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Higher education is a global phenomenon synthesized with localized traditions, practices,

and rituals. Colonial colleges heavily borrowed concepts from Oxford and Cambridge in regards

to matters of curriculum and campus design, yet several elements of higher education are a

byproduct of the grand American experiment. ‘Athletes’ have existed across cultures and time

periods, yet ‘student-athletes’ are fundamentally American creations. Both higher education and

sport are placed on a pedestal in American popular culture so it is no surprise that college

athletics holds a special place within our cultural quilt. Individuals spread across geographic

borders can eternally tap into a well of communal pride and interconnectedness by cheering on

their Bulldogs, Crimson Tide, their alma mater, or even Golden Gophers in whatever sport comes

across their televisions.

These teams appear monochromatic in the field of competition, yet these same teams

consist of a diverse, multifaceted band of student-athletes. While college football games can

provide a grand scale of pageantry in the broadcast booth, individuals outside of the

intercollegiate sphere do not see the laborious task of student-athletes managing daily practices,

lab reports, and themselves. In addition to managing standard student developmental milestones

and challenges within a 24 hour timeframe, student-athletes also must reckon with the demands

of athletic preparation and competition. All of America may witness a flurry of confetti fall down

on the head of a star point guard, but perhaps no one bears witness to a panic attack that the

student experienced in the hours prior to tipoff. An on-field injury is likely the most visible and

tangible example of an issue that a student-athlete may experience; yet there are numerous

obstacles both inside and outside of the academy that lead to challenges for student-athletes that

remain underreported.
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Central Question and Thesis

Essentially, the central aim of this paper is to provide a comprehensive examination of

the state of student-athlete mental health among Division One student-athletes in order to urge

student affairs practitioners to craft intentional programmatic interventions and initiatives to

improve student-athlete wellbeing, mental health, and development. While the core tenets can

likely be applied to student-athletes across all divisions, Division One was selected as the target

population given the relative importance and presence  of revenue-generating sports compared to

other athletic divisions. Additionally, it is unfair to expect that student-affairs can ‘solve’ the

mental health issues of student-athletes which is why programmatic responses designed to

promote improved development and wellbeing are discussed as solutions in addition to

traditional psychological and psychiatric treatments.

Student-athlete mental health and wellbeing can potentially be improved by

implementing a comprehensive series of programs that focus on academic and career outcomes

for students so they can explore other areas of interest outside of the athletic domain. Moreover,

student affairs practitioners and athletic departments should strive to be proactive and

cooperative partners in establishing a modernized, holistic definition of the student-athlete

experience to better acknowledge the inherent intersectionality present in identity formation

literature. Lastly, all institutional personnel should vigorously advocate for reforms to the very

system of intercollegiate sport to achieve a more equitable and enjoyable athletic experience for

student-athletes.

Roadmap and Structure

The paper will begin by providing a brief overview of the current state of college

athletics by looking at statistics regarding athletic participation. Then, the concept of ‘athletic
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identity’ and its measurements will be discussed in order to understand the theoretical impact and

significance of being a student-athlete has on identity development. Using athletic identity as a

foundation, more outward consequences of athletic participation like academic preparedness and

time management will be explored to better comprehend the multitude of variables that a

student-athlete must constantly triage and prioritize. Upon gaining an understanding of how

student-athlete development unfolds in a generalized context, the paper will verge into a detailed

discussion about the mental health stressors of student-athletes and how they compare with other

student populations. Likewise, the project will conclude with several programmatic interventions

and avenues that are aimed at improving the mental health, developmental trajectory, or overall

wellbeing of student-athletes.

Who Are Student Athletes? Setting the Stage

In the American lexicon, the term “student-athlete,” while singular in nature, often refers

to student-athletes in the aggregate. Both court cases and institutional pamphlets can mention

concepts such as student-athlete wellness or student-athlete success, but rarely is much thought

given to the individual athletes. Therefore, it is crucial for higher education administrators to

have a clear understanding of who these students are and what they experience.

A Historical and Current Snapshot

In addition to awarding the first Ph.D, Yale University is also responsible for having the

first intercollegiate sporting team once a student-led boating club appeared on the grounds in

1843 (Lewis, 1970). Despite the formation of the team, the crew did not race until almost a

decade later when Yale raced Harvard in the first recorded intercollegiate sporting competition.

The regatta was not organized by students. Rather, the logistics were handled by James Elkins, a

railroad mogul who envisioned “potential commercial possibilities” as a result of holding a race
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between two prestigious schools (Flowers, 2009, p. 347). Aside from the initial intervention from

Mr. Elkins, intercollegiate sport was exclusively a student-run enterprise in its infancy. Without

formalized athletic departments, student managers like John L. Griffith of Beloit College found

themselves managing the finances and contests of their own clubs (Lindaman, 2018). These

managerial skills proved beneficial in Griffith’s postcollegiate career when he became the first

commissioner of the Big Ten Conference in 1922.

In its current interaction, intercollegiate sport has transformed from a local phenomenon

to nationwide, money generating enterprise. Governed by the National Collegiate Athletic

Association, 503,623 students competed on behalf of their institutions during the 2019-2020

season, the majority of whom were at the Division Three Level (National Collegiate Athletic

Association, 2020). While there are more male athletes overall across all divisions, female

students account for 47% and 42% of athletes at the Division One and Division Three levels

respectively (National Collegiate Athletic Association, 2020). There has been a subtle but

consistent rise in the number of student-athletes on college campuses as NCAA data signals a

10% rise in athletic participation from 2010 (National Collegiate Athletic Association, 2020).

Given the increasing participation in college athletics, institutional personnel and the institutions

themselves must work diligently to support what is likely a slowly increasing number of

student-athletes on their campuses.

Developmental Theories and Conceptualizations of Athletic Identity: A Literature Review

of Student-Athlete Development

What exactly does it mean to be a student-athlete? How might one’s athletic experience

in college affect one’s perceptions of their abilities or the world around them? This section will

provide an in-depth look at historical and theoretical works regarding student-athlete identity
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development. By having a concrete grasp as to developmental patterns that frequently manifest

in student-athletes, practitioners can ensure that they craft programs and interventions that

respect and honor the student-athlete experience. In addition, a keen understanding of

student-athlete development, particularly their conceptualizations of selfhood, will be useful

when examining student-athlete mental health in more detail. It should be noted that a student’s

sporting experience can be impacted by several variables including the level of competition,

relationship with teammates and peers, institutional culture, and the sport itself

(Howard-Hamilton & Sina, 2001; Menke, 2016). Therefore, the degree of salience or adherence

a student has to their athletic abilities and identity will be dependent on several factors. To better

account for these variations, and to begin to standardize research, scholars began measuring

‘athletic identity’ in students to discern how athletic participation impacted their academic and

social developmental trajectories.

Athletic Identity: Contested Definitions

Although it cannot be said for certain if the term was their own creation, a foundational

definition of athletic identity emerged from Good et al. in 1993 which came to be understood as

a measurement describing one’s “strength and exclusivity [to their] athlete role” (Good et al.,

1993, p. 3). Through the focus on the exclusivity of the athletic role, Good et al.'s definition

treats athletic identity as something that can overtake the other identities that a student may hold.

Athletic identities are developed and maintained through activities like competition, confidence,

and social interactions created through sport (Good et al., 1993). There has been general

agreement as to how athletic identities are created, but the definition remains still contested.

Incidentally, another definition of athletic identity emerged in 1993, with Parham labeled it as a

complex interchange between managing academics while monitoring their psychological and
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physical conditions (Parham, 1993). These two definitions signify a critical debate at the

foundation of student-athlete development. Is an ‘athletic identity’ something that should be

isolated and empirically measured or should it be placed in dialogue with other facets of a

student’s identity and conceptualization of self?

Measurements and Scales

Despite the lack of consensus surrounding the root definition of ‘athletic identity,’

measurements of athletic identity are widely agreed upon.  An early study, while rather simplistic

in scope, provided a foundation for categorizing student-athletes. In an attempt to categorize the

degree of a student’s affiliation within their athletic role, Snyder placed student-athletes in a

series of four groups: scholar-athletes, pure scholars, pure athletes, and non-scholar non-athletes

(Snyder, 1985). For the scholar-athlete, Synder opined that athletes under this category “may

yield more ego gratification than [commitment] to a single role; however the ability to do so is

predicated on having a baseline of natural ability on both academic and athletic domains”

(Snyder, 1985, p. 214). Pure athletes, in contrast, tend to fixate on the rewards from their athletic

performance to the point of only seeking to “maintain the minimum academic standards for

athletic eligibility” (Snyder, 1985, p. 215). The majority of student-athletes in the study fell into

the middle of the two extreme categories, suggesting that many student-athletes struggle

managing and maintaining both of their academic and athletic identities simultaneously.

In a more concrete sense, the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) forms the

basis for measuring athletic identity in postsecondary students and has been deployed across

numerous subsequent studies. The AIMS is a self-directed, 10 question Likert-type scale that

asks about positive and negative beliefs about a student’s athletic experience to determine their

affinity to their athletic identity (Brewer et al., 1993). While the AIMS effectively established a
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benchmark of athletic identity measurements, other scales and studies have added new

dimensions to the scale, adding questions surrounding academic achievement, time management,

and career development to create a more in-depth picture about the degree to which one’s athletic

identity can impact students’ development of identity and self (Brown et al., 2000).

Whereas the AIMS measures athletic identity exclusively, a new scale proposes a more

intersectional approach to athletic identity by accounting for academic dimensions as well.

Created in 2014, the Academic and Athletic Identity Scale (AAIS) appears to offer a modernized

update. Rather than focusing on only athletic questions, the AAIS deploys both “10-item

academic identity and a 9-term athletic identity subscales” (Yukhymenko-Lescroat, 2014, p. 94).

Key findings from initial study using the AAIS found that “athletic [identities] of Division I

student-athletes is likely to take precedence” as well as a generally negative correlation between

academic and athletic success (Yukhymenko-Lescroat, 2014, p. 98). In contrast to the AIMS, the

AAIS allows for a wider degree of practical use as coaches and practitioners have a greater

understanding regarding the dimensions of a student’s various identities “to maximize their

positive impact on student-athletes” (Yukhymenko-Lescroat, 2014, p. 99).

Possible Impacts of Recent Theoretical Work on Identity Development

Given the 20+ year gap between the AIMS and the AAIS, it is certainly fair to wonder

why it took so long for an alternative measure to develop. One possible explanation could be

attributed to a sea change in student identity development literature to accommodate more

diverse perspectives and account for the lived experiences of students. In an effort to capture the

“growing awareness of the non-singular nature in which individual identities are constructed and

self perceived,” Jones and McEwen (2000) created a Conceptual Model for Multiple Dimensions

of Identity (p. 410). In comparison to older, stage based models, Jones and McEwen’s model
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suggests that identity formation is both ever-changing and non-linear and stands to be impacted

by a mix of outward, sociocultural factors as well as internally defined parameters (Jones &

McEwen, 2000). Moreover, identity theories have increasingly begun to account for elements of

power dynamics and overcoming systemic societal barriers to better understand postsecondary

identity development across racial and gendered lines (Jones & McEwen, 2000; Torres et al.,

2009). While not in perfect harmony with recent identity theoretical developments, the AAIS

scale is a more holistic metric by which to label and understand the multiple, nuanced

dimensions of what constitutes an athletic identity within students and should be the preferred

tool of scholars moving forward.

What We See: How the College Environment Impacts Student-Athlete Development

While measurements of athletic identity provide a crucial step to understanding the

developmental trajectory of student-athletes, they are not elements that will be readily

identifiable to institutional staff. Concepts of athletic identity are rather self-driven and rely on

reflection. Therefore, it is critical to understand more outward expressions of student-athlete

identity and how their development is subsequently affected. This section will discuss several

variables and developmental milestones that student-athletes commonly experience in order to

provide a more holistic examination of how the college process transpires for student-athletes. In

short, what is the impact of intercollegiate athletic participation and how do they impact

student-athlete development?

Academics and Athletics: Friends or Foes?

By its very nature, the label of student-athlete signifies that student-athletes are primarily

students first. Yet, examining the lavish practice facilities of a select few institutions can

certainly cause one to question the truthfulness of the student-athlete moniker. Although the
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relationship between a student’s athletic and academic experiences can be significantly impacted

by the sport they play or institution they attend, there are numerous studies that examine the

relationship between athletics and academics.

Negative Facets of Academic Performance

The relationship between athletic and academic achievement has traditionally been

assumed to be a net negative. Perhaps that can be attributed to a foundational book, Backboards

and Blackboards, which surmised that the entire roster of a southwestern basketball team

“[identified themselves] as basketball players no matter what they do and no matter what they

think” (Cottle, 1992, p. 1205). Other studies have confirmed this base hypothesis that increased

athletic focus on success may bring about decreased academic performance. A common

assumption is that the more athletically inclined a student is, there is an increasing likelihood a

student will pick a less challenging academic major (Foster & Huml, 2017). When

student-athletes select their major with their athletic demands in mind, it is more likely that they

select a major that will comply with their athletic goals as opposed to more long-term or personal

desires (Foster & Huml, 2017). Consequently, the very act of picking a less rigorous major,

perceived or actually so, student-athletes tend to natively favor their athletic identities due to the

‘ease’ of the major compared to more academically challenging options (Foster & Huml, 2017).

Another method to assess the connection between athletics and academics is to examine the

GPAs of student-athletes. While it is not a perfect metric due to differences across major,

institution, and general grade inflation, GPAs can still point to tangible differences and

connections. In cases where student-athletes were pressured to select or avoid various majors

their GPAs fell as a result, suggesting disengagement or perhaps resentment with their academic

selection (Beron & Piquero, 2016). Somewhat ironically, the more successful a specific team is
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in a given season there is an increased chance that the team GPA will decrease, which is

especially impactful for students with high levels of athlete affinity (Johnson et al., 2010). As

colleges nationwide have become more aware of how to support first-year students, institutions

would be prudent to consider first-year student-athletes as research has demonstrated that

first-year athletes are the most immediately susceptible to academic challenges out of all

student-athletes (Pascarella et al., 1995).

Positive Aspects of Academic Achievement

While a negative bias is certainly present, that is not to say that athletic participation is a

total detriment to a student’s academic performance or experience. Despite the sheen of

negativity, student-athletes experience higher rates of retention and graduation rates than other

members of the campus community (Huml et al., 2019).  Female student-athletes have been

reported to experience academic success “not significantly different from” their non-athletic

peers (Howard-Hamilton & Sina, 2001, p. 39). Likewise, athletes participating in non-revenue

generating sports are believed to “derive as much cognitively out of college” as traditional

students (Howard-Hamilton & Sina, 2001, p. 40). A study by Miller and Kerr (2003) suggests

that upper class student-athletes expressed regret over their early academic performances,

recognizing that they fixated on athletic acclimation and accomplishments, suggesting that

student-athletes seek to aspire to higher academic standards than previously hypothesized. If a

student-athlete struggles academically, they may have access to tutors, academic success centers,

and other university resources at their disposal (Paule & Gilson, 2010). Although athletic

programs may abuse these resources, such as the presence of fraudulent Swahili classes at the

University of North Carolina Chapel Hill, the individualized attention or interventions these
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resources can provide can aid in a student-athlete’s sense of academic achievement and

self-efficacy (Paule & Gilson, 2010).

Stereotype Threats: The Perpetual ‘Dumb Jock’ Myth

Cardale Jones, a former Ohio State quarterback, once tweeted “Why should we have to

go to class if we came here to play football? We ain’t come to play school” (Thornburgh, 2013,

para.1). Mr. Jones is certainly entitled to his opinion, but this choice of words likely perpetuated

a long held stereotype that collegiate athletes are less academically able than their non-athlete

peers, or that they have entered the university environment through dubious means. Despite their

diminished time in the classroom because of their athletic commitments, a majority of surveyed

student-athletes reported they felt negatively viewed by professors and other students (Feltz et

al., 2013; Simons et al., 2007).

In summation, challenges surrounding academic management success are difficult, but

not insurmountable obstacles for student-athletes to overcome. While specific subtypes of

student-athletes, such as first-year or those in revenue-generating sports, may experience

significant levels of academic success, there are still positive aspects between academia and

athletics. Student affairs practitioners should acknowledge the inherent time deficits that

student-athletes have when it comes to their academic experience. Additionally, institutional

personnel should seek to create proactive, mutually beneficial relationships between faculty and

student-athletes. Some majors may very well be incompatible with one’s sport of choice, but

athletic administrators should avoid shoehorning student-athletes into a predetermined set of

courses or majors as doing so may lead to increased levels of apathy or resentment towards

academic obligations and discovery. Moreover, institutional staff should seek to dismantle
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harmful stereotypes so that student-athletes have greater belief and confidence in their academic

achievements.

Social Development Themes in Student-Athletes

As a result of practices, flights, team dinners, and the contests themselves,

student-athletes may find themselves figuratively isolated from the campus community and

‘standard’ campus culture. On campuses with athletic villages and wings, the student-athletes

may be literally isolated from their non-athletic peers. The social aspects of intercollegiate sport

can significantly impact the developmental trajectory of a student and therefore it is crucial to

understand the underlying social benefits and drawbacks of intercollegiate participation.

The Impact of the Team and Sporting Environment

Even if a student-athlete competes in an individual sport like tennis or gymnastics, they

are still members of a team. Therefore, it is crucial for administrators and student affairs

professionals to understand the developmental implications of belonging to an athletic team. On

the whole, student-athletes identified several positive impacts of team participation including

improved self-confidence, work ethic, and a built-in social network (Chen et al., 2010). Within

the context of the team environment, student-athletes may also find key advocates in their staff

and coaches. In many cases, the relationship established during the recruiting process can

provide student-athletes with an unrivalled “level of support and comfort” (Huml et al., 2019, p.

101). Conversely, these relationships can change in the event of poor seasons, recruiting classes,

or the firing of the existing coaching staff (Colvin et al., 2012). Therefore, it is important for

administrators to give thought to the implementation of non-athletic social support networks for

student-athletes to mitigate the everpresent volatility in college sport. In light of the loosening of

restrictions surrounding athlete transfer, and with the subsequent addition of the transfer portal,
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student-athletes may need assistance in establishing support structures that exist outside their

new institution or getting acclimated to a new team.

Individual Experiences

Removed from the team environment, student-athletes can experience both feelings of

relief and anguish. Some students may experience dissonance outside of the rigid structure and

culture of the team as these athletes inadvertently prioritize “the [team’s] values in place of their

own interests” (Hawley et al., 2014, p. 59). Many students reported beneficial externalities from

their athlete status, which contributed to increased feelings of confidence, ability, and connection

to the greater campus community. Athletes participating in non-revenue sports noted several

benefits including how their athlete status brought them better relationships with faculty or that

being a student-athlete “really helps you get into medical school” (Paule & Gilson, 2010, p. 338).

Career Development

In the early 2000s, the NCAA ran a commercial proudly proclaiming that “There are over

380,000 student athletes, and most of us go pro in something other than sports” (National

Collegiate Athletic Association, 2007, para. 2). However, the career development of

student-athletes has been subjected to intense scrutiny and concern across scholarship as it is

believed there is a negative relationship between athletic identity and career development

(Brewer et al., 1993; Lally & Kerr, 2005). A possible reason why student-athletes struggle with

concepts of career is they simply lack the time to engage in meaningful experiences or

discernment related to their professional identities and capacities. Division One student-athletes

are legally allowed to engage in up to 20 hours of athletic activities aside from competitions, but

this time pales into comparison to actual estimates, which are closer to 30-35 weekly hours

(Navarro et al., 2019; Navarro & Malvaso, 2015). As a result, student-athletes commonly display
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poor abilities involved in imagining potential career paths because of limits on their time and a

lack of meaningful career-based interactions and opportunities (Lally & Kerr, 2005; Miller &

Kerr, 2003).

Concluding Thoughts on Student-Athlete Development

The experience and impact of being a student-athlete will display differently based on the

student’s academic major, sport played, and institutional type. Student-athletes experience the

same stressors of their non-academic peers in addition to several that are unique to the

population. Moreover, student-athletes appear to need additional resources when it comes to

career discernment, although admirable progress has been made in this area. Ultimately, it should

be abundantly clear that the student-athlete experience is the end product of several

complementary and competing variables. In order for student-athletes to experience positive

development and growth while in college, institutional staff need to deliver targeted services and

benchmarks to assess, improve, and refine student-athlete development.

Mental Health and Student-Athletes: A Formidable Opponent

Given the myriad of additional demands that are placed on student-athletes, naturally one

may wonder how the student-athletes manage these competing interests, if at all. ESPN will

gladly document a last-second touchdown scored by a walk-on wide receiver, but would they

also reveal that the receiver in question almost quit the team due to performance anxiety and

perceived diminishing returns of athletic participation? Probably not. Even when placed into a

seemingly supportive team system, student-athletes can be subjected to intense bouts of mental

hardship and struggle, a direct counter to the portrayal of student-athletes that we see on the field

of competition. This section will provide a general foundation of knowledge about



ONE SHINING MOMENT                                                                                        Fournier 16

student-athlete mental health and will then scaffold into more detailed analysis of several

common mental health conditions that student-athletes experience.

Historical and Current Trajectory of Mental Health on Campus

While interest in mental health has exploded as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic,

Princeton University established the first university-based mental health clinic in 1910, signaling

a long, rich history of concerns regarding mental health conditions and treatments for students

(Kraft, 2011). Concerns over student wellbeing is currently an urgent issue as both “mental

health symptoms and [associated] risks have nearly doubled” from 2010 (Eisenberg, 2019, p.

573). More troubling, recent studies suggest that over “one-third of undergraduates” display

“significant symptoms of a [mental health] problem” (Oswalt et al., 2020, p. 41).

It is widely believed that the breadth of mental health issues in student-athletes has been

chronically underreported and misunderstood, mirroring a general trend of underreported mental

health conditions in college-aged students (Woodhead et al., 2020). There are several

hypothesized reasons as to why student-athletes may be reluctant to report and disclose their

mental health stressors. A simplistic, yet crucial reason is because several student-athletes may

be unaware of how to report mental health issues as it was determined that 44% of Division One

athletic departments lacked “a written plan for identifying student-athletes” who may be

struggling (Kroshus, 2016, p. 391). Institutions and athletic departments might be unprepared to

proactively respond to mental health issues in athletes, but student-athletes can be just as

unprepared to inform their counterparts about personal challenges. Especially if a mental health

condition or symptom is related to an athlete’s sport, students may elect to hide their problems

due to fears of stigmatization, diminishing status, or retaliation within the team environment.

(Kaier et al., 2015; Ryan et al., 2018).
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Comprehensive Review of Common Mental Health Conditions Present in Student-Athletes

Chronic underreporting of mental health conditions across both non-athlete and athlete

populations in postsecondary education creates an underlying and urgent need for institutional

personnel to respond effectively and proactively. As the majority of student-athletes are between

the age range of 18-25, biologically they may experience any host of mental health conditions

that a ‘standard’ student might. However, as a result of their athlete status, student-athletes may

find that they are more susceptible to certain conditions or symptoms. Moreover, negative

byproducts of athletic participation can be exacerbated in the presence of a mental health

condition. Although widespread underreporting may signal an even greater problem, what

follows is a comprehensive review of a variety of mental health conditions that negatively affect

student-athletes.

Depression

Estimates suggest that a quarter or third of students are affected by major depression in a

given year (Francis & Horn, 2017; Oswalt et al., 2020). Left unchecked or untreated, depression

can significantly contribute to “poor academic performance, sleep disturbance, low self-esteem”

and irregular moods (Francis & Horn, 2017, p. 265). Student-athletes are no exception to these

trends. Female athletes are more susceptible to depression than their male counterparts, which

mirrors a general trend that females are at least “twice as likely” to experience and actively treat

depressive symptoms (Armstrong & Oomen-Early, 2009, p. 523). While clinicians are still at

odds regarding the triggers of depressive symptoms in student-athletes, emerging attention has

turned to lack of sleep as an especially salient variable among athletes (Brauer et al., 2019;

Stephenson et al., 2020). Decreased levels of sleep are believed to cause decreased awareness

and performance as well as higher levels of injury risk, problematic symptoms for
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student-athletes in the throes of a semester-long season (Brauer et al., 2019). Student-athletes

suffering from depression also have a tendency to turn towards alcohol and despite linkages to

decreased physical performance student-athletes engage in “more frequent and heavier drinking

patterns” than non-athletes (Parisi et al., 2019, p. 344).

While practitioners should still monitor depressive symptoms of student-athletes, recent

findings suggest that student-athletes may be at a lower risk of experiencing depression by virtue

of their athletic participation. Consistent physical activity, social connectedness, and authentic

relationships with peers have been shown to mitigate depressive symptoms, all of which

student-athletes can potentially experience in the context of their teams (Armstrong &

Oomen-Early, 2009; Drew & Matthews, 2019; Wolanin et al., 2016).

Anxiety

“Anxiety has surpassed depression” as the most commonly reported mental health

problem across the collegiate student body and is believed to occur in anywhere from “38-55%”

of undergraduate students (Francis & Horn, 2017, p. 265). Various conditions can create or

exacerbate anxiety symptoms including relationship issues, financial stressors, and academic and

career concerns (Francis & Horn, 2017). Additionally, anxiety is believed to be more prevalent at

the higher levels of competition as students take on “considerable extra demands” due to their

athletic responsibilities (Drew & Matthews, 2019, p. 432). Tangentially related, and perhaps

more salient to the student-athlete is the concept of performance anxiety. Performance anxiety

can in fact prompt good athletic outcomes, but it is more likely to produce “concerns over

mistakes, doubts about actions, and feelings of discrepancy between expectations and results”

(Stoeber et al., 2007, p. 2).
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Eating Disorders

To perform at their best, student-athletes must ensure that their physical bodies have

adequate amounts of energy and nutrients. On the outside, student-athletes appear to have it

made. With nutritionists and chefs on the athletic department payroll, as well as omnipresent

rumors of better food than the general population of students, one may think that student-athletes

have good relationships with food and wellness. However, reality presents a significantly more

distorted picture than what popular assumptions display. The very nature of sport “fosters a

preoccupation to lose, maintain, or even gain weight,” which suggests that student-athletes are

more susceptible to disordered eating than non-athlete students (Etzel, 2006, p. 530). Eating

disorders can both create and exacerbate mental health conditions, which signals an institutional

responsibility to adequately understand and treat disordered eating in college athletes (Etzel,

2006; McLester et al., 2014).

Eating disorders can manifest in different ways across student-athletes, yet there are some

discrepancies across gender that should be accounted for. Female athletes are believed to be

more likely to develop disordered eating, especially those in sports that place emphasis on

weight or traditional aesthetics like gymnastics and swimming (Etzel, 2006). In applying criteria

from the DSM-IV, a survey of 204 Division One female athletes revealed that “54% were

dissatisfied with their current weight,” and that 18% engaged in weekly binge or restrictive

eating (Greenleaf et al., 2009, p. 491). Of course, male athletes are not exempt from disordered

eating behavior. While anorexia and other restrictive behaviors are present in male athletes,

binge eating is perhaps more prevalent. This can be especially true for certain sports or positions,

like offensive and defensive linemen, wrestlers, or centers.
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The literature around disordered eating amongst the entire college-aged population is

growing, so it is likely that more specific research and figures will be forthcoming. A common

problem across this line of scholarship is that many student-athletes fail to meet the criteria for

an official diagnosis of disordered eating which suggests that the problem is more widespread

than what statistics seem to believe (Greenleaf et al., 2009; McLester et al., 2014). Practitioners

and psychologists should avoid the unfounded assumption that student-athletes have healthy

relationships with food and nutrition while also being cognizant that student-athletes may not

overtly display behaviors or patterns associated with eating disorders.

Technology

While not a “true” mental disorder, scholarship has given more attention to the

intersections between technology usage and mental health. For student-athletes, technology can

present a minefield of emotions and consequences. In some instances, technology has been a net

positive given its outsized role in recruiting, giving students more opportunities to become

student-athletes. On the contrary, social media can lead to a deluge of negativity if a student

falters in a competition.

As social media has morphed into a full-blown recruiting tool for both athletes and

coaches, student-athletes are “expected to use social media in more strategic and responsible

ways” (Sanderson, 2018, p. 83). However, student-athletes rarely have free reign to post as they

truly feel as both informal and formal policies and reported institutional monitoring can curtail

what a student may want to say (David et al., 2018; Sanderson, 2018). On the contrary, athletes

report that Twitter is often leveraged “as a tool to foster a sense of unity and camaraderie among

their team” (David et al., 2018, p. 175). Student-athletes are also likely to view social media as
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an avenue to promote their institutions in addition to their own personal brands and as a result

are “quite selective in the content they tweeted” (David et al., 2018, p. 176).

Like many things with student-athletes, technology usage is another double-edged sword.

On one hand, technology in and of itself may be a reason why an athlete is at a particular

institution, especially if it played a role in their recruiting process. Consequently, student-athletes

may be subjected to intense internal or external standards to portray a certain image of

themselves and their experiences (David et al., 2018; Sanderson, 2018). In general, the social

media of student-athletes as a collective may serve as an essential whitewashing of the

student-athlete experience as they are expected to conduct their online presence within the

constraints of their athletic department or institution. This is to say nothing of the public attention

that may fall on a student-athlete should a tweet or botched play go viral and make the rounds on

ESPN. Practitioners should be aware of the inherent tension between upholding a selected digital

image and appearance and expressing one’s desires and opinions in an authentic manner. With

the recent passage of the NCAA’s name, image, and likeness rules, it is certainly fair to wonder if

technology will lead to more inequities in the athletic space, ones that can be readily seen

through the lenses of social media and apps.

Injury

It is an unfortunate reality that injury is a potential byproduct of sporting activity. Injuries

can cause both physical and mental trauma and can prove to be a pivotal disruption to an

athlete’s career and even sense of self. Injuries can exacerbate simmering mental health

conditions or even create the conditions themselves. No matter the severity of an injury, any

injury can trigger maladaptive emotional responses including substance abuse, sleep alterations,

and disengagement from their teams (Putukian, 2016, p. 146). Student-athletes also feel that an
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injury may diminish their standing within the team hierarchy or damage their relationship with

the coaching staff (Witt, 2015; Yang et al., 2007).

While the time away from the team and sporting environment can be harmful for some,

other athletes report having rejuvenated senses of self and purpose while battling back from an

injury. Although nothing can truly prevent an injury, practitioners and staff could better serve

student-athletes by viewing injury as a fundamentally unique occurrence. Moreover, practitioners

should consider utilizing high levels of contact with injured student-athletes so that there are less

instances of isolation and disengagement while being away from the team or in a rehabilitation

environment. Some injuries may be all too apparent, but others, like concussions, will not readily

be seen. Therefore, practitioners and staff should look to ensure that student-athletes have

adequate support to perform in the classroom and feel comfortable lobbying faculty for modified

assignments or expectations if the student-athlete’s situation dictates it. Injuries can certainly be a

traumatic, trajectory-altering experience, but there are ways that institutional personnel can

alleviate some of these burdens on student-athletes.

Conclusion

In summation, student-athletes experience mental health conditions and symptoms at

similar rates when compared to the general student population. However, byproducts of athletic

competition, including the need to perform at high levels, balance multiple roles and

responsibilities, and increased campus profiles, can heighten mental health issues within

student-athletes. Moreover, the salience to which student-athletes associate with their athletic

identities can greatly affect one’s susceptibility to problematic mental health symptoms. While

student-athletes can experience the same conditions as all students, special attention should be

given towards performance anxiety, eating disorders, and impacts of injury as a result of their
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salience to student-athletes. The current social climate has become increasingly receptive to

discussing mental health in a public context. NBA athletes DeMar DeRozan and Kevin Love

have each spoken in great detail about mental struggles they have faced, and surmounted, during

their athletic careers. One can certainly envision a scenario where a student-athlete walks a

similar path.

Programmatic Interventions to Improve Student-Athlete Mental Health and Wellbeing

Establishing a culture of mental wellness on a college campus is a public and collective

effort. Student affairs professionals and athletic departments operating on their own cannot

expect to ‘fix’ mental health in student-athletes. It is simply too great a burden for any single

institutional apparatus to bear. Even the most cutting edge psychiatric solutions are not

guaranteed to solve mental health issues, so it is silly to assume that a set of policies and

programs will truly solve the student-athlete mental health crisis. Therefore, the solutions herein

are designed to capture a collective, collaborative approach in promoting and elevating

student-athlete wellbeing. Some of these initiatives will be specific to student-athlete mental

health yet others will take a more holistic view. At the core of each proposal is a deliberate

integration of the developmental trajectory of student-athletes so that programmatic responses

are tailored to the developmental models that student-athletes generally display. Moreover, with

the emergence of name, image, and likeness (NIL) rights for college athletes, these potential

solutions are designed to create a more equitable collegiate experience for student-athletes. NIL

rights are not a panacea to improving student-athlete outcomes as critics believe that NIL rights

will really only impact a select few students at a select few institutions. Therefore, these

proposals are viewed as a mechanism to produce a more equitable and well-rounded college and
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developmental experience for student-athletes so that all student-athletes receive a deliberate and

intentional program of care that embraces their status as students, athletes, and human beings.

Mental Health Specific

To once again beat the drum, one cannot ‘solve’ a mental health crisis, one can merely

mitigate it. As student-athletes spend a large chunk of their time within the context, or confines,

of their athletic department, athletic departments may be in the best position to handle the mental

health aspect of student-athlete wellbeing. Kroshus’ (2016) work has previously established that

the majority of Division One athletic departments lack formalized intake and screening

procedures for mental health assessment (Kroshus, 2016). To adequately understand, treat, and

respond to the mental-health needs of student-athletes, athletic departments should seek to invest

in more thorough and robust policies and assessments (Tomalski et al., 2019). One cannot

understand a problem until they become aware of it, which necessitates the need for a more

comprehensive statistical picture. A survey of head athletic trainers found that institutional staff

wanted to do more in regards to student-athlete mental health but lacked the resources and

training needed to effectively do so (Sudano & Miles, 2016). Therefore, institutions would be

wise to capitalize on this innate desire to assist student-athletes by creating a robust and

standardized method of reporting and addressing student-athlete mental health concerns.

The relationship between a student-athlete and their coach is an extremely significant

one. Why not make it a positive one as well? As the arbiters of team culture and philosophy,

coaches can play a significant role in promoting a positive team culture around mental health and

wellbeing. Moreover, student-athletes have been reported to prefer disclosing problems to their

coaches when possible, which indicates that coaches need to ensure they are professionally and

personally equipped to be supportive in these situations (Bissett & Tamminen, 2020; Hegarty et
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al., 2018). With the exception of a notable few, athletic departments are not lavishly flush with

cash or power. Commendably, university athletic departments have taken a proactive approach in

supporting the welfare of their student-athletes with the limited resources at their disposal.

Athletic departments are certainly capable of making positive change on their own, but their

scope and effectiveness could be amplified through their affiliation with their athletic

conferences. One school proactively attacking and treating an issue is wonderful; 12 of them is

even better.

Solving the Puzzle with Student Affairs: What Practitioners Can Do

While athletic departments appear to serve as the first line of defense for student-athlete

mental health and wellbeing, student affairs professionals have the potential to play the greatest

role. Whereas innovations and practices in an athletic department can remain in a relative silo,

student affairs practitioners and other institutional figures can promote the development of

student-athletes in a more outward manner. Moreover, student affairs practitioners, with proper

training, can be well positioned to understand the developmental trajectories and concerns

associated with student-athletes. In a more simplistic and visual sense, student-affairs

practitioners can serve as a bridge to the rest of the campus environment for athletes, ideally

culminating in a more well-rounded and holistically developed student-athlete.

Organizational and Structural Changes

In some institutional settings, especially public flagship universities, the athletic

department may be figuratively or literally autonomous from the rest of campus. As a result,

there are likely to be many assumptions and myths that student affairs professionals and athletic

department staff harbor about one another. However, allowing aggrandized tales of perceived

incompetence and morality to affect a working relationship will only harm student-athletes in the
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end. Therefore, student affairs staff should look to cultivate positive working relationships with

athletic department staff in order to introduce student-athletes into the larger campus community.

Perhaps this could be achieved through a designed position on staff that is not directly

employed by the athletic wing of the institution. In 2016, the University of

Massachusetts-Amherst created a standalone case manager for student-athletes under the Dean of

Students in order “to promote healthy and help seeking behavior” (McCarthy, 2016, p. 5).

Positional innovations like these are quite commendable yet likely insufficient on their own. As

student-athletes are likely predisposed to using resources within their athletic department,

research by Turner and Halzey (2018) suggests a more targeted and intentional approach.

Specifically, they argue that the best way to reach student-athletes is to “close the gaps” between

the offerings of the athletic department and that of the greater campus (Turner & Hazley, 2018, p.

3). Some institutions, like West Chester University in Pennsylvania, turned their student-athlete

support into a self-sustaining entity by having Masters students in their counseling program

manage a caseload of undergraduate student-athletes (Hodes et al., 2015). Several institutions,

including the University of Georgia and the Ohio State University, have invested in the creation

of for-credit courses or programs taught by faculty or student affairs professionals that are

designed to teach student-athletes various sets of academic and developmental skills (K. M.

Navarro et al., 2019).

While there are several ways to improve the student-athlete experience at an

organizational and staffing level, a vigorous outreach initiative is likely required for any program

to be organically successful so that student-athletes are aware of and understand the

comprehensive suite of services and support that the university can offer. In summation, student

affairs departments should not shy away from innovation and change when developing ways to
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support student-athletes from an internal perspective. Moreover, pre-pandemic and

post-pandemic budgetary cuts may inadvertently lend itself to more cross-departmental and

cross-campus collaboration between athletic and student affairs staff (Barr, 2016).

Programs to Improve Developmental Outcomes

The developmental literature posits that student-athletes can struggle with career discernment,

time management, balancing social relationships, and navigating academic courses. To that end,

what interventions can result in positive developmental outcomes for student-athletes? This

section will discuss how targeted and thoughtful programming can help student-athletes develop

academically, socially, and professionally. While several of these programs make use of

high-impact, proven pedagogical strategies, they also account for the influence of athletic

identity to ensure that these interventions aid in boosting student-athlete outcomes.

Academic Supports

Student affairs professionals can begin supporting student-athletes before the semester

even begins through dedicated summer bridge programs. These programs can be especially

helpful for student-athletes with fall seasons, many of whom have games within the first few

weeks of the semester and need to develop time management skills before falling behind

(Haslerig, 2018; K. M. Navarro et al., 2019). Moreover, students are likely on campus during the

summer for workouts and teambuilding, so it should be relatively easy to integrate an effective

transition-based program into existing team activities.

Research indicates that student-athletes make great use of academic and advising support

during their college careers. However, there is a debate over which advisory model(s) is most

appropriate to adequately address student-athlete development. One suggestion is to utilize

appreciative advising when working with student-athletes, especially since many assumptions
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about the student-athlete population “too often present them through a deficit lens” (Comeaux &

Harrison, 2011, p. 235). Appreciative advising can be effective for student-athletes as the central

tenet of the philosophy helps students identify skillsets while also teaching students how to

“[apply] student strengths to challenges” (He & Hutson, 2016, p. 217). Advisors can also

leverage inventory assessments, like the Meyers-Briggs and Gallup Strengthsfinder, to help

promote resilience and self-efficacy in student-athletes (Comeaux et al., 2011; He & Hutson,

2016). Other practitioners feel the concept of intrusive advising is more appropriate to reach

student-athletes. Intrusive advising emphasizes proactive relationship building, and more

importantly, “being the students’ connection to the institution” (He & Hutson, 2016, p. 216).

Moreover, intrusive advising is predicated on “offering immediate support,” which can be

helpful for student-athletes in light of their highly regimented and packed schedules (He &

Hutson, 2016, p. 216). Regardless of which advising model is selected, it is believed that

student-athletes respond well to outcome-based learning, which consists of the “identification of

the [core] learning activity” and completing a series of tangentially related tasks in relation to the

course syllabus (Grandy et al., 2016, p. 205). With a semester of outcome-based learning derived

in tandem with a dedicated academic advisor, a sample of surveyed athletes raised their GPA by

0.943 points (Grandy et al., 2016).

In summation, academic advisors should feel comfortable applying a suite of advisory

models and concepts to spur student-athlete academic development and achievement. It could be

possible that the combination of transitory programs and proactive advising can assist

student-athletes with academic persistence and performance, leading to increased levels of

retention and degree completion.
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Career Development

The COVID-19 pandemic has fundamentally altered the nature of work, which in turn

has fundamentally altered the nature of careers and career development. However, improving the

career development of student-athletes has been a long-term concern for practitioners.

Scholarship has continually latched onto the fact that student-athletes have inadequate career

development and discernment skills, so what can be done to alleviate these longstanding

challenges?

To begin, practitioners must first be aware of how athletic identity ties into career

development. Student-athletes with high degrees of athletic identity typically lack the required

“confidence in making career decisions” as well as the time needed to develop such confidence

(Burns et al., 2013, p. 162). Additionally, student-athletes with foreclosed athletic identities fail

“to prepare for [athletic] career termination,” which can cause significant stress if a student is

injured or fails to meet their professional aspirations (Sandstedt et al., 2004, p. 80).

Student-athletes lack several key aspects related to career development, but that is not to say that

student-athletes will be lackluster employees. In fact, employers value several skills that

student-athletes innately bring to the table like “leadership, communication, teamwork, [and]

self-motivation” (Van Raalte et al., 2017, p. 2). Consequently, student-athletes struggle to

perceive the skills they have and where they can be applied so therefore interventions should

seek to amplify and uncover the skills, preferences, and strengths of students (Shurts & Shoffner,

2004; Van Raalte et al., 2017).

Effective interventions can take several forms. For students with professional aspirations,

practitioners can gently assess the student’s level of self-understanding by asking probing

questions to see how realistic the student is when it comes to pursuing an athletic career (Menke,
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2015). Another approach is to treat career discernment and development as a constant, active,

and reflective learning process. Derived from social learning theory, this framework posits that

individuals cultivate talents and interests based on opportunities to learn and experiment (Shurts

& Shoffner, 2004). Although student-athletes will naturally have limits on their time, literature

suggests that small, targeted objectives “can encourage student-athletes to try out new

experiences” in a manner that is conducive with their schedule and lifestyle (Shurts & Shoffner,

2004, p. 102).

Ideal Models of Student-Athlete Success

While these programmatic and organizational solutions are likely to bring about changes

to the mental wellbeing of student-athletes, we have no way of truly knowing the degree of their

effectiveness. Fortunately, several athletic departments across Division One have taken

admirable steps to promote student-athlete wellness using a blend of theoretical, practical, and

acquired talent.

Since the arrival of Nick Saban in 2006, the University of Alabama has won 6 national

championships in football and has become the benchmark of the sport. Perhaps less outwardly

celebrated are the investments that the institution has made to their commitment to

student-athlete wellbeing. For academics, Alabama “seeks to create an environment where

student-athletes can excel academically in their individual areas of concentration (University of

Alabama Athletic Department, 2017, p. 5). The institution’s athletic student services department

seems to strongly commit to intrusive advising concepts as they state that “the department can

only give guidance and direction” and that “achievement is left in the hands of the student

athlete” (University of Alabama Athletic Department, n.d, para. 5). Additionally, Alabama has

deployed a suite of innovative programming services involving financial literacy, community
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outreach programs, as well as a Student Athlete Advisory Committee to promote and empower

student-athlete leadership and agency within the athletic department (University of Alabama

Athletic Department, 2017).

While Tulane University certainly takes pride in supporting the academic goals of their

student-athletes, the athletic department may offer a model of how student-athletes can support

social justice and other cultural movements within an athletic context. Tulane has developed a

reputation as an institutional leader in communal and public engagement and student-athletes at

the university now play a part in upholding that reputation. In response to the police killings of

Breonna Taylor and George Floyd, Tulane student-athletes and staff co-created the Green Wave

Justice for All initiative. Green Wave Justice is intended “to discuss, promote, and exemplify

diversity, equity, inclusion, and social justice within Tulane Athletics, Tulane University [and]

our New Oreleans community” (Tulane University Athletic Department, 2020, para. 3). The

program helps athletes advocate for and facilitate change by providing educational panels for

students and coaching staffs, creating a student-led Diversity Council for student-athletes to have

“direct communication with administrators,” and establishing partnerships with advocacy

organizations in New Orleans (Tulane University Athletic Department, 2020, para. 5). These

experiences can provide student-athletes with critical dialogues and critical experiences to

engage in service-based learning in a manner that is conducive with their practice and

competition schedules. Moreover, having such firm backing from the athletic department and

central administration can perhaps provide a unifying experience for student-athletes and the

institution as a whole to help further Tulane’s institutional mission “to enrich the capacity of

individuals, organizations, and communities to think, to learn, and to act and lead with integrity

and wisdom” (Tulane University Office of Undergraduate Admission, n.d., para. 29).
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The University of Michigan has long been identified as a premier hub of academic

learning. It appears that student-athletes at the institution exemplify this notion as 119

student-athletes held a GPA of a 3.7 or higher during the 2020-2021 academic year (VanMetre,

2021). Michigan is committed to cultivating career development in its student-athletes by

four-tiered system that encourages self-exploration, seeking out relationships with professors,

and “[developing] a plan for life after sports” (University of Michigan Athletics, n.d.-b, Step 4).

What really sets Michigan apart is their comprehensive Athletes Connected program. A

combined effort between Michigan’s athletic department, School of Social Work, and Eisenberg

Family Depression Center, Athletes Connected is designated to “increase awareness of mental

health issues, reduce the stigma of help-seeking, and promote positive coping skills among

student athletes” (University of Michigan Athletics, n.d.-a, para. 1). A cursory glance of program

staff reveals a team filled with licensed clinicians, counselors, neuropsychologists, many of

whom were former student-athletes themselves (University of Michigan Athletics, n.d.-d). In

addition to a dedicated page for BIPOC student-athlete health resources, students can find

support for a wide variety of topics including how to manage isolation and seasonal affective

disorder during the COVID-19 pandemic and long Ann Arbor winters (University of Michigan

Athletics, n.d.-c).  Notably, Athletes Connected places significant resources into helping students

manage their athletic identities and aims to help students “direct [athletic identity] into

something that can be productive and help you develop beyond the last meet, game, or match”

(University of Michigan Athletics, 2021, para. 6).

Realistically, most institutions will lack the required fiscal or cultural resources to create

a comprehensive, cutting-edge programmatic effort like the University of Michigan can offer.

However, all institutional types are certainly capable of extracting the core concepts of these
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innovative schools and applying them to their own institutional contexts. Additionally, the mere

existence of these resources indicate that institutions are beginning to deliberately target and

promote the mental wellbeing and flourishing of student-athletes both as competitors and

individuals by committing institutional capital to the creation of these varied initiatives. Both

athletic departments and student affairs divisions can benefit from a collaborative, holistic, and

empowering approach to cultivating positive development in student-athletes.

Reconceptualizing Athletic Identity

An important, but long-term goal could be to reevaluate and redefine athletic identity- the

“strength and exclusivity [to their] athlete role” (Good et al., 1993, p. 3). Given what is known

about student-athlete development, there are inadvertently harmful consequences from viewing

student-athletes as solely athletes. Why have a definition that does the same thing? Perhaps a

more wide-reaching conceptualization that acknowledges the fundamentally unique experiences

of student-athletes is required. This would certainly be in accordance with modern identity

theory which incorporates “the influence of social, cultural, and political power in people’s lives”

in order to make meaning and sense of the experience (Abes et al., 2007, p. 3). Therefore, future

concepts of athletic, or perhaps student-athlete identity, should leave enough latitude so that

student-athletes can find a place in it no matter their sport, major, or lived experience.

While rigorous peer-reviewed research will uncover a more definitive and tested definition, a

starting point could be that a student-athlete identity is predicated on the ability for an individual

to successfully navigate and integrate academic, athletic, and developmental objectives.

Future Research Considerations

Some teams, like Alabama and Penn State, have never wavered from their initial

uniforms and inadvertently ushered in feelings of history and timelessness into the fabric of
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college sports However, the landscape of college athletics as a whole is anything but static.

Student-athletes have increasingly yearned for reforms around concepts of NIL rights and the

entire amateurism model of the NCAA itself. While the power of student-athletes as a collective

should not be dismissed, it is nothing when compared to the Supreme Court of the United States.

While name, image, and likeness rights will theoretically level the playing field for

college athletes, by no means should this be confused for an equitable playing field. As this

paper calls for a reconceptualization of athletic identity, one must naturally ask how this identity

accounts for and acknowledges the lived experiences of marginalized athletes. The population of

college going students has long indicated a more diverse student body, which means that the pool

of student-athletes is only becoming more diverse as well. Student affairs practitioners should

advocate for a modern, inclusive definition of athletic identity, or perhaps for a new concept of

student-athlete identity, so that the experiences of athletes from non-dominant groups are

accounted for and elevated.

In the context of this changing landscape, there are several stands of scholarship that

could be useful in painting a more holistic picture of student-athlete development, mental health,

and successful outcomes. As a significant portion of students participated in online coursework

during the COVID-19 pandemic, a study examining student-athletes’ perception of their online

learning experiences could be useful. In light of the call for a new definition of athletic identity

or student-athlete identity, it is crucial to understand how this identity is affected by

socioeconomic and cultural factors. Therefore, a more complete understanding of the

experiences of athletes of color would be helpful as the entire student population trends towards

increased multiculturalism. Intersections with technology could be an interesting avenue to

revisit and amplify in light of the passage of name, image, and likeness rights. Additionally,
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student-athletes across the nation took to social media to express solidarity and their own

authentic, sociopolitical opinions in the aftermath of the killing of George Floyd. As a result, and

when juxtaposed with the increasing displays of social justice at the professional level of sport,

research between student-athletes and activism would be of great benefit. Past research has given

significant attention to the trials of female athletes and the importance of understanding and

reacting to gendered differences in the student-athlete developmental experience. Critically,

research on non-binary and LGBT student-athletes is quite scant and would be useful to build

towards a more complete picture of the student-athlete experience.

That being said, the baseline of scholarship around student-athletes has grown mightily

from about the mid-2000s onward, so there are ample opportunities to combine old foundations

with new ideas. There is certainly more cultural and academic traction to the idea that

student-athletes are a special, standalone population of students and therefore require specialized

interventions and supports in order to fully maximize their time in college. There is no reason to

believe that current and forthcoming literature will reject this premise.

Final Thoughts

Essentially, the landscape around college sports is changing by the hour and institutions

must not only act with great haste, but with great intention. As students and institutions face a

new form of college sports, unforeseen flare ups and consequences will certainly emerge. While

considerations should be given to foreseeing potential obstacles and downsides, the need to do so

pales in comparison to the need to support the student-athletes collectively enrolled on our

collective campuses. The very premise of being a college athlete means that your collegiate

experience will be fundamentally different from everyone else on campus, yet you will be

expected to occupy the same greenspace and classrooms as the entire student body. An
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undergraduate class will all eventually sit in the dining hall or student union, a select few will sit

in the locker room of a professional arena preparing for an NCAA championship. Institutions,

through both brochure and action, love to proclaim that you will be treated as a student, not a

number. Yet, this courtesy is not extended to student-athletes when institutional staff and culture

treat them as a monolith, paying no attention to the human being in front of them. The complex

and special situation of being a student-athlete necessitates a complex and special institutional

response.

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented higher education, and frankly society as a whole,

with a choice: radically change or radically conform. Some things will stay the same, but student

support should not be one. As educators and staff begin the process of reimagining what student

support, engagement, and development can look like in a post-pandemic world, now is the time

to ensure that student-athletes and their wellbeing are incorporated into this widespread

reconfiguration.
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