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College Decisions and the Importance of Athletic Reputation

Introduction

The college sport industry is a multi-billion dollar industry and growing. As more and more high school students participate in athletics, this participation would seem to impact other social decisions made by the individual. An important decision high school students have to make is if they will attend college or not and if so, which college will they attend. How do they reach this decision and what factors into their decision making process? Deciding which college to attend will have a profound impact on one’s life both immediately and down the road so it’s important to research what factors are important in this process.

Recent studies have shown the influence that a university’s athletic reputation may have on a student’s college decision. The “Flutie factor” is a disputed phenomenon that resulted from quarterback Doug Flutie throwing a Hail Mary pass that caused Boston College to upset the University of Miami. The Orange Bowl game victory was linked to a 25% increase in applications for Boston College the following year. A longitudinal study published in the Journal of Negro Education asked African American students to rate the importance of 18 different social factors in the student’s college decision. Among them, one factor was “strong reputation of schools athletic programs” (Braddock). And the results?

Generally, the findings suggest that while college athletic reputation is clearly not among the top factors considered, it does matter to a significant number of African American high school seniors who go on to enroll in four-year colleges and universities. Specifically, the descriptive results show that roughly one out of every three African American respondents in a nationally representative sample of high school seniors reported that a school's athletic reputation is at least a somewhat important consideration in determining their college choice. While few would expect college athletic reputation to be among the most important considerations shaping African American high school seniors college choice, the evidence presented here demonstrates that it is by no means a trivial matter (Braddock).

There are, of course, limitations to this study. First, the study only looked at African Americans and thus cannot be applied to high school students as a whole. Secondly, the study was published in the summer of 2006, but used data from 10 years ago, which makes one question how accurate the results would be today.


A third study published in 1998 in the Research of Higher Learning publication examined the relationship between successful football and basketball seasons with applications for the university in the following school year (Toma & Cross). They hypothesized that the success of intercollegiate athletics would act as “the front door to the university” and if people liked what they saw that would eventually get them inside. The researchers examined the number of applications received by each of the 30 universities who won a football or basketball championship between 1979 and 1992. They didn’t just look at winning schools, but their competitors who didn’t win to make sure their analysis was reflective of D-I schools and not just the successful athletic schools. The researchers did not claim that athletic success is the sole factor influencing a student’s college decision.

Our preliminary findings suggest that success in intercollegiate athletics – in the form of a national championship in one of the two marquee sports of football and men’s basketball – appears to translate into a sometimes dramatic increase in the number of admissions applications received both in absolute terms and relative to peer institutions (Toma & Cross).

These studies suggest that a college’s athletic reputation can be an important factor for students in selecting a college, but do not necessarily determine a college path. While this is a useful area of study, I wanted to examine if being an athlete in high school had a relationship with desiring to attend a college with a high overall athletic reputation. I wanted to see if this relationship did exist and if gender strengthened or weakened the relationship. Based on the literature review, I hypothesize that the more often one plays organized sports whether inside or outside the school in his/her senior year, the more important the overall athletic reputation of a college would be in deciding which college to attend; this relationship would be strengthened if the person was male.

Research Design


The data for this study was taken from The National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen, which was collected under the backing of Princeton University. The survey involved interviewing thousands of college freshmen face-to-face regarding their background information about the “neighborhood, family, and educational environments students experienced before entering college” (NLSF). It also examined the students’ aspirations, motivations, and attitudes before actually beginning college. These students were later contacted via telephone each spring to gather more information regarding their experiences in all four years of college. 

The data used for this paper contains the combined Wave 1 (Fall 1999) and Wave 3 (Spring 2001) datasets. The data is well suited for testing my hypothesis of interest because the survey included an equal-sized sample of white, black, Latino, and Asian freshmen and was able to have a very low mortality in the study as “those dropping out of college or transferring to another institution are followed, interviewed, and retained in the survey to avoid building selection biases into the sample” (NLSF). The range of social, psychological, and academic topics asked of the students was quite large allowing me to select an issue of interest to me, the issue of sport. The dataset does include variables that would measure the hypothesis I put forth earlier in this paper and it would seem to provide the data needed to determine this relationship.

The independent variable is the level of participation in athletics of the students surveyed. This variable was measured by forming an index based on a combination of two variables found in the codebook (w1q39a and w1q39b). W1q39a asked the students, “Last year, about how often did you participate in sports at school?” W1q39b asked a similar question, “Last year, how often did you participate in organized sports outside of school?” Both variables had the same ordinal response options of never, rarely, sometimes, often, very often, don’t know, and refused. Instead of merely combining the responses for both variables, I created an “Athletic Participation Index” (API). A zero on the API was given to individuals who did not participate in sport either inside or outside of school. A one on the API was given to students who participated in sport either inside or outside of school. A two on the API was given to those who participated in sport both inside and outside of school. 

While this index does not provide us with how often these students participated in sport (ie. they sometimes participated in both or often participated in both), it does give us a measure for comparison. It would seem logical that students who participate in organized athletics both at school and outside of school would have a higher participation in sport than those who partake in just one of those two athletic opportunities. Thus, the face validity of the measurement of the independent variable (API) suggests that this was an appropriate method to determine a level of participation in sport among the study participants. If I could have asked the questions myself, I would have simply asked each student to give the number of hours per week that he/she participated in sport. This way, there would have been no differentiation in participating in school inside or outside of school and I would be able to easily generate the exact level of participation each student had. 

The dependent variable is the level of importance a student felt that the overall athletic reputation of a school had in their college decision process. This variable was operationalized by forming an index solely based on a single variable in the NLSF codebook, w1q68i. W1q68i asked the students surveyed, “On a scale of 0-10, how important was the overall athletic reputation in choosing where to attend college?” In this ordinal variable scale, zero was considered extremely unimportant while 10 was considered extremely important in the decision process. Combining responses of 0-3 as unimportant, 4-6 as moderately important, and 7-10 as important formed the nominal “College Athletic Reputation Index” (CARI). It seems reasonable to ask students to subjectively provide how important the athletic reputation of the school was in their decision making process as it would be complex to find an objective way of measurement that was also accurate. The face validity of the measurement of the dependent variable (CARI) suggests that this was an appropriate method to determine the level of importance of a college’s overall athletic reputation in the student’s college decision among the study participants.


The conditional variable was gender and that was simply operationalized by the results of the codebook variable, sex. The interviewer, who recorded whether the individual was a male or female, noted this nominal category. This measurement of the conditional variable passes the face validity test, as the interviewer should be able to easily tell whether the individual was a man or woman.


After operationalizing each variable, I hypothesize that the students with a 2 on the “Athletic Participation Index” would say that the overall athletic reputation of a college was important in deciding which college to attend; this relationship would be strengthened if the person was male. Similarly, students with a 1 on the API index would say that a college’s athletic reputation was moderately important and students who got a 0 on the API index would believe that the athletic reputation was unimportant in their college decision, all of which would be strengthened if the participant were a male.

Level on API            Level of importance on CARI



                                       Gender
Results

Table 1. Frequency of Answers Regarding Athletic Participation and the Importance of the Overall Athletic Reputation of a College (National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen).
	
	Cases

	
	Valid
	Missing
	Total

	
	N
	Percent
	N
	Percent
	N
	Percent

	Athletic Reputation * Participation
	3924
	100.0%
	0
	.0%
	3924
	100.0%



I first conducted a frequency test so that I could see if there were a large number of missing values for the variables I am trying to use. If there were, my results would have been potentially undermined. Fortunately, there were no missing data while looking at the relationship between athletic participation and the importance of the overall athletic reputation of a college. As a result, there is no issue of mortality in regards to reliability of the data analysis because we know the results represent the entire sample.

Table 2. Relationship of Athletic Participation and the Importance of the Overall Athletic Reputation of a College (National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen) 

	 
	 
	Athletic Participation 

Independent Variable


	Total

	 
	 
	None
	Inside or Outside School
	Inside and Outside School
	

	 Athletic 
	 
	Count
	0
	1
	0
	1

	 Reputation
	 
	% within Participation
	.0%
	.0%
	.0%
	.0%

	 Dependent
	Important
	Count
	94
	322
	34
	450

	 Variable
	 
	% within Participation
	5.7%
	15.9%
	12.7%
	11.5%

	 
	Moderately Important
	Count
	225
	482
	76
	783

	 
	 
	% within Participation
	13.8%
	23.8%
	28.5%
	20.0%

	 
	Unimportant
	Count
	1316
	1217
	157
	2690

	 
	 
	% within Participation
	80.5%
	60.2%
	58.8%
	68.6%

	Total
	Count
	1635
	2022
	267
	3924

	 
	% within Participation
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%



A quick look at Table 2 indicates that participating in sports does have a positive relationship with the level of importance of the overall athletic reputation of a college. However, there does not appear to be a real distinction between the importance of athletic reputation by those students who participated in athletics either inside or outside of school and those who participated in sports both inside and outside of school. As expected, the majority of those surveyed (68.6%) reported that the overall athletic reputation of a college was an unimportant consideration when making their college decision. For further analysis, a look at the confidence intervals to determine if these results are statistically significant is important. 

11.5% of the participants said that the athletic reputation of a college was important in their college decision-making process. Since only 450 individuals selected the important category, there must be a +/- of five percentage points in the confidence interval. For those with no participation in sport, only 5.7% of those sampled said it was an important consideration creating a confidence interval (0.7 ( 5.7 ( 10.7). For those who play a sport either inside or outside of school, 15.9% of them felt the school’s athletic reputation was important creating a confidence interval (10.9 ( 15.9 ( 20.9). Finally, 12.7% of those who played athletics both inside and outside of school believed athletic reputation was important to consider when deciding colleges (7.7 ( 12.7 ( 17.7). The first two confidence intervals consisting of those who do not participate in sport and those who participate on a moderate level do not overlap. Unfortunately, the high level of participation confidence interval does overlap with both no participation and a moderate level of participation.

Exactly 20% of the study participants reported the athletic reputation of the school as a moderately important consideration in selecting a college to attend. With 783 respondents with this category, only a +/- four percentage points are necessary to create confidence intervals. 13.8% of individuals with no participation in organized sports said that the college’s athletic reputation was moderately important (9.8 ( 13.8 ( 17.8). Exactly 10 percentage points greater were those who participated in one form of organized sport as a senior in high school and informed the interviewer that athletic reputation was moderately important (19.8 ( 23.8 ( 27.8). 28.5% of individuals with a high level of participation in organized sport reported the overall athletic reputation of a college as moderately important (24.5 ( 28.5 ( 32.5). Once again, the first two confidence intervals do not overlap, but the second and third confidence intervals do.

The remaining 68.6% of those surveyed said that the athletic reputation of a college was an unimportant consideration in choosing a college. Since 2690 individuals believed this way, the confidence intervals could be formed with +/- three percentage point margins. Not surprisingly, 80.5% of those with no level of participation in sport agreed that it was unimportant (77.5 ( 80.5 ( 83.5). 60.2% of those with a moderate level of sport participation believed that athletic reputation of a school was an unimportant consideration (57.2 ( 60.2 ( 63.2). For those students with a high level of sport participation, 58.8% thought that it was unimportant (55.8 ( 58.8 ( 61.8). The first two confidence intervals do not overlap, but the second and third ones do overlap.

As one can see from the analysis with the confidence intervals, one can claim there is a significant difference between those with no sport participation and those who participate in one kind of organized sport because the confidence intervals for those two do not overlap. However, participation in sport both inside and outside of school was not statistically different with either no participation or a moderate level of participation. The difference statistically speaking between participating in one form of organized sport and participating in two organized sports may be by chance and one cannot draw a conclusion regarding the relationship between those two groups. A Chi-Square test was conducted in SPSS and it said p = .000, which is less than .05 and therefore statistically significant. Thus, we can only claim there is a relationship between the independent and dependent variables in the sense that there is a statistical difference between no sport participation and sport participation. We cannot claim that the more one participates, the more he/she will find the overall athletic reputation of a college to be important. These results only partially support my hypothesis that the more often one plays organized sports whether inside or outside the school in his/her senior year, the more important the overall athletic reputation of a college would be in deciding which college to attend.

Table 3. Relationship of Athletic Participation and the Importance of the Overall Athletic Reputation of a College by Gender (National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen) 

	sex
	 
	 
	Athletic Participation 

Independent Variable
	Total

	 
	 
	 
	.00
	1.00
	2.00
	.00

	F
	Athletic

Reputation

Dependent Variable
	Important
	Count
	47
	135
	13
	195

	 
	 
	 
	% within Participation
	4.6%
	12.2%
	8.0%
	8.6%

	 
	 
	Moderately Important
	Count
	146
	254
	41
	441

	 
	 
	 
	% within Participation
	14.4%
	23.0%
	25.2%
	19.3%

	 
	 
	Unimportant
	Count
	821
	714
	109
	1644

	 
	 
	 
	% within Participation
	81.0%
	64.7%
	66.9%
	72.1%

	 
	Total
	Count
	1014
	1103
	163
	2280

	 
	 
	 
	% within Participation
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%

	M
	Athletic

Reputation

Dependent

Variable
	 
	Count
	0
	1
	0
	1

	 
	 
	 
	% within Participation
	.0%
	.1%
	.0%
	.1%

	 
	 
	Important
	Count
	47
	187
	21
	255

	 
	 
	 
	% within Participation
	7.6%
	20.3%
	20.2%
	15.5%

	 
	 
	Moderately Important
	Count
	79
	228
	35
	342

	 
	 
	 
	% within Participation
	12.7%
	24.8%
	33.7%
	20.8%

	 
	 
	Unimportant
	Count
	495
	503
	48
	1046

	 
	 
	 
	% within Participation
	79.7%
	54.7%
	46.2%
	63.6%

	 
	Total
	Count
	621
	919
	104
	1644

	 
	 
	% within Participation
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%



By comparing the numbers of those who reported the athletic reputation as unimportant with each gender as shown in Table 3, one can determine if gender strengthens or weakens the relationship. Female participants said it was an unimportant consideration for 81.0% of those with no participation and 64.7% with moderate levels of participation (16.3 percent range). Including the necessary +/- three percentage points for margin of error, those results are still statistically significant. Male participants said it was an unimportant factor for 79.7% of those with no participation in sport while only 54.7% of those with a moderate level of participation agreed. That is a 25 percent range from one participation level to another and statistically significant after including the margin of error +/- three percentage points. The male range of 25 percentage points is greater than that of the female range of 16.3 percentage points. Thus, we can say that the male gender does strengthen this relationship, as they are more likely to say it’s either moderately important or important in deciding which college to attend.

Conclusion 

These results seem to fit with the literature review I had done before conducting this research, but the context is different. While other literature results suggested the importance of athletic reputation and success at a university in attracting students, I did not find any literature that looked at the specific relationship I analyzed in my study. Thus, I cannot conclude that my results fit exactly with the literature I read as I couldn’t find literature that specifically looked at the level of athletic participation by a high school student and the consequential level of importance placed on a college’s athletic reputation. However, my results do suggest that most students don’t place a high importance on the overall athletic reputation of a college in their decision-making process, but it can play a role and may make a difference between someone sending in an application or not, which is what the previous literature had suggested.


If I could do another study, I would do a couple things differently regarding the measurement and design of the study. First, I would start the interview process at the end of their sophomore year of high school so they are just about to start thinking about and planning for college. That way, we can measure their participation in sport level at one point and then two years later measure the athletic reputation factor. Thus, it is easier to show and prove temporal order. For my study, temporal order was there as the questions regarded different timing of events, but it would’ve been better had those questions been asked at different times instead of during the same interview. Additionally, I would have simply asked each student to give the number of hours per week that he/she participated in sport. This way, there would have been no differentiation in participating in school inside or outside of school and I would be able to easily generate the exact level of participation each student had. Finally, I would have asked the participants to rank the factors that were used to help determine which college he/she would attend instead of just saying whether those factors were important or unimportant via a scale. This ranking would allow researchers to directly determine how important the athletic reputation of a school was to that of the student/faculty ratio, for example, and other factors used to decide which college he/she should attend.


Further analysis is needed to rule out if there are any other factors to explain the level of importance of the college’s overall athletic reputation given by the student participants. Perhaps students’ parents just took them to sporting events a lot and they didn’t play sports their senior year, but they still felt that the college’s athletic reputation was moderately important. Previous literature looked at the link between the numbers of applicants following a successful athletic collegiate season. Between their results and my research, I believe a study examining student’s college decision following a championship season would be beneficial, which would understandably be much harder to accomplish. Yes, a high school senior may have sent out an additional application to a school or thought about this school (when they otherwise would not have) after it won a championship in football or basketball, but did that student actually decide to attend the university or did they go still go elsewhere? 

While my hypothesis was not entirely supported, I understand why the results show that participating in sport does influence the importance a college’s athletic reputation is weighted by the student, but not the level of participation. Unless the student is an athlete planning on playing varsity level collegiate athletics, it would make sense why students wouldn’t say a college’s athletic reputation is more important just because he/she participates in organized sport both inside and outside of school. However, it seems reasonable that someone with no sport participation would say that the athletic reputation is unimportant more often than someone who does participate in sport whether inside or outside of school.

� The question wording for Athletic Participation was “Last year, about how often did you participate in sports at school? In organized sports outside of school?” The question wording for Athletic Reputation was “On a scale of 0-10, how important was the overall athletic reputation in choosing where to attend college?”


� Differences in viewed importance of overall athletic reputation by levels of athletic participation are significant at p < .01.  


� The question wording for Athletic Participation was “Last year, about how often did you participate in sports at school? In organized sports outside of school?” The question wording for Athletic Reputation was “On a scale of 0-10, how important was the overall athletic reputation in choosing where to attend college?”


� Differences in viewed importance of overall athletic reputation by levels of athletic participation by gender are significant at p < .01.  





