expe-
riencing a negative campus environment. 
Within the college environment exists the 
idea of  safe spaces within the classroom. 
Specifically, a “safe space” is described as 
“classroom environment in which stu-
dents are willing and able to participate 
and honestly struggle with challenging 
issues” (Holley & Steiner, 2005, p. 49). A 
safe space may also represent “inclusive 
groups of  learners,” who are underrepre-
sented or marginalized based on a variety 
of  factors but feel as if  they are in a safe 
environment to be able to express their 
views (Gayle et al., 2013, p. 2). 

Students felt more challenged and 
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aware in a safe classroom while also indi-
cating the opportunity to be more open-
minded to their own viewpoints and the 
viewpoints of  others (Holley & Steiner, 
2005). Safe classrooms have often been 
viewed as an opportunity to create a 
college environment open to all; how-
ever, often students are unaware of  the 
role they play in creating these types of  
environments. Specifically, most students 
felt that the instructor was the primary 
influencer on the perceived safety of  the 
classroom without realizing their own 
power in helping drive the classroom to a 
safe space (Holley & Steiner, 2005). This 
is incredibly important, especially for un-
derrepresented or marginalized student 
populations because “a large majority of  
students stated that safe classroom envi-
ronments were important in both what 
and how much they learned” (Holley & 
Steiner, 2005, p. 58).

Of  particular note are African Amer-
ican students at predominately White 
institutions, who felt much more vulner-
able in the classroom than their non-Af-
rican American peers (Sedlacek, 1999). 
While this is the case, past research has 
also indicated that, although vulnerable 
in the classroom, a more engaged class-
room provides African American stu-
dents with a greater sense of  belonging 
(Booker, 2007).

Student-Athlete Academic Resources 
 Across higher education institu-

tions, the general student population 
is often offered resources in the form 
of  tutors and academic advisors. While 
student-athletes often have access to 

these same resources, past research has 
illustrated the discrepancy in additional 
personnel support available for stu-
dent-athletes (Huml et al., 2017). Partic-
ularly, student-athlete resources are often 
housed in exclusive academic centers on 
campus that specifically serve this pop-
ulation (Rubin & Moses, 2017). These 
academic centers have shown positive 
outcomes for student-athletes, especially 
regarding career self-efficacy; however, 
growing dependence on these centers 
and student-athlete specific resources 
create a sense of  isolation between ath-
letic departments and academic units on 
campus (Burns et al., 2013; Huml et al., 
2017; Rubin & Moses, 2017). According 
to Rubin and Moses (2017), these aca-
demic centers play “an integral role in 
building a positive team academic sub-
culture” (p. 326). Furthermore, overall 
perceptions of  the service quality of  stu-
dent-athlete support services, including 
academic advising and life skills, helped 
influence overall satisfaction, involve-
ment, and emotional adjustment in fresh-
men student-athletes (Otto et al., 2019). 
Not only are freshmen student-athletes 
affected by overall service quality of  
support programs, but Division I stu-
dent-athletes, in general, are “shaped to 
a significant degree by the vision, knowl-
edge, and competencies of  those provid-
ing leadership in this athletic enterprise” 
(Comeaux & Crandall, 2019, p. 82). 

However, due to the isolation be-
tween athletic and academic units on 
campus, issues of  academic integrity and 
ethics may arise. Intercollegiate athletics 
scandals are becoming more and more 
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prevalent throughout the media, especial-
ly within the realm of  academic scandals. 
While the NCAA continues to grow in 
participation with more than 460,000 
student-athletes competing across 24 
sports, more eyes have caught sight of  
the negative attention surrounding sever-
al NCAA institutions. Although research 
has placed immense value on successful 
athletic programs, this may illustrate a 
shift away from an academic focus (Bru-
net et al., 2013). Unfortunately, this shift 
away from academics has shed light on 
several NCAA scandals on and off  the 
court or field.

In 2017, the University of  North 
Carolina (UNC) was not punished by 
the NCAA despite “running one of  the 
worst academic fraud schemes in college 
sports history, involving fake classes that 
enabled dozens of  athletes to gain and 
maintain their eligibility” (Tracy, 2017, 
para. 1). While this was the case, no 
punishment was enforced by the NCAA 
because these so called “paper” classes 
were not being exclusively offered to 
athletes at the institution and, thus, could 
not conclude that NCAA academic rules 
were broken (Tracy, 2017). This incident 
was not a unique occurrence across the 
NCAA. Academic fraud has been noted 
in several Division I institutions, such as 
the University of  Missouri and the Uni-
versity of  Notre Dame. Both of  these 
cases involved athletic staff  members, 
including an academic coordinator and 
athletic trainer, completing a significant 
amount of  coursework for basketball and 
football student- athletes, respectively. A 
one-year postseason ban was imposed 

for Missouri basketball, while Notre 
Dame football was put on a one-year 
probation (Associated Press, 2016; Palm-
er, 2016). While constant media attention 
was placed on these programs during the 
time of  scandal, little media attention is 
placed on strong academic performances 
and practices that are or can be imple-
mented in the student-athlete environ-
ment.

Student-Athlete Support Programs as 
HIPs

As intercollegiate athletics continues 
to shift, we know that “supporting ath-
letes in their navigation of  the academic 
rigor in college while balancing their role 
as athletes require[s] intentional resources 
for this student population” (Navarro et 
al., 2019, p. 1). Oftentimes this can prove 
difficult due to the disconnect between 
athletics administrators and on-campus 
student-affairs personnel as well as other 
barriers to implementation and partici-
pation (Ishaq & Bass, 2019; Navarro et 
al., 2020), several studies have illustrated 
the benefits of  student-athlete participa-
tion in high-impact educational practices 
while also noting recommendations for 
programming. Although student-athletes 
face time demands and pressure to per-
form, development in college is one of  
the most critical stages for young adults, 
particularly as they prepare for careers 
and life outside of  sport (Navarro et al., 
2020). Participation in HIPs is one way 
for student-athletes to navigate their 
transition out of  college and, ultimately 
for many, out of  sport as well (Stokowski 
et al., 2019). 
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Coffin et al. (2021) found on-campus 
internship participation by student-ath-
letes aided in overall professional de-
velopment, career preparation, and 
workplace skills. Navarro et al. (2019) 
described academic, social, and career 
development benefits for student-ath-
letes engaging in study abroad experi-
ences. Career development benefits were 
echoed across participation in commu-
nity service for student-athletes as well, 
including “working with diverse groups, 
scholarship and admittance into graduate 
programs, and career choice/personal 
values” (Martin, 2018, p. 10). Of  greater 
importance to many higher education 
institutions are the cross-collaborative 
first-year seminars and quality experienc-
es that incorporate HIP dimensions for 
student-athletes create a positive impact 
and lead to increased persistence, satis-
faction, and sense of  belonging (Graf-
netterova et al., 2020). Furthermore, 
Rubin et al. (2020) shared narratives on 
student-athletes’ experiences in under-
graduate research and determined that 
the “experiences were impactful on their 
confidence, skill-building, and future 
directions” (p. 13).

While many institutions employ such 
high-impact practices for their stu-
dent-athletes, each must understand the 
needs of  their specific student-athlete 
population, while acknowledging the im-
portance of  athletics and campus collab-
oration to ensure student-athlete aca-
demic, personal, and professional success 
(Rubin & Lewis, 2020). By understanding 
and recognizing student-athlete needs 
while pursuing new high-impact practice 

opportunities, like learning communities, 
where student-athletes are often left out 
of  participation (Mamerow & Navarro, 
2014), administrators can begin to under-
stand how to best continue to support 
their unique student-athlete population. 

While these high-impact practices 
have illustrated beneficial outcomes for 
student-athletes, the practices remain 
unsystematic at the institutional level 
across higher education (Kuh, 2008) 
and likely within athletic departments as 
well,  “due to the fact that the organized 
concept of  HIPs are not integrated into 
the Athletics or University’s mission[s]” 
(Braunstein-Mikove et al., 2022, p. 95). 
Additionally, some HIPs are far too often 
ignored despite positive outcomes, in-
cluding undergraduate research, which 
often illustrates significant discrepan-
cies in participation for student-athletes 
relative to their non-athlete student peers 
(Hall et al., 2020). 

Although a sincere interest in stu-
dent-athlete success exists, Braun-
stein-Mikove et al. (2022) indicated that 
transformational leadership, “or  an  
insightful  coach  or  administrator,  who  
will  encourage  the introduction of  these 
initiatives into the intercollegiate athlet-
ics lexicon” (p. 95) is necessary to make 
participation in HIPs a priority. There-
fore, additional research is necessary to 
assess the role of  student-athlete support 
services as it relates to high impact edu-
cational practices at specific institutions. 
In order to further explore student-ath-
lete support services programming, the 
following research questions were pro-
posed: 
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RQ1: What current student-athlete 
support services are being utilized 
at the studied Division I FBS level 
institution?
RQ2: What student-athlete support 
services are perceived to be missing 
by student-athletes and athletic ad-
ministrators at the studied Division I 
FBS level institution?  

Methodology
Positionality

According to Sultana (2007), “It is 
critical to pay attention to positionality, 
reflexivity, the production of  knowledge, 
and the power relations that are inherent 
in research processes in order to under-
take ethical research” (p. 380). Therefore, 
it is important to acknowledge the po-
sitionality and epistemological assump-
tions of  the researchers which can have 
influence on the research process. The 
primary researcher previously worked in 
college athletics at three separate Divi-
sion I FBS level institutions. The posi-
tions he held were in event management, 
marketing, and student-athlete support 
services. The research team also consist-
ed of  an individual who worked in col-
lege athletics at two Division I FBS level 
institutions and one Division III level 
institution. The positions she held were 
in ticket operations and as a support 
staff  member for women’s basketball 
teams. The final individual on the re-
search team is a former Division I stu-
dent-athlete who utilized student-athlete 
support services at her institution while 
playing her respective sport. As all three 
researchers previously worked in college 

athletics, it is important to recognize how 
their experiences might have directly or 
indirectly impacted how the study was 
designed and executed as well as how the 
data was analyzed and interpreted (May 
& Perry, 2017).

Epistemological assumptions are 
known as an individual’s beliefs about 
the nature of  knowledge (Sikes, 2004). 
The researchers employed a construc-
tivist epistemology, which suggests that 
“reality is socially constructed” (Mertens, 
2005, p. 12), and individuals construct 
their own understandings through pre-
vious experiences and interactions (Ül-
tanir, 2012). This approach allowed the 
researchers to focus on the participants’ 
views of  the student-athlete support 
services at the studied Division I FBS 
institution. It also provided the research-
ers the opportunity to acknowledge the 
impact their college athletics background 
has on the research process (Creswell, 
2003). Furthermore, the constructivist 
epistemology paradigm coincides with 
the chosen case study methodology, as 
they both seek to deeply understand 
an experience, meaning, or knowledge 
constructed by individuals interacting 
with their social worlds (Merriam, 1998; 
Yazan, 2015).  Merriam’s (1998) con-
structivist application to the case study 
method also accounts for the researchers’ 
role in the construction and interpreta-
tion of  the studied phenomenon.  

The researchers utilized a case study 
approach which provided “an intensive, 
holistic description and analysis of  a 
bounded phenomenon such as a pro-
gram, an institution, a person, a process, 
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or a social unit” (Merriam, 1998, p. xiii). 
This methodology was deemed appro-
priate due to the three distinctive char-
acteristics of  the case study method: 1) 
particularistic- focus is on a particular 
situation, program, organization, event, 
or phenomenon, 2) descriptive- research-
ers are provided with rich, thick descrip-
tions of  the phenomenon, 3) heuristic- 
elucidates the reader’s understanding 
of  the phenomenon (Merriam, 1998). 
Specifically, the case-study approach 
provided an in-depth understanding of  
student-athlete support services at the 
studied Division I FBS Institution. The 
perspective from individuals who have 
had experiences with the services (i.e., 
student-athletes and athletic administra-
tors) was explored.  

Interviews represented the data col-
lection method and were consistent 
with the epistemological assumptions 
of  constructivism (Creswell, 2003) and 
the case study methodology approach 
(Merriam, 1998). Fourteen semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted with 
student-athletes and administrators at 
a large Midwestern NCAA Division I 
FBS institution during the 2019 Spring 
semester. The semi-structured interview 
method, which is commonly used in 
case studies, was deemed appropriate as 
it offers flexibility during the data col-
lection process and provides researchers 
with comprehensive responses (Merriam, 
1998). It provided an advantage in as-
sessing the original questions within the 
study, but also allowed the researchers to 
ask follow-up questions and dig deeper 
through unexpected findings and data 

that were likely to transpire throughout 
the individual’s interview process (Gill-
ham, 2000). Interviews were conducted 
until data saturation was reached, which 
is described as, “any further data col-
lection will not provide any different 
information from that you already have, 
that is you are not learning anything 
new” (Gratton & Jones, 2004, p. 153). 
Based on the interviews that had been 
conducted, the researchers believed 
they had a solid understanding of  the 
student-athlete support services at the 
studied Division I FBS institution. The 
current study’s sample size and use of  
data saturation to suspend interviews, is 
considered common and consistent with 
other case study approaches (Merriam, 
1998; Schwandt & Gates, 2017).

Two interview guides (Johnson & 
Christensen, 2008) were created to help 
direct the conversation, and each con-
tained specific questions for both the 
student-athletes and the athletics ad-
ministrators. (See Appendix for inter-
view guides). The interview guides and 
open-ended questions were constructed 
from relevant higher education litera-
ture and the theoretical framework on 
high-impact educational practices (Mer-
riam, 1998). For consistency purposes, 
the primary researcher conducted all the 
interviews with participants. The inter-
views ranged between 19-37 minutes 
and included approximately 15 questions 
related to educational programming for 
student-athletes and athletics adminis-
trators at the institution. All interviews 
were conducted over the phone after an 
initial email recruitment to the athletics 
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director. Ultimately, convenience sam-
pling was utilized based on the overall 
response from the institution as well as 
the convenient access to participants. 

Document collection and analysis was 
also used to provide further information 
regarding university specific programs, 
including learning communities and core 
curriculum, to help assess whether insti-
tutions provided such opportunities for 
students. Specifically, university websites 
were evaluated through “repeated review, 
examination, and interpretation of  the 
data in order to gain meaning of  the con-
struct studied” (Gross, 2018, para. 1). By 
using several data sources – document 
collection and semi-structured interviews 
– the current study generated a detailed 
understanding of  the student-athlete 
support services at the studied Division I 
FBS institution. This in-depth, multi-fac-
eted investigation is indicative of  a case 
study approach (Merriam, 1998). 

Participants
After receiving approval from the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB), the 
researchers recruited participants for this 
study. An NCAA Division I institution 
was used due to the significant num-
ber of  resources presented within stu-
dent-athlete support services and the ac-
cess for the researchers. The convenience 
sampling consisted of  14 total partici-
pants from an NCAA Division I FBS 
institution. Nine student-athletes were 
interviewed, six females and three males. 
The sports of  each student-athlete var-
ied, but included baseball, golf, wrestling, 
track and field, basketball, softball, and 

rowing. A total of  four athletics adminis-
trators were also recruited. Two females 
and two males were interviewed with 
positions ranging from graduate assistant 
to director. One faculty athletic represen-
tative was included in this sample. Table 
1 details the participant profiles along 
with the appropriate pseudonyms utilized 
within the results section of  this study. 

Data Analysis
The results were analyzed by the 

researchers using the interview tran-
scriptions of  the audio interviews. As 
results were originally presented in audio 
format, transcription was necessary. The 
open-ended interview responses were 
analyzed using open coding to identify 
emergent themes. Both deductive and 
inductive reasoning were used during 
open coding analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008). Specifically, the researchers ad-
hered to the suggested coding framework 
outlined by Gratton and Jones (2010). 
The responses were individually read 
and assigned codes by each researcher 
based on a priori themes drawn from 
the existing literature on high impact 
educational practices and student-ath-
lete support services. After individually 
coding the participant responses, the 
researchers met collectively to discuss 
the analysis. Next, the researchers collec-
tively reread the responses and searched 
for additional statements that fit into one 
of  the assigned codes developed in the 
first stage. Further, the researchers went 
back through the responses with a more 
analytical perspective to search for expla-
nations or patterns in the assigned codes. 
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Table 1
Participant Profiles

Participant Gender Position Sport

Audrey Female Student-athlete Golf

Sybil Female Student-athlete Track & Field

Bobbi Female Student-athlete Basketball

Dominique Male Student-athlete Football

Fletcher Male Student-athlete Golf

Patrick Male Student-athlete Baseball

Raven Female Student-athlete Track & Field

Chloe Female Student-athlete Rowing

Brynn Female Student-athlete Rowing

Samantha Female FAR N/A

Teri Female Assistant AD N/A

Leslie Female GA N/A

Maxwell Male Assistant AD N/A

Richard Male Director N/A
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Specifically in this stage of  coding, the 
researchers discussed how these induc-
tive themes highlighted the student-ath-
lete support services (or lack thereof) at 
the studied Division I FBS level institu-
tion. In the fourth and final stage (Grat-
ton & Jones, 2010), the researchers in-
dividually reread the original participant 
responses, and then collectively selected 
representative quotes to display appro-
priate justification for the analysis and 
results.  

Trustworthiness of  Data
Trustworthiness plays a vital role in 

the research process. Lincoln and Guba 
(1985) address central questions that help 
determine trust and capture concerns 
of  validity, reliability, objectivity, and 
generalizability. Addressing these central 
concerns helps researchers stray away 
from calling themselves reliable, but rath-
er, move to, “distinguish[ing] the traits 
that…ensure our interpretations of  the 
data are ‘trustworthy’” (Marshall & Ross-
man, 2016, p. 44). The trustworthiness 
procedures used in this study include 
being in the setting for a long period of  
time (prolonged engagement), sharing 
data and interpretations with participants 
(member checking), triangulating data 
through multiple methods, and discuss-
ing emergent findings with colleagues 
(peer debriefing) (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). These procedures are consistent 
with Merriam’s (1998) conception of  
case study data validation and “provides 
the reader with a depiction in enough de-
tail to show that the author’s conclusion 
‘makes sense’’’ (p. 199). 

Results & Discussion
The analysis of  the qualitative data 

revealed key themes relating to the im-
plementation of  high impact educational 
practices as well as the absence of  certain 
high impact educational practices within 
student-athlete support services.

HIPs in the Student-Athlete Support 
Services Setting 

Throughout the results, it was appar-
ent that the institution utilized a variety 
of  student-athlete support services in an 
effort to provide positive outcomes for 
their student-athletes. However, the re-
sults only indicated consistent utilization 
of  only three HIPs, including first-year 
seminars and experiences, service/com-
munity-based learning, and internships.  

Beyond the existence of  the support 
services, it is important to strategically 
evaluate the individual support programs 
in order to advance such services and 
promote the significance of  high impact 
educational practices in the student-ath-
lete setting. Therefore, the following 
subsections detail how the student-ath-
lete programs and services intersect high 
impact educational practices and how 
additional services can be provided to 
implement these practices within the 
student-athlete setting. 

First-year Seminars and Experiences 
The utilization of  first-year seminars 

and experiences attempt to improve 
students’ overall intellectual and practical 
skills (Kuh, 2008). These types of  experi-
ences play a critical role as they are often 
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the first programs students participate in 
within the college environment, which 
plays a large role in student retention and 
overall psychological processes (Bean 
& Eaton, 2000). Fortunately, first-year 
seminars and experiences have found 
their place within the NCAA Division I 
student-athlete setting, whether through 
the institution, the athletic department, 
or both. 

Specifically, the studied institution uti-
lized a first-year summer bridge program 
for their student-athletes. Additionally, 
they established a freshmen student-ath-
lete mentoring program through Univer-
sity Leadership and Development Pro-
gram (ULDP). The required institutional 
summer bridge programs were designed 
to work on practical skills by providing 
financial literacy training, diversity and 
inclusion instruction, classroom, and 
professional etiquette courses, as well as 
career and volunteer services. Maxwell, 
an Assistant Athletics Director stated, 
“The other thing is we’re thinking about 
this summer is continuing to implement 
the Summer Bridge Program, which 
cooperates with [ULDP] and that’s man-
datory because it’s basically a class or 
a workshop.” Specifically, the summer 
bridge programs, an example of  specific 
first-year programming built for stu-
dent-athletes in combination with univer-
sity programming. According to Maxwell, 
they allow student-athletes:

The opportunity to have someone 
look at a resume or start building 
a resume or start talking about 
social networking etiquette, which 
a lot of  guys don’t understand on 

Twitter there are lot of  people 
are reading. So, what you put out 
there, you’re getting watched or 
Snapchat or whatever that may be. 
So, I’m trying to implement some 
of  what [ULDP] does starting 
with our freshman.

Additionally, the institution attempted 
to provide a strong first-year experience 
in an effort to make student-athletes 
aware of  the resources available to them 
as they grow within their academic and 
athletic careers. 

In attempting to illustrate whether or 
not high impact educational practices are 
used within the student-athlete context, it 
becomes evident that first-year seminars 
and experiences are currently part of  the 
student-athlete academic environment 
and play a role both within athletics and 
the campus communities at this institu-
tion. Athletics administrators must con-
tinue to provide similar opportunities for 
student-athletes in an effort to get them 
acquainted with the campus community 
and college structure. 

These findings coincide with those of  
Grafnetterova et al. (2020), who encour-
aged first-year seminar instructors to 
“adhere to quality dimensions of  HIPs” 
and to be “more intentional in the design 
and implementation of  their programs, 
which can result in the achievement of  
desired learning outcomes” (p. 141). 
The results noted the use of  both stu-
dent-athlete specific programming and 
campus programming, which helps 
enhance overall first-year student-athlete 
experiences by utilizing the academic and 
professional expertise of  the institution’s 
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faculty and staff  (Grafnetterova et al., 
2020). This collaboration can help limit 
barriers to implementation and partici-
pation in high impact practices for stu-
dent-athletes (Ishaq & Bass, 2019). 

Service/Community-Based Learning
Throughout the analysis of  the col-

lected data, service/community-based 
learning was one area student-athletes 
excelled in and were certainly being 
implemented within the athletics setting. 
Service/community learning programs 
are described as “field-based ‘experien-
tial learning’ with community partners 
as an instructional strategy” in an effort 
to “analyze and solve community prob-
lems” (Kuh, 2008, p. 21). The impor-
tance of  community service within the 
athletic departments was consistently 
discussed within each interview. Patrick, a 
baseball student-athlete stated:

A huge deal of  what SAAC does 
is reach out into the community 
and the greater area because the 
University has so much power 
when working with the communi-
ty and especially with children and 
a lot of  different other non-profit 
organizations. Student-athletes 
have a whole lot of  power and so 
we would work with the police de-
partment, we’d work with the Boys 
and Girls Clubs, things like that. 
Not really to ever promote athlet-
ics, but to always give back to the 
community and, in return, support 
for us was just insurmountable.

Similar sentiments were expressed by 
several student-athletes and administra-

tors. For example, Maxwell, an Assistant 
AD, noted community involvement as 
one of  the key pillars of  programming 
within the athletic department:

Which is phenomenal for our guys 
to be involved in and our stu-
dent-athletes to be involved in…
[staff] are really involved in putting 
on workshops and events at least 
once a month [including] commu-
nity service. I mean it’s absolutely 
crazy. And what I tell our recruits 
is all this stuff  is free, all you got 
to do is show up and so our guys 
and gals have a phenomenal op-
portunity to do a lot of  things 
here with our services.

While this opportunity is not some-
thing all student-athletes are able to 
participate in, many campuses require 
a service-learning component in their 
coursework, especially freshmen courses, 
as noted by the athletic director. These 
results within the studied institution are 
promising as Martin (2018) found it as 
a “best practice to encourage commu-
nity service as it catalyzes professional 
exploration,” “provides developmental 
experiences for the student-athlete popu-
lation,” and “promote[s] a holistic stu-
dent-athlete career development process” 
(p. 17). While this is the case, the studied 
institution must consider constraints as 
it can be difficult to coordinate commu-
nity service around the already hectic 
schedules of  student-athletes (Martin, 
2018). Additionally, athletic departments 
like the one studied, must also take into 
consideration how they are encouraging 
participation in community service as 
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Huml et al. (2017) found “no statistically 
significant relationship between frequen-
cies of  student-athlete volunteering and 
NCAA Division level, service-focused 
mission statement, geographical location, 
mandatory service requirements, use of  
community service as punishment, nor 
personnel choosing volunteer activity” 
(p. 114). 

Internships
Internships were one of  the most 

widely utilized high impact educational 
practices within the context of  the 
student-athlete experience. Internships 
are intended to provide students with 
professional experience and “to give 
them the benefit of  supervision and 
coaching from professionals in the field” 
(Kuh, 2008, p. 11). Brynn, a rower at 
the studied university, credited ULDP 
for her internship with the conference 
office at the institution studied. The 
academic department at the studied 
institution, “makes each of  our juniors 
and seniors meet with our student 
affairs staff  during the fall and start to 
look at potentially getting an internship 
[or] shadowing work that they can do 
between their junior and senior [year].” 
Similarly, student affairs staff  exist at 
some NCAA Division I universities 
to assist with internships and career 
development. Teri, an Assistant Athletics 
Director, noted, a career specialist is 
“somebody that’s going to do work 
specifically with our student-athletes” 
to help provide “job shadowing and 
internships for student-athletes. That’s 
really a high priority for us.” 

Interestingly, while some internship 
programing is managed within the ath-
letic program, many athletic academic 
staff  rely on specific academic programs 
and/or departments on campus for stu-
dent-athlete internship opportunities. For 
example, at the studied institution, some 
majors, “like sport management [and] 
exercise science, [the internship] is a re-
quired piece of  your major, so that be-
comes a part of  it. For other majors that 
don’t require the internship, it is maybe 
not talked about as much” (Teri, Assis-
tant AD). Athletics administrators must 
work directly with academic departments 
specifically in “building toward more of  
a centralized location and working with 
career services to indicate specific intern-
ship opportunities for our student-ath-
letes” (Richard, Director).  

While the studied institution not-
ed resources that are available for stu-
dent-athletes during their college careers, 
there was little mention of  post-eligibility 
opportunities and services. For example, 
University of  Nebraska’s Post-Eligibility 
Opportunities (PEO) program helps pro-
vide former student-athletes with educa-
tional opportunities and post-eligibility 
workshops in an effort to increase mar-
ketability and career development, often 
resulting in internships, study abroad 
opportunities, or admission into graduate 
school (Navarro et al., 2020). These are 
all important considerations for an ath-
letic department to help student-athletes 
explore career opportunities to “ensure a 
smooth transition to life beyond sport” 
while “gain[ing] crucial career-related 
experiences while also balancing their 
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academic and athletic responsibilities” 
(Coffin et al., 2021, p. 70). 

Missing High Impact Education 
Practices

As discussed in the previous theme, 
certain high impact educational practices 
were utilized in the student-athlete sup-
port services setting at the institution 
of  focus in this study. However, while 
certain practices existed, the researchers 
discovered some programming practices 
were not offered or effectively imple-
mented. Specifically, outside of  the three 
previously discussed high impact educa-
tional practices, there was little evidence 
of  specialized student-athlete support 
services and access to diversity/global 
learning, common intellectual experienc-
es, learning communities, writing-inten-
sive courses, collaborative assignments 
and projects, undergraduate research, and 
capstone courses and projects. 

Diversity/Global Learning
Diversity and global learning encom-

pass diversity and inclusion classes and 
experiences like study abroad as a way 
to teach world views and explore cul-
tures (Kuh, 2008). Ultimately, diversity/
global learning opportunities were lim-
ited due to barriers that existed, such as 
time. Fletcher, a golf  athlete, noted, “So, 
through the business school, there was 
three or four opportunities that I wanted 
to do, over in Italy and over in Spain, a 
lot of  these opportunities that students 
got to take advantage of  that we just 
don’t get to do.” This thought was con-
sistent with other student-athlete expe-

riences. Unfortunately, with barriers to 
participation, these meaningful and often 
described as life changing experiences 
become limited to the student-athlete 
(NSSE, 2013). 

These results pinpoint a critical issue 
regarding participation in study abroad 
programs for student-athletes at the 
studied institution. While study abroad 
programs are available and offered, stu-
dent-athletes are limited in what they can 
fit into their packed schedules, where, 
at the Division I level, approximately 34 
hours per week are spent on athletic-re-
lated activities (Navarro et al., 2020). The 
studied institution must ensure ways to 
promote and encourage participation in 
study abroad programming or provide 
reasonable alternatives in diversity/glob-
al learning (Ishaq & Bass, 2019). This 
can be an issue for even the most driven 
student-athletes. Although administra-
tors believe that there may be, “very few 
[student-athletes] that are actually deeply 
engaged in campus activities outside of  
athletics because of  the time commit-
ment that would be required,” they con-
tinue to ask themselves, “what can you 
do to try and help that?” (Teri, Assistant 
AD). 

Common Intellectual Experiences 
Common intellectual experiences 

refer to “core” curriculum featured at 
institutions as a way to explore big pic-
ture items in an attempt to foster a sense 
of  broad knowledge in areas like science, 
history, and cultures (Kuh, 2008). Com-
mon intellectual experiences are univer-
sity-controlled and, if  implemented, are 
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collaborative learning, student-faculty 
interactions, and supportive campus 
environments, especially for first-year 
students. However, based on the results, 
these learning communities were not part 
of  the student-athlete support services. 
Unfortunately, this also goes against the 
idea of  learning that takes place in and 
out of  the classroom. Experiences, like 
learning communities, that may not be 
as readily available for student-athletes, 
have the potential to limit opportunities 
of  cognitive growth through things like 
student-faculty contact, active learning 
(Pascarella et al., 2006), and integrative 
learning (Kuh, 2008). In an effort to 
increase overall student-athlete involve-
ment in learning communities, athletics 
administrators must rely on promoting 
these on-campus opportunities.

While not available directly within the 
athletic department, learning communi-
ties are part of  the learning environment 
for students across NCAA Division I 
campuses. Iowa State University has 
served over 80,000 students in learning 
communities since 1995 and currently 
offers 90 learning communities with over 
77 percent of  first-year students partic-
ipating (Iowa State University Learning 
Communities, 2019). Particularly, Iowa 
State University has cited greater student 
satisfaction and engagement for learning 
community students, including NSSE 
benchmarks (A Success Story, 2019). In 
an effort to “support Wayne State Uni-
versity’s commitment to student learn-
ing and retention,” WSU offers over 35 
learning community opportunities for 
their students and faculty to “learn and 
grow together” (Learning Communities, 

required by all students as part of  general 
education.

According to the studied institution’s 
core website, the programming “is de-
signed to yield fundamental skills, build a 
broad background of  knowledge, gen-
erate capacities and opportunities for 
blending and creating ideas, strengthen 
an appreciation of  cultural and global 
diversity, and cultivate ethical integri-
ty” (FBS Core, 2019, para. 1). The FBS 
Institution’s core program utilizes six 
educational goals with specific learning 
outcomes. These goals include: 1) criti-
cal thinking and quantitative literacy, 2) 
communication, 3) breadth of  knowl-
edge, 4) culture and diversity, 5) social 
responsibility and ethics, and 6) inte-
gration and creativity (FBS Core, 2019). 
While intended to provide a foundation 
for students, “very few [colleges and 
universities] have curricular requirements 
that come close to ensuring that their 
students receive a solid general educa-
tion” (Leef, 2013, p. 4). Thus, while the 
institution studied provided a common 
intellectual experience through their core 
curriculum, there is little opportunity to 
provide specialized requirements for the 
unique student-athlete population. 

Learning Communities
Learning communities “consist of  

small cohorts of  students who are en-
rolled together in two or more linked 
courses in a single semester and are 
widely-used strategy aimed at improving 
student outcomes” (U.S. Department 
of  Education, n.d, p. 1). According to 
Kuh (2008), learning communities con-
tribute to overall academic challenge, 
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2019, para. 1). As learning communi-
ties are an essential part of  high impact 
educational practices, athletics adminis-
trators must work together with on-cam-
pus administrators to set student-ath-
lete specific goals to participation in an 
effort to increase overall participation 
and engagement with this high impact 
educational practice on-campus. Clearly, 
NCAA Division I universities across the 
country offer these opportunities that 
align with Kuh’s (2008) overall goals and 
outcomes; however, additional collabora-
tion is necessary to garner greater access 
for student-athletes.

Student-athletes are often isolated 
from the general student population, due 
to practice, competition, or other time 
constraints (Mamerow & Navarro, 2014). 
Due to these factors, student-athletes are 
often kept out of  or do not traditional-
ly participate in campus opportunities 
like learning communities (Mamerow & 
Navarro, 2014). In the results, it is shown 
that learning communities are frequently 
offered at institutions; however, athlet-
ic departments have the opportunity to 
leverage the benefits of  these opportu-
nities for their student-athletes as they 
“have a longstanding and successful 
approach to supporting new college 
students, and many of  the traditional 
benefits of  learning community partici-
pation line up closely with the needs of  
student-athletes” (Mamerow & Navarro, 
2014, p. 1). 

Writing-Intensive Courses
Writing at all levels has continuously 

shown positive outcomes in improving 

overall literacy, reasoning, and commu-
nication (Kuh, 2008). While this may 
be the case, Richard, a Director in Stu-
dent-Athlete Support Services, noted, 
“we basically don’t step into that much,” 
referring to their control over the writ-
ing courses. However, relating to writing 
intensive courses as a high impact edu-
cational practice, athletic departments 
have implemented supplementary writing 
programs, including writing workshops, 
to assist their student-athletes. While 
institutions were implementing writ-
ing-intensive courses, additional resourc-
es, particularly specialized student-athlete 
programming within the athletic depart-
ment, would allow for more benefits for 
the student-athletes. 

Interestingly, some NCAA Division I 
athletic programs do offer student-ath-
lete specific writing programs; however, 
it was very uncommon. For example, 
New Mexico State’s Writing and Read-
ing Comprehension Program provides 
the opportunity for pre-selected stu-
dent-athletes to “work collaboratively 
with a reading and writing specialist” in 
an effort to “establish learning methods 
that will guide them from the early stages 
of  a writing assignment to its final ver-
sion” (Academic Support Programs & 
Services Center Overview, 2019, para. 7). 
Particularly, this is supplemental to sound 
education practices, like attendance, 
note-taking, and time management, 
“which are imperative for academic suc-
cess for all students” (Academic Support 
Programs & Services Center Overview, 
2019, para. 7). It is difficult to apply 
specific recommendations regarding 
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developing a meaningful relationship 
with another person on campus- a fac-
ulty or staff  member, student, coworker, 
or supervisor…who share intellectual 
interests and are committed to seeing the 
student succeed” (Kuh, 2008, pp. 14-15). 
The relationships established through 
these experiences help promote positive 
student development within the college 
environment (McCormick et al., 2013). 

While student-athlete support ser-
vices and campus resources are often 
physically separated, Rubin & Lewis 
(2020) saw the importance of  athletics 
and campus collaboration to ensure the 
success of  student-athletes. Athletics 
advisors should make an “effort…to 
interact with [campus administrators], 
such as inviting [campus administrators] 
to participate in recruiting activities with 
more than a day’s notice” while also 
taking the time to honor or recognize 
them in an effort to “establish intention-
al follow-ups” (Rubin & Lewis, 2020, 
p. 115). The results of  the studied in-
stitution suggested the importance of  
meaningful relationships across campus, 
which is consistent with Rubin & Lewis’s 
(2020) findings, which stressed prioritiz-
ing academic success of  student-athletes 
through communication and relation-
ship-building across athletics and campus 
administrations. 

Undergraduate Research
Undergraduate research is often en-

couraged, but rarely utilized as it is often 
up to the student-athlete to reach out 
and organize such opportunities that they 
may not even know exist. Additionally, 

student-athlete specific writing intensive 
courses due to the academic controver-
sies that have involved NCAA Division I 
athletic programs. Specifically, Ishaq and 
Bass (2019) noted: 

It is likely that universities have 
concerns regarding athletics con-
trol over such programming due 
to controversies and scandals that 
have previously surrounded ath-
letic departments…These scan-
dals combined with strong media 
attention on intercollegiate athletic 
department scandals make for 
difficult decisions across institu-
tions in how they handle academ-
ic programming among athletic 
departments. (p. 188)

While this is the case, both on-cam-
pus and athletics administrators must 
learn to balance the difficult divide and 
work to establish student-athlete specif-
ic programming related to writing or be 
able to provide appropriate access points 
for student-athletes to participate in writ-
ing intensive courses throughout their 
academic careers. 

Collaborative Assignments and Projects
Collaborative assignments include 

approaches like team-building exercis-
es, study groups, group projects, and 
group writing in an effort to promote 
problem solving and learning to work 
together (Kuh, 2008). Fortunately, for 
student-athletes, collaborative work and 
team exercises are part of  the nature 
of  competing in sports. The prevalence 
of  classes that offer these assignments 
and research projects, “set the stage for 
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with undergraduate research specifically, 
it is intended to “involve students with 
actively contested questions, empirical 
observation, cutting-edge technologies, 
and the sense of  excitement that comes 
from working to answer important ques-
tions” (Kuh, 2008, p. 10). As a high im-
pact educational practice, undergraduate 
research opportunities are available for 
student-athletes; however, based on the 
interview analysis, many student-athletes 
are not participating in such opportuni-
ties, and they are not directly related to 
student-athlete support services. These 
findings support claims of  undergradu-
ate research receiving little attention in 
research and participation in the inter-
collegiate athletics landscape, while also 
illustrating participation discrepancies in 
undergraduate research for student-ath-
letes relative to their non-athlete student 
peers despite positive outcomes asso-
ciated with its participation (Hall et al., 
2020). 

While student-athletes may not be 
directly participating in undergraduate 
research, the opportunity to do so ex-
ists across several NCAA Division I 
universities, particularly those that have 
an Office of  Undergraduate Research. 
For example, Northwestern Universi-
ty’s Office of  Undergraduate Research 
“strives to integrate student learning 
with experiences in the world beyond 
the classroom” (Our Role, 2019, para. 1). 
Through opportunities for independent 
projects or guiding and advising students 
how to work with faculty, undergradu-
ate research opportunities are prevalent 
(Our Role, 2019). Several other NCAA 

Division I institutions, including Univer-
sity of  Illinois at Chicago, University of  
North Carolina, University of  Pittsburgh, 
and University of  Tennessee all have 
Offices of  Undergraduate Research with 
similar goals of  undergraduate involve-
ment in inquired-based projects (Office 
of  Undergraduate Research, Scholarship 
and Creative Activity, 2019). While it 
may be difficult for student-athletes to 
navigate their busy schedules with un-
dergraduate research, student-athletes 
and athletics administrators must work 
to integrate on-campus opportunities to 
garner greater access to high impact ed-
ucational practices for their student-ath-
letes. These programs support Rubin et 
al.’s (2020) claims regarding the positive 
impact undergraduate research has on 
confidence and skill-building; however, 
necessary recommendations exist to fur-
ther promote undergraduate research at 
the studied institution.  

Capstone Courses and Projects
Capstone courses and projects are in-

tended to help students illustrate and in-
tegrate what they have learned into a cul-
minating paper or project (Kuh, 2008). 
There were no mentions of  capstone 
courses and projects specifically within 
student-athlete support services. Based 
on the results of  this study, the use of  
capstone courses and projects certainly 
depends on the university being studied 
and the majors that the student-athletes 
are enrolled in. However, institutions like 
University of  North Dakota, University 
of  Northern Iowa, University of  Cincin-
nati, and Purdue University, have a list 
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of  Capstone Courses available on their 
website (Capstone Courses, 2019; UND 
Capstone Courses, 2019; UNI Capstone 
Courses, 2019; University of  Cincinna-
ti, 2018). Unfortunately, with capstone 
courses and projects, it becomes difficult 
to specifically implement within the stu-
dent-athlete setting as several outside fac-
tors can impact in the overall experience 
of  this high impact educational practice.

While high impact educational prac-
tices play a significant role in overall stu-
dent outcomes, several opportunities are 
missing specifically within NCAA Divi-
sion I athletic programs. Whether ath-
letics administrators work to bridge the 
gap and capitalize on existing on-campus 
resources for student-athletes or develop 
student-athlete specific programming, 
very few high impact educational practic-
es were discussed in the experiences of  
student-athletes. This aligns with Co-
meaux and Crandall’s (2019) claim that

athletic stakeholders must redefine 
and refine the baselines in inter-
collegiate athletics while aiming to 
actively align them more closely 
with the core values of  colleges 
and universities, including the ed-
ucational mission. In this way, we 
can ensure the student-athlete is 
given a fighting chance to demon-
strate a high degree of  commit-
ment to both their academic and 
athletic roles. (p. 82)

These findings help further develop 
implications for athletics and campus 
administrators alike as they work to pro-
mote cross-collaboration among athletic 
and on-campus resources and offices to 

allow for greater access to high impact 
educational practices for student-athletes, 
in hopes of  leading to academic success 
(Rubin & Lewis, 2020). However, this 
is not possible without the directive of  
intercollegiate athletics transformational 
leaders (Braunstein-Mikove et al., 2022).

Implications and Directions for Fu-
ture Research

The continued success of  the NCAA 
in terms of  revenue will continue to put 
a spotlight on the intercollegiate athletics 
relationship with higher education. The 
purpose of  this study was to examine 
current student-athlete support services 
educational programs at a FBS NCAA 
Division I institution, while identifying 
and justifying potential improvements to 
help promote high-impact educational 
practices. The researchers considered 
the overall student-athlete experience by 
identifying which programs are available 
to student-athletes, whether or not they 
are participating in these programs, and 
how these programs apply to high im-
pact educational practices. This can often 
times prove difficult for student-athletes, 
who struggle with unique barriers to im-
plementation and participation in these 
educationally purposeful activities (Ishaq 
& Bass, 2019; Navarro et al., 2020).

The results presented are of  impor-
tance to athletics administrators inter-
ested in understanding how to develop 
meaningful student-athlete support 
services, while supporting student-ath-
lete interests and constraints. For exam-
ple, athletics administrators can learn to 
establish programming for their students 
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on campus and create a comfortable 
climate and connection between athlet-
ics student-athlete support services and 
on-campus resources while striving for 
positive outcomes in academic progress 
rates (APR), graduation success rates 
(GSR), and grade point averages (GPA). 
Athletic administrators can reflect on 
specific practices within their unique 
athletic departments to ensure cross-col-
laboration among athletics and campus 
programs are utilized to ensure positive 
outcomes in academic, personal, and 
professional lives of  their student-ath-
letes (Rubin & Lewis, 2020). 

Unfortunately, through the stu-
dent-athlete time commitment combined 
with NCAA rules and regulations, it 
becomes difficult to navigate participa-
tion in many high-impact educational 
practices, including study abroad pro-
gramming, which often requires weeks 
or months of  commitment. The studied 
institution must find ways to promote 
diversity/global learning in ways that are 
manageable for student-athletes at their 
institution.

Additionally, high quality faculty 
mentorship, promoting undergraduate 
research through sport culture, and cre-
ating cross-collaboration between advi-
sors and coaches to explain benefits of  
undergraduate research were recommen-
dations made to enhance student-athlete 
participation and overall experience in 
undergraduate research (Hall et al., 2020). 
Through the studied institution, we know 
that undergraduate opportunities exist; 
however, the institution must focus on 
these recommendations, among oth-

ers, to promote undergraduate research 
to their student-athletes, a group often 
secluded from the general population on 
campus. 

Furthermore, when it comes to learn-
ing communities, it is recommended 
that athletic departments either work to 
create student-athlete exclusive learning 
communities that more closely align with 
student-athlete needs and schedules or 
integrate student-athletes into already 
existing learning communities, which 
may present logistical issues (Mamerow 
& Navarro, 2014). 

In addition to these implications, 
athletics administrators must continue to 
push programs that take that extra effort 
to establish campus relationships for 
their student-athletes as they work to-
wards integration on campus. For exam-
ple, administrators, both in athletics and 
within the general university, can learn to 
establish relationships for their students 
on campus and create a comfortable 
climate and connection between athletics 
academics and general university resourc-
es. The results presented show very little 
integration across athletics and on-cam-
pus. As mentioned throughout the inter-
views, student-athletes’ only connection 
or relationship with anyone on campus 
is their major-specific academic advisor. 
Addressing this issue will help “pop” the 
student-athlete/athletics bubble existing 
on the campus that was studied. Fur-
thermore, academic staff  can identify 
opportunities to work with the coaches 
in order to shape an understanding for 
their students on the opportunities avail-
able and how to make them plausible 
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around their schedules. Additionally, this 
research can help build upon Hall et al.’s 
(2020) recommendations to involve col-
laboration between advisors and coaches 
to explain benefits of  these educationally 
purposeful activities, further illustrating 
the importance of  coaches, administra-
tors, and transformational leadership in 
creating a more systematic approach to 
HIPs in the intercollegiate athletics set-
ting (Braunstein-Mikove et al., 2022). 

Student-athletes are often left out of  
participation in campus programs, like 
learning communities and study abroad 
(Mamerow & Navarro, 2014; Navarro et 
al., 2019). This research allows athletic 
administrators to reflect on certain rec-
ommendations to enhance overall access 
for their unique population, ultimately 
helping student-athletes navigate their 
experiences in college, but also their tran-
sition out of  college and away from sport 
(Stokowski et al., 2019). The practices 
discussed in this study have beneficial 
outcomes for student-athletes; however, 
the practices remain unsystematic at the 
institutional level across higher educa-
tion (Kuh, 2008) and likely within the 
institution studied in this research. It is 
the researchers’ hope that the institution 
studied will be able to use the results to 
help identify current HIPs in their de-
partment, while identifying and justifying 
areas of  improvement within their stu-
dent-athlete support services program-
ming as it relates to HIPs. 

Whereas this research provided an 
illustration in student-athlete support 
services at one NCAA Division I set-
ting, it is vital to continue this research 
in a direction that continues to benefit 

student-athletes, administrators, coach-
es, and parents in the academic setting. 
Moving forward, it will be important 
to compare NSSE data of  student-ath-
letes vs. non-athlete students in order to 
identify if  these high impact educational 
practices are as effective for student-ath-
letes. By understanding the data between 
student-athlete and non-athlete students, 
future research can help identify whether 
student-athlete specific high impact ed-
ucational practices can be created. Simi-
larly, research has noted the benefits of  
being a student-athlete and participating 
in sports. However, the question remains, 
can being a student-athlete be classified 
as a high impact educational practice in 
itself  using standards set by Kuh’s (2008) 
research?

Limitations
While this study presents further 

insight on student-athlete support ser-
vices, it is not without limitations. While 
there were various student-athletes from 
different sports, administrators with dif-
fering positions, and with the number of  
participants being adequate for the type 
of  qualitative analysis, it does not allow 
for generalization. Although important 
information was provided through the 
use of  athletics administrators and stu-
dent-athletes, the data did not include 
insight from coaches, a key part of  over-
all student-athlete support services. They 
would be able to provide an important 
perspective on their role in student-ath-
lete support services. 

Ultimately, to further the understand-
ing of  the topic and to build on the 
current implications of  the study, it will 
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be essential to bring in additional in-
sight through multiple institutions across 
NCAA Division I and beyond. Addition-
ally, not all student-athletes interviewed 
were aware of  what student-athlete 
support services were available or did not 
participate in any. Some participants were 
much more knowledgeable in the sub-
ject area than others, which can result in 
more limited data from some participants 
over others. 

Conclusion
This case study highlighted the use of  

specific high impact educational practic-
es in student-athlete support program-
ming and services at a NCAA Division 
I institution. Through the researchers’ 
examination of  this institution through 
the lens of  student-athletes and athletic 
administrators, it was evident that while 
not all high impact educational prac-
tices were utilized in the development 
of  student-athlete support services and 
programming, HIP support is available 
to help student-athletes participate in 
at least two HIPs during their academic 
career as recommended by Kuh (2008) 
to increase student success and engage-
ment. While Kuh (2008) recommend-
ed participation in at least two HIPs 
throughout students’ academic careers, 
participation in at least one per year 
of  college is ideal. Therefore, the case 
study helped justify potential areas of  
improvement for student-athlete sup-
port services at this institution, while 
urging athletics administrators to estab-
lish on-campus programming for their 
student-athletes in addition to creating 

a comfortable climate and connection 
between student-athlete support services 
and on-campus resources to fill in appro-
priate HIP deficits in athletics.
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Appendix
Interview Guide – Administrators 

Educational Programming
► What are your job responsibilities as an administrator? What 

role do you play with the athletes?
► What current educational programming is being utilized with-

in student-athlete support services? Explain these programs.
► What programming do most student-athletes participate in 

and how are they drawn towards these programs?
► How are these programs promoted in the student-athlete aca-

demic settings? How does athletics help with this?
► What do you believe the benefits of  these educational pro-

grams are for the student- athletes?
Resources/Funding

► How do you think athletics resources and funding play a role 
in the implementation of  educational programming for student-ath-
letes?

► If  resources were not an issue, what type of  educational pro-
gramming do you think would be most important for the athletic depart-
ment to implement for their student-athletes?

Interview Guide – Faculty Athletic Representatives 
Read quote and ask questions:
According to Kuh (2008), what faculty think and value what faculty think, and val-

ue does not necessarily impel students to take part in high-impact activities or engage 
in other educationally purposeful practices. Rather, when large numbers of  faculty and 
staff  at an institution endorse the worth of  an activity, members of  the campus com-
munity are more likely to agree to devote their own time and energy to it, as well as 
provide other resources to support it-all of  which increases the likelihood that the 
activities will be available to large numbers of  students and that the campus culture 
will encourage student participation in the activities.

Role as FAR
► What are your job responsibilities as faculty athletic represen-

tative? What role do you play with the athletes?
► As a faculty member involved in both athletic and non-ath-

letic affairs on campus, how can you utilize such an approach in your 
role?
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► How do you play a role in the overall relationship be-
tween athletics and campus administration?

Student-athlete Experience
► As a FAR how can/do you use your position to help enhance 

the overall student-athlete experience educationally?
► Does higher education theory, including the use of  high 

impact educational practices, drive your decision making in the stu-
dent-athlete academic setting?

Resources/Educational Programming
► What differences, if  any, do you see regarding programming 

available to student-athletes compared to programming run on-campus?
► What role do financial resources play in your position dealing 

with both athletic and on-campus administrators?

Interview Guide – Student-Athletes 
Program Participation

► As a student-athlete, when you are not practicing or 
participating in your sport specifically, what are you involved in?

► Are you involved in any clubs, activities, or meetings on cam-
pus? Within the athletic department?

► Within the athletic department, what were you required 
to attend any meetings or programs as a student-athlete?

► How did you hear about these programs? What made you 
attend or participate in these programs? If  you did not, what would 
make you want to attend?

► Who are you in most contact with within athletic adminis-
tration? Coach? Academic advisor? Etc? How easily accessible are 
you academic advisors?
Opportunities and Experiences 

► What was your experience like with these programs? What did you learn 
or talk about?

► As a student-athlete, why do you think some of  these activi-
ties should or shouldn’t be required for student-athletes?

► As a student-athlete, what type of  programs/opportunities do 
you think can be changed or added in order to increase student-athlete 
participation and benefit?

► How do you think these programs affect your overall experience 
as a student-athlete? What impact, positive or negative, have these pro-
grams had on you? What is the personal benefit to being involved?
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► As a student-athlete, why do you think some of  these activi-
ties should or shouldn’t be required for student-athletes?

► As a student-athlete, what are some of  the barriers to 
participating in additional programming outside your sport? 
Things like study abroad?

► What programs do you recommend being implemented for stu-
dent-athletes? What would you add or remove?

► Are all your resources available to you through athletics or do 
you have to use outside resources?

► Is there a student-athlete/athletics “bubble” represented at your 
institution and, if  so, how does your administration attempt to minimize 
this?


