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BY GABE FELDMAN

Reimagining the Role  
of Intercollegiate Sports  
in Higher Education 
Introduction

The goal of this paper is to help 
reimagine the role of intercollegiate 
sports in higher education and to 
identify options for enhancing and 
extracting the relatively untapped 
educational value of participation in 
college sports. For decades, there has 
been a disconnect between the learning 
valued in the athletic realm and the 
learning valued in the classroom. 
Meaningful education occurs during 
athletic participation, but this form of 
education often gets overlooked, unused 
and uncredited and is overshadowed  
by the explosive commercialization of 
big-time college sports. 

There are many different learning styles, varied 
ways to effectively measure and test knowledge, and 
opportunities to teach and learn inside and outside the 
traditional academic classroom. Higher education has 
increasingly recognized the value of individualized and 
innovative education through experiential learning, 
clinical education, composition studies, performing arts, 
and many other academic fields, but the academy remains 
resistant to including intercollegiate athletics under this 
educational umbrella. Part of the resistance may stem 
from a history of academic abuses related to athletics, 
but the faults of the past should not serve to prevent 
the search for future solutions that can better integrate 
education and college athletics. 

This paper proposes a model for using intercollegiate 
athletic participation as a vehicle for—and not an obstacle 
to—higher education. We advocate for creating rigorous, 
formalized, and structured academic programs centered 
on the athletic participation in sports by the athletes 
themselves. Although there are a number of different 
possible models that can use athletics participation as 
a pedagogical centerpiece, this paper focuses on two 
related ideas: first, providing academic credit for athletic 
performance, much like academic credit is awarded for 
music or theater performance; second, creating a course of 
study centered on the literacy embedded in sports through 
plays and other sports “texts.”1 In addition to aligning 
athletics with the educational mission of universities, 
elevating the educational components of athletic 
participation can help solidify the distinction between 
college and professional sports, a distinction that is at the 
heart of ongoing legal attacks to the intercollegiate model 
of sports. 

This paper proposes a model for using  
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Early History of Intercollegiate Athletics as 
Part of Higher Education
It is helpful to examine the origins of intercollegiate 
sports to understand the role athletics can play in 
higher education. The ancient Greeks first recognized 
athletic participation as a key aspect of a true education. 
More recently, the benefits of intercollegiate athletics 
participation have become well-established. Among  
other things, athletic participation can improve 
educational engagement and graduation rates,  
self-esteem and improved character development,  
life and time-management skills, rate of growth and 
cognitive development, and enhanced marketability  
upon graduation.l2

These benefits helped popularize sports on college 
campuses, and despite the fact that college sports 
quickly grew into a commercialized product, early 
on it “maintained an aura of respectability because 
it was supervised by trained experts who regularly 
proclaimed that sport was pedagogical in nature and 
pure in conduct.”3 Progressive era psychologists and 
social scientists claimed football could teach young men 

physical, moral, mental and social discipline and could 

educate spectators.4 As early as 1869, a representative 
of Amherst College observed that the school “intended 
physical culture to become part of the curriculum, just like 
Latin, Greek, or mathematics,”5 marking one of the first 
instances when physical activity was given equal weight to 
traditional academic subjects.

Additionally, football coaches “often employed the 
rhetoric of science and pedagogy,”6 and several football 
coaches, including Walter Camp, the “father of American 
football,” published didactic football manuals with 
diagrams of plays designed to educate both players and 
fans about the complexities of the sport and to emphasize 
the sport’s pedagogical potential. Similarly, Amos Alonzo 
Stagg, the football coach at the University of Chicago, 
published the “Scientific and Practical Treatise on 
American Football for Schools and Colleges.”7 Through 
these writings, athletic coaches “started to claim a quasi-
disciplinary university space by arguing that they were 
athletic experts and educators, not agents of popular 
culture or mere entertainers.”8 Football was also used 
as a direct vehicle to educate fans. Among other notable 
examples, uniform numbers were added to the backs 
of football jerseys to help fans “watch in a disciplined 
manner that would help them better enjoy [and] 
understand…football. In this way, spectator sport could be 
universally accessible and educational, teaching ethical 
self-control to all of society—not just developing a few 
bodies or providing entertainment for the masses.”9 

Nevertheless, college sports became commercialized 
quickly and the tension between athletics and higher 
education followed. Here is a sampling of the criticisms 
of the disconnect between college athletics and education 
from the end of the 19th century until today:

•  Charles Eliot, Harvard University President, 1893: 
“With athletics considered as an end in themselves, 
pursued either for pecuniary profit or popular 
applause, a college or university has nothing to do. 
Neither is it an appropriate function for a college  
or university to provide periodical entertainment 
during term-time for multitudes of people who are  
not students.”10

Among other things,  
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•  David Starr Jordan, Stanford University President, 
1903: Stating that he would prefer that college football 
be banished for a decade and “athletic fields closed...
for fumigation than to see our colleges helpless in the 
hands of athletic professionalism.”11

•  Upton Sinclair, 1922: “College athletics, under the spur 
of commercialism, has become a monstrous cancer, 
which is rapidly eating out the moral and intellectual 
life of our educational institutions.”12

•  Carnegie Foundation Report, 1929: “The admission to 
the university of students who are financed because 
of their athletic prowess and because of their ability 
to round out winning athletics teams, cannot do 
otherwise than result in disaster to our educational 
program and to its standards of scholarship.”13

•  Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics, 
1991: “Faculty members, presidents and other 
administrators, unable to control the [college 
athletics] enterprise, stand by as it undermines the 
institution’s goals.”14

•  Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics, 2001: 
“Sports as big business for colleges and universities…
is in direct conflict with nearly every value that should 
matter for higher education.”15

•  Professor Charles Clotfelter, Duke University, 2011: 
“Big-time college athletics has little to do with the 

nature or objectives of the contemporary university. 
Instead, it is a commercial venture, aimed primarily  
at providing public entertainment for those beyond 
the campus and at generating rewards for those who 
stage it.”16

•  Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics, 2021: 
“College sports in Division I, most notably in  
Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) football, are in the 
midst of a runaway financial race that threatens to 
upend and undermine the educational model of  
college athletics.”17

 The seemingly paradoxical coexistence of academics and 
sports-as-entertainment has been the target of criticism 
for more than a century, but complaints about big-time 
college sports interfering with the academic integrity of 
universities have never been louder and more persistent 
than they are today. Decades of frustration over out-
of-control spending, athletics-centric academic fraud, 
unfair admissions policies, low graduation rates, off-field 
scandals, “major clustering,”18 and lack of academic rigor19 
have reached a boiling point, but, short of removing big-
time college athletics from higher education, there have 
been very few solutions for resolving the conflict between 
college sports and the academy.20

Realigning Intercollegiate Athletics  
with Education
Despite the evidence of the benefits of athletic 
participation, big-time college sports has largely been 
ignored as a serious academic subject within higher 
education, perhaps in part because scholars do not think 
it is sufficiently important to study.21 In 1976, James 
Michener wrote that “it is easier to find a good study on the 
effect of the Flemish language on the children of Antwerp 
than to discover from articles in learned journals what 
really goes on in the sports department of the university 
in which the scholars reside.”22 Instead, “in the intellectual 
world of institutional pronouncements and scholarship 
big-time sports is seldom more than a footnote.”23 

The pedagogical value of athletic performance should 
be more closely studied so that a meaningful and 
legitimate academic course of study centered on athletic 
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performance can be constructed. This section outlines 
two possible paths for universities to center education on 
intercollegiate athletics. 

 Academic Credit for Athletic Participation

  The first path is for universities to provide academic 
credit for college athletics, just as music students receive 
academic credit for learning to play their instrument, 
practicing, and performing in the school symphony.24 
This approach would treat intercollegiate sports—like 
music, dance, theater, and other performing arts—as 
rigorous academic disciplines centered on performance 
and would enhance the legitimacy of athletics as 
an educational endeavor. Although this approach 
would require a significant shift in how universities 
view the educational value of athletic performance 
(and would require additional education-focused 
training for coaches), such shifts have occurred as the 
breadth of serious academic disciplines has expanded 
exponentially from traditional subjects to performative, 
professional, and technical fields. As one researcher has 
put it, “we might consider asking, why, for instance, is it 

beneficial capital for a student to read sheet music, but 
not beneficial for a student to read Xs and Os?25

  Providing academic credit for athletic participation 
is consistent with Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), 
which “emphasizes the crucial role experience plays in 
the learning process.”26 The pedagogical model of ELT 
begins with a concrete experience (e.g., playing football), 
then moves to reflective observation and abstract 
evaluation (e.g., reviewing game film and learning from 
the experience) and ends with active experimentation 
(e.g. practicing new skills and techniques or using 
them during a game). More broadly, ELT demonstrates 
that knowledge, skills, experience, and education can 
be obtained outside of a the traditional academic or 
classroom setting. The growing recognition of the value 
of ELT has led to an explosion in experiential learning 
(and credit-bearing) opportunities for students through 
externships and internships, clinic-based work, and 
service learning.27 

  The educational value of experiential learning 
through sports participation can be enhanced by 
pairing the play, reflection, and experimentation with 
a traditional educational component. For example, 
while a music major pairs the experience of musical 
training with music theory, composition, and music 
history, the sports major can pair the experience of 
strength training with exercise physiology, kinesiology, 
and sports history. In both cases, the combination of 
experiential learning, reflection, traditional classroom 
experience and coursework, and holistic development 
can provide a well-rounded and meaningful education. 
This course description for a “Jazz Improvisation” class 
at MIT highlights the overlap between music and sports 
performance—among other things, both require tryouts, 
extensive practice and reflection/review, performance, 
and collaboration—and is illustrative of the type of class 
that could be created around athletic participation:

  In this course, students study concepts and practice 
techniques of improvisation in solo and ensemble 
contexts. The course examines relationships between 
improvisation, composition, and performance based 
in traditional and experimental approaches. Hands-
on music making will be complemented by discussion 
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of the aesthetics of improvisation. Weekly lab 
sessions support work on musical technique. Guest 
artist / lecturers will engage students through mini-
residencies in jazz with film, Indian music, electronic 
music, and blending improvisation with classic music; 
and an accompanying concert series will feature 
these artists in performance. Open by audition to 
instrumental or vocal performers.28

  Writing and Literacy Through College Sports

   Another related path for integrating education with 
athletic participation is to examine the form of 
literacy required to utilize scripted plays in basketball 
and football. There is untapped pedagogical value 
in asking how these scripted plays are created, 
written, communicated, learned, and executed, and 
how these plays can be used to provide educational 
opportunities through intercollegiate athletics. Put 
more simply, universities can extract meaningful 
educational value from athletic participation by 
asking: “How do college athletes engage with the text 
(the scripted plays) of their sport?”29 

    Although researchers have paid very little 
attention to the pedagogical possibilities embedded 

in sports plays, the emerging cognitive science field 
of “embodied learning” (or “embodied cognition”) 
which examines how the body and the environment 
are related to cognitive processes,30 provides a 
helpful platform for exploration of these possibilities. 
Embodied learning views physical activity as 
“fundamental to learning, knowing and reasoning” 
and examines the “role of physical movement in 
conceptual learning.”31 Researchers in this field 
have emphasized the failure of higher education to 
integrate the learning embodied in physical activity 
into the classroom. This failure has contributed to the 
unfair dismissal or undervaluation of the learning 
and studying required to play college sports and the 
education embedded in athletic participation. 

    A promising embodied learning approach for 
converting athletic participation into a rigorous 
and meaningful field of academic study has been 
introduced by Dr. Michael Rifenberg, whose research 
begins with the premise that college football  
and basketball players “operate in a space marked 
by constant engagement with text,”32 and that  
college athletes can and do learn through their 
athletic participation. 

The educational value of scripted plays in college athletics can be illuminated 
by focusing on a few key points about these scripted plays. These points can also 
help create a pedagogical roadmap to provide a sustainable connection between 
athletics and education. First, scripted sports plays are “multimodal texts, 
dialectically constructed, historically situated, and anticipative of competitive 
bodily enactment.”33 Second, execution of scripted plays in athletics often requires 
a complex, rapid, and secret transmission of the play from one medium (the 
scripted play itself) through a series of other mediums (e.g., hand signals, verbal 
cues, signs with pictures and text, etc.) before it is received and understood by the 
athletes34. Third, some football playbooks contain more than 400 individually-
labeled, intricate, and complex plays. Fourth, the majority of the “action” in a 
football game is the deliberation, distribution, transmission, and comprehension of 
text (i.e., deciding and calling plays), while the significant minority of the game is 
the embodiment of the text (i.e., executing the plays). 
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  Universities can better incorporate education 
within college athletics. If we better understand how 
college athletes currently engage with, write, study, 
understand, and perform text during practices, film 
study, and games. Or, perhaps more accurately, a 
better understanding of the literacy involved in college 
athletics can help us better understand the education 
that is already incorporated within college athletics and 
allow universities to recognize, formalize, and enhance 
that education and transfer it to other fields of study. For 
example, Dr. Rifenburg notes that metacognition helps 
writers develop “the ability to perceive the very steps by 
which success occurs [by helping them in] discerning 
the structure of a draft; delineating patterns of error; or 
discriminating between what is necessary in a draft and 
what in the end serves little purpose.”35 According to Dr. 
Rifenburg, this same metacognitive educational process 
can operate as a powerful teaching tool in college sports 
if we simply substitute the word “draft” with “play.” This 
reframed examination of the use of text in college sports 
can help leverage the largely overlooked literacy skills of 
college athletes used in sports to a broader set of literacy 
skills outside of sports.

  Once again, the field of music provides a framework 
that can be adapted to formalize education through 
athletic performance. There are clear parallels between 
improvisational jazz and athletics, as described by 
musician and author James Lincoln Collier:

  The process of improvising has some very interesting 
analogies to sports. Both the improvising jazz 
musician and the athlete must train intensely to build 
up sets of conditioned reflexes that enable them to 
respond without thinking to events that are unfolding 
around them in fractions of seconds. A quarterback 
usually has no more than three or four seconds to 
check his receivers, decide which one to throw to, if 
any, and get the ball off; a batter has about a second, or 
less, to decide what to do about an oncoming baseball. 
Similarly, the jazz musician must frequently deal with 
chord changes coming along as fast as one a second. 
Like the athlete, he must deal with them now. There 
is no tomorrow, no rehearsing…. Today…professional 
jazz musicians have studied their instruments 
formally, can read well, and have a good grasp of 

music theory. Thus, when inspiration flags or the ear 
fails, they can fall back on their knowledge of chords, 
scales, modes, and the like for notes to play.36

   Despite these parallels and the overlapping 
educational opportunities between jazz and athletics, 
jazz and other forms of music performance are 
fertile ground for formalized academic study, while 
intercollegiate athletics performance remains 
bifurcated from higher education.

Maintaining Academic Integrity
Big-time college sports are uniquely vulnerable to 
academic integrity issues because of the pressure to keep 
athletes academically eligible, either through clustering 
them in “soft” majors or boosting their grades through 
academic fraud or cheating. There have been several 
high-profile academic scandals involving college athletics, 
and sports-centric majors have often been accused of 
lacking academic rigor. One potential concern with this 
paper’s proposal to provide academic credit for athletic 
participation may be that it will exacerbate any real 
or perceived issues with academic integrity and rigor. 

Although academic integrity may always be a concern, 
there are a number of ways to address and minimize  
these risks.
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First, a process can be created to provide specialized 
accreditation for sports-performance based courses, 
faculty, curricula, and programs.37 For example, the 
Commission on Sport Management Accreditation 
(COSMA) was created to provide external verification 
of the quality of sport management programs. A similar 
entity can be created to ensure that sports-participation 
based education is sufficiently rigorous and includes 
appropriate levels of each element of the generally 
accepted standards of academic rigor: “critical thinking, 
challenge, mastering complex material, and producing 
credible work in a way that is time and labor intensive.”38

Second, these programs should be managed and 
supervised like other academic units on campus, maintain 
independence from the athletic department, and 
should taught by instructors or professors who have the 
same hiring, promotion, and tenure standards as other 
academic units. 

Third, identifying and enhancing the pedagogical 
value of athletic participation and treating it as a serious 
academic discipline—taught by trained academicians— 
will help alleviate some of the skepticism about the 
integrity of athletic-performance based courses. 

Fourth, coaches should receive additional training and 
education to allow them to contribute to (and learn from) 
the educational value of athletics. 

The incentive to compromise academic standards 
in exchange for athletic success in big-time sports 
may always exist, but recognizing and extracting the 
educational value from athletic participation gives 
athletics a better opportunity to enhance a college 
athlete’s education. Academicians encourage musicians 
to major in music. Athletes could be encouraged to major 
in athletics if we can find a way to transform athletic 
participation into a serious field of academic study. 

Conclusion
Any approach to integrating education with intercollegiate 
athletics should start with an exploration of the 
educational opportunities already embedded in athletic 
performance. There is an opportunity for universities 
to engage on an academic level with athletics like they 
do with music, theatre, and the performing arts. College 
sports can provide a vehicle for individualized, innovative, 
experiential and traditional classroom learning. 
Recognizing, extracting, and enhancing the educational 
value of sports can be an important step towards 
transforming college sports into a key pillar—rather  
than an obstacle—of higher education.
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