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Student-Athlete to Professional Athlete:  

Confronting the Brutal Facts 

 
By Angela S. Farmer

 

 
When asked what they want to be when they grow up, children answer in a variety of 

ways. However, one promiant response focuses on becoming a superstar athlete. As age 

and competitive factors regularly remove this option from consideration for a majority of 

students, there are those for whom the dream maintains its promise into early adulthood. 

This study proposes to showcase the aspirational and institutional complexities that 

student-athletes experience as they attempt to rise from student-athlete to all-star 

professional while navigating the collegiate waters along the way.  It is this unique 

paradox particularly crafted in the United States that is considered worthy of further 

exploration, discussion, and explanation in an attempt to offer educators a data-driven 

platform as they support student-athletes’ in their journeys toward the pinnacle degree 

while maintaining the passion to dream the impossible dream. 

 

Keywords: Matriculation Data, National College Athletic Association, Student-Athlete. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Less than two percent of student-athletes ever play professional sports at 

any level for any duration  (Goldman 2012) however, that does not resonate 

with many freshmen hopefuls across the nation who enter a university, 

singularly focused on the near impossible chance that they will have an 

opportunity to join the ranks of professional athletics. 

Images of United States’ superstars like Tom Brady, Peyton Manning, Dak 

Prescott, and LeBron James bring smiles to many young fans. Inspired by a 

magical potion with equal parts unparalleled talent, focus, determination and 

overall timing akin to winning the lottery, superstar athletes of this caliber 

inspire countless students to aspire to dream the impossible dream. While 

having role models and aspiring to follow in a successful star’s footsteps can 

provide what appears to be a certain path toward greatness, the reality could 

not be further from the imagery. 

Furthermore, as most paths toward the pros necessitate a stay in the 

collegiate arena, that environment, in and of itself, can many times prove to be 

quite overpowering, athletically, academically, and psychologically. One can 

certainly posit that the business of college sports, complete with its marketing, 

revenue streams, and passionate fan base has successfully taken over the initial 

image of the university setting as an intellectual aesthetic. 

The data are clear; college athletics is big business. According to USA 

Today’s 2016 report on the National College Athletic Administration’s (NCAA) 

finances, the top school revenue was Texas A&M, which boasted a school revenue 

                                                           

Assistant Clinical Professor, Shackouls Honors College, Mississippi State University, USA. 
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from the 2015-16 school year of $194,388,450, an increase of $1,779,574 from 

the previous year (USA Today 2016). Additionally, there are now 24 schools 

that make at least $100 million from their athletic department, an increase of 

four schools from just one year ago and an increase of 13 institutions from the 

2014 data (Gaines 2016).  

Figure 1 presents the image of the revenues as well as the revenue disparities 

between programs. The graphical comparisons show Texas A&M and the 

University of Texas, on the left of the bar chart, each of which, reportedly 

made in excess of $180 million as compared to 44% of schools in Division I 

Athletics, on the far right of the chart, which made less than $20 million per 

annum. This graphic underscores that even the smallest of these engaged 

schools are still realizing significant income (USA Today 2016), albeit an 

unarguably unbalanced sum when one’s financial rewards and implications are 

in the hundreds of millions of dollars. 

 

Figure 1. The Sports Chart of the Day 

 
Source: USA Today (2016). 

  

What is not disparate is the hopes and dreams of each college athlete on 

whom the revenues depend. Regardless as to whether the student emanates 

from a school in the Southeastern Conference (SEC) with an average revenue 

of $132.9 million, the Sun Belt with an average revenue of $26.1 million, or 

even the Ohio Valley Conference (OVC) with an average revenue of $13.5 

million (Kirk 2016), each individual, either based on reliable data or ideal 

optics, sees himself as levitating to professional level where finances are in full 

supply and fame and fortune are common commodities.  

Furthermore, with the influx of revenue regarding athletics, the costs 

appropriated per individual athlete reinforce the fact that there is truly no 

reason for any athlete to be devoid of every advantage, particularly when one 

examines the financial appropriations per athlete versus the traditional student. 
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Based on the National Collegiate Athletic Association’s, independent analysis, 

there are eight significant conferences. The Knight Commission on Intercollegiate 

Athletics (Knight Commission 2019) reports the following dramatic financial 

figures. However, within these units there are five conferences, specifically, the 

Power Five known as the Atlantic Coast Conference, The Big Ten Conference, the 

Big 12 Conference, the Pacific 12 Conference, and the Southeastern Conference 

whose financial expanses dominate the landscape.   

These Power Five not only spend, in some instances, many times what the 

other conference schools can afford per athlete, they also, in the case of the 

SEC, have their own television network which realizes huge financial gains for 

the conference, the universities involved, as well as an entourage of sponsors. 

It also celebrates the notoriety of the game and the particular athletes who play. 

According to the SEC’s own tax records for 2017, distributions to their 14 

member institutions averaged around $41 million, with an upper range of $42.8 

million for the University of Georgia and lower ranges of $39.9 million in 

some of the other schools within their conference (Berkowitz 2018). 

While there is a dramatic variance between spending for student-athletes 

versus non-student-athletes in small-scale conferences like the American 

Athletic Conference which reports an acadmic spending of $15,711 per full-

time traditional student versus $152,514 per athlete, the differences pale when 

compared to Power Five Conference schools (Knight Commission 2019). For 

example, the Atlantic Coast Conference reports an academic spending of 

$18,369 counter balanced with an allocation of $152,514 per athlete. The Big 

12 Conference continues the trend with an appropriation of $17,330 per academic 

student against $186,518 per athlete. The Big Ten evidences spending values of 

$21,056 for academic students versus nearly $148,216, that is nearly $150,000, 

per individual student-athlete.  Mirroring this spending gulf is the Pacific 12 

Conference, reporting $17,888 for traditional students against $153,351 for 

student-athletes. Finally, the SEC, with its full docket of opportunites including 

the television network also affords academic spending appropriations of 

$15,821 per student for traditional students versus $209,422 per student for for 

student-athletes, over 10 times the allocation for non-student athletes.   

Noteworthy in this data is the fact that athletic spending detailed provides an 

average, over all the university sports. When one analyzes spending on a per 

(United States) football athlete, an even larger disparity arises. For example, the 

SEC’s athletic spending per football player is over $300,000. When compared 

against smaller conferences such as Conference USA which appropriates $12,783 

for traditional academics against a less dramatic expanse of $74,429 per student-

athlete, it becomes easy to understand how the big business of collegiate sports has 

become an empire in select regions (Knight Commission 2019).  

Furthermore, the larger, more successful conferences also realize the 

benefit of the enhanced resources as they provide for state-of-the-art facilites, 

exorbitant coaching salaries, and dramatically expanded student spending. All 

of these benefits are easy to provide in such settings where millions of dollars 

in revenue are also realized by the volumes of ticket sales and concession sales 

to literally hundreds of thousands of fans at each game. What may seem to 
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further unbalance the scales for these mega-sports universities is the realization 

that their bottom line, budgetarily, is also relatively unimpacted by the need to 

supply additional institutional funding. These big conference athletic institutions 

can afford to cover their own expenses and still manage to gift additional monies 

to their universities. This empowers these mega-sport universities even further, as 

they do not need to access additional athletic spending allocations that are 

necessary in smaller school conferences, where athletics can be seen as a 

necessary aspect of the educational experience, versus the largest income 

generator in the entire geographic region. 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

Undoubtedly, collegiate student-athletes are poised in an institution where 

their designated objective is clearly focused on successful athletic outcomes. It 

is often a challenge for these students, who were selected based on their 

physical prowess not their academic merit, to maintain their status as a 

successful student. The pressures to also succeed as academic contributors in 

order to receive a college degree within their scholarship window, creates a 

dual-focused, seemingly oppositional goal set.  

Attempting to reinforce academic focus on student-athletes’, the NCAA’s 

Academic Progress Rate (APR) was crafted to require academic institutions to 

spend additional time and resources toward ensuring student-athletes received 

increased academic support. However, while a 2010 study by Dr. Josh Castle 

demonstrated that ―66% of football programs increased resources to their 

academic budget‖ due to APR, many see this as window dressing (Castle 2010: 

10). Accordingly, most universities utilize an array of learning specialists, 

academic advisors, and tutors to avoid embarrassment and to ensure that the 

most talented individuals remain eligible (Gurney and Southall 2012).  

Ironically, a research 2014 study performed by a collaboration of universities 

evidenced that the burden of ensuring compliance is placed heavily on the 

shoulders of academic support services personnel and not on the coaches or 

coaching staff (Kirkpatrict et al. 2014). 

Given that ―Complete College America‖ a nonprofit group out of Indianapolis, 

Indiana (Lewin 2014) reports that most traditional college students attending 

America’s public colleges do not graduate on time, it is not surprising that this 

data also reflects the student-athletes. The article effectively articulates how the 

system of  higher education in the United States is too expensive, too time 

consuming, and graduates too few to be effective. Furthermore, the report cites 

that only 50 out of over 580 public institutions graduate the majority of their 

students considered to be full-time within the four year timeframe, citing an 

almost limitless cafeteria of academic options paired with too few counselors 

to help students navigate the future options.  

This article focuses on the prototypical, academic student who is not 

burdened by the excessive time expectations established by a collegiate 

sporting industry whose own rigor can cost student-athletes a time commitment 



Athens Journal of Sports September 2019 

 

125 

similar to a full time job while they are expected to concomitantly, successfully 

manage a full academic workload (Lewin 2014). It only stands to reason that 

this daunting expectation can, at times, be found to create an overwhelming if 

not, impossible proposition. Given this set of stresses where students are under 

unfathomable pressure to perform, watched by millions of fans both in the 

stadium seats and from home settings on television networks, it is no surprise 

that the student-athlete’s psychological balance can be impacted.  

While the aspirations of greatness appeal to not only the most talented, but 

to those who also imagine themselves as the next big thing, the reality provides 

a much more discouraging picture. Only one in 16,000 high school athletes 

achieves a career as a professional athlete (Georgia Career Information Center 

2006). In Figure 2 the probability of one realizing the aspiration to become a 

professional athlete within a variety of disciplines is provided (Kerr-Dineen 

2016). 

 

Figure 2. The Odds of Becoming a Professional Athlete 

  
Source: Kerr-Dineen (2016). 

 

As evidenced by this graphic, Men’s Ice Hockey provides the most promising 

data; however, even then only one in 598 high school prospects can realize 

their dreams making it to the pros. The remaining sports of popularity in the 

United States all prove evidence of less than two percent matriculation from 

college to the pros, the only exception being baseball where a meager 2.1% 

have the chance to at least transition to a first year pro. This data provides grim 

evidence of the likelihood of those childhood dreams becoming an economic 

reality. Furthermore, once the fortunate few players find themselves in a 

professional league, most don’t last longer than a single season. This underscores 

the reality of the temporary nature of both the game and its adjacent income 

continuity, which often terminates as abruptly as it initiated.  

Clearly, the focus on the student-athlete often resonates as the athlete-student, 

where academic prowes assumes a minor role to the to the major draw of 

collegiate athletics. In an interview excerpt from Dr. Ruth Darling, academic 

athletic advising expert to those potential stars, she shares the following:  
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―I've worked with a number of student-athletes over the years who would 

say, "OK, I'm going to be a psychology major. But I'm really going to play 

pro or compete professionally. So it doesn't make any difference" (what I 

do or how I perform in school). I'll suggest, "Let's think about this a 

minute, about what this major will teach you about being that pro football 

player. You're going to learn about motivation, you're going to learn about 

persuasion, you're going to learn about figuring out how people think. All 

of these skills and the knowledge will help you out on the field. And 

whether you end up on the field or coaching or in the corporate world, you 

will take this knowledge, this degree with you." Often, their eyes light up. 

"Oh, I never thought about it that way!" I think helping students make this 

connection is one of the most important things we do. I keep trying to tie it 

back to what they have to do to be successful as an athlete and successful 

in life. You can't have someone lift your weights for you. You can't have 

someone else go in and memorize the playbook for you. You've got to go to 

class and fulfill your responsibilities as a student-athlete with integrity and 

pride. The bottom line is that connection: If you're not a student, you can't 

be a student-athlete. They must make progress on their degree. Sometimes, 

if anything, that is the hook‖ (Hamilton 2004: 1-2).  

 

Some basic changes could facilitate the true utilization of the term 

―student‖ to provide at least a reasonable expectation for his attendance and 

academic outcome from the university. Some of those recommendations 

include an enhanced level of transparency to avoid instances like those exposed 

by The News & Observer of Raleigh, North Carolina. The story found two, 

former student Tar Heels athletes turned pro, whose transcripts revealed a 

remarkably minimal amount of actual education during their tenure at the 

university. By pairing this transparency with enforcement of minimal GPA 

requirements (to play) and steering them into courses which would truly help 

them with life after college, the protocol could provide at least a minimal 

assurance of learning outcomes (Star-News 2012). Echoing the sentiment was 

NCAA President Myles Brand who warned against neglecting academic 

progress based on an assumption — whether by the student-athlete or the coach 

— that a professional athletics career is imminent. 

 

"Only a handful of players go pro," he said. "The attrition we're seeing 

may be more because of an assumption on the part of players who desire 

to go pro that they in fact will make it and thus do not need to concentrate 

on academics. That is why we are holding institutions and coaches 

accountable for that academic progress, as a safeguard against such an 

assumption" (Brown 2005: 18). 

 

Regardless of the harsh realities of student-athletes actually matriculating 

into the professional realm, it is easy to understand how the data can become 

overshadowed by the tremendous financial influx accompanying collegiate 

sports. With a total reported revenue of $872.6 million for the 2011-12 school 
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year, clearly the NCAA’s designation as a nonprofit entity is structured on how 

it uses the income and not on how much revenue is actually generated (Tracy 

and Rohan 2014). Further, the NCAA reports that in 2010-11 alone, the 

member schools spent nearly $12 billion on athletics and created close to $6 

billion in revenue, which was primarily generated from football and basketball 

(The Economist 2013). Table 1 reveals the components of the revenue magnate 

for the 2011-12 school year. 

 

Table 1. NCAA Revenue Breakdown 
NCAA revenue breakdown, 2011-12  

Television and Marketing rights fees 81% 

Championships 11% 

Investments 4% 

NIT, LLC Eligibility Center, LLC College Football Arbiter eOfficials 2% 

Contributions: facilities/other 1% 

Sales and Services 1% 
Source: USA Today (2016). 

 

With television and marketing rights fees amounting to over 80% of the 

entire income stream, it is abundantly clear that student-athletes have every 

reason to get confused along the way as to the emphasis area of their college 

experience.  

Additionally, evidenced by Table 2, it is not surprising that Division I 

players especially feel the impact of the monumental fan base and the 

responsibilities that accompany the 63% of the expenses incurred by the 

NCAA on their behalf, especially when one notes that collectively, Division II 

(smaller schools) realize only four percent of that expense allocation. 

 

Table 2. NCAA Expenses Breakdown 

NCAA expenses breakdown, 2011-12  

Distribution to Division I members 63% 

Association-wide 13% 

Division I championship and programs 10% 

Division II distribution championships and programs 4% 

General and Administrative 4% 

Division III championships and programs 3% 

Limited Liability Company 3% 
Source: USA Today (2016). 

 

While professional sports like the National Football League (NFL) profess 

as the top tier for athletic prowess, the reality is that the NFL, even with its 

over $10-billion-a-year enterprise, (Tracy and Rohan 2014) may soon find 

itself struggling to compete with collegiate predecessors.  

Furthermore, simply analyzing discrepancies between the college conferences 

lends a clearer view of the fiscal variances within the NCAA. Table 3 details 

the significant differences between these conferences. Most notable is the 

median athletic spending per athlete in the Southeastern Conference (SEC). 
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While no student is directly receiving the full $163,931 (Petchesky 2013) in 

salary, the expenses associated with training the outfitting and supporting the 

athlete and his image to sell the game amount to real dollars which provide a 

tangible segue to establish and nourish an ever expanding, almost manic fan 

base.  

 

Table 3. Divisions and Allocations 

Division I Subdivisions 

and FBS Conferences 

 

Median 

Academic 

Spending per 

Student, 2010 

Median 

Athletic 

Spending per 

Athlete, 2010 

Ratio of Median 

Athletic 

Spending per Athlete 

Academic Spending 

per Student, 2010 

Southeastern (SEC) $13,390 $163,931 12.2 

Big 12 $13,988 $131.286 9.4 

Pacific 10 $14,217 $102,121 7.2 

FBS $13,628 $91,936 6.7 

Atlantic Coast (ACC) $15,360 $103,384 6.7 

Conference USA $11,867 $76.181 6.4 

Big Ten $19,225 $116,667 6.1 

Big East $17.620 $102,032 5.8 

Mountain West $13,690 $74,264 5,4 

Western Athletic (WAC) $11,789 $56,180 4.8 

Sun Belt $10,012 $41,796 4.2 

Mid-American $13,069 $52,537 4.0 

Division I, No Football $11,861 $39,200 3.3 

FCS $11,769 $36,665 3.1 
Source: Petchesky (2013). 

 

While the fiscal realities are but a factor in the overall equation of the 

effectiveness of college sports in matriculating student-athletes toward 

professional settings, they are nonetheless a significant factor. For example, the 

top athletic department money-makers for 2014-15 were Texas A&M with a 

gross revenue of $192, 608,876; Texas at $186,521,028; Ohio State at 

$167,166,065; Michigan at $152,477,027; Alabama at $148,911,674; Florida at 

$147,105,252; Louisiana State University at $138,642,237; Oklahoma at 

$134,269,349; Tennessee at $126,584,033; and Penn State at $125,720,619 

(Lavigne, 2016). With athletic gross revenues nearing billions of dollars in 

instituions which were created under the auspice of educating students, it is not 

difficult to see how vulnerable student-athletes can become confused as to the 

institution’s mission and their role within the empire.  

Table 4 evidences high school baseball hopefuls have only a one-half of 

one percent chance of going pro, for one year. The best college to pro athletes’ 

matriculation rates are provided by men’s ice hockey (for schools who even 

offer such venues) at 12.9%. For football and basketball, the numbers are 

dramatically more dismal.  
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There is only hundredths of a percent chance for a student to go pro from 

high school, and only one to two percent chance that he makes it big going 

from college to the pros. A study generated by the NCAA (NCAA nd) concluded: 

 

―Sadly though, it comes as a rude surprise to many athletes yearning for a 

professional sports career to learn that the odds against success are 

astronomically high. Approximately one percent of NCAA men’s basketball 

players and two percent of NCAA football players are drafted by NBA or 

NFL teams – and just being drafted is no assurance of a successful 

professional career. “Student-athletes” whose sole and now failed objective 

was to make the pros suddenly find themselves in a world that demands 

skills their universities did not require them to learn.‖ 

 

Table 4. Athletic Realities (Georgia Career Information Center 2006) 
Student 

Athletes 

Men’s 

Basketball 

Women’s 

Basketball 
Football Baseball 

Men’s Ice 

Hockey 

Men’s 

Soccer 

% High 

School to 

College 

2.9% 3.1% 5.8% 5.6% 12.9% 5.7% 

% College  

to Pro 
1.3% 1.0% 2.0% 10.5% 4.1% 1.9% 

% High 

School to 

Pro 

0.03% 0.02% 0.09% 0.5% 0.4% 0.08% 

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association. Estimated Probability of Competing in 

Athletics Beyond the High School Interscholastic Level. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

The impetus for this study was motivated by three years of qualitative, 

observational research with student-athletes at a large, land-grant university in 

the Southeastern Conference in the United States. Each summer for three years, 

from 2015 through 2017,  the researcher worked with the 105 male, student-

athletes who were scholarshiped through the university to play collegiate 

football the following fall.  The researcher was invited by the head football 

coach, at that time, to work with his players in an effort maximize their 

leadership abilities and improve their team synergy with each other as well as 

with their individual coaches. The data that emanated from these three years of 

research was evidenced through an observational lens as she worked to improve 

the team dynamic by enhancing the students’ understanding of themselves. 

Therefore, although the data points are broad with over 105 student-athletes 

each of three years, the research should be considered as qualitative as it was 

observational in nature and was gathered as the researcher working to help 

solve a larger problem of team efficacy which, according to the coach that 

requested the intervention, was seen as a limiting factor which kept the team 

from achieving maximal athletic outcomes.  
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During her work these three summers (2015-2017), the researcher began to 

recognize some particular behaviors and student stresses which warranted her 

request for Institutional Review Board approval to work with the students’ data 

in order to target answers to key questions. The key questions were as follows: 

 

 ―How does a student-athlete’s focus on post-collegiate or professional 

aspirations impact his aspirations toward attaining a college degree? 

 ―What particular types of personalities are linked to the greatest stress 

in trying to accommodate an active student-athlete profile and concomitant 

aspiration for professional success?‖  

 

The researcher, a certified Myers-Briggs trainer, utilized the Myers-Briggs 

Type Inventory (MBTI), paper Form M, to facilitate the students’ utilization of 

said inventory. For clarity, Myers-Briggs training requires practitioners to go 

through a rigorous training developed by CPP, Inc. to ensure consistency and 

reliability of instructors and trainers to help participants determine their natural 

type tendencies and to help translate the findings of the individual inventories.  

Participants were invited to take a MBTI assessment which asked participants 

to answer a series of 93 questions to determine their personality preferences. 

Outcomes indicated to the researcher, not the subjects’ limitations, but rather 

their preferences in a given set of circumstances and settings, allowing her to 

determine strengths and areas for growth within that native personality. As the 

researcher recognized that there were challenges with some of the students’ 

comprehension of select terms, she covered each question individually to 

ensure that the student-athletes fully understood the question asked and the 

choices offered in order to maximize the chance that the student-athletes’ 

responses were accurate.  

Following the recovery of each student-athlete’s MBTI type, the researcher 

met with groups of similar (personality) types to understand the challenges that 

their select type faced when trying to navigate the complex responsibilities of 

playing football in the Southeastern Conference, a highly selective and most 

competitive environment.  

The researcher spent multiple, extended hour-long sessions with groups of 

student-athletes.  Depending upon student access, she also spent thirty to sixty 

minute sessions with each of the individual student-athletes to better understand 

their stresses as they related to the academic-athletic dichotomy. Furthermore, 

she also typed all 25 coaching staff members each year to better appreciate 

how their interactions with the students could be adjusted to maximize the 

relationship efficacy.  

The researcher’s notes were coded based on MBTI preferences and limited 

to the group and individual player’s stresses surrounding the dream of making 

to the pros and how the university experience impacted that dynamic.  

Furthermore, the notes were taken by hand and aggregated by group type, careful 

not to identify any individual student-athlete whose vulnerability could expose 

him to negative consequences within his athletic realm. The researcher gained 

Institution Review Board permission to use the information to publish the 
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findings only after assurances were given that no student data would be shared, 

distributed, or identifiable.  

The subjects were asked the following questions in groups established 

according to similarity in type.  

Questions: 

 

1. Does your indicated personality type align with your view of yourself? 

2. Does your type impact how you operate with others on your team? 

3. Do you recognize that most players will not go pro? 

  

The physical setting used was a personal office within the large, football 

complex of coaching offices designated for football athletics and personnel. 

The data was maintained in a locked file cabinet in a desk drawer of said office 

which was also kept under locked seal. The interviews were conducted for 

individuals within this office space. The larger, group meetings were held in 

the football meeting room, a 200 seat theater venue also within the football 

complex. At no time during the meeting were coaching staff allowed to interrupt 

the meetings, in order to ensure both confidentiality as well as student comfort 

within the work sessions with the researcher.  

The researcher’s role was observational with regard to their type selections 

and presented ways in which select types could improve their interactions 

based on type tendencies. Questions posed were given in a manner which 

allowed participants to answer in a frank and conversational manner or not to 

answer, as was their prerogative. Answers to the questions helped the 

researcher better understand the stresses that select types experienced as well 

as provided an indication as to why their focus on academic merit may have 

been less than a primary concern.  

 

 

Findings 

 

Regardless as to the likelihood of matriculating from a scholastic setting to 

the professional field, students along the three-year interval nearly all considered 

their placement on the college team as a seque toward the pros. Exceptions 

were walk-ons whose selection to the collegiate team was tenous. The athletes 

met the initial conversation where they faced the minimal and harsh facts that 

their transition to the professional arena was more than unlikely, with 

disagreement, denial, and even with some hostility.  

Discussing how individuals could maximize their academic and organizational 

strengths while minimizing their propensity for conflict was a powerful and 

time-consuming souce of dialog. Given the expanse of poverty within the group, 

their passion to escape the confines of their limited financial means, many student- 

athletes saw their aspirations of making large salaries at the professional level as 

an all-or-none option.  

Few recognized the reality or the benefit that they were afforded in 

receiving scholastic consideration other than viewing it as a first step.  Notable 
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time and consideration were given to select student who presented with the 

most intense stresses. For example, students who themselves had childen were 

of particular concern.  

There were notable findings, however, within the students tested. The 

student-athletes whose type inventory revealed them to carry or demonstrate a 

stronger affiliation toward feeling versus thinking, one of the MBTI dichotomies, 

appeared particularly susceptible to focusing strictly on the dream of going to 

the professional leagues, and were notably more indifferent toward their roles 

as student-athletes focused on securing a college degree.        

Specifically, the individuals whose preference toward Feeling vs. Thinking 

were intensely focused on the prize of a professional contract and noticeably 

more indifferent to their roles as student-athletes intent on getting the college 

degree. While they offered little explanation as to why they would not focus on 

the opportunity at hand, their passion for fame and family security viewed as 

only available through a pro contract dominated their perceptions and dreams.  

Those groups who were more focused toward Thinking, while also 

susceptible to dreams of stardom, were typically more pragmatic and willing to 

discuss secondary plans if they did not make it to the pros. However, their 

efforts and academic data were not notably superior to the student-athletes with 

Feeling preferences over Thinking preferences.  

Interestingly, the teams progressively, from 2015 to 2017 began to increase in 

their preference for Feeling versus Thinking in the T/F dichotomy used in 

MBTI analysis. Whether this was significant was not known; however, it is 

worth noting that the coaching/recruiting staff became increasingly sensitive to 

the concept of type and trying to bring divergence of thought and strategy to 

the recruiting classes after they inititated the training with the researcher in 

2015. This may have contributed to the more balanced evidence of type 

between Thinking and Feeling types after 2015. In one instance, the head coach 

requested the researcher organize the student-athletes positioning in the locker 

room to maximize team efficacy based on type. Beginning in 2015, the majority of 

players showed a preference toward Thinking; however, by 2017, there was an 

almost even split between Thinking and Feeling preferences. While this 

evidenced a more balanced team dynamic, the increase in Feeling preference 

generated an increased perception among the players, tipping the overall 

synergy of focus toward the goal of going pro. Discussions of the benefits of 

collegiate, academic success became more challenging for the researcher. 

Furthermore, given that one, stellar team member was, in fact, recruited for a 

professional team during this time did little to abet the manic passion to follow 

his lead, as if it were simply a personal preference, independent of talent and 

timing.  

Many of the coaching staff interviewed along the timeline recognized the 

reality that these students focused little direction toward athletic efficacy, but 

few saw it as a challenge to their coaching practices, an evidentiary finding 

consistent with findings from previous researchers (Kirkpatrick et al. 2014). 

Most of the interviewed coaches, rather, recognized the dream but saw their 

mission to coach for the moment rather than to mentor for the future. Two, 
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individual, coaches were especially noteworthy as they had personal experiences 

attesting to both realizing the professional aspiration as well as experiencing 

the challenges faced. 

This rather intense dynamic where student-athletes face tremendous 

pressures by their families as well as their coaches and even their teaches to be 

successful, places an extraordinary burden upon young adults. The student-

athletes’ lack of awareness of the realities of professional, athletic success was 

powerful in its impression on the researcher who aspired to understand how the 

student-athetes could find themselves in a scenario whereby temporary athletic 

prowess could be the determining factor in the success or failure of their entire 

future.   

 

 

Discussion 

 

Given that student-athletes aspiring to become professionals face such 

abysmally low rates of matriculation to the professional landscape, it is interesting 

to learn that while they are giving it their all, their coaches are already, in many 

cases, realizing the gold at the end of the rainbow. With collegiate coaching 

salaries for the 2014-15 fical year reported to be in excess of $28 million at 

Ohio Sate, over $25 million at Kentucky, and over $24 million for the flagship 

universities in Alabama, Michigan, and Florida (Lavigne 2016), it is not 

surprising that the focus is on the team and the players’ composite impact, not 

on ensuring that each realizes a college degree while being mentored toward 

the pros.  

While college athletes struggle to survive even with the new allocations 

trickling through the NCAA to member institutions, according to ―Visualizing 

the Yearly Salary of Professional Athletes,‖ National Basketball Association 

(NBA) Players Average $5+ Million a Year,  the NBA’s average player receives 

$5.15 million per year, surpassing Major League Baseball by $1.85 million 

(Huffington Post 2014). While the 2017-18 NBA Player Contracts show annual 

compensation packages ranging from $35.6 million for Stephen Curry and 

$33.2 million for LeBron James down to the indiscriminate wages of Demetrius 

Jackson and Georges Niang, which hover around the $100,000 mark, the average 

salary stands at over $6.3 million dollars (basketball-reference.com n.d.). Clearly, 

the motivation to join the team becomes most transparent once one can see the 

wealth associated with those most fortunate few. Even with the lowest 

compensated players in the NBA, their salary status belies the average household 

income in the United States of $56,718 (US Census Bureau 2016) by nearly 

two-fold.  

Comparatively, there is little one can do to disavow the disparate 

compensations between some of America’s favorite sporting organizations.  On 

average, in comparison to the NBA’s average player compensation of $5.15 

million, the statistics drop measurably with Major League Baseball Players 

making $3.2 million, National Hockey League players reporting $2.4 million, 
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all followed by National Football League players who average a mere $1.9 

million per year (Manfred 2013).  

While the student-athletes interviewed were consistent in their passion for 

their future, few recognized that the passion also should be mirrored in their 

academic journey. Many of the student-athletes presented with minimal reading 

fluency when given the Myers-Briggs Type Inventory, requiring the researcher 

to define the terms in advance of future discussions. The terms in question were 

within an eighth grade reading vocabulary. There was a noticeable difference 

between one dichotomy of players as those with Feeling preferences were least 

likely to focus on anything other than going pro. Thinking preferences were less 

opposed to recognizing the reality; however, their academic efforts were not 

elevated beyond the other groups. Furthermore, the players often presented as 

incredulous when told that most of them would not be going to the National 

Football League and that they needed a back-up strategy.  

According to former Detroit Lions wide receiver, Ryan Broyles, "You're 

not going to be able to play this game forever - So how are you going to hold 

on and how are you going to be a good steward of your money?" (Green 2015: 

1). For student-athletes who do not complete their college degree, rather they 

run out of eligibility and have insufficient funds to finish or declare for the 

pros, in football, and are not drafted, the end game is the same. Ultimately, 

these kids, the true moniker for student-athletes, need to be supported by adults 

who understand that each individual needs to advocate for his academic 

pursuits, regardless as to his potential for the pros.  Even some of the very best 

athletes, never make a long career in a professional league.  

Acquiring a degree, on the other hand, provides a pinnacle artifact that never 

expires. Much like an omnipresent umbrella, a degree provides enhanced financial 

security for a rainy day. Given the unpredictable nature of professional sports, 

the plethora of talents against which players must prevail on a daily basis, and 

the ever clear and present danger of an injury, having the insurance policy a 

degree affords, endows even the most gifted, with a valid backup plan.  This 

removes some of the stress of having to depend exclusively on athletic ability 

for their future financial security.  

While this transformation from student-athlete to professional may sound 

ideal, one notable who made the journey rejected the option for his own children. 

Ironically, mega-athlete LeBron James was criticized in 2014 for not allowing 

his sons to play football. His responded, ―I needed a way out (of poverty). My 

kids don’t‖ (Zirm 2015).  It is this evidenced-based realization which fully 

underscores the justification for a significant number of student-athletes’ 

fantasy.  

It has never been more transparent that the distinction between what’s best for 

the individual student-athlete and what’s best for the mega sports university, may 

not always be the same thing. In ―Rich get richer in college sports as poorer 

schools struggle to keep up‖ ESPN’s Paula Lavigne (2016) notes that the 

Power Five conferences realized a record of $6 billion in 2015, nearly $4 

billion more than all other schools together (Lavigne 2016: 1), attesting to the 
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fact that the college sports’ haves and have-nots is at an all time high (Lavigne 

2016). 

It is entertaining for children to envision themselves as any variety of 

exceptional, adult versions of themselves as professional athletes. Unfortunately, 

however, the realities of such aspirations are rarely communicated with the 

efficacy necessary to ensure that student-athletes recognize the necessity and 

associated background knowledge paramount to focus on the student facet in their 

roles as student-athletes.    

Many aspiring student-athletes in elementary and high schools across the 

nation are drawn to the glow of Friday night lights from their school, court, or 

field. While a select set may find themselves matriculating to the collegiate arena, 

it is the NCAA’s own advertising which touts that ―there are more than 380,000 

student-athletes and most of them will go pro in something other than sports‖ 

(Wong et al. 2011: 1). This reality is often hard to process amid the intensely 

marketed programs of the NCAA as well as the professional sporting programs. 

Furthermore, with the tremendous financial allocations devoted to the world of 

collegiate athletics, it is easy to understand how student-athletes can become 

distracted by the financial ependitures and promises of fame and fortune.  When 

student-athletes witness an institutional setting like athletic superpower, the 

University of Alabama spending over $200,000 per student-athlete versus an 

average spending of less than $20,000 for its traditional academic students, it is not 

difficult to understand how such athletes could begin to imagine their treck to the 

professional landscape as a given commodity (Lavigne 2016).  

Furthermore, when Academic Progress Rates are included into the dynamic, it 

becomes clear that institutions which boast wealthier athletic revenues are more 

able to adapt to these demands; however, even in these settings, the research 

indicated that it had not impacted the type of collegiate athelete recruited, 

specifically when it related to revenue generating sports like football (Kirkpatrick 

et al. 2014).  

One exceptionality that was evidenced by this research was the difficulty that 

many players faced in addressing their academic challenges, independent of their 

athletic talent threshold. For this research effort, conducted over three summer 

sessions with male, United States football player, student-athletes within a 

landgrant university in the Southeastern Confernce, significant apathy was 

recognized when the students were faced with the knowledge that most would not 

make it to the pros. Those players whose type relied more one Feeling than 

Thinking were especially intent on a singular focus on becoming a star and viewed 

collegiate athletics as a necessary stop on the path.  

Unfortunately, for those who would accept that an education was, in fact, an 

essential component of their aspirational journey toward stardome, many lacked 

the necessary academic background to make that goal a reality within the timeline 

allowed for their eligibility. This awareness further reinforced that many of the 

student-athletes observed were essential to the organization’s winning team 

strategy but lacking the necessary academic skillset to successfully achieve a 

college degree. 
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Conclusions 
 

The data belies the truth, in that only the fortunate few make it to the pros, and 

even that is most often a short tenure. Long term NFL veteran, Terrell Buckley 

shares some honest insight. He is one of the fortunate few whose academic merit 

and athletic talents afforded him the most outstanding of opportunities to actually 

realize the dream of being a high school super-star, an exceptional college player 

and graduate, as well as a drafted NFL athlete who no only played but stayed in 

the league for years, going on to a Super Bowl Championship in the Super Bowl 

XXXVI, with the New England Patriots (Mask 2002). Giving back to his 

community, Buckley serves a valuable role as he returned to the SEC to coach and 

mentor athletes to be the best they can be, all the while reinforcing their need to 

get a degree. He provided valuable insight as he shared this reality attesting to the 

fact that ―only three percent‖ of even those who make it pro (in the NFL) last past 

that first year (Buckley 2017). 

The reality comes down to simple math.  While scores of parents dream of 

their child cashing in on an athletic scholarship, there are some harsh facts 

associated with winning such prizes. The fine print in even the brightest of these 

opportunities, always affords the institution the option as to whether he becomes 

an actively engaged player.  

Unfortunately, only about two percent of high school athletes win sports 

scholarships every year at NCAA colleges and universities, of those, the average 

scholarship is less than $11,000, significantly below the illustrious lure of full-ride 

scholarships of dreams (O'Shaughnessy 2012). Furthermore, those who play for a 

scholarship received still must work diligently both on and off the field or court of 

play. An NCAA survey revealed that playing football required 43.3 hours per 

week; college baseball, 42.1 hours; men's basketball, 39.2 hours; and women's 

basketball, 37.6 hours (O'Shaughnessy 2011). These time commitments are 

independent of the hours necessary to attend class, complete assignments, and 

study for exams.  

Ultimately, one must realize that a career in professional sports is more than a 

lofty goal, much like the odds of winning the lottery, it is more of a mirage than an 

oasis for the greatest majority of student-athletes. This research with a United 

States, collegiate football program in a landgrant university in the Southeastern 

Conference, reinforced the widely held beliefs that student-athletes aspire toward 

the goal of becoming professional athletes, often ignoring the more attainable 

academic experience opportunity provided along the route.  

Using a widely used personality type tool, the MBTI, the researcher was able 

to qualitatively support the athletes’ overarching motivation and focus, providing 

an enhanced lens, evidencing that those with a preference for Feeling were 

especially vulnerable to ignoring their present situation and need for an academic 

focus as they were more likely than those with a Thinking preference to see the 

dream of tomorrow’s stardom potential and ignore the gift of today’s collegiate 

opportunity. 

Clearly, the best bet for student-athletes to realize their full potential is to 

concentrate on supporting their athletic prowess with an academic defense strategy 

that allows for a sustained synergy, producing true student-athletes who know the 
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reality of professional sports so that they can continue to dream the impossible 

dream. Consistently planning for both the immediate and the more distant future 

ensures that these athletes maximize not only the short game of play today but the 

long game where both academic gains and athletic gifts combine to produce 

student-athletes who evolve into lifelong learners.  Perhaps best captured by 

veteran NFL player, Chris Boniol, whose career spanned history as a former 

college star turned NFL kicker and even Superbowl MVP for the Dallas Cowboy’s 

Super Bowl XXX win (Bayless 1999). Boniol, now a kicking coach for the NFL’s 

Tampa Bay Buckaneers, explained how kids are ―driven by the dream and when 

the dream is no longer a reality, the drive no longer exists. There has to be a plan,‖ 

says Boniol. ―A plan for the pros and a plan for life independent of the pros. That’s 

what students need if they are going to truly succeed in the game‖  (Boniol 2019). 
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University officials frequently trumpet their institution’s record of developing leaders 

and many point to co-curricular programs (e.g., athletics, student government) as 

ideal settings for this type of development. Researchers have determined that 

interuniversity athletics programs are potentially fertile grounds for leadership 

development. The authors believe that recreational sport programs are undervalued 

and often underutilized units for the leader development in students. They suggest that 

collegiate recreation programs also offer vast opportunities for leadership development. 

High numbers of students occupy senior leadership positions with decision-making 

responsibilities, and they routinely engage in experiences that have the potential to 

develop and/or refine their leadership skills. However, this development could be 

enriched and enhanced. The authors chronicle the latest advancements in both 

leadership and leader development and offer Recreational Sport professionals 10 

recommendations to heighten leadership development in their programs. 

Implementing these recommendations will facilitate richer learning and deeper 

development, and better align the programs with the trumpeted aspirations of their 

institution’s senior leaders. The potential benefits to the student participants and the 

programs are also outlined in the paper.  

 

Keywords: Student Leadership, Recreational Sports, Leadership Development. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Recreational Sports Departments deliver outstanding programs that develop 

and/or refine the recreational skills and interests of the campus community and 

enrich the student experience (Forrester 2014). Some authors (Dugan et al. 2014, 

2015, Hall 2013) have documented the merits of these programs and their 

undeniable role in student recruitment, retention, preparation, and enrichment. 

Campus officials also know the value of the campus recreational sport programs 

and facilities.  They know that current and prospective students value these 

programs and facilities, and the contributions these programs make to student 

satisfaction and enrichment. Recreation and fitness facilities are usually ―can’t 

miss‖ stops on campus tours, and are prominently featured in electronic and 

print student recruitment materials. However, an area that doesn’t get enough 

attention is the invaluable leadership development opportunities that students 

garner from assuming leadership roles in these programs (Dugan et al. 2015, 

Hall 2013).  
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Student leaders in these programs often assume leadership roles that test 

their abilities, challenge their assumptions, and develop their skill sets. Students 

often assume decision-making roles that full-time professionals assume in other 

units across the respective campuses. The authors believe that these experiences 

help develop students and better prepare them for subsequent challenges they 

will face in work and life.  However, the authors also believe that these 

developmental experiences could be enriched to facilitate greater learning and 

development, and they offer 10 theoretically-grounded recommendations (i.e., 

leadership and leader development areas) to facilitate greater growth. Recreational 

sport professionals would be well served by implementing these recommendations 

into a formal student staff leadership development program.  

Recreational Sports professionals know that they could not offer their large 

programs without the support and assistance of student staff members (Hall 

2015, Toperzer et al. 2011). These students provide the human resources needed to 

deliver a comprehensive university-based program (McFadden and Carr 2015). 

They frequently assume decision-making roles and are often afforded high levels 

of autonomy and authority to lead people and programs. Many get involved as 

first-year students, and with time and experience, gravitate to senior student 

leadership roles as they progress through their programs of study. Along the way, 

they have significant opportunities to develop their confidence, experience, and 

knowledge base, and deploy these attributes in senior leadership roles within 

the program. McFadden and Carr (2015) and Mumford et al. (2000) all 

highlighted the enriched leadership learning opportunities that these students 

can potentially accrue along the way. However, the authors believe that current 

and future Recreational Sports professionals could do more to heighten student 

leadership development. The latest advances in both leadership and leadership 

development make the recreational sport environment a perfect venue for 

student leader development (Parks 2005, Solansky 2010). In addition, an 

investment in heightening student leader development could heighten program 

effectiveness, enrich and advance the students’ preparation, and better align the 

program with the stated mission of the educational institution.  

Researchers (Day et al. 2014) confirm that leadership development programs 

must be meaningful to participants and adaptive to fit their developmental 

needs. In the recreational sport environment, the new students may need more 

technical content and experience, perhaps delivered, in part, by senior students. 

More developed, senior students would need advanced development, focused 

on conceptual and complex content. It is clear that the Recreational Sports 

environment is an ideal setting for student leadership development. The authors 

believe it could be enriched.   

 

 

Contemporary Leadership 

 

Our perspectives of leadership and how effective leaders operate have 

changed over time (Northouse 2015, Weese 2018). Contemporary leaders, and 

those in the future, will need to be team-oriented (Lencioni 2016, Petrie 2011). 
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Their members will expect it, if not demand it. Rising technological advances 

and information overload will require leaders to make complex and timely 

decisions, sometimes with ambiguous information. Speed and accuracy will 

both be important. Members of groups or organizations will demand engagement. 

There will be days when leaders will be challenged with rising expectations, 

demand and accountabilities, in many of the same ways that student leaders 

feel when assuming more senior leadership roles at this critical time in their 

development. What a perfect opportunity for intervention and growth. Why not 

learn and advance leader development while enrolled as a student? Leader 

development researchers (Day et al. 2014, Parks 2005, Tingle et al. 2013) purport 

that leaders learn from experience, and purposeful deconstruction and reflection. 

They learn best when provided opportunities to lead, and from respected mentors 

who help them deconstruct and reflect upon their practices and outcomes.  

Modern day leadership theorists have been focused on a team approach to 

leadership (Lencioni 2002, Welty Peachey et al. 2015). They purport the 

importance of leaders surrounding themselves with others who have 

complementary skills and applying these skills to help advance the ambitions of 

the organization. Weese (2010) encouraged Recreational Sports Directors to 

implement this practice in his: ―The Four Steps to Exceptional Leadership of 

Campus Recreation in Turbulent Times‖ article. As he suggested, the team 

approach to leadership is especially well-suited to Recreational Sports given 

the size, scope and complex nature of the program. Contemporary leaders continue 

to operate in complex situations that call on leaders to manage information 

overload, integrate new technologies, and often deal with intergenerational issues 

(Petrie 2011). Today’s leaders must be creative, adaptive, and strategic. They 

must be comfortable with people, and in fact, the more they advance in their 

career, the more they will draw on their emotional intelligence skills (Goleman 

2013). A vast opportunity is provided to student leaders to develop these attributes 

employed in Recreational Sports Programs. We believe that these opportunities for 

leadership development could (Gould 2016, Parks 2005), and should, be further 

enriched.  

The best leaders are conceptual thinkers. They know how things fit 

together and how the actions of one unit can impact another. This ―conceptual 

skill‖ is developed with experience and enriched with practice and reflection. 

Student leaders in Recreational Sports are provided with countless opportunities to 

make decisions around complex issues. They can learn and grow from these 

experiences through purposeful coaching and by effectively reflecting on 

situations, decisions, and their outcomes. They can learn from the deconstruction 

and reflection of case studies of both common and complex scenarios that often 

emerge in the Recreational Sports area.   

Another topic rapidly gaining attention in the leadership literature is the 

area of emotional intelligence. Writers like Goleman (2013), Goleman (et al. 

2002) and Boyatzis and McKee (2005) defined an emotionally intelligent leader as 

a person who knows how to manage their emotions as well as those they lead. 

Emotionally-intelligent leaders inspire the hearts and minds of followers. The best 

leaders deploy abundant emotional intelligence in their leadership practices. 
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These leaders are deeply concerned about the welfare, needs, and emotions of 

those they are charged with leading.  Experts in the area believe that effective 

leaders have heightened levels of confidence, a deep commitment to those in 

their charge, and a heightened sensitivity to the emotional needs of followers. 

Weese (2010, 2018) and Nadler (2010) both considered emotional intelligence 

as being the critical ingredient of effective leadership.  We have a great deal to 

learn from the rich literature base that is unfolding in the emotional intelligence 

and leadership area. Student leaders could be provided with workshops and 

seminars on pertinent leadership topics like, but limited to emotional intelligence, 

team building, participative governance, inclusion and leading in the 21
st
 century, 

and be afforded innumerable opportunities to practice and develop their areas in 

their day-to-day activities. Student leaders could also benefit from ongoing 

mentorship and coaching in these areas. Emotional intelligence is rapidly 

becoming the most important area in leadership (Goleman 2013) and student 

leaders will need to heighten their emotional intelligence skills as they progress 

through their careers. The same can be said for the team approach to leadership 

and participative governance (Lencioni 2016, Weese 2018). Recreational Sports 

professionals would be well served by ensuring that their members have access 

to resources (e.g., books, videos, articles) on these topics and other leadership 

to help them better understand the key components of effective leadership.  

 

 

Leadership Development Literature Review 

 

Leaders can be developed – and are in a variety of settings. Bennis and 

Thomas (2007) firmly concluded that leaders can be developed. Leadership 

scholars (Day et al. 2014, Parks 2005, Tingle et al. 2013) suggested that 

developing leaders need structured learning opportunities, experiences, mentoring, 

and reflection. Gardner (1995) suggested that leadership development programs 

must encourage developing leaders to understand that they need to present 

themselves as leaders.  They must speak as a leader (Gardner 1995, Hall 2015). 

Bennis and Thomas (2007) concurred with this opinion by suggesting that leaders 

need a distinctive voice. They must act the part of the leader by being a strong 

communicator and transmitting their ideas in a clear, coherent, and cogent fashion. 

Effective leaders clearly articulate (and demonstrate) their values and 

communicate their expectations. Recreational Sport leaders can role model these 

attributes and work with senior student leaders to help them increase their 

confidence levels and develop these skill sets. 

Leaders must be credible sources of information and also be perceived to 

be honest and trustworthy sources (Kouzes and Posner 1993). They also need 

to understand the importance of omnipresent honesty and trustworthiness. 

Emerging leaders also need to understand that they need to ―get their ticket 

punched‖, and stay current so they are seen as credible sources of information. 

Unfortunately, there is abundant case study material that mentors can point to 

where strong, confident leaders lost their ability to influence others by cutting a 

corner, acting in a dishonest manner, not staying current, and consequently, 
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losing the trust and respect of followers. Directors and other full-time staff 

members can, and must, serve as role models and reinforce these behaviors in 

coaching sessions with their student leaders. Senior student staff can fulfil the 

same role with the less experienced students that they lead.   

Emerging and effective leaders have an insatiable appetite for growth and 

life-long learning. The best leaders are always open to new experiences and 

learning opportunities.  Leaders in all levels of the program must adopt the 

mantra that they are a work in process. As Gardner (1995) noted, leadership is 

often learned from engaging leaders who effectively share stories and parables 

that have a leadership lesson. In his seminal book entitled Leading Minds: An 

Anatomy of Leadership, he noted that the best leaders are superb storytellers. 

He believed being exposed to great leaders was critical as long as followers 

reflected on the lessons learned. He suggests that aspiring leaders focus on 

their leader’s words and actions and reflect on the achieved outcomes. The 

YMCA (Young Men's Christian Association) has adopted this practice by 

starting each staff and Board meeting with a ―Y Story‖ that relays a ―real-life‖ 

situation/occurrence at one of the YMCA locations. The story and the outcome 

become learning opportunities for their staff members and both help reinforce 

the YMCA’s core values in addition to impacting a valuable leadership lesson. 

The key, of course, is the powerful, and underutilized process of reflection and 

its role in developing leaders (Day et al. 2014). Recreational sport leaders 

could close this loop with their student leaders in their coaching sessions.  

Gardner (1995) also believed that leaders are developed by having their 

skills and judgement tested under pressure. In Recreational Sports programs, 

student leaders are continually challenged with stretch assignments that test 

their skill sets and experience. Positive results can help bolster their confidence 

levels and comfort in assuming more challenging tasks.  However, effective 

leadership development does not occur through osmosis. These young leaders 

need to understand the theory underpinning the concept of leadership. They 

need to be afforded opportunities to practice leadership, and also receive 

ongoing coaching that often requires situation deconstruction and deep 

reflection of actions and resultant outcomes. These leaders could also benefit 

from effective role modeling and having senior leaders display effective 

leadership behaviors and then discuss situations with their young leaders 

during the reflection sessions. There should never be a ―say-do‖ gap that is 

critical to establishing creditability in the eyes of followers and allowing 

leaders to effectively influence and develop their protégés.  

Conger (1992) has long believed that leadership workshops (a.k.a. the 

spray and pray approach) will have limited long-term impact on leader 

development. Leadership development doesn’t happen overnight or in response 

to a single leadership workshop (Day et al. 2014). Leadership scholars suggest 

that learning outcomes be established in advance of the development activities 

and the accompanying curriculum and activities be conceptually developed to 

meet the specific needs of participants. Having diagnostic data (e.g., Weese’s 

5C leader scores; Myer-Briggs Personality Type Assessment, etc.) in advance 

of program development might be helpful. Ongoing coaching and guidance 
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should also be built into the program to ensure sustained and progressive 

development (Conger 1992).  

Recreational Sports professionals have a wealth of leadership experience 

to share with student leaders and they can ensure that this content is reflected in 

the curriculum of programs. Conger is a proponent of having predetermined, 

mutually-agreed upon learning objectives in place at the start of any leader 

development program. He believes as well that a variety of learning strategies also 

need to be deployed to align with the leadership learning needs of participants, a 

position supported by Friedman (2008). 

The second author on this paper has taught leadership at the graduate level 

for over 20 years. He does his best to ensure that his students understand the 

current thinking in leadership, apply the concepts to their lives and careers, and 

most of all, develop an insatiable passion for life-long learning in the field.  

Reflection is a large part of the strategy used in his class. Following the helpful 

advice of Spence et al. (2009) he implements intense deconstruction and deep 

reflection activities for case studies and vignettes that offer rich learning and 

development opportunities to heighten learning. He continually reaches out to 

alumni to see what they're doing and to attempt to measure any impact that the 

class has had on their leadership understandings and passion. The alumni also 

are engaged in his class and return to the class to share valuable insights on 

their experience, and how class content prepared them for leadership roles. In 

addition to helping prepare current students, the alumni are conduits for creating 

experiential opportunities, action research and networking opportunities for 

current students.  This practice has direct application and high utility for the 

Recreational Sports domain (Nesbitt and Grant 2015). Former student leaders 

could be brought back to staff retreats and other structured leadership development 

sessions to help develop current student leaders.  

Friedman (2008, 2014) offers a holistic approach to the area of leadership 

development that warrants adoption by Recreational Sports program officials. 

He encourages participants to try to connect leadership experiences from 

context of self, community, family leadership, and workplace perspectives. He 

believes that the most effective and satisfied leaders overlap their leadership 

contributions in these four roles. As Friedman (2008: 1) noted, total leadership 

interweaves two fields of study, namely ―the study of leadership and the study 

of how individuals can find harmony among different parts of their lives‖. This 

is exceptional advice to impart to student leaders, and it should be incorporated 

into their formal leadership development program.  

Consistent with modern thinking in leadership, Friedman begins his course 

with students identifying their core values. He then forces the students to think 

about these values and how they can be integrated into their career ambitions 

and current/future leadership practices. Students coach each other and they 

provide valuable feedback to the reflection exercises. Students are placed in 

triads and they meet on a regular basis to discuss issues, context, actions, and 

results. Students are continually reminded to review their values and be sure 

that they are being aligned to the leadership situations (i.e., from case studies or 

actual situations).  Alumni stay engaged with the program to add perspective 
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and richness to the discussion and extend the life-long engagement that Friedman 

believes is so critical to the process.  

Recreational Sports leaders should adopt Friedman’s (2008, 2014) approach, 

and ensure that students frequently reflect about how they can advance and 

integrate their self leadership, home leadership, community leadership, and 

workplace leadership practices. They should also ensure that the student 

leaders view leadership as a lifelong process (and commit to staying involved 

in the program upon graduation as an alumni mentor). Finally, student leaders 

need to trust one another so they can open up with respect to sharing their 

values, their decision processes, and their leadership practices. This will take 

time to develop, but Recreational Sports Directors could create rich learning 

opportunities and programs to build and reinforce this trust (e.g., by being seen 

to be trusting her/himself, common trust building activities and exercises.   

Another technique that may have direct application to the Recreational Sports 

area is one developed at Harvard University (Heifetz et al. 1989). Heifetz and his 

colleagues teach leaders through traditional teaching methods (e.g., lectures, 

seminars, case studies), but they complement these methods with the concept he 

called ―case-in-point‖ teaching. The case-in-point approach requires students to 

analyze situations that they encounter in small or large groups of other students. 

The aim of the process is to have students fully understand the context of the 

issue before discussing the best practice to resolve the situation. Students apply 

the knowledge and insights that they have gained from some of the traditional 

leadership development/class experiences. The Recreational Sports environment is 

filled with valuable case-in-point case studies that students and administrative 

staff could analyze and deconstruct prior to discussing potential solutions 

(McFadden and Carr 2015). This approach provides students with rich and 

relevant learning opportunities to apply leadership. 

Regardless of the approach undertaken, it is fair to state that Campus 

Recreational Sports programs provide significant leadership development 

opportunities for students. Senior university leaders suggest that their institutions 

develop the ―leaders of tomorrow‖. Recreational Sport programs have the potential 

to provide enriched settings for leader development that align perfectly with the 

advances in both the leadership and leader development research basis. With 

refinement, the authors believe that these programs could provide greater 

development. Ten suggestions have been developed that incorporate the latest 

thinking in leadership and leader development, and they are provided in the 

following section. Adopting some or all of these suggestions could significantly 

enrich student staff leader development which would undoubtedly lead to stronger 

student leadership in the program and greater program alignment with the overall 

mission of the institution.  

 

 



Vol. 6, No. 3 Weese & Weese: Heightening Leader Development for Student Staff in… 

 

146 

Ten Suggestions for Heightening Student Leadership Development in 

Recreation Sports  
 

Leadership development should be an important component of a Recreational 

Sports program (Nesbitt and Grant 2015). If done right, Recreational Sports 

Directors will benefit from higher level day-to day contributions of better leaders 

making more prudent decisions and delivering higher levels of leadership. Once 

started, the tradition of leadership development will become embedded in the 

program. This could, and should lead to many program benefits. For example, the 

program could benefit from having higher developed student leaders engaged in its 

delivery. The leadership development program may also facilitate the student 

leader recruitment and retention efforts. High performing students may seek roles 

in the program, knowing that program leaders care about their development and 

demonstrate it by investing in their development. These student leaders may be 

more committed to the program because they know that their leaders care about 

them and their development (Goleman 2013). As well, the Recreational Sports 

Program Director and other colleagues in the Department will have additional 

talking points with campus leaders, greater alignment with the mission of the 

university, and create more opportunities for research and collaboration with 

campus colleagues doing research in the area of leadership and leader 

development. Finally, the Recreational Sports Directors can take solace in the fact 

that they've significantly helped develop and prepare the next generation of 

leaders. 

The authors offer the following 10 suggestions for enhancing student 

leadership development in Recreational Sports. Some of these suggestions 

require zero to minimum financial resources to mount. Other suggestions may 

have cost implications for the program. The authors would argue that all ten of 

the suggestions are important and worthy investments given the purported 

benefits. However, Program Directors with resource challenges could choose 

to implement some of the suggestions and not of the more expensive options. 

The 10 suggestions are: 

 

1. Create and resource a Leadership Development portfolio for the 

program and ensure that full time staff and student leaders at the 

Coordinator level and above commit to full engagement. Secure 

resources (e.g., books videos, newsletter, blogs) and make them 

available to colleagues. Develop an annual program of leadership 

development activities and share the schedule with your full-time staff 

members and student leaders so they can attend and participate in the 

slate of activities.  These activities will reinforce your commitment to 

your members and their leadership development.   

2. Start each academic year with a Leadership Retreat (on-site or if the 

budget allows, an off-site location). Deploy the suggestions of Lamson 

(2018) to maximize the efficacy and impact of the leadership 

development experience. The Director should ensure that a ―lessons in 

leadership‖ module be offered. As Conger (1992) noted, a simple, clearly-
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delineated model of leadership will help students understand the key 

components of leadership. The use of pre-retreat readings and assignments 

will also prove to be beneficial (Lamson 2018). The group would also 

benefit from exposure to a wide variety of development exercises and 

activities to enrich and embed their learning (e.g., lectures, guest speakers, 

case studies, movie segments and discussion, reflection and personal 

assessment activities, physical activities like high ropes courses, and case-

in-point focus group sessions). Participants should also engage in self-

leadership reflection activities (Friedman 2008, 2014, Petrie 2011) so they 

can better understand themselves, their values and their leadership 

tendencies. Petrie (2011) suggested that aspiring leaders need to 

understand their value system and leadership tendencies as a prerequisite 

to leading others. It may be valuable to incorporate diagnostic measures at 

this point (i.e., Myers-Briggs Personality Assessments, Weese’s 5C 

Leadership Measures) so participants understand their values, leadership 

tendencies, blind spots, and areas in need of development. A thorough 

reflection activity should close the retreat along with a process to evaluate 

the event relative to leadership learning outcomes. Finally, an annual 

leadership development plan should be developed by each participant. The 

retreat should start with the Director delivering a talk on the history of 

the program and a statement on leadership development being a critical 

part of the program. The Director should communicate his/her 

commitment to leadership development. Engaging former student 

leaders who now hold leadership positions as speakers/mentors would 

also be prudent (Nesbitt and Grant 2015).   

3. Ensure students are active in attending and presenting at student and 

professional conferences. Directors need to develop resources to 

support these activities. Some Directors may need to develop a 

Leadership Development Fund that student leaders can access through a 

―Call for Proposals‖ process. Student leaders should be required to file 

a Reflection Report upon their return to campus and make a 

presentation of the report and key leadership lessons gained through 

their participation in the Leadership Lunch (see Suggestion #5). 

4. Create a leadership mentoring program where senior student leaders 

mentor new students.  The mentoring process is an effective approach 

to developing leaders and mentors, and it has a high degree of utility in 

both higher education and the recreational sports contexts (Dugan et al. 

2014, Dugan et al. 2015). The mentor and the person being mentored 

need to sign an agreement outlining the pre-determined learning 

objectives, meeting schedules, and anticipated outcomes from the 

mentoring experience. The program could be further enriched by 

implementing the process outlined by Friedman (2008) and have former 

student staff members (alumni) be part of the group and engage the 

other two members electronically and in person. This would provide 

valuable senior level experience and practical insights to the process, as 

well as keep alumni and those who follow on a life-long path of 
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learning. As Gardner (1995) astutely noted, leadership is a lifelong 

process. Regardless of who participates, it is critical that each 

participant will prepare a short report at the end of the year (used to 

plan the program for the next year) outlining the past year’s activities, 

the realized outcomes relative to the pre-determined objectives, and any 

suggestions for improvement.   

5. Hold a Leadership Lunch twice each term for participants in the 

Leadership Development Program. Bring in a campus leader or a 

colleague doing research in leadership to speak to student leaders on a 

current leadership topic (e.g., emotional intelligence; team approach to 

leadership; inclusion, diversity and leadership; vision and strategic 

thinking/action; organizational culture; character and leadership; gender 

and leadership, and; communications in the digital age). Hold sessions 

with students following these presentations to deconstruct the content 

and discuss opportunities to apply the content in a manner that 

improves operations as well as imbed deeper leader development.  

6. Create complex situations for leaders to solve (e.g., host an annual 

conference), provide limited levels of coaching and monitor their 

activities, and then have members reflect and report on the leadership 

lessons learned through the experience(s). 

7. Each term, stage a leadership workshop where student leaders are 

exposed to a program of leadership development. Occasional use of the 

―case-in-point‖ process would be well advised. Ensure that the groups 

of four to five students are assembled so they are balanced (e.g., age, 

area of responsibility). After each session have the small groups present 

their ―case-in-point‖ scenario and resolution/integration of leadership 

learning to the entire group. 

8. Engage your full-time leaders and your senior student leaders in a 

Leadership Book Club. Select a contemporary leadership book that you 

believe has relevance to the department. It may be helpful to ask 

members to provide book suggestions. Once selected, provide a copy of 

the book to each member of the senior leadership team and the senior 

student leaders. Assemble them into discussion groups of four to five 

members each, and ask them to come to the retreat prepared to address 

the following questions: 

i. What are the key messages in the book? 

ii. What are the most meaningful messages for you? 

iii. How can the key concepts be incorporated into your leadership 

style? 

iv. What can we do to ensure that our staff members understand and 

apply the key concepts outlined in the book? 

v. How can we imbed the key concepts into our Department’s 

culture? Your unit’s culture? 

9.  Consider mentorship as a life-long process (Dugan et al. 2015). In the 

beginning, the relationship is often task-oriented with student leaders 

who generally lack experience and insights into the program, its 
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philosophy, its culture, and its operations. In these early days, Directors 

often share insights, experience and institutional history with student 

leaders. As both the mentoring relationship and the skills sets of student 

leaders develop, the mentoring experience shifts to leaders and career 

life planning. They have the experience they need to make decisions, 

but the relationship building activities should continue. In fact, if done 

well, the mentoring experience continues for a lifetime, with former 

student leaders and Directors staying in touch, talking regularly, 

reflecting on past experiences, and focused on future career/life choices. 

For Directors, this is one of the most enriching components of a career 

in higher education. For student leaders, it is an enriching and valuable 

source of support and advice.   

10. Leaders and their senior team need to model continual learning and 

development (Weese 2010, 2018). They must lead by example, ensuring 

their words and their actions align perfectly with the exposed values 

and stated leadership aspirations. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The leadership development literature base offers rich information that 

Recreational Sports Directors can access and implement to enrich the preparation 

and development of their student leaders and, by extension, the quality of their 

programs (McFadden and Stenta 2015). The Recreational Sports area is fertile 

ground for leadership development programs. If carried out effectively, the 

leadership development program can help prepare students to make greater 

contributions to the program, heighten their development and skill sets, and 

align the program with the central mission of the institution. Professionals 

interested in maximizing leadership development of their student leaders would 

be well served in implementing the 10 empirically-based suggestions noted in 

this manuscript. The program and the student leaders will be better for the 

experience.  
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Young and Adult Education (EJA) is characterized by students who, mostly, have 

interrupted their studies and consequently are lagged behind regarding age/school 

year relation. Another characteristic is the fact that they are already immersed in the 

working world, so they are looking for improvement in their work situation through a 

schooling process. The present study emerges from the proposal of a pedagogical 

action called "Physical Education at EJA: Quality of Life in Debate". The research 

focused on educational actions with EJA students at the Fagundes Varela State 

School, located in Rio Claro, in the state of Rio de Janeiro – Brazil. The study aimed 

at providing visibility to the students’ productions regarding the debate on Quality of 

Life and Health developed within the curricular component Physical Education. The 

methodological trajectory of the learning teaching process and of the data production 

for the research comprised three fundamental moments: first, survey of daily life data, 

referring to the students' knowledge on the theme "Quality of Life"; second, discussion 

of concepts and notions regarding quality of life; third, dialogic exercise, based on the 

construction of knowledge in a network, through the collective participation of social 

actors. It is important to emphasize that the conversation wheels, used as moments of 

sharing ideas, also allowed us to apprehend research data. The results show that after 

the process of pedagogical intervention on the theme of quality of life, the students 

presented changes in the way of conceiving it, which allows us to consider that the 

collective production carried out from conversation wheels and the dialogic 

perspective enabled students to understand that historical and socioeconomic 

determinants significantly interfere in the acquisition of health and quality of life. 

 
Keywords: Physical Education, Youth and Adult Education, Quality of life, Health, 

Every Day Life.  

 

  

Introduction 

 

In 2013, Rio de Janeiro State Department of Education (SEEDUC-RJ) 

implemented a number of changes in youth and adult education (EJA), 

impacting various disciplines, including Physical Education, as the number of 
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classes and content to be taught decreased. In the specific case of this curricular 

component, the content was suppressed, since the EJA course for high school 

was organized in three modules, totaling three semesters. With the implementation 

of the new modality, the New Education of Youths and Adults (NEJA – High 

School), Physical Education was restricted to module three, being given in just 

one semester. 

Thus, the present experience report is articulated to the curricular component 

Physical Education in Youth and Adult Education (EJA) and was developed in 

a state public school in the town of Rio Claro, in the state of Rio de Janeiro. 

With regard to the discussion developed in the pedagogical proposal, it is 

relevant to highlight that we sought to problematize the notion of Health and 

Quality of Life approaching the ideas of Boaventura de Souza Santos, for two 

complementary questions: first, in an attempt to oppose the curricular 

standardization contained in the SEEDUC-RJ proposal for New-EJA; second, 

by recurrence in the narratives of the investigated teachers mentioning physical 

exercise and physical activity for the acquisition and maintenance of the 

aforementioned binomial (Health and Quality of Life), that is, at different times 

teachers reported exercise and physical activity as necessary for the attainment 

of health and improvement of quality of life. Thus, it is worth asking: Does 

simple physical activity represent an improvement in health and quality of life? 

Is it possible to conceive of health beyond the binomial of physical activity and 

health? 

Hence, considering the need to problematize the notion of health, the study 

aimed to visualize the social experiences developed with the students of a 

public school of the state network located in the interior of Rio de Janeiro. 

 

 

Methodology  

 

This work is a proposal of pedagogical intervention in which the theme 

"quality of life" is related to health. This proposal is based on the notion of 

network knowledge (Oliveira 2001, 2007b, 2012a), which allows us to 

perceive that knowledge is entangled in individual and collective experiences, 

which leads us to consider different forms of knowledge, values and meanings 

and the interactions among the subjects of these networks. For Santos (2001: 

107) we are "[...] an archipelago of subjectivities that combine differently 

under multiple personal and collective circumstances". This assertion considers 

that we are forged from six structural spaces: domestic, production, market, 

community, citizenship, and world. 

In this perspective, knowledge is woven by the subjects in multiple spaces, 

through processes of (re) creation and transformation, therefore being based on 

the idea of reinvention, of bricolage (Certeau 1994). Each subject has his way 

of singularly weaving their networks, as one assigns meaning to information 

received from different sources, establishing new connections. 

When we elaborate a proposal for intervention based on the effective 

participation of the subjects (students and teachers), we consider a certeaunian 
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viewpoint and, consequently, the potentiality of dialogical exercise (Freire 

2005). This exercise (dialogical) also emerges from the approach to the idea of 

Santos (2001, 2007, 2010) of "Sociology of Absences", and this movement is 

due to the fact that both, the curricular standardization established by SEEDUC 

and the research evidences noted from the positioning of the interviewed 

teachers, who are approaching the perspective that establishes exercise and 

physical activity as synonymous with health (biomedical bias), operate from 

modern western thinking. 

If, initially, for the fifteenth century, the author considered that such 

distinctions were established by means of radical lines dividing social reality 

into two planes (planetary North and South), now Santos (2010, 2018) points 

out that colonialism operates in an insidious way, since it is gaseous and 

evanescent; occurring in the midst of everyday life, it does not operate only 

from a fixed and territorial perspective. 

The division is such that "the other side of the line" disappears as reality, 

becoming non-existent and even being produced as non-existent. Inexistence 

means not existing in any relevant, understandable or credible way. The said 

sociology works with the assumption that modern reason is configured from 

four rationalities: arrogant, impotent, metonymic and proleptic. Due to the 

specificity of this work, we will dwell on the discussion of metonymic reason.  

For Santos (2007: 25), metonymic reason is translated from the 

monoculture of knowledge, because it is linked to the figure of "literary theory 

that means taking part for the whole." In this view, there would be "only one 

logic that governs both the behavior of the whole as well as that of each one of 

the parts" (Santos 2004: 782). 

In this line of thought, Santos (2006) advocates that metonymic rationality 

operates by taking philosophical and scientific knowledge of the West as the 

'whole', excluding people, knowledge, culture, symbolic universes, among 

others. Considering the two rationalities, we have as consequence in today's 

society an imaginary that reflects the following way of conceiving time: "as a 

metonymic reason, it contracts, diminishes the present; as proleptic reason, 

infinitely expands the future" (Santos 2007: 26).This mode of social perception 

reminds us to always seek progress, wasting the practices of the present. In 

criticizing this model, the author considers the following thought necessary: 

"While the criticism of metonymic reason aims to dilate the present, the 

critique of proleptic reason aims to contract the future" (Santos 2004: 794). 

Thus, the product of this study seeks to amplify local experiences, avoiding its 

wastage, since the subtraction of the present leaves out, as non-existent and 

invisible, the social production that modern reason regards as non-existent, and 

which regards as absent much reality that could be present. 

To make these experiences visible and create the possibility of making 

absent experiences present, the "Sociology of Absences" proposes to replace 

monocultures based on the hegemonic reality of modernity, for ecologies. 

Santos (2007) mentions five ecologies, but we are specifically going to stick to 

the ecology of knowledge, which assumes that all practices between humans 

and also between humans and nature imply more than one way of knowing. 
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The logic of monoculture of scientific knowledge and rigor is confronted with 

the identification of other knowledge derived from social practices. It is 

guided, among other premises, by the search for credibility in non-scientific 

knowledge (everyday knowledge of students), without involving discrediting 

scientific knowledge. Thus, in articulating the notion of network knowledge 

and the Sociology of Absences in a proposal of pedagogical intervention for 

Physical Education, we had the intention of not legitimizing the hegemony of 

scientific knowledge in the school, allowing the co-presence of different 

knowledge, seeking 'another' way of relating knowledge. Thus, we chose to 

develop content related to quality of life in three classes, since the curriculum 

reformulation carried out by SEEDUC-RJ, already mentioned in the 

introduction, significantly reduced the number of Physical Education classes. 

Table 1 presents the synthesis of the classes. 

Regarding Table 1, it is necessary to clarify that, politically and ideologically, 

we stand close to everyday studies. The option for this theoretical-methodological 

action is due to the fact that we believe in the inseparability between the 

"political-theoretical-epistemological-methodological" aspects of the research 

in/with/of daily lives (Oliveira 2007b:  52). Such an option is due to the 

contraposition to the procedures carried out by modern reason, which, by making 

itself credible as 'universal', bringing to itself the arrogance and presumption of 

being exclusively the only rationality to understand the world, eliminated, 

subalternized, subordinated and excluded practices and simbolic universes, which 

Santos (2001: 329) described as epistemicide: "Against epistemicide, the new 

paradigm proposes to revalue non-hegemonic knowledge and practices [...]". 

Thus, as shown in Table 1, we did not determine the moment of the lesson 

and the moment of the research, because they are entangled and intertwined. 

Thus, we initially sought to collect data about students' prior knowledge 

regarding the proposed theme - "quality of life" - through three questions: 

What is quality of life? What actions do you take to achieve quality of life? 

What factors make it difficult or impossible for you to achieve your quality of 

life? Subsequently, in the second class we used images that enabled us to 

problematize the body advocated by current society, presenting media elements 

and relating them to the cultural industry, allowing to question whether this 

would not be a form of normalization of bodies and individuals. Finally, in the 

last class, we proposed a debate so that the students could perceive the need to 

understand local/global determinants that affect and make difficult the 

achievement of quality of life, individually and collectively. Regarding data 

production, we initially considered the use of the focus group. However, we 

noted some procedures that would impair the dynamics of the research, for 

example: first, the requirement of a moderator to facilitate group integration 

and an observer to capture the nonverbal signals could not be fulfilled, because 

only the teacher would be in the classroom performing the said dynamics; 

second, the recommendation that members of the group should not belong to 

the same circle of friends (Borges and Dos Santos 2005: 76). For the authors, 

such a procedure would prevent that "the free expression of ideas in the group 

would be impaired by the fear of the impact (real or imaginary) that these 
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opinions could cause later". In the case of this study, we would not be able to 

meet this requirement, since the research would be carried out with students 

from the same class who gather beyond the school space (Warschauer 2018). 

 

 Table 1. Summary of the Pedagogical Intervention Proposal 
Class Activity Objective Teaching/Research 

Action 

Class 1 

 

Daily life data  

Collection 

Discussion of three 

questions about 

quality of life; 

 

Organization of the 

class in a circle 

Discuss collectively the 

notion of quality of life 

Teaching 

participation in class 

proposing questions 

problematizing 

student’s lines;   

 

Recordingdialogues 

Class2 

 

Conceptualization 

and theortical 

reference 

 Expository Class; 

Use of concepts and 

images in order to 

problematize the 

notion of quality of 

life 

Present concepts by 

problematizing the 

notion of the quality of 

life: historical, 

economic, political, 

cultural, ethnic, issues, 

among others 

Use the data-show; 

 

Dialogue with 

authors who 

problematize the 

notions of the quality 

of life 

Class3 

 

Dialogical Exercise 

 

 

Organization of the 

class in a circle; 

 

Engagement of the 

factors that make up 

the theme thorough 

teacher/student 

interaction 

Enable the resignication 

of the notions of health 

from the issues 

explained in previous 

classes 

Teaching 

participation in class 

by proposing 

questions that 

problematize what 

was discussed; 

Recording dialogues 

Source: Authors. 

 

In this line of thought, we opted for the conversation wheel interspersed by 

some dispositions of the focus group (approximately 15 participants and a 

maximum time of one hour and thirty minutes) (Borges and Dos Santos 2005), 

since this would also be a class methodology, in addition to a technical 

procedure that would allow us to produce qualitatively the research data 

(Moura and Lima 2014). 

De Melo and De Carvalho Cruz (2014: 32) declare that the conversation 

wheels allow "participants to simultaneously express their impressions, 

concepts, opinions and conceptions on the proposed theme, as well as to work 

reflexively on the manifestations presented by group". Another relevant aspect 

for the choice of the conversation wheels  was the need to develop classes 

through a dynamic that allowed to participate actively in the learning process, 

debating and problematizing issues related to the theme proposed in this study: 

"The conversation wheel is, in the context of narrative research, a way of 

producing data in which the researcher inserts himself as subject of research by 

participating in the conversation and, at the same time, produces data for 

discussion" (Moura and Lima 2014). 

Finally, it should be pointed out that the conversation wheels were 

recorded and the instrument used was the LENOVO VIBE A7010. In order to 
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preserve the confidentiality and identity of the research participants, we used 

the coding of subjects for reference to students and work groups (actions 

developed collectively by the students): Student 1 (D1); Student 2 (D2); 

Student 3 (D3) and, respectively GT1; GT2, and so on.It should be noted that 

this research project was approved by the Ethics and Research Committee, 

according to the Certificate of Presentation for Ethical Appreciation (CAAE) 

number 43343615.2.0000.5237, under the opinion number 1017573. 

 

Research Subjects 

 

The study group consisted of sixteen students, 12 women and 4 men, aged 

between 19 and 43 years. In general, the students come from the working class 

and occupy, mostly, jobs in the service sector: house maids, servants, cooks, 

confectioners, nannies, among others. It should be noted that during the 

research period, the students were doing Module III of NEJA - SEEDUC - RJ 

program, in a public state school - RJ. 

 

Description of the Pedagogical Intervention Proposal 

 

The proposal entitled "Physical Education at EJA: Quality of Life in 

Debate" was elaborated for pedagogical intervention in the Physical Education 

curriculum component in EJA modality. The methodological trajectory 

comprises three complementary moments: first, survey of daily life data, 

referring to the students' knowledge about quality of Life; second,  discussion 

of concepts and notions regarding quality of life; third, dialogic exercise, based 

on the construction of knowledge in a network through the collective 

participation of social actors. 

 

 First Moment: Daily Life Data Collection 

 

The daily life data collection developed from the need to learn the 

students' knowledge about the theme "quality of life" and the relationship with 

daily life:  habits and customs related to the practice of physical activities. The 

intention was to transform classroom space into an auditorium, as conceived by 

Santos (2000: 106), who defines it: "auditorium is the community viewed from 

the perspective of argumentative knowledge". For the author, as possibilities of 

dialogical argumentation, there are several types of rhetoric, but we are 

focusing on two of them: the new rhetoric and the brand new rhetoric. 

According to Santos (2000), the new rhetoric presents a less flexible orator and 

audience relation, and is based on the speaker (active)/auditorium (passive) 

polarity, the subject/object relationship and the almost total protagonism of the 

speaker. In this way, the auditorium is seen as a supporting part. In considering 

the aforementioned view, we could refer to a traditional classroom in which the 

teacher continually exposes his point of view and does not extend the debate to 

consider the propositions or the knowledge of the students. 
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Otherwise, the announced perspective (active speaker/passive audience) 

can also be perceived from a research based on modern optics in which the 

students, from the standpoint of deponent or rapporteur, emits their perspective 

and the researcher, when appropriating the reports, begins to analyze and issue 

judgments based on his/her 'scientific' way of understanding reality, 

considering that the issuer of the lines are only individuals that reveal a 

simplistic perception of the world. The new rhetoric, on the contrary, is based 

on the amplification of the problems arising from the new rhetoric, since there 

is mobility of the speaker/auditorium polarity. It is actually a social process 

with a changing public, which makes the exchange of arguments always 

unfinished. In this dialogical conception there is no single truth that will 

persuade everyone. Because they are constantly changing in polarity, the 

audiences have a 'translocal' dimension, bringing global conflicts and 

consensus to local conflicts and consensus, and vice-versa.This rhetoric is 

based on the creation of analytical processes that allow to discover the potential 

arguments that, in certain circumstances, are better able to solve problems. In 

this way, it constitutes a sociology of rhetoric that does not seek absolute truth, 

but truth: a truth that is confined to a contextualized time and space. For Santos 

(2000), modern science opposes common sense, considering it superficial, 

illusory and false. Postmodern science, in turn, rescues the value present in 

common sense, which will allow the various forms of knowledge to interact 

with each other, guiding the subjects' actions. 

The author maintains that postmodern science, in recognizing the value of 

common sense, does not despise the knowledge produced by science, but 

understands that, just as knowledge must be translated into self-knowledge, 

scientific development must translate into "knowing how to live". All scientific 

knowledge aims to be common sense: "As a transitional measure it proposes 

that we learn from the South, being in this case the South a metaphor to 

designate the oppressed by the different forms of power (...)" (Santos 2001: 

329). 

Thus, so as to broaden the audience and, consequently, the debate, in order 

to promote dialogue, we used as an instrument of data apprehension the 

conversation wheel (Carvalho 2017: 61) which emerges as a power to value the 

students' narratives about what they think regarding the theme of quality of life.  

For the author, the networks of conversations provide new forms of 

community: "Assuming the idea of "collective action power", we assume as a 

main hypothesis that this power depends fundamentally on the ability of 

individuals and groups to relate to produce and exchange knowledge (...)". 

What we seek to emphasize is that the knowledge produced in this study is 

derived from the plural knowledges which consider each student, regardless of 

sexuality, ethnicity or profession, among other possibilities. Thus, Mendes and 

Pérez (2017) mention that such a methodology assumes such a view as a 

collective research, since the act of weaving (bringing together) incorporates 

"the research scene into the lived experiences", according to Freire (2005). 

So, based on the interaction between  participants for the production of 

data, we share the idea that a conversation wheel does not allow us to define a 
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priori the way to be followed, but only the starting point, because conversation  

wheels" constitute collective spaces of enunciation. The collective speaks, the 

word circulates and the words engender in the movement of the wheel" 

(Mendes and Pérez 2017: 177), and in this movement we put ourselves in the 

condition of a ciranda to rotate, and if in one moment we are speakers,  in 

another we are listening to the ideas and experiences of the other. 

 

Second Moment: Concept and Theoretical Reference 

 

This moment allowed the expansion of the conversation wheel, since the 

concepts related to the theme were presented as proposed (Carvalho 2017: 65): 

"A network of conversations involves speeches, texts, narratives, images, 

sounds, encounters, silences and silencing (...)". In this way, we present an 

expository class (see Table 2), with the use of data show, containing images 

that allowed us to relate concepts and definitions of the elements that make up 

the theme "Quality of Life". Among the authors used in the discussion with the 

students, we highlight articles by Nahas et al. (2012), Palma (2001), and Palma 

and Vilaça (2010). It should be emphasized that such references were central to 

the discussion held with the students, guiding the discourse during the 

exposition, as follows: the first article that allowed us to present how a 

reductionist view of quality of life has been conceived, because it operates 

from a binary perspective (health/disease, obesity/sedentary lifestyle, physical 

exercise/health), restricting  quality of life to five factors: nutrition, stress 

management, physical activity, social relationships and preventive behavior. 

Regarding the second article (Palma 2001), it helped us to discuss the 

notion of body and health, as it opposes the reductionist logic of the body that 

operates from the biological determination. In view of the above, the author 

allowed us to work with the idea that becoming ill is not only an organic 

process, but also determined by the historical and socioeconomic context; 

therefore, it prevents us from operating with the logic that blames the 

individual for lack of health and physical aptitude. The third article allowed us 

to counterbalance the equation physical exercise = health or sedentarism = 

illness, since Palma and Vilaça (2010), when discussing issues related to 

sedentarism, question the said equation opposing the ideas of Nahas et al. 

(2012), mainly regarding the thought that we live an epidemic of obesity and 

sedentarism. As far as preventive behavior is concerned, it would be, according 

to Nahas et al. (2012), one of the factors responsible for the acquisition of 

quality of life. However, Palma and Vilaça (2010: 114) point out that in today's 

society the medicalization of the body has promoted a process of normalization 

of bodies, since "the notion of prevention  is easily found in the contemporary 

discourse which claims that an active, hence healthy, life reduces risks, 

prevents future problems and ensures a long, safe and happy life". In this logic, 

the quality of life would be achieved provided it is correctly guided by the 

"standard of lifestyle and avoidance of risks, a collective health mania, called 

healthism or hygiomania" (Palma and Vilaça 2010: 115). 



Athens Journal of Sports September 2019 

 

161 

The intention was to problematize the view that advocates the linear 

equation between physical exercise and health, allowing us to move towards 

the notions that suggest other meanings, referring to the idea of health 

entangled in historical, economic, environmental and socio-cultural constraints 

that determine it (Palma 2001). 

 

Third Moment: Dialogical Exercise 

 

Considering the first movement, in which there was the apprehension of 

empirical data referring to the theme "Quality of Life"; and the second 

movement, which was configured by the presentation of concepts and 

theoretical foundation on such subject, at this moment (three) we aim to weave 

a knowledge network, based on the discussion in line with the aforementioned 

assumptions. 

The intention in constructing this dialogical moment was to seize 

knowledge, values, feelings and modes of interaction specific to each social 

time and space, respecting the way of being and dialoguing with it (Oliveira 

2008a). 

Therefore, the notion of knowledge in networks, considering the multiple 

knowledges, values and beliefs, the various social interactions between the 

subjects of these networks with their experiences, as well as the emotions and 

values they mobilize and other dimensions of their existences, is in line with 

what proposes this dialogical moment, since it allows the elaboration of real 

processes of creation of knowledge. 

 According to Oliveira (2008b), networks of knowledge integrate the 

different knowledges and experiences with which they coexist in  different 

structural spaces where  different subjects of knowledge, desires, beliefs, 

convictions and ideas live fully, producing practices from the various 

consumptions that come to them, making friends and personal choices, 

political, economic, cultural, professional, among others. 

Thus, by enabling dialogic relations, subjects had the opportunity to 

externalize their knowledge, both those that were apprehended in an empirical 

way (common sense) and the knowledge based on scientific bases, acquired 

along their academic trajectory. The intention of this action was the need to 

evaluate the production of knowledge on the theme developed in the semester: 

Quality of Life. In this procedure, students were arranged in pairs, with the 

intention of collectively elaborating a concept on the subject matter. 

 

 

Experience Report 

 

As mentioned in the methodological assumptions, the chosen group 

consisted of sixteen students enrolled in Module III of the NEJA - SEEDUC - 

RJ program. The profile of this group is close to the one that represents the 

characteristics of this segment (EJA): students who, for the most part, 

interrupted their studies and, as a consequence, are lagging behind in relation to 
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age / year of schooling; those who work in a period other than the school 

period; those who aim to, through schooling, prepare for the labor market. 

It should be emphasized that presenting the three initial questions emerged 

in this pedagogical practice as a means of fostering dialogue, since, for Juáarez 

and Alves (2014: 2), cultural circles are spaces that allow the promotion of the 

involved subjects' conceptions of world. For the authors, "the intersection 

between creative territories of culture in cultural collectives, spaces that are 

characterized by the material and immaterial production of historical subjects". 

It should be noted that we use the conversation wheel in a Freirean perspective, 

since it enhances dialogue among participants; however, the conversation 

wheel was also conceived as a space for the production of meanings and 

knowledge in networks (Oliveira 2012b). 

We started the debate questioning the concept of quality of life. 

Immediately, the students began to express their conceptions intertwined with 

each other. It is important to emphasize that the students complemented, in 

many moments, the concept previously issued by another classmate. The 

following narratives reveal the synthesis of the group: 

 

D1 (29 year old student) - Quality of life, for me, is health. Without 

health we have nothing .... 

D8 (student - 42 years old) - I like going to the forró. Dancing, dating, 

doing what I want. That is quality of life. 

D9 (student - 21 years old) - It is to be able to play ball, to have fun. To 

have quality of life is to have health to work and to be able to have fun 

when I'm on vacation. 

D16 (student - 39 years) - Quality of life is to eat well, eat plenty of fruit 

and vegetables. And sleep. I love sleeping ... If I can do this, I have quality 

of life. 

 

We can see, from the methodological movement, that in seeking to 

complement the concepts emitted by their peers, the students demonstrated the 

diversity that covers the said theme. 

According to Nogueira and Palma (2003: 108), it is difficult to define  

objectively quality of life, since, in general, various factors such as health, 

longevity, working conditions and family relations are associated with this 

theme: "Other characteristics include the achievement of 'passports for health', 

'quality of life' and 'longevity'. In short, a package filled with promises of 

happiness".  

It should be emphasized that the relationship between quality of life and 

the factors "health", "leisure", "physical activity" and "nutrition" were decisive 

in the construction of the concepts elaborated by the students during this study. 

Subsequently, we turn to the second question to be debated, in which we seek 

to know what actions the students perform to obtain quality of life. We have 

chosen to present narratives that synthesize this moment of the proposal: 
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D1 (29 year old student) - I exercise at home. Wash, step, cook, look after 

a child ... and I walk to school. You can’t even go to the gym. 

D5 (student age 24) - I avoid eating soda. I do not drink soda and I do not 

like fryied food. I hardly get sick. Oh, and I sleep a lot ... 

D8 (42 year old student) - I go dancing on Saturdays. During the week, 

what I do is go to the Health Academy. I diet, too. I've already been 

operated on my stomach and I can’t get any fatter. 

D9 (student 21 years old) - Ball game every day. I'm not working and I 

enjoy it. Though I want to get back to work. But it's hard to get a job. 

 

When we look at the students' narratives, we notice signs (Ginzburg 1989) 

that reveal a coherence between the actions taken by the students to obtain the 

quality of life. According to Nogueira and Palma (2003: 104), several factors 

contribute to its achievement and "corporal exercise enjoys social prestige 

because it is linked to important issues such as education, health, productivity, 

community well-being, quality of life, etc". Following this logic, it is necessary 

to reflect: how can a citizen who receives minimum wage in precarious 

working conditions get the aforementioned benefits and still exercise? It is 

worth mentioning that the actions that students considered to be relevant to 

quality of life are based on knowledge acquired throughout their life history. 

However, it is important to emphasize that, at a given moment, there was a 

departure from concepts based on scientific knowledge on factors that 

constitute the theme. The narrative of a student: 

 

D1 follows: "I exercise at home". Subsequently, (o) the student completes 

reporting that she performs the following actions: "Wash, step, cook, take 

care of child ... and I walk to school".  

 

It should be noted that these actions do not constitute, for scientific 

knowledge, physical exercise, but rather physical activity, as explained by 

Carpensen et al. (1985: 126): physical exercise and physical activity differ 

from the intentionality of the movement, considering that, as a subgroup of 

physical activities, physical exercise is planned, structured and repetitive, 

aiming at the maintenance or optimization of physical conditioning. 

We did not intend to rank the knowledge that emerged from the dialogue 

with the students in relation to scientific categories or concepts, but rather to 

bring to the conversation wheels other subjects (theories) in order to 

problematize the themes of health and quality of life. Following this line, we 

share the view of Assumpção et al. (2002: 8) with students. The authors work 

with the idea that man is characterized in the entanglement of the social and 

historical process: "Health is not a universal concept, on the contrary, it varies 

under different social conditions. It refers to a process, which results from 

social, cultural, economic, political [...] possibilities". 

Another author who helped us in problematizing notions of health and 

quality of life was Palma (2001). For the author, disease should not be 

conceived "only in the form of a biological relation of cause and effect, so 
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simple that it disregards other relevant aspects, such as socioeconomic and 

historical contexts" (Palma 2001: 24). Based on this premise we sought to 

share with the participants in the conversation that the notion of health and 

quality of life should go beyond mere biological aspects, since the concept of 

health as the absence of diseases is already outdated.  

In this sense, Canguilhem's thought (1995: 159) helps us to reflect again 

on the influences or conditions imposed by the environment in which we live: 

"health is a margin of tolerance to infidelities in the environment." The author 

also considers that such infidelity emerges in our lives mediated by historically 

constructed conditions and advances advocating the idea that getting sick is a 

condition of the human being, which represents a dimension of life: getting 

sick and recovering.  

Finally, we go to the last question, in which we seek to know what factors 

make it difficult or impossible for the students to perform the actions they 

consider important in order to obtain their quality of life: 

 

D1 (29 years old) - I do not have time to take care of myself. I take care of 

my mother and my father ... there is my house too ... I have resumed my 

studies. It was the only time I had to work out, watch television... 

D8 (42 year old girl) - My husband does not like to dance. But I dance 

anyway ... but sometimes I can’t go to the dance. Then I get stressed. 

D9 (student age 21) - How do I eat well? Like at work. It’s what you get. 

And you get real hungry ... I end up eating a lot. And when I have time to 

exercise, I'm tired. 

D10 (19 year old student) - Here in Rio Claro there is no leisure option 

for the young person. Anyone who wants to have fun has to travel. And it 

gets expensive. There are no jobs, either. Only bad ones. That's why I want 

to finish high school and go to college. To get a job out and get out of 

here. 

 

The above narratives reveal evidence of how social and economic 

dimensions interfere with students' quality of life. Pascoal (2004) reiterates that 

quality of life has a direct relation with the conditions of life and develops from 

determinants that impact the way of life of individuals. 

Another aspect that emerged in the students' narratives, calling our 

attention, was the process of blaming the lack of conditions to obtain quality of 

life. Palma and Vilaça (2010) problematize several studies on sedentarism and 

emphasize that "Regarding the practice of physical activity, based mainly on 

knowledge built on the notion of cause and effect, the individual has been 

blamed for their sedentary condition" (Palma and Vilaça 2010: 111). The 

authors note that, from this perspective, personal attitude would depend only 

on the subject him/herself to be altered. Therefore, in the perspective defended 

by the theorists, the researches or the discourses that go in that direction end up 

emphasizing stigmas and discrimination, due to their normalizing character.  

In this way, we value everyday knowledge, derived from the students' 

experiences, thus allowing different forms of knowledge to interact with each 
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other, guiding the subjects' actions through the possibilities of dialogical 

argumentation proposed by the collective.  

Considering Santos's perspective (2000) and the possibility of using the 

brand-new rhetoric which amplifies the  potential participation of the subjects, 

since it sees the arguments as unfinished processes, the conversations wheel 

allowed us to move constantly to the auditorium mode, as recommended by the 

author. 

Thus, in an attempt to broaden the audience, and therefore the debate, we 

began the second stage of the proposal (second class): Reading of authors who 

work with the theme "quality of life". This second moment was confined 

exclusively to the presentation of concepts derived from studies on this theme: 

Pascoal (2004), Palma (2001), Bragrichevsky et al. (2003), Palma and Vilaça 

(2010), Guiselini (2006), Palma et al. (2012), Cândido et al. (2016). The 

presentation of concepts and theoretical references was effected by means of 

expositive lecture with exhibition of slides. In proposing such methodological 

movement, we encourage a reflection on the concepts elaborated empirically 

and the theoretical concepts and fundamentals referring to the theme "quality 

of life". This movement allowed the insertion of the third moment: the 

Dialogical Exercise.  

The said process took place during a class using the conversation wheel 

strategy. The participants had the opportunity to externalize knowledge 

reinvented in the interweaving between everyday knowledge, the concepts and 

notions presented by the teacher and the debate that occurred between the 

collective. Students’ productions could be noted after these interventions. It is 

important to stress that productions are the syntheses of each group: 

 

GT1: Quality of life is the way that everyone chooses to live, it is to eat 

well, to practice physical activity. These conditions involve physical, 

mental, psychological well-being, social relationships like family and 

friends, education and others that affect human life. 

GT2: Quality of life is to live in a quiet environment, with basic necessary 

conditions, such as sewage, treated water etc., to eat well, to have leisure 

moments to relieve the stress of everyday life, to work in a pleasant 

environment and to have good social coexistence. 

GT3: …good quality of life is […] to eat well, to practice physical 

exercises, to be content with life, to have good friendships, to laugh, to 

dance, to try always to leave problems a little aside, to have good leisure, 

to take care of your health. 

GT4: Quality of life is doing bodybuilding to exercise, living in a clean 

place, having good food and eating at the right times (3 in 3 hours), 

sleeping well, always having your leisure time and having many friends. 

 

The students’ narratives reveal aspects that were not mentioned previously, 

allowing to perceive the magnification in the way they conceive the notion of 

―quality of life‖. We believe that conflict marked this moment of the proposal, 

when students confronted the knowledge they had brought with them with their 
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ideas after the shared dialogue and after they were presented to scientific 

concepts. 

For Oliveira (2012a), the possibility of horizontalization in the relations 

between knowledge, cultures and uses of knowledge requires that the school 

assumes its role as a social institution, crossed by the society that created it, 

and also impregnated with what is intended to be overcome. Thus, we 

perceived that the pedagogical intervention, with the collective participation of 

students who compose NEJA - High School, Module III, allowed the production 

of  previously unimagined knowledge, since the curriculum produced here 

developed from the perspective of the thought acted curriculum (Certeau 

1994), which is created in singular spaces where singular subjects live.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 

The present work aimed to visualize the productions of students regarding 

the debate about Health and Quality of Life. In general it was possible to make 

the following considerations: 

First, the methodological tool used to produce the research data (the 

conversation wheel) allowed students to construct, in a network, knowledge 

related to health and quality of life, since dialogicity made possible the exchange 

of knowledge and the sharing of the way they conceive and experience the world. 

Second, the valorization of the multiple individual and collective experiences, 

obtained through the conversation wheel, created a favorable environment for 

sharing original constructions regarding notions on health, since in the debates 

as in the conversation wheels, the social, historical, economic and cultural 

conditions of the students interfered significantly in their productions. 

Thus, students' narratives reveal that after the process of debates and 

readings of texts, aspects that had not been mentioned initially appeared in the 

concepts elaborated by the students, allowing to perceive the magnification in 

the way they conceive the notion of quality of life. 

Thirdly, the teaching methodology used - the conversation wheel - enabled  

to produce evidence of ruptures with modern logic, establishing a thought that 

operates from the perception that becoming ill is not only an organic process, 

but determined by the historical and socioeconomic context, thus preventing  

from blaming the individual as the sole responsible for such a process. 

Finally, based on the presented questions, the research data allowed to 

perceive that the linear equation between physical exercise and health is 

articulated to a way of thinking the world and, therefore, makes it possible to 

construct other paths towards notions that suggest other meanings, referring to 

the idea of health entangled in its historical, economic, environmental and 

socio-cultural determinants. 
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The two hypotheses were tested in this study: Stress, fear of failure and fitness will not 

relatively be significant determinants of decision making among Nigerian top class 

soccer referees; Stress, fear of failure and fitness will not compositely be significant 

determinants of decision making among Nigerian top class soccer referees. This study 

examined stress, fear of failure and fitness as determinants of decision making among 

Nigerian top class soccer referees. Multistage (Purposive, stratified, proportional and 

convenient) sampling techniques were used in selecting 101 respondents. The descriptive 

survey research design was adopted for the study while Four Instruments were used. 

They were Stress Scale (SS), Fear of failure Scale (FFS) and Fitness Scale (FS) and 

Decision Making Scale (DMS) with the following reliability values 0.71, 0.80, 0.69 

and 0.77 through Cronbach’s alpha respectively. The inferential statistics of multiple 

regression was used to test the hypotheses. The two null hypotheses tested at 0.05 level 

of significance were rejected which implied that Stress, fear of failure and fitness had 

 relative and composite significance contribution for decision making among Nigerian 

top class soccer referees. It was however recommended that there is need to develop 

strategies to effectively cope with stressful situations for referees. Referees should be 

assisted in their ability to cope with these stressors which could be through any 

number of stress management techniques. Periodic workshops and seminars should be 

organized for all graded referees irrespective of their status on psychological traits 

that would enhance their performance. 
 

Keywords: Decision Making, Fear of Failure, Fitness, Soccer Referees and Nigeria, 

Stress. 
 

 

Introduction 
 

Referees should have excellent vision ability in order to notice all actions 

on the court during a game. Referees should also have cognition skills to 

anticipate the actions of the persons involved in the game to know which 

actions to observe, and to make fast and adequate decision (Holdhaus 2011). 

Although athletes and coaches have been the focus of thousands of studies 

in the field of sport psychology, sports officials in general and, perhaps, soccer 

referees in particular, have been notably neglected (Philippe et al. 2009). Top-

class soccer referees operate within a complex, ever-changing environment that 

imposes considerable pressure on them, and a wide range of demands accompany 

their role within the soccer industry (Buraimo et al. 2010). Referees have to fulfill 

their role as match officials, i.e. coping with the social pressure associated with 
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professional soccer (Dawson and Dobson 2010). Soccer referees have a 

challenging job, due to the many aspects of a match that they must take into 

account, the speed and complexity of the decisions they must make, the 

repercussions their actions have, the number of people involved in the match, 

and often the hostile nature of spectators at the sport event. All this not only 

makes the job very complex, but also makes it easy to commit mistakes. As a 

consequence of the constant decision-making, the subjectivity of referees when 

assessing actions, and the mistakes they may make, they are often criticized for 

their decisions (Anderson and Pierce 2009).  

Throughout the game, referees and assistant referees have to make correct 

decisions under time constraints, with the correctness of those decisions constantly 

evaluated. The referee must be competent in the application of all rules, be in 

the appropriate field position to see the players, and make fast and accurate 

decisions. In recent years, an increasing body of research has emerged examining 

the physiological demands and decision making requirements of referees (Weston 

2015). 

Moreover, as highlighted by MacMahon et al. (2007), the role of the 

referee is actually more complex than that of the athlete (or the coach), in that 

it requires a high degree of physical fitness as well as complex decision-

making in the application of the rules of the game. A referee’s decision may 

also be associated with his or her positioning during the soccer match. In order 

to minimize problems with visualization and positioning during a match, the 

Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA 1982) established a 

diagonal system of control for referees. The diagonal system is designed to 

facilitate a good view of play and, therefore, good decision-making for both the 

referee and his/her assistant referees, who are meant to work together as a 

team. Referees are advised to move diagonally on the field, from corner to 

corner, and to avoid being ahead of the ball in order to get a better view of the 

game these acts require fitness on the part of the referees. 

The term ―stress‖ may be defined as ―an ongoing process that involves 

individuals transacting with their environments, making appraisals of the 

situations they find themselves in, and endeavoring to cope with any issues that 

may arise‖ ( Fletcher and Scott 2010).  Much anecdotal evidence suggests that 

officiating can indeed be a stressful profession (Voight 2009).  

However, soccer referee often experience various forms of stress during a 

single contest, such as physical assault, making an error or dealing with verbal 

abuse. It has also been indicated in empirical studies that stress due to officiating 

could have an intensive effect upon the referee’s mental health, performance, 

attention focus and drop-out determinations (Forbes and Livingston 2013, Kilani 

et al. 2013). The top sources of stress experienced by the soccer officials included 

wrong decisions, physical aggression, lack of physical fitness concerns, role-

culture conflict, fear of failure conflict between officiating and family demands, 

making a controversial call and conflict between officiating and work demands 

(Voight 2009).  

Researchers have also shown that referees’ decisions can be influenced by 

fear and crowd factors Referees viewing videotaped potential fouls with fear 
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and crowd noise call significantly fewer fouls for the away team than those 

presented with just the video; the referees presented with audio also more closely 

reflect the judgments of the actual match official (Nevill et al. 1999, 2002).  

Previous studies investigated have shown decision making among sport 

officials before and during a game, especially in the game of soccer revealed 

the emotional and physical processes of referees. One may claim that emotions 

are disruptive and destructive forces that undermine optimal decision-making 

and that emotions affect the process of decision-making, for better and for 

worse (Lazarus 2000, Zhu and Thagard 2002). Indeed, Hoseini et al. (2011) 

claimed that judging soccer is a mental process that requires quick decisions 

and that, because of the importance of professional soccer games, the difficulty 

of officiating is increasing.  

Although there have been some researches related to emotional issues in 

referees, such as their responses to stress (e.g. Anshel and Weinberg 1995, 

Dorsch and Paskevich 2007, Thatcher 2005) and use of coping strategies (e.g. 

Anshel and Weinberg 1999), little research has been focused on the determinants 

of anxiety level and decision-making among professional soccer referees. It is on 

this note that the researcher intends to ascertain stress, fear of failure and fitness as 

determinants of decision making among Nigerian top class soccer referees. 

 

 

General Objective of the Study  
 

The main objective of this study is to examine stress, fear of failure and 

fitness as determinants of decision making among Nigerian top class soccer 

referees. 

 

 

Specific Objectives of the Study 
 

The specific objectives of this study were: 

 

1. To determine the relative contribution of stress, fear of failure and fitness 

as determinants of decision making among Nigerian top class soccer 

referees. 

2. To determine the composite contribution of stress, fear of failure and 

fitness as determinants of decision making among Nigerian top class 

soccer referees. 

 

 

Research Questions 
 

1. Would stress, fear of failure and fitness relatively be determinants of 

decision making among Nigerian top class soccer referees. 

2. Would stress, fear of failure and fitness compositely be determinants of 

decision making among Nigerian top class soccer referees. 
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Hypotheses 
 

The following hypotheses were tested in this study: 

 

1. Stress, fear of failure and fitness will not relatively be significant 

determinants of decision making among Nigerian top class soccer referees.  

2. Stress, fear of failure and fitness will not compositely be significant 

determinants of decision making among Nigerian top class soccer referees. 

 

 

Significance of the Study 
 

This study will examine stress, fear of failure and fitness variables that 

might determined decision making among Nigerian top class soccer referees as 

well promote data for referees in this regard. 

The study would also provide assistance and encouragement to institutions 

and bodies in the development of program for soccer referees.  

The findings will assist the organizers and soccer institutions to have a 

better understanding of their officials on the impact of stress, fear of failure and 

fitness on decision making among soccer referees. 

It is also hoped that the findings may help the institutions and related 

bodies to develop a better plan that can guide and expose soccer referees to 

understand the profession clearly. 

The finding of the study would provide insight for the soccer governing 

bodies on the need to create enabling environments for the referees towards 

any championship.  

The findings of the study will further help the referees to identify those 

factors that would enhance their success when chosen soccer officiating as a 

career. Finally, the study would serve as a spring board for further research into 

the state of soccer officiating. 

 

 

Methodology 
 

The descriptive survey research design was adopted for this study. The 

population for the study consists of top class soccer referees in Nigeria. The 

sample size for the study was one hundred and one (101) respondents. The 

multi-stage sampling procedure was used in conducting the study. In the first 

stage, purposive sampling technique was used to select the Nigerian top class 

Soccer Referees. In the second stage stratified sampling technique was used to 

select top Soccer Referees according to the league officiated. In the third stage 

proportional sampling technique was also used to select 70% of the total 

Referees from each league officiated while convenient sampling technique, 

was used to select require top class Soccer referees in Nigeria. The research 

instrument was a self-developed questionnaire which contained four Instruments. 

They were Stress Scale (SS), Fear of failure Scale (FFS) and Fitness Scale (FS) 
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and Decision Making Scale (DMS) with the following reliability values 0.71, 

0.80, 0.69 and 0.77 through Cronbach’s alpha respectively with the modified of 

three and four points scale of summative rating to show the extent of 

agreement or disagreement, was used to collect data for the study. In ensuring 

the reliability of the instrument, the corrected versions of the self-developed 

questionnaire was administered to 20 respondents that were drawn from the non-

league officiated Referees.  The results of the data collected were subjected to 

Cronbach Alpha reliability test values reported above. The descriptive statistics of 

frequencies counts and percentage were used to describe section A of the 

questionnaire, which highlight the demographic characteristics of the 

respondents while inferential statistics of multiple regression was used to test 

the hypotheses at 0.05 alpha level. 

 

Table 1. Population, Sampled, Age and Sex 

S/N 
League 

officiated 

Number of 

Referees 

Sampled 

Referees (70%) 
Age Sex 

1 NPFL 70 49 
21-30years = 33 

31-30years=16 

Male=41 

Female=8 

2 NNL 74 52 
21-30years= 41 

31-40years=11 

Male=43 

Female=09 
Notes: Nigeria Professional Football League (NPFL)&Nigeria National League (NNL). 

 

 

Results and Discussion of the Findings 
 

H01: Stress, Fear of failure and Fitness will not relatively be significant 

determinants of decision making among Nigerian top class soccer 

referees.  

 

Table 2. Relative Contribution of Stress, Fear of Failure and Fitness as 

Determinants of Decision Making Among Nigerian Top Class Soccer Referees 

Independent 

Variables 
B Standard error B Beta β T Sig Remark 

Stress 0.130 0.407 0.325 2.776 0.005 Sig 

Fear of 

failure 
0.349 0.244 0.184 1.432 0.001 Sig 

Fitness 0.211 0.233 0.112 1.246 0.000 Sig 
 

Table 2 showed the unstandardized and standardized regression weight of 

the , the standard error of Beta ( ), the Beta ( ), the value of t for the 

regression of independent variables of stress, fear of failure and fitness on 

dependent variable of decision making and significant P value. 

The table above revealed that the B-value of Stress, fear of failure and 

fitness were (0.130), (0.349) and (0.211) respectively. These showed the level 

of contribution of stress, fear of failure and fitness as determinants for decision 

making among Nigerian top class soccer referees. Their standardized regression 

weight Beta (β) were stress (0.325), fear of failure (0.184) and fitness (0.112) 
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which showed relationship between stress, fear of failure and fitness and decision 

making among Nigerian top class soccer referees. Their t-values were Stress 

(2.776), fear of failure (1.432) and fitness (1.246) at significant levels of Stress 

(0.005), fear of failure (0.001) and fitness (0.000) respectively.  

Table 1 showed that the null hypothesis was statistically significant. The 

null hypothesis was therefore rejected. Precisely, the result showed that Stress, 

fear of failure and fitness had significant effect for decision making among 

Nigerian top class soccer referees. 

 

H02: Stress, fear of failure and fitness will not compositely be significant 

determinants of decision making among Nigerian top class soccer 

referees. 

 

Table 3. Shown Composite Contribution of the Stress, Fear of Failure and 

Fitness as Determinants of Decision Making Among Nigerian Top Class Soccer 

Referees 

Model Sum of Squares DF Mean Square F Sig Remark 

Regression 

Residual 

Total 

1024.938 

6192.013 

7216.950 

5 

95 

100 

204.988 

65.179 

3.145 .001  

Sig. 

 

R = .377                 

R² = .042    

Adj R = .097 

 

It was shown in Table 3 above that there was composite contribution of 

the stress, fear of failure and fitness as determinants of decision making 

among Nigerian top class soccer referees. 

It could be observed that the correlation was (R = 0.377). The adjusted 

R-square indicated that 42 % of the variance accounted for stress, fear of 

failure and fitness as determinants for decision making among Nigerian top 

class soccer referees. Also, the table showed the effectiveness of the 

prediction with the F-ratio 3.145 and significant alpha (0.001). 

Based on the above finding, the result showed significant composite 

contribution of stress, fear of failure and fitness as determinants for decision 

making among Nigerian top class soccer referees, therefore, the null hypothesis 

was rejected.  

It could therefore, be said that stress, fear of failure and fitness when 

combined together would contribute to the determinants for decision making 

among Nigerian top class soccer referees. 

 

 

Discussion of the Findings 
 

According to Castagna et al. (2007), the physical requirements of top-level 

football referees have shown them to run similar distances as professional 

players. For example, referees in the English premier league ran 9.5km and an 
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International level referee was found to run 11.36km. He concluded that 

referees covered 47% of the distance at a jogging pace, 23% walking, 12% 

sprinting and 18% running backwards. Caballero et al. (2011) stated that 

referees play a crucial role in modern soccer and the importance of decision 

during match-play can be critical for the final score of the match. Abass et al. 

(2011) concluded that the Nigerian soccer referees are always seen to have 

good speed performance when officiating in the National Professional League 

competition. 

The high match physical demand imposed on soccer referees (Weston et al. 

2012)  necessitates a good level of physical fitness to ensure referees can keep up 

with play at all times and obtain optimal positions when making key decisions. 

Therefore, physical training programmes informed by the science of match 

analysis would appear logical. While physical considerations will always be 

secondary to the ability to fulfill a technical role on the field of play, inadequate 

physical preparation could limit technical functioning during a match (Mendez-

Villanueva and Buchheit 2013). With this in mind, training programmes with an 

emphasis on high-intensity running - the key physical performance indicator are 

beneficial for the fitness of soccer referees Weston et al. 2012).  

Physiological and motor performance skills such as cardiovascular endurance, 

muscular endurance, and muscular strength, resting heart rate, blood pressure, 

speed, agility and mental skills such as visual perception, attention, concentration, 

composure and decision-making are all required by referees at any level of the 

game. The ability to cope with the pressures of refereeing had increased.  

The responsibilities of soccer referees are to control players’ behaviour 

and implement the rules of the game during competitive football. These place 

strenuous task on the referee’s speed performances as well as bio-physiological 

functioning. The Nigerian Soccer Referees are always seen to have good speed 

performance when officiating in the National premier and Professional League 

competitions but were not seen at International levels, (Abass et al. 2011). 

Asagba (2004) established that officiating officials in soccer have some 

moments of robust runs and sudden stoppages, intermingled with uneven walks 

and shuttles in different directions. Abass (2005) supported that; aerobic ability 

cannot see a soccer referee through successfully in ball games because of these 

frequent changes of space and need for sudden sprints. In this direction, 

therefore, referees must maintain a constant training programmed from time to 

time as they mature with officiating age. Asagba (2004) contributed by saying 

that, a soccer referee is supposed to be within 10 to 15m range from the ball at 

any time during play. Baumhakel et al. (2007) submitted that referees should 

have good physical condition as requirements during a match. 

Muscular endurance is one of the specific requirements which has been 

defined and described in various ways by different authors. Hickson (1980) 

defined endurance (also called sufferance, stamina, resilience) as the ability of 

an organism to exert itself and remain active for a long period of time, as well 

as its ability to resist, withstand, recover from, and have immunity to trauma, 

wounds, or fatigue. In humans, it is usually used in aerobic or anaerobic exercise. 

He went further and stated that, the definition varies according to the type of 
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exertion- minutes for high intensity anaerobic exercises, hours or days for low 

intensity aerobic exercise. He concluded that, training for endurance can have a 

negative impact on the ability to exert strength unless an individual also 

undertakes resistance training to counteract this effect.  

 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

Findings from this study showed that Stress, fear of failure and fitness had 

significant relative contribution for decision making among Nigerian top class 

soccer referees. 

The findings also shown that stress, fear of failure and fitness when combined 

together would contribute to the determinants of decision making among Nigerian 

top class soccer referees.  

Based on this conclusion, there is need to develop strategies to effectively 

cope with stressful situations for referees. Referees should be assisted in their 

ability to cope with these stressors which could be through any number of stress 

management techniques. Training of referees on special programs associated with 

fear of failure and decision making as well as to rehabilitate and train them to take 

the right decision at the right time without fear of molestation.  

To ensure professional competence among referees, there should be 

establishment of standard referee training school for all referees where they would 

be tested and certified before their appointment for a match. Periodic workshops 

and seminars should be organized for all graded referees irrespective of their status 

on psychological traits that would enhance their performance. 
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