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Abstract of Dissertation 

Coming to Terms: Career Development Experiences of NCAA Division I Female 

Student-Athletes in Transition 

 Transitions are defined as “any event or non-event that results in changed 

relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” (Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson, 

2006, p. 33). A particular transition unique to student-athletes in comparison to other 

college students is the end of their collegiate athletic eligibility. The purpose of this study 

is to understand how female student-athletes competing in NCAA Division I 

intercollegiate athletic programs perceive their preparedness for post-collegiate careers as 

they undergo transitions. Using basic interpretive qualitative research methods and 

interview protocol developed from Schlossberg’s theory of transition, 20 female 

participants in NCAA Division I intercollegiate sports were asked to describe the 

situation surrounding the end of their collegiate sports career and their post-competition 

plans, the support they received to prepare for careers, the strategies they used to prepare, 

and their own self-assessment of their transition (Schlossberg, 1981; Goodman, 

Schlossberg and Anderson, 2006).  

 The words and descriptions the participants attributed to their own experiences of 

transition and career development provided insight into this phenomenon. Participants 

reported having sufficient resources at their institutions to be prepared for their lives post-

competition, but because of their schedule demands, lacked experience they felt 

necessary to gain entry into their chosen professions. The lack of experiential learning 

opportunities and unfamiliarity with student services outside of athletic contributed to 

their feelings of inadequate preparation. Implications for this research are to help student 
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affairs practitioners, athletic administrators, faculty, and coaches better understand the 

areas that impede student-athlete career development.   
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Coming to terms: Career development experiences of NCAA Division I female student-

athletes in transition 

Overview 

In 2010, women’s intercollegiate sport participation in the United States was the 

highest it has ever been (Acosta and Carpenter, 2010). More than 180,000 women play 

collegiate sports and approximately 41.4 percent of them play on the National Collegiate 

Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I level, the highest level for intercollegiate 

athletic participation in the United States (Zgonc, 2010). Many of these women have 

been playing sports since they were young children, considering 47 percent of girls are 

involved in some kind of organized sport by age six (Sabo & Veliz, 2008).  

Women’s sport participation at the collegiate level thrives due to Title IX of the 

Education Amendments of 1972.  Title IX prohibits any institution that receives federal 

financial assistance from excluding an individual from participation in an educational 

program or activity on the basis of sex. School-sanctioned sport activities, including 

intercollegiate athletics, are among those educational activities that are protected under 

the law. Prior to Title IX, women’s sports received less than one percent of funds 

allocated to collegiate athletics. The legislation helped fund the growth of women’s sport 

participation on U.S. college campuses (Person, Benson-Quaziena, Rogers, 2001). 

Despite tremendous gains in sport participation women have been afforded due to Title 

IX, protection under the law only pertains to educational activities, which means for 

many sport participants, protection and guaranteed equality in sports ends with collegiate 

competition.  
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Increased opportunities for competitive sport participation for women also 

resulted in a comparable time commitment to sport activities as their male counterparts. 

As time demands increase for sport-related activities, opportunities for student-athletes to 

engage in other interests outside of their sport may be limited. Previous research suggests 

student-athletes place a greater emphasis on their role as athletes than their role as 

students (Adler and Adler, 1987, 1991). Because of the time devoted to sport 

participation, student-athletes are at risk for being less prepared than non-student athletes 

for experiences outside of the athletic domain when they reach their senior year and 

prepare to exit college.  

The purpose of this study is to examine the career development experiences of 

Division I female student-athletes experiencing transitions. Transitions are defined as 

“any event or non-event that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and 

roles” (Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson, 2006, p. 33). Common transitions for 

student athletes include the end of their collegiate athletic eligibility and graduation from 

college. Studies that have examined student-athlete career development typically focused 

on male participants in revenue-generating sports, such as football and basketball 

(Kennedy & Dimick, 1987; Smallman & Sowa 1996). As a result, the career development 

experiences of female student-athletes remain largely unexamined. Participants will 

construct meaning and make sense of the experiences they encounter at the end of their 

athletic eligibility. Reflecting on both the limitations and opportunities of athletic 

participation, this study aims to understand career development experiences of female 

student-athletes and the implications for college student development.  
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This chapter will place into context how the culture of athletics and time demands 

of sport participation affect career development, as well as post-collegiate career options 

for female student-athletes. Problems of practice and problems of research this study 

addresses as it pertains to the career development experiences of student-athletes will be 

identified. Also included is the conceptual framework that guided the study. Next, the 

research questions this study will attempt to answer will be outlined, along with the 

significance of why these questions should be addressed. A summary of the methodology 

used to address the questions will be provided along with definitions of key terms 

utilized. Qualitative research requires the researcher to be actively engaged in knowledge 

creation (Lincoln & Guba, 2001). A subjectivity statement is included so readers will 

have an understanding of how the researcher will account for her own perceptions. The 

chapter will conclude with an overview of the dissertation proposal.  

Time demands of intercollegiate athletes 

The NCAA governs the activities of intercollegiate sport participation on the 

campuses of its member institutions. Several NCAA bylaws specifically address student-

athlete participation limits. Bylaw 17.01.1 requires each institution to limit its athletic 

activities and competitions “to minimize interference with the academic programs of its 

student athletes” (NCAA, 2011, p. 237). Student-athletes’ participation in athletically-

related activities are limited to four hours per day and 20 hours per week. Athletically-

related activities are defined as activities “at the direction of, or supervised by one or 

more of an institution’s coaching staff” (NCAA, 2011 p. 237). The 20 hour limit does not 

include travel time to contests, medical attention, personal workouts, and voluntary 

activities. Voluntary activities are defined as activities initiated by the student-athlete 
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where information from the activity is not required to be reported to the coach and does 

not involve a penalty or incentive for participation. Although legislation exists that is 

designed to protect student-athletes from role engulfment and set boundaries between the 

student role and the athlete role, many student-athletes regularly exceed the 20-hours-per-

week limitation. The NCAA conducts two student-athlete experience studies: GOALS 

(Growth, Opportunities, Aspirations, and Learning of Students in college) and SCORES 

(Study of College Outcomes and Recent Experiences). According to the NCAA GOALS 

and SCORES study, student-athlete weekly athletic commitments ranged from 24.9 to 

37.6 hours per week (NCAA, 2011). The language of the bylaw does not strictly prohibit 

exceeding the time restriction, making it permissible to exceed the 20-hours-per-week 

restriction and remain compliant. Although Bylaw 17.02.13 attempts to prevent coaches 

from directing activities beyond 20 hours it states, “The student-athlete must not be 

required to report back to a coach …” (NCAA, 2011, p. 239; emphasis added). There is a 

semantic difference of not being required and being prohibited from reporting voluntary 

activities back to the coach. The bylaw does not prohibit the coach from being informed 

of voluntary activities; rather it states it cannot be a requirement for voluntary time to be 

reported. Student-athletes participating in voluntary activities may still feel if they do not 

participate in voluntary activities it will give the coach a perception that they are not 

working as hard as other teammates. The rule even allows athletic department staff 

members to “provide information to the student-athletes related to available opportunities 

for participating in voluntary activities” (NCAA, 2011, p.239). This suggests that 

additional activities may be encouraged but not made mandatory. As a result, voluntary 

time my not necessarily be perceived as optional, particularly when it is done at the 
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urging of other teammates or accepted as a part of team culture (e.g. going for a voluntary 

run or lifting weights in the morning before class).  

A common criticism of collegiate athletics is that it is not only time consuming, 

but also restricts engagement in other developmental activities. A student-athlete’s day 

typically consists of classes, up to four hours of practice, and studying, usually on a pre-

determined schedule (Watt and Moore, 2001). The regimented lifestyle of student-

athletes may prevent them from participating in career development opportunities while 

in college (Foster, 2003; Bowen and Levin, 2003). Finding time to engage in internships, 

attend professional development seminars, and engage in other beneficial career 

development activities may be difficult with a demanding schedule. Watt and Moore 

(2001) suggest better communication between faculty and coaches to understand the 

complex balance between academic life and athletic life. They also recommend courses 

and seminars to help athletes achieve more balance. More research is needed to help 

identify specific areas in which student-athletes require assistance and support.  

Career opportunities and transition of female athletes 

Student-athletes who devote a considerable amount of time to their sport and less 

time exploring other interests may gravitate toward sport-related careers after college 

because they may feel it is an area where they have the most experience and competence. 

However, limited opportunities in professional sport participation, coaching, and athletic 

administration for women make it difficult for women athletes to pursue post-collegiate 

career opportunities in sports (Hoffman, 2011). Opportunities to play professional sports 

are limited for both male and female athletes, but there are far fewer professional leagues 

and associations available for female athletes than for their male counterparts. In the 
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United States, the most prominent professional leagues or associations that exist for 

women are the Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA), Women’s 

Professional Soccer (WPS), the Ladies Professional Golf Association (LPGA) and the 

Women’s Tennis Association (WTA). According to Forbes’ “Top Ten Highest Paid 

Female Athletes” list, a majority of the top earners in women’s sports are tennis players 

(Badenhausen, 2011). Much of the income from professional sport participation comes 

from commercial endorsement contracts rather than from salary. Men not only have 

professional sport participation opportunities in basketball, soccer, golf, and tennis, there 

are additional opportunities in Major League Baseball (MLB), the National Football 

League (NFL), and the National Hockey League (NHL). Professional athletes in these 

three leagues in particular, earn some of the highest salaries in professional sports. The 

disparity in female athlete compensation compared to male athletes is evident considering 

the top-ten highest paid female athletes earn a collective $114 million, while the top-ten 

highest paid male athletes earn $445 million combined (Badenhausen, 2011).  

Women also face disadvantages in the job market when pursuing careers in 

coaching and sport administration. The outlook for women coaches has drastically 

declined, considering before Title IX was enacted in 1972, more than 90 percent of 

women’s teams were coached by women (Acosta & Carpenter, 2010), but in 2010 only 

40 percent of women’s teams were coached by women (Lapchick, 2010). Women also 

face barriers to obtaining senior-level positions in sport administration. For example, 

women only represent 8.3 percent of athletic directors at NCAA Division I institutions 

(Lapchick, 2010). Some of the disadvantages for women in the sport-career marketplace 
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are due to fewer positions in absolute terms, while others are due to social inequality, 

resulting in a need for women to explore careers outside of athletics upon graduation. 

NCAA Bylaw 16.3.1.2 requires institutions to conduct a life skills program on 

their campus, to help student-athletes engage in exploratory behavior (NCAA, 2011, 

p.221). However, the bylaw does not specify what constitutes compliance.  The NCAA 

previously offered the CHAMPS/Life Skills program. CHAMPS is an acronym for 

Challenging Athletes’ Minds for Personal Success. The program provided a curriculum 

and training to assist athletic administrators and student affairs practitioners with 

implementing programming to assist students with non-athletic goal setting, including 

career development. The program was discontinued in 2010 during the NCAA national 

office reorganization, and the CHAMPS/Life Skills Program merged with Student-

Athlete Development to form the Student-Athlete Affairs department.  

Although the CHAMPS/Life Skills program has been discontinued, the NCAA 

still provides support to student-athletes interested in careers in sport. The NCAA Career 

in Sports Forum is a program for selected student-athletes to learn and explore careers in 

sport, with a primary focus on intercollegiate athletes. The forum is divided into two 

tracks: administration and coaching. The administration track covers internal and external 

careers in intercollegiate athletics such as marketing, compliance, development, and 

event management.  The coaching track for Division I and Division II athletes is 

restricted to student-athletes who have completed their third year. This suggests a priority 

in helping students nearing the end of their athletic eligibility transition into coaching. 

Some of the anticipated outcomes of the forum are helping participants develop action 
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plans for personal growth and development, examining the viability of sport fields, and 

networking with key decision makers in the industry.  

Although the program is beneficial for helping student-athletes remain engaged in 

their sports, a criticism of the program is its exclusivity. An institution can only nominate 

a maximum of 10 athletes to participate. The average number of student-athletes at a 

Division I institution is 500 (NCAA, 2009).  Of the nominees, half must be women and 

30 percent must be ethnic minorities or international students.  The nomination process 

assumes that the administrator is aware of the career aspirations of the student-athletes. 

The student-athlete has to complete an application that is reviewed and ranked by a 

committee, and the top-scoring applicants are selected. It is an all-expenses-paid program 

for the student-athletes who are accepted, but program access is extremely limited. 

Institutional data, reports, and NCAA data are available to provide a context for 

the sport job market for women. However, these reports primarily consist of descriptive 

statistics. More research is necessary to gain a greater understanding of whether female 

student-athletes who have been involved in athletics for a majority of their lives desire to 

continue their careers in sport and how they perceive the job outlook for women in sports.  

Problems of Practice 

 Because of the time and scheduling demands that are placed on the student-

athletes, there is often little opportunity for career exploration. In addition to their 

academic requirements, student-athletes dedicate significant time outside of the 

classroom -- including practice, team meetings, physical conditioning, treatment for 

injuries, and competitions. These obligations result in a highly regimented schedule that 

leaves little time for exploration of outside interests (Foster, 2003). In addition to the 
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restrictions on their time, student-athletes are sometimes subject to academic clustering, 

which is the practice of steering student-athletes to certain majors that will interfere - in 

terms of time and course requirements - least with their athletic schedule (Snyder, Ross, 

& Fisher, 2010; Benson, 2000; Foster, 2003). This practice restricts student-athletes’ 

choice of major in order to coordinate coursework deadlines and class schedules with 

practice and competition times.  

The restrictive culture of competitive athletics can result in student-athletes over-

identifying with the athlete role and reducing the student role (Adler & Adler, 1987, 

1991). Student-athletes experience role conflict when expectations as an athlete conflict 

with their role as a student (Lance, 2004). Role conflict may have adverse effects on 

student-athletes’ career development if they cling to their athletic identity when their 

athletic career is over (e.g. an athletic career-ending injury or end of athletic eligibility) 

without exploring other options for their career. These former athletes still pursue athletic 

careers even though they are aware of the limited opportunities mainly because they have 

little preparation for anything else. Another example of role conflict is when student-

athletes over-commit to their athletic role at the expense of career preparation. In this 

situation, the student athlete may have majored in a discipline for a career outside of 

athletics, but because of the heavy emphasis on their sport, they did not gain professional 

competencies, participate in internships, or do sufficient networking to gain advantages in 

the job market.  

Problems of Research 

 There is conflicting research on role conflict among female student-athletes 

compared to their male counterparts. Simons, Van Rheenen, and Covington (1999) found 



   
 

10 
 

that female student-athletes are better able to balance athletic and academic roles 

compared to male student-athletes. The average Academic Progress Rate (APR) for 

participants in women’s sports is higher than that of men’s sports in all NCAA sponsored 

sports (NCAA, 2012). However, Lance (2004) found female student-athletes generally 

experienced more role conflict than males. Considering women statistically outperform 

men in academic performance (i.e. graduation rates and grade point averages) their 

academic needs can be overlooked by athletic administrators, student-affairs personnel, 

and coaches. 

 Career maturity refers to a student’s ability and readiness to make career decisions 

(Savickas, 1984). Although the average Graduation Success Rate (GSR) of NCAA 

Division I Women’s Sports is 88 percent, persisting to graduation does not necessarily 

mean that one has high career maturity.  Therefore, more investigation is needed to 

understand how female student-athletes perceive their job readiness and career 

development experiences while undergoing transitions out of college.  

Overview of Conceptual Framework 

To better understand how female student-athletes make meaning of the end of 

college sport participation and perceive their career readiness and preparation, 

Schlossberg’s theory of transition was selected as the conceptual framework for this 

study. Chapter Two of this study provides a full description of Schlossberg’s theory of 

transition and how it has been applied to studies involving athlete transition and 

retirement. As previously mentioned, exiting college may also be an exit from sport for 

female student-athletes. This not only suggests a student-athlete experiences a change in 
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status from college student to college graduate, but is likely to also transition from athlete 

to non-athlete.  

Schlossberg identified four factors that influence transition: situation, support, 

self, and strategies (Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson, 2006). Using the direct 

accounts from female student-athletes, this study will construct how they make meaning 

of these four factors while navigating career decisions. Goodman, Schlossberg, and 

Anderson (2006) emphasized the importance of perception in transitions and explain the 

difference between change and transition. They contend transition only exists if it is 

defined as such by the individual experiencing it. This is a marked difference from 

change, which may occur without the individual placing a great significance to it. 

Therefore, when attempting to understand transition that occurs within individuals, 

qualitative research methods are preferred because of the ability of the participants to 

report their perception in their own words.  

Research Questions 

The guiding research question for this study is: How do Division I female student-

athletes experiencing transitions perceive their preparation for post-collegiate careers? To 

understand this phenomenon, the following sub-questions will be addressed: 

1) What are the career development experiences of Division I female student-

athletes? 

2) What transitions do female student-athletes perceive as they prepare to exit 

college?  

3) How do the transitions influence their career decisions? 
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4) What forms of support do female student-athletes receive in making career 

decisions? 

5) How do female student-athletes perceive their preparation for post-collegiate 

careers?  

Significance of Study 

 Female student-athletes may have to come to terms with the fact that something 

they have been doing for a majority of their lives, and something that is so central to their 

identity, may come to an end when their athletic eligibility is exhausted. The time 

devoted to their sport, which also financed their college education, may have reduced the 

amount of time available to explore options for their post-collegiate careers. This study 

will explore the simultaneous process of navigating transitions associated with the end of 

student-athletes’ college experiences while evaluating career options. There is a 

deficiency in scholarly literature that addresses this phenomenon in female student-

athletes. Much research is devoted to male student-athletes participating in revenue-

producing sports (Beamon, 2010; Kennedy & Dimick (1987); Perna, Ahlgren, & 

Zaichkowsky, 1999; Smallman and Sowa, 1996). Furthermore, studies that address exit 

from sport typically focus on retrospective accounts (Allison & Meyer, 1988; Coakley, 

1983; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997; Person & Petitpas, 1990; Wheeler, Malone, 

VanVlack, Nelson, and Steadward, 1996). This study attempts to learn perspectives of 

individuals currently experiencing transition in order to provide a perspective that has not 

been captured. This study also fills a gap in literature by including the experiences of 

student-athletes of various ability levels. The few studies that do address female student-

athlete career development and transition typically focus on elite student-athletes or 
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retiring professional athletes (Allison & Meyer, 1988; Coakley, 1983; Grove, Lavallee, & 

Gordon, 1997; Person & Petitpas, 1990; Wheeler, et al, 1996).  Although elite student-

athletes will not be excluded from the sample, it is not a criterion to participate. Due to 

the competitive nature of athletics, only a select few female-student athletes participating 

in Division I sports are able to achieve accolades that will afford them an elite status (i.e. 

winning national championships and setting records).  The findings of this study can be 

instructive to faculty and administrators in higher education in their dealings with female 

student-athletes, as well as serve as a catalyst for future exploration of ways to support 

this population.  

Overview of Methodology 

Many quantitative studies utilized Crites and Savickas’ (1996) Career Maturity 

Inventory-Revised (CMI-R) to measure levels of career maturity in students. This 

inventory was designed to be used with members of the general student population, 

therefore Sandstedt, Cox, Martens, Ward, Webber, and Ivey (2011) developed a 

psychometrically sound instrument that specifically measures the career situation of 

student-athletes.  The Student-Athlete Career Situation Inventory (SACSI) measures 

career-related attitudes, beliefs, and interests of student-athletes using a five-factor, 30-

item scale (Sandstedt, et. al, 2011).  This study was not designed to quantify the levels of 

career maturity among the participants, but rather is concerned with understanding how 

the participants perceive their own readiness to make career decisions. Given that intent, 

a basic qualitative study approached from a constructivist paradigm was conducted 

(Merriam, 2009).  Semi-structured interviews with a purposeful sample of Division I 

female-student-athletes that have either completed their athletic eligibility or will do so 



   
 

14 
 

within one year, informed the study. Qualitative data analysis consisted of coding the 

information in multiple stages and defining the relationships between the categories of 

information (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Descriptive data of female student-athletes 

experiences and the perceptions associated with change and transition were used to 

understand the perspective of this population and how they make meaning of their career 

development experiences.  

Definition of Key Terms 

The study focused on female student-athletes participating in intercollegiate 

athletics at National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I institutions. The 

NCAA is a governing body for intercollegiate athletic programs. Division I is the highest 

level of intercollegiate athletic competition in the United States. The NCAA defines a 

student-athlete as: 

A student whose enrollment was solicited by a member of the athletics staff or 

other representative of athletics interests with a view toward the student’s ultimate 

participation in the intercollegiate athletics program. Any other student becomes a 

student-athlete only when the student reports for an intercollegiate squad that is 

under the jurisdiction of the athletics department. A student is not deemed a 

student-athlete solely on the basis of prior high school athletics participation 

(NCAA, 2011, p. 61). 

 

Because the terms transition and change are used in a variety of ways in research 

on college student development, for the purpose of this study, an operational definition of 

transition from the conceptual framework was used. Schlossberg’s theory of transition 

considers transition as “any event or non-event that results in changed relationships, 

routines, assumptions, and roles” (Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson, p. 33). When 

referring to various career activities and statuses in this study, three terms will be used. 

Career development refers to the process of preparing for post-collegiate careers; career 
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maturity refers to a student’s ability and readiness to make career decisions (Savickas, 

1984); and career foreclosure refers to the absence of career exploration (Linnemeyer and 

Brown, 2010).  

Delimitations 

 The informants for this study were limited to Division I female student-athletes 

and their career development and transitions experiences. Therefore, the sample consisted 

of female student-athletes receiving athletic financial aid at an NCAA Division I member 

institution. Given this intent, male student-athletes are excluded from the study because 

prior research suggests gender differences exist pertaining to career maturity. 

Additionally, the experiences of Division II and Division III student-athletes were 

excluded from the study. A majority of Division I female student-athletes receive athletic 

scholarships. Division II athletes may receive some athletic aid but a majority do not 

receive full financial aid from athletics and may use a combination of merit scholarships, 

grants, and loans to fund their education. Division III athletes do not receive athletic 

financial aid. The financial commitment institutions make to Division I athletes may 

result in restrictive practices to ensure a return on their investment. Likewise, student-

athletes who fund their own schooling may have more autonomy to quit the team if they 

are dissatisfied with their experiences than a student who is relying on athletic 

scholarship funding. Riemer, Beal, and Schroeder (2000) found female student-athletes in 

their study felt a strong obligation to their sport because it financed their education. 

Based on these reasons, it can be inferred that female Division I student-athletes, because 

of the financial implications, have unique experiences that differentiate them from 

student-athletes in other divisions.   
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Limitations 

 Because qualitative research methods were employed, the study participants have 

been purposively sampled rather than randomly sampled; therefore the results of the 

study cannot be applied to populations outside of the study participants. Although efforts 

were made to reduce the use of gatekeepers for sampling, due to the restrictive culture of 

intercollegiate athletics, the use of gatekeepers was unavoidable to gain access to the 

population. Coaches and administrators at some of the institutions assisted with 

identifying eligible participants for the study. As a result, participant referrals may have 

consisted of student-athletes the gatekeepers felt would provide favorable responses in an 

interview setting.  Finally, because the sample did not come from every institution and 

represent every institutional type, the experiences reported cannot be assumed to be 

representative of all NCAA Division I programs.  

Assumptions 

 There were several assumptions for this study. First, it was assumed that the 

participants met the selection criteria for the study and were qualified to discuss career 

development experiences of Division I female student-athletes. The second assumption is 

that the female student-athletes selected to participate in the study were truthful in the 

disclosure of their experiences and authentic with their responses. It is also assumed that 

the student-athletes participated in the study voluntarily and without coercion. The 

participants did not receive any compensation for their participation nor were there other 

benefits associated with their participation other than their contribution to research and 

the opportunity for the participants to be reflective of their own experiences.   
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Subjectivity Statement 

 As a former Division I female student-athlete, as well as a former Division I 

senior-level administrator, I have firsthand experience of the phenomena this study 

addresses. The culture and experiences of intercollegiate athletics is a familiar domain for 

me. At the completion of the dissertation, approximately 20 years have elapsed since my 

first experience as a student-athlete at a Division I institution. What was new terrain for 

me as a researcher was to gain insight on how female student-athletes of this generation 

dealt with the current job market and how they prepare to transition from sports other 

than track and field, which is primarily an individual sport rather than a team sport. This 

is important because as a track and field athlete I had some flexibility in my practice 

schedule to pursue other obligations because my attendance was not required for others to 

participate in practice. In a team sport such as basketball or volleyball, it is important for 

all members of the team to practice simultaneously.  

Although I did not have the desire to play professional sports or coach after 

college, I did, continue to identify with athletics in my career and had a preference for 

working in sports journalism over other areas of journalism. Until I started my doctoral 

studies, I never had a job that was not sport-related, and as a researcher and scholar, I 

address and investigate problems of practice and research in sport. Therefore, it can be 

concluded that I still have a high athletic identity.  

My background in athletics was both an asset and a limitation in this research. 

Because I spent a number of years in athletics, I have access to the population of interest. 

Due to gatekeepers, it can be difficult to get access to student-athletes for research 

purposes, but I was able to permeate those circles. However, because of my familiarity 
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with the athletics culture, I had to be cautious not to make assumptions, particularly in 

my interview protocol, and to ask questions that on the surface may appear obvious to 

me, but not necessarily to an audience unfamiliar with the inner-workings of 

intercollegiate athletics.  

Overview of Dissertation 

 This dissertation will be presented in five chapters. This chapter, Chapter One, 

introduced the proposed study, the questions of research, and its significance in the field 

of higher education administration, particularly in student development. Chapter Two is a 

comprehensive review of scholarly literature specifically pertaining to the career 

development and transition experiences of college students, specifically student-athletes. 

Additionally, an overview Schlossberg’s Theory of Transition and its appropriateness as 

a conceptual framework for this study is presented. Chapter Three presents the 

methodology that was used to conduct the study, how participants were selected, the 

procedures that were used, and how the data was analyzed. Chapter Four contains results 

of the direct accounts of the study participants, and a summary of the information 

provided to answer the research questions is presented. The interpretations of these 

results are presented in Chapter Five, along with conclusions, recommendations, and 

suggestions for future study.   
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 CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Student-athletes, like many college seniors, contemplate post-collegiate careers in 

their final year of college. Some student-athletes will not only transition from college 

student to college graduate upon completion of their degree requirements, but many will 

also transition from athlete to non-athlete. For individuals who have identified as athletes 

for a majority of their lives and dedicated much of their time outside of the classroom to 

sport participation, it is important to understand how they have prepared for their 

transitions and post-collegiate careers. This can especially be a concern for some female 

student-athletes, who may face barriers to continuing their sport involvement beyond 

college. This study explores the career decision process of female student-athletes who 

have finished or are close to finishing their final season of athletic eligibility. Given this 

intent, the guiding research question for this study is: How do Division I female student-

athletes experiencing transitions perceive their preparation for post-collegiate careers? 

The primary goal for a literature review is to provide a comprehensive and up-to-

date review of a topic (Galvan, 2009). This literature review examines current scholarship 

relevant to career development and transition among intercollegiate athletes. Because the 

population of interest is Division I female student-athletes, research on gender differences 

will be also be explored.  To achieve this, this chapter is divided into three sections. First, 

research studies regarding the experiences of student-athletes will be synthesized. 

Literature pertaining to the culture of athletics, athletic identity, role conflict, and exit 

from sport is specifically helpful in understanding how the culture of intercollegiate 

athletics influences student-athletes’ career development experiences. The next section 

will focus specifically on the career development experiences of student-athletes. 



   
 

20 
 

Research studies on student-athletes’ career maturity, career opportunities, and gender 

differences with regard to career development will be discussed.  The final section will 

include an overview of Schlossberg’s transition theory, the conceptual framework for this 

study, along with the rationale for using the model to study student-athlete transitions.  

Athletic Experiences and the College Student-Athlete 

 Since the mid-nineteenth century, intercollegiate athletics have been a part of 

higher education in the United States. What started as a race on Lake Winnipesaukee 

between Harvard and Yale in 1852, college athletics has grown into a highly 

commercialized, multi-billion-dollar industry (Bok, 2003). Sport, as an enterprise, has 

resulted in a greater emphasis on winning and competitiveness that, some would argue, 

supersedes the academic missions of institutions and places heavy demands on student-

athletes (Zimbalist, 1999; Bowen and Levin, 2003). These demands may cause student-

athletes to place a greater emphasis on their athletic role than on their student role (Adler 

& Adler, 1991); doing so may have adverse consequences on their career development 

(Lally & Kerr, 2005).  

More than 180,000 women participate in intercollegiate athletics and 

approximately 41.4 percent of them play on the National Collegiate Athletic Association 

(NCAA) Division I level (Zgonc, 2010). Although women’s sports are not considered 

revenue-generating, there is some concern the hyper commercialization that has 

intensified competitive practices for men’s sports for decades is now becoming more 

prevalent in women’s sports (Suggs, 2005). Unlike their male counterparts, the lure of 

lucrative post-collegiate salaries on professional sports teams is not prevalent in women’s 

sports. However, the demands on time and emphasis on competitiveness is relatively the 
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same, resulting in similar barriers to career development. Riemer, Beal, and Schroeder’s 

(2000) found female student-athletes had a tendency to view their collegiate-sport 

participation as an exchange of services, like a job.  An examination of prior research 

provides a better understanding of how the culture of athletics may influence career 

development of student-athletes.  

The Culture of Intercollegiate Athletics 

 At some institutions, sports are an integral part of the collegiate experience. Aside 

from the contests themselves, institutions hope athletics can serve as a catalyst for 

prestige, encourage enrollment, and entice donors (Suggs, 2009). As a result of the 

heightened attention and importance placed on intercollegiate athletics, student-athletes 

may find themselves under increased pressure and scrutiny (Foster, 2003). Although 

sports are often used as a way to integrate the student body and build a sense of 

community on campus, the student-athletes themselves may be socially isolated (Watt & 

Moore, 2001; Riemer, Beal, & Schroeder, 2000).  

 Bowen and Levin (2003) suggest there is “a growing divide between 

intercollegiate athletics and the academic missions” of institutions (p. 2). In their study 

with more than 33 schools and more than 27,000 student-athletes, they found student-

athletes spend more time on sports than other members of the student body spend on co-

curricular involvement. For example, performing arts students and students involved in 

media, such as the campus newspaper, spend approximately 10 hours per week on their 

activities, where student-athletes spend a minimum of 20 hours per week (Bowen & 

Levin, 2003) engaged in sport-related activities. Another noteworthy finding is certain 

co-curricular leadership roles, such as editor of the student newspaper, may average more 
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hours than other participants due to greater responsibilities associated with that role. 

However, student-athletes generally put in the same amount of hours, regardless of their 

role on the team (Bowen & Levin, 2003).  

The time demands may also have an influence on major choices of student-

athletes. Student-athletes were found to be more likely to major in social science 

disciplines (Bowen & Levin, 2003). The researchers provide reasons why this may occur. 

One explanation is the laboratory time required for natural sciences is difficult to 

incorporate into student-athletes’ schedules. Many social science majors do not require 

activities that require a physical presence in addition to course work. Another explanation 

is that student-athletes live together and spend a considerable amount of social time 

together, so they are also likely to take courses together or to select courses 

recommended by their peers because they have the same sport-related time demands. The 

gravitation toward social science majors may be due to peer influence.  

There is evidence that student-athletes are integrating more with the student body 

than previous studies report. Gayles and Hu’s (2009) study of 410 freshmen found 

student-athletes scored the highest in frequent interaction with students other than 

teammates than in other types of engagement, which indicates that student-athletes may 

have social connections outside of their sport. However, the participants in the study were 

freshman. More research is needed to determine if they maintain their socialization with 

non-athletic peers as they continue to matriculate and become more engaged in athletic 

culture.  

This section addressed some factors that influence student-athlete experiences. 

More study is needed to learn more about how student-athletes perceive administrators 
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and coaches and the impact they have on their experiences (Bruening, Armstrong, & 

Pastore, 2005). The next section will review research on how the culture of 

intercollegiate athletics may influence the identity development of student-athletes.  

Athletic Identity 

Identity is a “complex negotiation” between an individual and society (Josselson, 

1996, p. 31). Research confirms that attending college has an effect on students’ identity 

development (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005). Studies of identity formation are 

theoretically rooted in Erik Erikson’s concept of psychosocial development (Erikson, 

1968). Erikson’s fifth stage of identity versus identity confusion “is the dominant 

developmental task for people of traditional college age” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, 

p. 20). This stage represents a transition between childhood and adulthood and signals a 

call to define oneself (Evans, et al, 2010). Identity confusion occurs when individuals 

lack a clear sense of self, resulting in the over-identification with other roles in life 

(Erikson, 1968).  Student-athletes experience role conflict when expectations as a student 

conflict with their role as an athlete, making it difficult to conform to both sets of 

expectations at the same time (Lance, 2004; Sage & Loudermilk, 1979). Grove, Lavalle, 

and Gordon (1997) found student-athletes who invest more in their athletic role and who 

possess a strong athletic identity experience more anxiety regarding career exploration.  

Adler and Adler (1991) conducted an ethnographic study on an elite men’s 

basketball team to learn more about the culture of collegiate athletics and identity 

formation. For five years, they immersed themselves as participant-observers of an elite 

men’s basketball team. Although not generalizable, the findings from their study are 

instructive in understanding the socialization experiences of college basketball players.  
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Although sometimes used interchangeably in other research studies, Adler and 

Adler (1991) explained the differences and the relationship between statuses, roles, and 

identities. Statuses are pre-defined within the system by a set of normative expectations. 

An example of a status is student-athlete.  There is a shared definition of who qualifies as 

a student-athlete on all NCAA participating campuses. Roles are the activities pursued by 

people of a certain status when following the normative expectations for their position. 

For student-athletes, they perform dual roles as students (i.e. attending classes and doing 

homework) and as athletes (i.e. attending practice and participating in competitions). 

Role domination is placing a role in a position of prominence, and role abandonment is 

detaching oneself from investment in other areas. Finally, identities are the self-

conceptions individuals develop from occupying a particular status or enacting a role. 

Adler and Adler (1991) found that some student-athletes in their study abandoned their 

identities in other roles, mainly the student role.  

Failing to explore alternative roles and identifying strongly and exclusively with 

the athlete role may result in identity foreclosure (Murphy, Petitpas, & Brewer, 1996; 

Watt & Moore, 2001). Murphy, Petitpas, & Brewer further explored identity foreclosure 

and athletic identity in a study with 124 Division I student athletes. They found that 

identity foreclosure and athletic identity were inversely related to career maturity. 

Another finding was there was not a significant gender difference regarding identity 

foreclosure and athletic identity. A limitation of this study is out of the 124 participants, 

only 25 were female. The findings would be better supported if there were more female 

participants.  
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There is conflicting research concerning the gender differences among student-

athletes and how they experience role conflict. Simons, Van Rheenen, and Covington 

(1999) found that female student-athletes are better able to balance athletic and academic 

roles compared to male student-athletes. However, Lance (2004) conducted a study with 

169 student athletes and found female student-athletes generally experienced more role 

conflict than male student-athletes. He suggests female student-athletes are more likely to 

experience “confusing messages regarding the value of their involvement” (p. 179). 

Female student-athletes in Sturm, Feltz, and Gilson’s (2011) study reported higher levels 

of student identity and lower perceptions of athlete identity compared to their male 

counterparts. More research is needed to understand whether there are significant gender 

differences in how student-athletes experience role conflict and identity issues.  

Exit from Sport 

The NCAA limits a student-athlete’s participation in competition to four seasons 

in any one sport (NCAA, 2011). The Five-Year Rule (NCAA Bylaw 14.2.1) requires the 

student-athlete to complete the seasons of participation within five calendar years from 

the beginning of the semester or quarter in which she first registered. Exceptions to the 

Five-Year Rule are military service, official religious missions, or recognized foreign-aid 

services of the U.S. government.  

Some student-athletes begin sport participation during early adolescence. For a 

majority of them, the end of their college participation denotes the end of their sports 

career. Less than 2 percent of intercollegiate athletes continue to the professional level. 

Person and Petitpas (1990) identified three types of transition from sport. Non-selection 

includes being cut from a team, not making a team, or not qualifying for competition. 
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Some athletes suffer career-ending injuries that prevent them from continuing their sport 

participation. Retirement is when athletes decide to leave their sport for reasons such as 

burn out, decline in physical ability, or a change in interest.   

Much of the research on exit from sport focuses on retirement of elite athletes 

(Allison & Meyer, 1988; Coakley, 1983; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997; Person & 

Petitpas, 1990; Wheeler, et al, 1996). This term does not accurately reflect the experience 

of student-athletes. Retirement reflects a decision, likely done when there is a decline in 

physical ability (Person & Petitpas, 1990). Most student-athletes exhaust their eligibility 

while in their prime but do get the opportunity play professional sports. Person and 

Petitpas (1990) refer to this as an anticipated, transition-based barrier to sport 

participation. 

Although anticipated, student-athletes may feel various emotions about the 

termination of their sports career. Adler and Adler (1991) found “no exclusive pattern of 

adaptation emerged” (p.218). The elite men’s basketball players in their study displayed 

avoidance when the end of their career became evident. The excitement of the final 

season served as a distraction from facing the end of their playing career. Symbols of 

change such as senior day and banquets were approached with sadness. Thoughts of a 

non-athletic future were deferred until after they had exhausted all athletic possibilities. If 

they were not drafted into professional sports, they worked to get invitations to mini-

camps or tryouts.  

Coakley (1983) contends exit from sport is not always approached with despair. 

Some student-athletes view the end of their career as a “rebirth,” and the release from 

sport participation allows them to engage in other interests. Wheeler et al. (1996) studied 
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disability-sport athletes and found the ability to move on was facilitated by having other 

interest and plans outside of sports to which they could direct their energy. Coakley’s 

(1983) findings were also supported in Allison and Meyer’s (1988) study of elite tennis 

players, who concluded athletes did not find disengagement traumatic but rather an 

opportunity to re-establish more traditional societal roles and lifestyles. Retirement from 

sport only denoted the end of their playing career, not a complete exit from sports. Out of 

the 20 women in the study, 15 went on to coach. The other five women became 

housewives.  It is important to note that the participants in the Wheeler et al. (1996) and 

Allison and Meyer (1988) studies were not college athletes. Additional research is 

necessary to put exit from sport in the appropriate context for collegiate athletics.  

Career Development 

College students are expected to reach some kind of closure on career decisions 

by their senior year, when they presumably will enter the workforce and/or pursue 

graduate studies. Specifically, the term career maturity refers to a student’s ability and 

readiness to make these career decisions (Savickas, 1984), and career foreclosure refers 

to the absence of career exploration (Linnemeyer and Brown, 2010). When a person is 

committed to roles other than the work role, they may have difficulty developing the 

knowledge necessary to develop career maturity (Luzzo, 1994). 

Studies specifically pertaining to student-athletes and career development suggest 

that student-athletes encounter unique circumstances that may limit their career maturity. 

Linnemeyer and Brown (2010) investigated career maturity and foreclosure in student 

athletes, fine arts students, and general college students. This was a quantitative study of 

326 undergraduate students consisting of 60 percent women and 40 percent men. Fine 
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arts students were included because they had similar demands, identity investments, and 

commitments as student-athletes. They hypothesized student-athletes and fine arts 

students would have similar scores related to foreclosure and career maturity. The 

researchers found student-athletes scored lower on career maturity and reported greater 

identity foreclosure than general college students and fine arts students. What the 

findings suggests is there are unique factors that affect student-athlete identity and career 

maturity. Although fine arts students have similar co-curricular demands outside of their 

coursework, their level of maturity was higher than student-athletes. The study was 

conducted using a validated survey instrument with no open-ended questions. Further 

qualitative exploration is necessary to identify what makes the co-curricular demands of 

student-athletes different than other populations with similar demands.    

In their study of 76 graduating male student-athletes and non-athletes, Perna, 

Ahlgren, and Zaichkowsky (1999) found life satisfaction was not significantly different 

between graduating athletes and non-athletes; however, among the student-athletes in the 

sample, those who could state a post-collegiate occupational plan at the termination of 

their college careers reported more life satisfaction than those who could not. Although 

this outcome is not surprising, it reinforces that measures taken to ensure student-athletes 

receive career development support may be beneficial.  

Student affairs personnel and counselors student-athletes encounter may have an 

effect on their level of career maturity, and not necessarily in a positive way. Beamon 

(2010) noted the socialized environment of intercollegiate athletes emphasized the 

athletic role above other roles and talents. Athletes are sometimes subject to academic 

clustering, a practice of steering athletes to certain majors based on their athletic schedule 
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thus restricting major choices (Snyder, Ross, and Fisher, 2010; Benson, 2000; Foster, 

2003). There is also evidence that stereotypes of student-athletes may have an effect on 

the type of counseling and academic support they receive. Czopp (2010) conducted an 

experiment with White students who were asked to take on the role as an academic 

advisor. The participants were given profiles of Black student-athletes and White students 

who did not participate in sports. Czopp found the participants would potentially advise 

student-athletes differently than other students and Black student-athletes in particular 

were discouraged from academic-related goals and behaviors. Although race is not a 

variable this study examined, what the Czopp (2010) study illustrates is perceptions and 

biases about certain groups that may influence the advice and support given in terms of 

career development.  

Others have also examined how advising may impede student-athletes’ career 

development. Benson (2000) found that academic advisors sometimes focus on eligibility 

requirements of student-athletes rather than serving as motivators to set academic goals 

above general eligibility guidelines. Career development courses were found to be 

effective in increasing student-athletes’ knowledge of occupational opportunities and job 

skills (Ware, 1985), but there is concern whether these practices are made readily 

available or if student-athletes take advantage of services offered. Shurts and Shoffner 

(2004) conclude student-athletes along with career counselors and advisors should co-

construct learning opportunities in career development to help promote the expansion of 

their interests, skills, beliefs, values, and personal qualities.  

Career Development and Gender 
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 Several studies suggest female student-athletes possess greater career maturity 

than their male counterparts (Jackson and Healy, 1996; Luzzo, 1995; Luzzo, 1994; 

Windish, 1987). However, Linnemeyer and Brown (2010) found student-athletes, both 

male and female, experience lower career maturity than non-athlete students.  Research 

based on type of sport has generally focused on investigating revenue sports versus non-

revenue sports. Specifically, male student-athletes from revenue-producing sports have 

been found to have lower career maturity than other college students (Kennedy and 

Dimick, 1987). With the exception of a few women’s basketball programs, female sports 

at a majority of institutions in the United States are non-revenue-producing sports. 

However, Smallman and Sowa (1996) found that there was no difference in the career 

maturity between male revenue and non-revenue sport participants. Gayles and Hu 

(2009) found effects of educationally purposeful activities were conditional on the profile 

level of the sport in which the student-athlete participated. More research is needed to 

examine career maturity of non-revenue women sports, which accounts for a majority of 

women sport participants.  

Although research suggests female student-athletes have higher career maturity 

than male student-athletes, it cannot be assumed that because one possesses greater career 

maturity that s/he has a high career decision-making self-efficacy (Luzzo, McWhirter, & 

Hutcheson, 1997). Lance (2004) found that female student-athletes generally experienced 

more role conflict than male student-athletes. In his dissertation research, Archer (2010) 

conducted a phenomenological study on the pre-transition experiences of female student-

athletes. The participants expressed feeling unprepared to deal with the reality of sport 

transition due to the time commitments and prolonged engagement they experienced. 
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They also reported having little opportunity to prepare for careers outside of their sport. 

Muprhy, Petitpas, and Brewer (1996) concluded exploratory behavior, which is often 

lacking from student-athlete experiences, is important for career development.  

Findings from a Canadian study by Lally and Kerr (2005) were inconsistent on 

whether limited role experimentation and poor identity development account for 

immature career planning among student-athletes. Student-athletes in Canada do not 

receive athletic scholarships; therefore, the culture of intercollegiate athletics in Canada 

and the experiences of student-athletes could be different than what exists in the United 

States. This also suggests more research is warranted to investigate the differences among 

scholarship athletes and non-scholarship athletes and the role of athletic culture in 

student-athlete career development experiences.  

Sport Careers for Women  

If, as research suggests, student-athletes do not engage in role experimentation 

outside of their athletic role, they may decide to pursue careers within the athletic 

domain. The three common areas for post-collegiate sport careers are professional 

competition, coaching, and sport administration. The Women’s National Basketball 

Association (WNBA) and Women’s Professional Soccer (WPS) utilize a draft to select 

college athletes who have either completed or forfeited their NCAA eligibility.  

Professional athletes in tennis and golf qualify for professional contests based on their 

performance. The NCAA published a report on the probability of student-athletes 

competing in athletics beyond high school (NCAA, 2011b). The purpose was to provide 

prospective student-athletes with a realistic picture of their chances to play on the 

professional level. The report specified only .9 percent of NCAA women’s basketball 
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players in their senior year get drafted to the WNBA (NCAA, 2011b).  Likewise, in 2010 

there were only 65 female student-athletes drafted to WPS out of a total of 8,117 Division 

I women’s soccer players (Zgonc, 2010; WPS, 2010).  

Another option for individuals who would like to remain in the sport profession 

after college is coaching. In a study that examined college athletes’ interest in coaching, 

Kamphoff and Gill (2008) determined men were more likely than women to pursue 

coaching jobs after college. The study also indicated women and minorities perceive bias 

as a barrier to coaching. Although women have made tremendous gains in sport 

participation due to Title IX legislation, opportunities for women beyond college in their 

respective sports remain low. Women only make up 66 percent of head women’s 

basketball coaches in Division I athletics and do not hold any head coaching positions on 

men’s teams (Lapchick, 2010). For other sports, the opportunities for women coaches are 

even fewer. Despite the fact that track and field has more women athletes than any other 

Division I sport (Zgonc, 2010), only 19.7 percent of women’s track and field coaches are 

women (Lapchick, 2010). In all other sports combined (excluding track and field and 

basketball), women only hold 45.5 percent of head coaching jobs in women’s sports; 

meanwhile women coaches lack opportunities on men’s teams (Lapchick, 2010). The 

downward trend in coaching opportunities for women is also evident in the number of 

female assistant coaches in Division I programs, which experienced a decline in the 

number of women assistant coaches on women’s teams in the 2009-10 season (Lapchick, 

2010). This suggests that female student-athletes who have a desire to coach after they 

complete their eligibility may encounter a disadvantage in the job market.  
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Aside from sport participation and coaching, women can also pursue careers in 

sport administration. Career opportunities are comparable in collegiate athletic 

administration, but the higher the position rank, the lower the gender equity. This may be 

due to gender stereotyping within the organizational structure (Hoffman, 2011). Although 

women hold 42.5 percent of professional administration jobs in Division I athletics, 

women only made up 8.3 percent of athletic directors and 31.1 percent of associate 

athletic directors. On the conference level, only five of 34 Division I conference 

commissioners are women (Lapchick, 2010). Women are highly represented in non-

senior-level positions, such as academic advising and life skills, 61.6 percent and 74.1 

percent respectively (Lapchick, 2010). Hoffman (2011) explains how the gendering of 

work places women on certain tracks in athletic administration. In her study of six senior-

level athletic administrators, Hoffman (2011) found tracks to senior-level positions in 

athletic administration often require oversight and decision-making related to football. 

Unfortunately, gendering of work and stereotyping within the organizational structure 

creates barriers to these positions.  

Schlossberg’s Transition Theory 

One conceptual framework that is useful in studying how individuals make 

meaning of their transition experiences is Schlossberg’s transition theory.  It is 

categorized as a theory of adult development and an integrative development model that 

examines both the internal psychological processes of transition and the circumstances 

surrounding them (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). Nancy Schlossberg 

first introduced the model in 1981 in the peer-reviewed journal The Counseling 

Psychologist and discussed human adaptation to transition. In 1984, she published 
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Counseling Adults in Transition, which is now in its third edition and co-authored with 

scholars Jane Goodman and Mary Anderson. The book provides a cognitive framework 

for counselors and other individuals in professions that help adults with transitions and 

integrates transition theory with practice.  

Definition of Transition 

Transition is defined as “an event or non-event resulting in a change in 

assumptions about oneself and the world and thus requires a corresponding change in 

one’s behavior and relationships” (Schlossberg, 1981, p. 5). The definition is broad to 

include life changes, subtle changes, and non-events, which refer to events that were 

anticipated but did not occur. Schlossberg (1981) differentiates between transition and 

change. Transition elicits change in one’s perceptions of himself/herself or the world, 

therefore a transition is only a transition if it is so defined by the person experiencing it 

(Schlossberg, 1981).  

Goodman, Schlossberg, and Anderson (2006) further differentiate transitions from 

the term crisis, which is commonly used in psychology, because of its negative 

connotations and association with loss. Transition can be associated with both gains and 

losses. The connotation of crisis also suggests a dramatic event, and it is important to also 

focus on less high-profile events and even the non-events that shape one’s life. Coakley 

(1983) supports this notion when studying student-athletes and suggests that instead of 

stress and identity crises, student-athletes may also experience a sense of relief and look 

forward to pursuing other interests. Therefore, the term transition, as defined by 

Schlossberg (1981), encompasses all feelings, good or bad, about the changes that one 

experiences throughout life.  
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Schlossberg (1981) uses a common set of variables to describe transitions: role 

change, affect, source, timing, onset, duration, and degree of stress. These variables will 

be illustrated using female student-athletes at the end of their athletic eligibility as an 

example. Role change can be the gain of a new role or role loss. For student-athletes, the 

role change may be going from athlete to non-athlete. Change can have a different effect 

on an individual depending on their perspective. Some student-athletes may look forward 

to the end of their athletic eligibility because they are ready to move on to other aspects 

of their lives. Others may approach it with sadness because they are going to miss playing 

the sport. The source of change can be internal or external, meaning it can be a deliberate 

decision by the individual or forced upon them by circumstances. For example, there is a 

difference between a student-athlete who quits the sport due to lack of interest and a 

student-athlete who reaches the end of her/his athletic eligibility. 

Transitions may not necessarily be scheduled, but timing refers to the timetable 

for certain events and may or may not be linked with age. For example, a basketball 

player may feel age is irrelevant to her ability to play her sport. However, a gymnast may 

feel she is approaching an age where she is no longer able to be competitive in her sport, 

regardless of her ability. Schlossberg (1981) contends it is usually easier to adapt to a 

gradual onset of transition than a sudden transition because the individual can prepare for 

it. A female student-athlete anticipates the end of athletic eligibility, graduation, and 

entry into the job market; however, as previously mentioned in the examination of 

athletic culture, preparation for these events is often hindered.  

Another factor that affects the adaptation to change is whether or not the duration 

is permanent, temporary, or uncertain. For a student-athlete, the end of athletic eligibility 
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is a permanent change because once it is exhausted, she can no longer play sports on the 

collegiate level. Unfortunately, for female athletes in certain sports, there are few 

opportunities to play at an elite level after college, so it also may mark the end of their 

athletic careers as players. The final characteristic of transition is the degree of stress one 

feels as a result of the transition. For all of the reasons described above, some female 

student-athletes may approach the end of their athletic eligibility with anxiety, 

particularly if they are ill prepared for the next step in their lives, where others may not 

feel as much stress because they have adequately planned life after college.  

The Four S System 

Once an individual in transition has approached the type, context, and impact of 

the change s/he is experiencing, s/he must next identify potential resources used to cope 

with change. The transition framework includes four factors that make a difference in 

how one copes with change. These factors are referred to as The Four S System and are 

used to assess an individual’s coping resources (Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson, 

2009). The Four S’s refer to the individual’s Situation, Self, Support, and Strategies.  The 

resources can be either assets or liabilities and the ratio of assets to liabilities helps 

explain why individuals may react differently to the same situation (Goodman, 

Schlossberg, & Anderson, 2009).  

Assessing Situation requires getting to the root of what is happening in transition. 

It is important to understand what triggered the change, to determine if a role change is 

involved, and to determine whether the transition is permanent or temporary. Other 

important factors in Situation include the timing, stress, previous experiences with similar 

transition, and how the individual perceives the change. Self -assessment takes into 
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account the unique attributes of the individual coping with change. Whether the 

individual is optimistic or pessimistic, feels in control of her/his responses to the 

transition, and has a sense of meaning and purpose will influence how s/he copes with 

change. Support refers to the help available to an individual facing transition. In a college 

setting, the type of support can range from family, friends, teammates, coaches, 

administrators, and institutional resources. Finally, Strategies assess the things people do 

to cope with change. These coping strategies include an individual’s active and passive 

responses to transitions.  

Practical Application of Theory 

Schlossberg’s transition theory is not as prevalent in student affairs research, but 

is a useful model in helping understand college transitions (Evans et. al, 2010). Although 

the original audience for Schlossberg’s work was individuals working with adult learners, 

Evans et al. (2010) considers Schlossberg’s Transition Theory relevant for studying 

transitions of traditionally aged college students. Several studies (i.e. Swain, 1991; 

Person & Petitpas, 1990; Missler, 1996) have used Schlossberg’s transition theory as a 

basis for understanding student-athletes’ experiences, particularly the aspect of retirement 

from sport, making it a useful framework for studying the transition experiences student-

athletes (Evans et al., 2010; Swain, 1991; Wheeler et al., 1996).  

Schlossberg’s transition theory is a human ecological model that investigates 

interaction between the environment and individuals (Evans, et al, 2009). This study 

addresses how the environment of intercollegiate athletics affects the career development 

of female student-athletes and how they cope with transitioning from that environment. 

Other transition frameworks include Hackney & Cormier (2005) and Egan (2007). Both 
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frameworks are useful for assisting individuals through transitions. Schlossberg’s 

transition theory was selected because it is not only descriptive of the phases of 

transition, it addresses how individuals cope and take stock of change. It is a 

comprehensive framework that provides insight into factors associated with transition.  

Chapter Summary 

The culture of intercollegiate athletics causes student-athletes to prioritize their 

athlete role over their student role (Adler & Adler, 1991; Bowen & Levin, 2003; Murphy, 

Petitpas, & Brewer, 1996). This results in a failure to explore roles outside of athletics 

and may have negative consequences on their career development (Murphy, Petitpas, & 

Brewer, 1996; Watt & Moore, 2001). Research consistently suggests that student-athletes 

exhibit lower career maturity than their peers. Although female student-athletes are found 

to exhibit more career maturity than male athletes, barriers in the sports job market and 

reduced opportunities for role experimentation outside of sports may still pose limitations 

to their career development. This research fills a gap in literature by attempting to 

understand how female student-athletes account for these barriers in their career 

preparation and how they approach transitioning from an athletic dominant domain. 

There are also inconsistencies that need to be addressed concerning examining career 

maturity using quantitative methods and what is reported by female student-athletes’ 

lived experiences using qualitative methods. The evidence in the quantitative studies 

(Windish, 1987; Luzzo, 1995; Jackson and Healy, 1996; Linnemeyer and Brown, 2010) 

suggests that female student-athletes possess high career maturity, while the qualitative 

studies (Lally and Kerr, 2005; Archer, 2008; Riemer, Beal, and Schroeder, 2000) suggest 

female student-athletes are not as prepared for their post-college careers as concluded in 

previous studies. This study contributes research on how female student-athletes perceive 
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their career-development experiences and their preparedness for post-collegiate careers as 

they approach the end of their athletic eligibility. Schlossberg’s theory of transition has 

been found to be helpful in developing and understanding of how student-athletes cope 

with the process of exiting from sport (Wheeler, et al, 1996; Swain, 1991; Person & 

Petitpas, 1990) and was used as a conceptual framework to guide the study.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Overview 

It is common for students competing in intercollegiate athletics while pursing higher 

education to experience role conflict between their athletic role and student role (Adler & 

Adler, 1991). As a result, some student-athletes may experience lower career maturity 

and inadequate career development experiences than other students (Linnemyer & 

Brown, 2010). Prior studies that have examined student-athletes’ career development and 

maturity typically focused on male participants in revenue-generating sports (Kennedy & 

Dimick, 1987; Smallman & Sowa, 2006). This study investigated how Division I female 

student-athletes make meaning of their post-collegiate career decisions, while 

experiencing transitions. To understand this phenomenon, the following sub-questions 

were addressed: 

1. What are the career development experiences of Division I female student-

athletes? 

2. What transitions do female student-athletes perceive as they prepare to exit 

college? 

3. How do these transitions influence their career decisions? 

4. What forms of support do female student-athletes receive in making career 

decisions? 

5. How do female student-athletes perceive their preparation for post-collegiate 

careers? 

To explore these questions, a basic qualitative study approached from a 

constructivist paradigm was conducted. This chapter will begin by presenting the 
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epistemological stance and conceptual framework that informed the methodological 

choices. Next, the study design will be outlined. Maxwell (2005) describes four 

components of qualitative methods: the relationship with the participants, site and 

participant selection, data collection, and data analysis. These four components will be 

described in greater detail in the subsequent sections. The chapter concludes with specific 

information on the ethical precautions that were taken to ensure minimal harm to the 

human participants in the study.  

Epistemological Stance 

Epistemology of social research determines the relationship between the knower 

and what is known (Krauss, 2005). Articulating the epistemological stance allows the 

researcher to provide a context for answering the questions of inquiry.  It also provides 

insight on the methodological choices used to answer the research question. A 

constructivist approach is an appropriate paradigm to use to understand the process of 

how female-student athletes arrive at career decisions and the meaning they ascribe to 

their transitions. Crotty (1998) states “constructivism describes the individual human 

subject engaging with objects in the world and making sense of them” (p. 79).  Crotty 

(1998) also contends research in a constructivist vein is “an invitation to reinterpretation” 

(p. 51). Constructivist research is not typically bound to conventional meanings that have 

been taught; rather research is approached with the potential for discovering new or 

richer meaning of an object or phenomenon. 

Understanding how transitions influence female-student athletes’ ability to 

adequately prepare for their careers will help athletic administrators, coaches, and 

student-affairs personnel identify this phenomenon in their own student-athletes. The 
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participants serve as informants and are the primary source of understanding the issue. 

Their accounts will be reconstructed to provide an understanding of how the individuals 

make sense of the transitions they face.  

Considering disparities between women’s and men’s athletics in the United 

States, one could also take a critical theory approach to these questions using feminist 

theory. Although the participants in this study are female student-athletes whose voices 

are seldom represented in athletics research, the primary objective is to understand a 

phenomenon that is not necessarily unique to them, but has not been explored in great 

detail with respect to female student-athletes. In some respect, the marginalization of 

their voices on the collegiate athletics landscape will be discussed in this study. However, 

the primary intent is to understand the phenomenon from the perspective of female 

student-athletes. Based on the findings, there may be a need to do further research from a 

critical perspective, but initially the intent was to gain understanding about an issue that 

can later inform future studies. To take a critical approach would require a priori 

assumptions of their experiences. Without substantial research, one could not assume that 

female student-athletes experience or perceive oppression in their athletic or career 

development experiences. Because few studies have provided understanding of this 

phenomenon, to take a critical approach would have been premature before truly 

understanding the issues and what the informants actually perceive. 

Guba and Lincoln (1994) consider the nature of knowledge for a constructivist 

paradigm to be “individual reconstructions coalescing around consensus” (p. 112). Rather 

than starting with a hypothesis, as would be typical of a positivist or post-positive 

approach, the knowledge obtained from this study came from the accounts of the 
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individual participants that eventually coalesced into common themes. Krauss (2005) 

explained this concept:  

The goal of a qualitative investigation is to understand the complex world of human 

experience and behavior from the point-of-view of those involved in the situation of 

interest. Therefore, the investigator is expected not to have an a priori, well-

delineated conceptualization of the phenomenon; rather, this conceptualization is to 

emerge from the interaction between participants and investigator (p. 764).  
 

Each of the study participants provided their own account of their experiences by 

participating in semi-structured interviews. These individual experiences were reviewed 

for similarities and differences. It is assumed that individuals experiencing a similar 

phenomenon will have commonalities in their accounts.  

The researcher in constructivism takes the role as the “passionate participant” and 

“facilitator of multi-voice reconstruction” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Lincoln and Guba 

(2001) also refer to this as inquirer posture. The female student-athletes in the study are 

participants in the knowledge-creation process and are not merely subjects of inquiry. 

The methods employed to achieve this extend beyond asking a question and receiving an 

answer. Unlike the “disinterested scientist” used in a positivist approach, the researcher in 

constructivism is actively engaged with the participants in knowledge creation (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994). Participants must experience a level of comfort and rapport with the 

researcher in order to reveal personal details. This type of facilitation is unlikely to occur 

in an impersonal and clinical environment. It is also important that the researcher is not 

perceived as the expert. The expertise in constructivism lies with the participant and the 

researcher’s role is to facilitate knowledge acquisition.  

 Any of the common paradigmatic approaches can be used to conduct a study on 

female-student-athletes’ career development experiences and transitions. Individuals who 

have encountered this situation first-hand are better equipped to explain the concepts. 
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Rather than hypothesizing how this occurs with female student-athletes, the direct 

accounts of individuals provided a richness of data that can inform the study of 

intercollegiate athletics. Insight and understanding gained provides opportunities to 

further study the topic, even from other paradigmatic standpoints.  

Conceptual Framework and Methodological Choices 

 Schlossberg’s transition theory is the conceptual framework used to guide this 

study. Goodman, Schlossberg, and Anderson (2006) emphasized the importance of 

perception in transitions and explained the difference between change and transition. 

They contend transition only exists if it is defined as such by the individual experiencing 

it. This is a marked difference from change, which may occur without the individual 

placing a great significance on it. Therefore, when attempting to understand transition 

that occurs within individuals, qualitative research methods are preferred because of the 

ability of the participants to report their perception in their own words.  

 Schlossberg identified four factors that influence transition: situation, support, 

self, and strategies (Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson, 2006). This study will explore 

how female student-athletes experience transition while making career decisions within 

the context of these four factors. As a result, the four factors informed the sub-questions 

of this study and guided the development the interview protocol (see Appendix A for 

complete interview protocol). Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between the four factors 

that influence transition and the sub-questions developed for the interview protocol.   

 Strategies refer to coping responses or functions in which the individual engages. 

Sub-Question One (what are the career development experiences of Division I female 

student-athletes?) requested participants to describe the specific career development 



   
 

45 
 

strategies they utilized while in college. It is important to note strategies was the first 

factor addressed in the line of questioning of the interview protocol. Questions that 

inquired about their major and the activities they participated in to gain experience (what 

is your major? what activities, such as an internship, have you done to gain experience in 

your chosen field?) allowed the researcher to first build rapport with the participants with 

questions that required little thought to answer than some of the more personal and 

thought-provoking questions associated with the other sub-questions.  

 Situation describes events, non-events or triggers that occur, such as exhausting 

athletic eligibility. Sub-Question Two (what transitions do female student-athletes 

perceive as they prepare to exit college?) and sub question 3 (how do these transitions 

influence their career decision?) helped the researcher understand the situations of the 

participants.   

 Support refers to the type of social support received from the institution, family, 

team, and others. Sub-Question Four (what forms of support do female student-athletes 

receive in making career decisions?) asked participants to describe the types of support 

they received.  

 Self refers to personal characteristics of the student-athletes that may help them 

cope with transition. Sub-Question Five (how do female student-athletes perceive their 

preparation for post-college careers?) requires the participants to self-reflect on their 

preparation.  
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Figure 1. Relationship of four factors of transition theory to interview protocol 

Design 

Reality is not necessarily a fixed, agreed upon, measurable phenomenon that is 

often suggested in positive research (Merriam, 2002). Therefore, basic qualitative 

research methods will be used to understand how Division I female student-athletes make 

meaning of their career development while experiencing transitions. The purpose of a 

basic qualitative study is to understand phenomena, processes, perspectives, and 

worldviews of the people involved (Merriam, 2002). This method was chosen because of 

its inductive nature and the ability to respond to emergent insights (Maxwell, 2005). 

Qualitative methods involve interacting with participants to shape themes that emerge 

from the process (Creswell, 2009).  

Sample 

A purposive, criterion-based sampling strategy was employed to find qualified 

informants of the phenomenon of study. Once participants who met the criteria were 
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identified, snowball sampling was used to select additional participants.  Because 

geographic location was not a specific variable of interest for this study, only participants 

who were physically accessible to the researcher and able to participate in a face-to-face 

interview were given consideration.  Because identifying information for student-athletes 

is public and accessible via the Internet, to further protect the identity of the participants, 

the names and locations of the institutions are withheld. Each institution is referenced by 

their current Basic Carnegie Classification, a framework used in research to allow 

comparisons of U. S. higher education institutions (Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, 2010). The student-athletes primarily came from public 

research universities (RU). Three of the research universities are classified as research 

universities with high research activity (RU/H) and 14 are classified as research 

universities with very high research activity (RU/VH). One institution is a 

doctoral/research university (DRU) and one is a Master’s college/university with larger 

programs (MAL).  

There were several eligibility requirements for the study. First, participants must 

have played intercollegiate athletics for a women’s sports team at an NCAA Division I 

member institution. In order to not inadvertently exclude participants based on the time of 

the year data was collected, participants could either be in the final season of athletic 

eligibility or have recently completed their athletic eligibility within the past year. The 

participants also must have been recruited to play their sport at their current institution 

and received full grant-in-aid. The NCAA defines full grant-in-aid as “financial aid that 

consists of tuition and fees, room and board, and required course-related books” (NCAA, 

2011, p. 195). Generally, Division I student-athletes are more likely than Division II 
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student-athletes to receive full grant-in-aid, and Division III student-athletes do not 

receive any form of athletic aid, thus Division II and Division III student-athletes were 

excluded from this study. The rationale for using Division I student-athletes receiving 

athletic aid is it is possible for student-athletes who are reliant upon the athletic 

department for financial aid to have different experiences than student-athletes who 

receive financial aid from other sources.  

A common limitation of sampling from student-athletes on Division I teams is the 

difficulty researchers experience gaining access to the population (Beamon, 2010; 

Benson, 2000; Funk, 1991). There are often restrictions placed on interviewing high 

profile individuals and because of the public attention college athletes receive, access to 

them may be more limited than for general college students (Beamon, 2010). Likewise, 

their schedule demands and existing commitments may make it difficult for student-

athletes to learn about and participate in voluntary research. As a result, multiple methods 

were used to recruit participants for the study. A study announcement flier was created to 

inform individuals of the opportunity to participate. Using online sports rosters that are 

available on athletic departments’ websites, student-athletes who were classified as 

seniors and were geographically accessible were emailed the announcement. Because 

interviews had to be conducted face-to-face, geographical accessibility was considered no 

more than 250 miles from the researcher’s current location. Coaches, athletic 

administrators, and other institution personnel were contacted for assistance in locating 

contact information for potential participants that the researcher previously identified. 

The use of gatekeepers was minimized so that participants would not be pre-screened or 

recommended based on the gatekeeper’s perceptions of who would be appropriate for the 
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study. When involving coaches or university personnel to contact participants, caution 

was taken to ensure the student-athletes did not feel their participation was required 

because a coach or athletic administrator asked them to participate. The study 

announcement emphasized that participation was voluntary and it was reiterated when 

potential participants responded to the announcement and prior to the interview.   

Snowball sampling was also utilized for increasing the pool of eligible 

participants. At the conclusion of the interview, some participants were asked if they had 

teammates or knew student-athletes on other sports teams that fit the criteria. The various 

sampling methods produced 24 responses, 20 of which resulted in participation in the 

study. Out of the 20 study participants, nine were selected after responding to the email 

advertisement, four were direct referrals from an employee at the institution, and seven 

were a result of snowball sampling from other study participants. Three student-athletes 

responded to the email advertisement but did not meet the criteria for the study and one 

student-athlete who was referred by an employee at the institution met the criteria but 

opted not to participate.  

Data Collection 

Scholars who have written about sample size in qualitative research do not 

provide strict guidelines for the necessary number of interviews because much of it will 

depend on the methodological approach and the phenomenon of inquiry (Mason, 2010). 

In his study on sample size and saturation in qualitative Ph.D. studies, Mason (2010) 

found the most common sample sizes were twenty and thirty, and a high proportion of 

studies utilized multiples of ten. Creswell (2007) recommends 20-30 participants for 
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grounded theory studies. Although this study is not classified as grounded theory because 

the goal is not to generate or discover a theory, similar analysis procedures were used.  

Twenty Division I female student-athletes ultimately consented to participate in 

the study and met the criteria. The student-athletes that comprised the sample participated 

in eight NCAA sponsored sports: basketball (BB), golf (GLF), soccer (SOC), softball 

(SOF), tennis (TEN), track and field (T&F), volleyball (VB), and ice hockey (HKY). 

Table 1 lists the participants, their sports, their institutions’ Basic Carnegie Classification, 

and their majors.  

Table 1 

Summary of participants’ sport, institution type, and major 

Participant Sport Institution Type Major 

Allie VB Masters-L Psychology/Theology 

Annie SB RU/VH Journalism 

Brandy BB RU/H Psychology  

Celeste T&F RU/VH Mass Media Arts/Theater 

Charity BB RU/VH Criminal Justice/Psychology  

Christine SOC RU/VH Political Science/Communication Arts 

Connie T&F RU/VH Communication Studies 

Danielle T&F RU/VH Mass Media Arts 

Elizabeth VB RU/VH Exercise and Sport Science 

Jade BB RU/VH Business Management and Sport 

Management (graduate school) 

Jessica T&F RU/H Psychology 

Kathy SOC RU/H Communications 

Liza VB RU/VH Biology 

Mae SOC RU/H General Studies 

Marlys HKY RU/VH Biology 

Mel Golf RU/VH Journalism 

Natalie VB DRU Finance/Accounting 

Renee WBB RU/VH Science and Technology 

Tiffany T&F RU/VH Business Administration 

Tina BB RU/VH Business Administration 
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 Once it was determined that they met the criteria for the study, a face-to-face 

interview was scheduled at a location and time convenient for the participant. When they 

arrived at the interview, the details of the study were explained to them and they were 

asked for their verbal consent to participate. They were provided with an informed 

consent document that outlined the study details, including any associated risks, as well 

as the contact information for the researcher (Appendix B). The initial face-to-face 

interview lasted approximately one hour using a semi-structured interview protocol. 

Merriam (2009) describes semi-structured interviews as a mix of structured and 

unstructured open-ended questions guided by a list of questions or issues to be explored, 

allowing the researcher “to respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of 

the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (p. 90). The interview was audio recorded 

and transcribed verbatim. Glauser and Strauss (1967) define saturation as the point when 

collection of new data does not shed further light on the issue under investigation. 

Through preliminary data analysis and examination of field notes, it was determined that 

a saturation point had been reached at 20 interviews and recruitment of additional 

participants ceased.  

 A summary of each interview was emailed to the participant for review. A second 

interview lasting approximately 30 minutes was scheduled and the participant had the 

option of participating face-to-face or over the phone. The second interview was a 

method of respondent validation to protect against misinterpretations of their responses 

(Maxwell, 2005). It was also an opportunity to get further elaboration or clarification of 

data provided.  

Participant Profiles 
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 To provide a better understanding of the student-athletes that informed the study 

and to put the experiences they reported in context, participant profiles are provided.  

 Allie. Allie was a volleyball player and fifth-year senior at the time of the 

interview. She ended her eligibility in the fall semester of her fifth year. She suffered an 

injury so did not compete much her final season. She was a double major in psychology 

and theology and plans to go to graduate school to get a Ph.D. in psychology. She wants 

to eventually work with individuals, such as veterans, who have experienced trauma. 

Because her school offers a January term, she was able to participate in study abroad with 

her academic program and her international travels influenced her decision to work with 

trauma victims.  

 Annie. Annie was a softball player that ended her athletic eligibility in the spring 

semester but graduated the following fall semester. Her major was journalism and she 

was interested in sports journalism. The athletic department at her institution provided 

her with an opportunity to blog about her sport for a major sports network’s website. Her 

plan was to go to graduate school after a year of interning and gaining professional 

experience. She wants to eventually work for an organization to help terminally ill kids 

meet their sports heroes.  

 Brandy. Brandy was a basketball player and majored in psychology. She was 

eligible for an additional season of athletic competition but decided to graduate and not 

return for her final season. Her international travel with a non-profit youth organization 

encouraged her to pursue a career in non-profit administration and she hopes to start her 

own youth organization after graduation. 
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 Celeste. Celeste was a track and field student-athlete that was a true senior, which 

means she finished her eligibility and graduated in the same academic year. She suffered 

an injury so her season ended prematurely and she expressed interested in possibly 

rehabilitating and training for competition just to see how she would fare. Her major was 

Mass Media and Theater. Through her academic program she attended a summer 

experiential learning opportunity in Los Angeles to intern at a motion picture studio. At 

the time of the interview she did not have a job lined up but planned to return to Los 

Angeles with a friend to pursue a career in television production.  

 Charity. Charity was a graduate student who finished her undergraduate degree 

in criminal justice and psychology before she finished her athletic eligibility. She 

returned to school to finish competing but for eligibility purposes enrolled in a leadership 

development certificate program and took classes in school counseling. Her academic 

program required an internship to meet graduation requirements, so the summer before 

her senior year she interned with a children’s advocacy organization. She expressed 

interest in pursuing a career in federal law enforcement or going into the military.  

 Christine. Christine was a soccer student athlete that finished her eligibility in her 

fourth year and graduated the following summer. Her graduated with a double major in 

political science and communication arts. She served on both her campus student-athlete 

advisory committee and represented her athletic conference on the national committee. 

The advisor to the student-athlete advisory committee on her campus offered her a part-

time position working in student support services. She eventually wants to pursue a 

career as a wellness educator.  
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 Connie. Connie was an international student that finished her eligibility in track 

and field in the spring semester and finished her degree in communications studies the 

following fall semester. She came to the United States with the intention to pursue a 

professional career in track and field after college. However, she needed to find a job for 

visa requirements in order to stay after graduation but was unable to secure employment. 

She had to return to her home country and plans to return to the United States in the 

future.  

 Danielle. Danielle was a track and field athlete and was a true senior majoring in 

mass media arts. She is interested in pursuing a career in human interest journalism. 

While in college she worked for the campus career center. She interned with a major 

news network in New York during the summer. She did not know exactly what she 

wanted to do after graduation but if she does not find a job in journalism, her mother will 

help her obtain a job at the company where she is employed. 

 Elizabeth. Elizabeth was a volleyball player that finished her eligibility and 

returned to school for a fifth-year to finish her degree in exercise and sport science with a 

minor in public health. She had the opportunity to travel internationally on mission trips 

where she developed an interest in global public health issues. She received a post-

graduate scholarship and will pursue a master’s in public health but first she will go to 

Europe play volleyball professionally. She has five years to use the scholarship so she has 

decided to continue to play while she is still in her prime and return to the United States 

for graduate school.  

 Jade. Jade was a basketball player and graduated with a degree in business 

management before finishing her athletic eligibility so she enrolled in a graduate program 
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in sports management while she competed in her final season. She stated she does not 

really have a clear goal or vision for what she will do but she will finish her master’s 

degree and see what opportunities are presented.  

 Jessica. Jessica was a track and field athlete and graduated with a degree in 

psychology. She finished her eligibility but utilized her fifth year to complete her degree. 

She planned to go to graduate school and will pursue a career in organizational behavior 

or human resources. She would like to work for a year before starting graduate school in 

hopes of finding a job that will also have educational benefits.  

 Kathy. Kathy was a soccer player and graduated with a degree in mass 

communications. She utilized her fifth year to gain experience and volunteered in her 

school’s sports information office. She planned to pursue a career in television 

production and spent her final semester looking for entry level positions and internships.  

 Liza. Liza was a tennis player and a true senior. Her major was biology and she 

wants to become a physician’s assistant. After graduation she planned to spend a year 

gaining direct patient care experience she needs to apply for graduate school.  

 Mae. Mae was a soccer player and graduated with a degree in general studies 

before finishing her athletic eligibility. She returned to school to continue competing 

while the taking pre-requisite courses she needed to apply to business school. She 

planned to stay at her institution for graduate school while interning in the athletic 

department. Her plan is to stay at her institution and work her way through the ranks in 

athletic administration. 

 Marlys. Marlys played ice hockey and utilized her fifth-year to finish her degree 

in biology. She plans to take a part-time job in retail and coach while she applies for 
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dental school. During her fifth year she completed over100 shadow hours with dentists 

for her dental school application and took a dental school preparation course.  

 Mel. Mel was a golfer that plans to play professional golf after she graduates. 

However, she returned to school to finish her degree in journalism in the fall even though 

she was done with her competing on the collegiate level in the spring. She plans to play 

professional golf and does not have any other plans to pursue any other profession but 

stated it was important to her to finish her degree just in case golf did not work out.  

 Natalie. Natalie was a volleyball player that finished her eligibility in the spring 

but graduated the following fall with a dual degree in finance and accounting. She 

already had a job lined up with a public accounting firm that she acquired through an 

internship she did with the company the previous summer. She planned to spend the time 

between graduation and the start of her new job studying for and taking the Certified 

Public Accountants exam.  

 Renee. Renee was a basketball player that graduated with a degree in science and 

technology before she finished her eligibility so she enrolled in graduate level classes so 

she could finish playing basketball. She did not want to attend graduate school at her 

undergraduate institution so she took classes that interested her as opposed to enrolling in 

a graduate degree program. She was accepted to Teach for America and will teach 

science in an urban school.  

 Tiffany. Tiffany was a track and field athlete that graduated with a degree in 

business administration and information technology. She was a true senior and enrolled 

in a two-year paid internship program with a national technology corporation after 



   
 

57 
 

graduation to gain exposure to the field. She planned to pursue a career in technology 

management. 

 Tina. Tina was a basketball player and graduated with a degree in business 

administration. She planned to play professional basketball until she suffered an injury. 

She was a true senior and took an internship with a professional basketball team after 

graduation. At the end of her internship one of her former coaches offered her a position 

in basketball operations for another Division I basketball program. She planned to go to 

graduate school while at the new school and pursue a career in sports business.   

Data Analysis and Presentation  

  The researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis in 

qualitative research (Maxwell, 2005, Merriam, 2002;). Data analysis is a simultaneous 

process with data collection and will begin with the first interview (Merriam, 2002; 

Creswell, 2009). Analytical memos were kept for each interview and promoted 

continuous reflection about the data. The memos also helped determine when a point of 

saturation was reached with the participants interviewed or if additional sampling should 

occur. The interviews were transcribed and coded in multiple stages to discover 

relationships between the categories of information and generate themes (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998; Creswell, 2009).  The transcripts were analyzed using first-cycle, open 

coding and consisted of descriptive coding to summarize and categorize data content. In 

vivo coding, which uses the actual words of the participants to capture the terminology 

they ascribe to their experience, was also be used (Saldana, 2009). Analysis continued 

with a second cycle of axial coding for “classifying, prioritizing, integrating, 

synthesizing, abstracting, conceptualizing, and theory building” (Saldana, 2009, p. 45).  
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Next, a comparative analysis was conducted to compare one segment of data or 

group with another (Merriam, 2009). The data were placed in tables on a spreadsheet that 

displayed information across the whole dataset to make systematic comparisons (Gibbs, 

2007). A cross-case analysis was conducted to review and compare responses across 

participants.  

 Following analysis, data were organized into overarching themes that emerged. 

The findings are presented in Chapter Four. Each theme is presented along with rich 

descriptions to provide a highly descriptive and detailed presentation of the findings 

(Merriam, 2009). Direct quotations from participants are also included to support the 

themes and provide the reader with greater context.  

Validity and Reliability 

 Internal validity refers to how the research findings match reality (Merriam, 

2009). Maxwell (2005) concurs that no one can ever really capture reality or an objective 

truth, but there are ways to increase the trustworthiness and credibility of findings in 

qualitative research. This study utilized member checks as a strategy for ensuring internal 

validity. After preliminary analysis, all respondents participated in a follow-up interview 

to discuss whether the interpretations from the analysis reflected their sentiments. The 

participants were provided a summary of their interview and asked whether or not their 

experience was reflected in the interpretation (Merriam, 2009).  

 Reliability refers to the extent to which the findings from the study can be 

replicated (Merriam, 2009). Because human behavior is not static, replication in 

qualitative studies may not yield the same results (Merriam, 2009). Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) contend to assess reliability in qualitative research the concern should be whether 
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the results are consistent and dependable with the data collected. This study relied on 

personal accounts of female student-athletes experiencing transition. To address 

credibility, purposeful and criterion-based sampling was used to ensure the individuals 

participating in the study possessed the knowledge and experience to provide insight on 

the phenomena of study. Also, detailed journals and memos were kept throughout the 

entire process to describe in detail how decisions pertaining to the study were made, how 

data were collected, and how data reduction led to the themes in order to authenticate the 

findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  This extensive documentation ensured transparency in 

the process to allow the reader to assess any conclusions and see how the results were 

presented from the data.  

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

Prior to conducting the study, permission was obtained from The George 

Washington University Institutional Review Board to ensure risks to human subjects 

were minimized and the research procedures were ethical. The study was classified as 

exempt, which means because the risks were considered minimal, no ongoing oversight 

was required by the Office of Human Research. The study imposes minimal risks for the 

participants and the utmost care was taken to protect the identity of the individuals who 

volunteered to participate. A risk common with interviewing is some questions require 

participants to share details of their experience, which may provoke an emotional 

response. Participants were informed that they could stop the interview at any time and 

could skip any questions they did not feel comfortable answering. Prior to each interview, 

the informed consent document was reviewed, which contained a statement that 

explained the purpose of the study, addressed any risks associated with participation, and 
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explained how confidentiality would be protected (Appendix B). After reviewing the 

informed consent document, participants were asked verbally if they consented to 

participate and wished to proceed with the interview. After consenting, they were asked 

to select their own a pseudonym to be used during the interview. The pseudonym was 

used in place of their name and any identifying information they provided during the 

interview was redacted. They also had the option of withdrawing from the study at any 

time during or following the interview by notifying the researcher. None of the 

participants opted out of the study.  

Protecting student-athlete identity is an area of concern for athletic administrators 

and coaches who often serve as gatekeepers for this population. The use of gatekeepers to 

gain access to the population is somewhat unavoidable, but was minimized to avoid a 

perception of coercion - on the part of the administrator or coach - to participate. All 

electronic records for the study were kept on a password-protected computer used solely 

by the researcher. Any quotations used to provide examples or illustrate themes were de-

identified and only presented in text form. No voice recordings will be used when 

presenting the findings, and all audio files were destroyed.  

Chapter Summary 

 Using a constructivist paradigm, a basic qualitative study was conducted to 

understand how Division I female student-athletes perceive their career development 

while experiencing transition. Schlossberg’s transition theory was used as a conceptual 

framework for developing the research questions and interview protocol. Twenty female 

student-athletes from NCAA Division I institutions participated in a face-to-face semi-

structured interview. Precautions were taken to ensure the confidentiality of the 
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participants and minimize risk.  The interviews were transcribed, and a follow-up 

interview was conducted for respondent-validation purposes. Using open, in vivo, and 

axial-coding methods, content from the interviews was organized into themes and 

categories. These categories were further analyzed using cross-case data analysis. The 

emergent themes from the study are presented in Chapter Four. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

Overview 

 In this chapter, the findings from interviews with 20 Division I female-student 

athletes are presented. In qualitative research, analysis and interpretation are closely 

intertwined; however much of the interpretation of the results will be reserved for 

Chapter Five. To organize this chapter, the data were grouped into themes that emerged 

from the participants’ responses.  The results are not depicted in a hierarchal format from 

most important to least important or by frequency because many of the themes overlap 

and cannot be fragmented. Rather, the findings are presented and organized according to 

the research question the theme informs. Direct quotations from the participants are used 

as often as possible to illustrate concepts and provide examples.  

 Five sub-questions were used to answer the overarching research question: How 

do Division I female student-athletes experiencing transitions perceive their preparation 

for post-collegiate careers? Overall, the participants reported feeling prepared to 

transition from college, but identified issues that could have contributed to their 

development. Several themes emerged in response to the questions and are presented in 

the following sections. 

Table 2 

Chart of Themes that Emerged in Response to Sub Questions 

 

SQ 1:  
Expereiences 

• Major Choices 

• Study Skills and 
Academic Success 

• Experiental 
Learning 

SQ2:  
Transitions 

• The Final Whistle 

• The Fifth Year 

• From Student to 
Alumnae 

SQ3:  
Transitions & 

Career 

• Lessons from 
athletics 

• Going Pro 

• Deciding on a 
Future 

SQ4:  
Support 

• Career Services 

• The Go-To Person 

• Coaches Support 

• Faculty Support 

• Parental Support 

SQ5: 
Perceptions 

• Out of the Bubble 
into the Real World 

• In Comparison to 
Others 

• The Reset Button 

• A World With 
Options 
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Results of Sub-Question One: What are the Career Development Experiences of 

Division I Female Student-Athletes? 

Major Choice 

 The first step in career development is selecting a major. Many of the participants 

had an idea of what they were interested in studying when entering college. Initial 

exploration of major options started with subjects they excelled in during high school. As 

Liza, a tennis player described, “I came in undecided and in high school I enjoyed 

science and math and I've always been interested in medicine and I thought maybe pre-

med. I kind of narrowed it down that I wanted to go to P.A. [physician’s assistant] school, 

so I think I declared biology my second semester.”  

Since all of the participants stated they limited their college selections only to the 

institutions that recruited them to play sports on athletic scholarship, most of the final 

decision-making in terms of what program of study they chose took place after they 

committed to the institution and enrolled in classes. Available majors were a factor, but 

the primary reason for selecting a particular institution over another were the athletic 

offerings as Jade explained: 

 Just comparing the two schools and the programs they were kind of one and the 

 same with the tradition of the basketball program and the both schools had the 

 major that I wanted so it was kind of tit for tat. But the overall determining factor 

 that led me to [my school] would be just the family atmosphere and the team and 

 the coaches. They were really accepting and already made me feel like I was part 

 of the team when I came for my visit (Jade, basketball). 

After declaring a major in Biology because she planned to apply for a physician’s 

assistant program after college, Liza learned that her institution did not offer all the 

classes required to apply for the graduate programs she was considering, so she took 

classes at neighboring institutions in the summer at her own expense.  
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 Once on campus, the study participants learned from teammates or figured out on 

their own which majors or classes would pose conflicts with their athletic schedules. 

Many of the scheduling conflicts reported were with individual classes required for their 

majors. In those cases, all participants stated that coaches would do the best they could to 

find a solution, or the athletes would reserve those classes for summer school. However, 

in some cases a major may be ruled out completely due to persistent conflicts with their 

athletic schedules, as Elizabeth, a volleyball player illustrates:  

 I know a lot of teammates who wanted to be teachers but they simply couldn't 

 become a teacher because education puts you in a cohort. You have class at 3:30, 

 and that's during our practice time. So, it would be virtually impossible to become 

 a teacher if you are a volleyball player (Elizabeth, volleyball).  

 

 Elizabeth explained that not being able to become a teacher is problematic for 

student-athletes who are considering careers in coaching on the high-school level because 

most school districts require the coaches to have teaching certificates. She added it is 

common for student-athletes, including her, when faced with scheduling conflicts to 

select a major that was close or complimentary to their field of interest and/or reserve 

more specific educational training for graduate school. 

When I was in high school I did a lot of research on being a P.A., physician's 

assistant, looking at the classes like biology and chemistry. Looking at those lab 

times, my first coach I had, we weren't allowed to take 8 a.m. classes, and we 

weren't allowed to have afternoon labs so pretty much it made scheduling 

difficult. And then, I looked more into majors by P.A.s, and they said some 

focused more on exercise science (Elizabeth, volleyball).  

 

 Students who come in undecided or still exploring potential career options run 

into issues with NCAA Progress-Toward-Degree rules that require student-athletes to 

declare a major before their third year or fifth semester of enrollment. As Mae explained, 
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when she ultimately decided on a career route, she had to choose between finishing the 

major or remaining eligible: 

 When I first came, I was in engineering and then I switched to education. And 

 because of when I switched, I was in education for about a year, but going into I 

 guess my fourth year of college, I didn't have enough hours in that major to be 

 eligible. I had to switch to general studies so that I could play that next year. So, I 

 ended up finishing in general studies (Mae, Soccer).  

 

 Fortunately for Jessica, she came to the realization that she did not like her major 

early enough to switch before it had any implications for her eligibility, but she still 

ended up needed a fifth-year to finish her degree. She explained that what she thought she 

liked in high school did not turn out to be what she wanted to do in college: 

 I say psychology chose me. I initially declared biology. My experience with 

 biology in high school and biology in college were two separate things. I was 

 interested in the human side of biology and I went to college thinking I would be 

 a biology major, but in class we were talking a lot about animals and that's not 

 what I wanted to do. So I did a little research on the psychology program and 

 switched. It was perfect. I wasn't enjoying playing with beetles in a lab so I 

 thought if I was going to suffer through something I might as well find something 

 that I would like (Jessica, track and field). 

 

Study Skills and Academic Success 

 The study skills the participants’ had prior to entering college determined how 

easily they adjusted to the rigors of being a student-athlete. All participants reported 

receiving a tremendous amount of academic support. They were provided with free, daily 

tutoring on any subject with which they needed assistance, and academic advisors 

supported them in balancing their class schedules with their athletic schedules.  

 Marlys, who admitted she did not have good study skills prior to entering college, 

wanted to pursue medicine, but said she did not do well in her classes the first semester. 

She said the solution her advisors had was to put her in easier classes, but she made a 

personal decision to continue with her academic goals: 
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My second semester, my advisors kind of helped me out, and I got a little bit 

easier course load. But I had to really realize if I want to go for a biology major, I 

am going to really have to up my abilities, and really go after it. I just had to learn 

to be a good student. It was difficult. It was definitely something I had to learn 

(Marlys, ice hockey).  

 

 Many of the participants reported having to be proactive in researching their 

options and figuring out things on their own. They suggested developing relationships 

with advisors so they learn more about your interests. Christine, a soccer player, said, “in 

my college experience, the athletic advisors, I mean it will differ on every campus, but 

here, unless they know you, they will direct you toward some of the easier student-athlete 

classes, which is unfortunate.”   

 Renee said she appreciates the academic support and took full advantage of the 

resources, but realized that the advisor’s job was to keep her eligible for competition; 

ultimately it was her responsibility to determine what was best for her academically: 

 I think I do a lot of research myself too. There are a bunch of athletes, and yes - 

 they are here to help us succeed and graduate, and put us into careers for later on 

 down the road. But at the same time, there is so much they have to do for their 

 own personal job and to cover their butts that sometimes some of us can kind of 

 get tossed to the side. So therefore, I think you have to have a responsibility for 

 yourself and your personal career, and you have to do the research on your own 

 (Renee, basketball).  

 

 As their study skills improved and they became accustomed to balancing the 

demands of their sport with classes, the participants felt more confident. All of the 

participants, at the time of the study, reported either finishing their degrees or being on 

pace to finish within the next semester. None of the participants were worried about not 

completing their degrees, although some reported needing an extra semester or year to do 

so.  
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The student-athletes who expressed interest in post-graduate studies even 

expressed confidence in being able to handle an advanced-degree program after 

graduation because of their experience. Liza said, “I think I've pushed myself to the limit 

academically, and I know what I'm capable of when I never really knew I could handle 

that level when I came in. So going into grad school, I feel confident that I'll be able to 

succeed and do well.” 

Experiential Learning 

 All of the participants unanimously felt they did not have enough time to engage 

in experiences they believed would have helped them develop professionally. Annie, a 

softball player, said she is having trouble figuring out what is next after softball:  

 I don't really know exactly what I'm good at because I played softball for so long - 

 you know. So, I haven't had like the work experience some other people may have 

 had. It's almost like I don't know what my niche is yet. I'm willing to do whatever. 

 I get better at something the more I do it. I just got to figure out what I enjoy 

 (Annie, softball).  

 

 Internships, professional-development opportunities, and study-abroad programs 

are some of the experiences the student-athletes reported having to sacrifice or delay. All 

of them felt the lack of engagement in these types of activities put them at a disadvantage 

after graduation. 

 Internships. The participants reported two reasons participating in internship 

opportunities are challenging for student-athletes. The most common issue is having time 

to do it in addition to their course work and athletic schedules. However, as Mae, a soccer 

player, explained, even if your internship did not conflict with your athletic schedule, you 

are still required to enroll in the minimum credit hours. She talked about a friend who lost 
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his senior season of eligibility in cross country because he took an internship the semester 

prior:  

Because he took the internship, he didn't have time to take an extra class. He 

didn't have that extra hour in the day to take it [the class] because he did that [the 

internship] while competing, and he was completely booked… he had a 3.8 GPA 

in his last year, and he missed his senior season fall semester all because he didn't 

have the hour requirements and was only short one class (Mae, soccer).  

 

 Mae also said that her friend went through the appeals process and lost, which is 

why student-athletes do not consider internships, even those for course credit, unless it is 

during the summer. She feels this is something that needs to be changed because not all 

sports overlap semesters, and it is a missed opportunity to gain experience. 

 Even in the summer, participants pointed out that it is difficult to pursue 

internships if you are required to train on campus during the summer. Many student-

athletes said they wait until they have finished their playing eligibility, as Natalie, a 

volleyball player, explained:  

 I wish I had been able to intern in the summer while I still had eligibility - the 

 summer before my senior year. But, we were required to be here working out all 

 the time. I could have been working somewhere else. The opportunity wasn't 

 available until I was done with eligibility (Natalie, volleyball).  

 

 Connie talked about the difficulty she experienced finding an internship due time 

constraints and being an international student, which has certain restrictions concerning 

summer employment:  

 It was really different than what I'm used to back home. The thing that really 

 tough for athletes is we don't really get time to do internships or do much of what 

 we want to do  because track takes up a lot of our time. We have training, 

 traveling, competitions, plus we have tutoring and all that stuff and that takes up 

 most of our time. It was kind of tough going from being an athlete and trying to 

 get a job. It's hard because you don't really have anything on your resume and 

 employers like to see experience and all that. You can try to get it in in the 
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 summer but only Americans can do that.  For internationals it's kind of hard for us 

 to do that with your visa (Connie, track and field).   

 The participants not only perceived the lack of time to do internships as a barrier 

to gaining job experience, some also said it had negative implications for graduate school 

requirements. Liza said her graduate program in a medical field requires a minimum 

number of hours of direct patient care before applying; this does not include volunteer 

work or shadowing. She said: 

It's tough because tennis isn't really a sport that you can put down for a few 

months…Most of the ones [graduate programs] I'm looking at require six months 

to a year of full-time work, which obviously I have not had time to do in school. 

I'll wait and apply this spring, and I wouldn't go until Fall 2014, so I'd have a year 

to work. So that's my plan this year, to work and get those hours (Liza, Tennis).  

 

 Liza and other participants who were planning to enter a medical profession 

utilized shadowing opportunities as a substitute for internships because shadowing does 

not have the ongoing demands of an internship, but can offer useful exposure to the field. 

Marlys, who wants to become a dentist, was required to complete 100 shadow hours, but 

reserved most of the requirement for when her eligibility was over and she would not 

have to worry about the added pressure of making it back to campus for practice or 

games.  

 Participants that were able to do an internship cited the experience as important to 

helping them figure out what they specifically wanted to do. Celeste was a mass media 

major participated in a production internship in Los Angeles with other students in her 

program. She said the experience was instrumental in helping her learn more about areas 

of the profession that she initially thought she wanted to do, but after the experience she 

learned that she wanted to pursue something else: 
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 [T]hey took 20 of us out there and we did internships out there so I got a lot of 

 experience with production companies and all that but after that experience I 

 realized that I really don't want to do production. I'm probably more interested in 

 doing sports production or working for a network like ESPN or something like 

 that or the NFL or some type of sports team (Celeste, track and field).  

 

 Even though she initially stated that she did not want to go into production, during 

the member check follow-up interview she revealed that she did not find a job so she was 

going to return to Los Angeles with a friend and utilize some of the contacts that she 

made during the internship.  

 Some participants that expressed interest in careers in sport management received 

internships within their athletic departments. Jade was unsure of the career path in sport 

management that she wanted to take and she said the internship with the department of 

athletics was helpful: 

 Right now I have an assistantship with the event management department. It's 

 been going really well. I worked some football games, tennis, and volleyball and 

 I'm really enjoying it. So I can hopefully see myself doing something along those 

 lines. I also would be interested in professional teams and being a part of a 

 professional organization (Jade, basketball).  

 Professional Development. Some study participants found career development 

support by joining professional associations, clubs, student organizations, and academic 

fraternities. Natalie joined an accounting fraternity at her institution and eventually 

became an officer. After her athletic eligibility ended, she was able to utilize the contacts 

in the fraternity to secure an internship with a major public accounting firm during the 

summer. The internship experience eventually led to a job offer after graduation and 

passing the CPA exam. 

 Some of the student-athletes may not have had the same major-specific 

experience as Natalie, but some of them were able to join their student-athlete advisory 
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committee, which is an organization that supports students participating in varsity 

athletics. The participants who were involved with the advisory committee reported 

participating in career development seminars and workshops. Christine had the 

opportunity to represent her institution on the national level by serving on the NCAA 

Division I Student-Athlete Advisory Committee (SAAC). Although she was a political-

science major, her involvement in SAAC resulted in exposure to another area of interest. 

She served on the wellness committee; after graduating, she decided to become a 

wellness educator and work on nutrition programming. Christine shared her new interests 

with her campus committee advisor, graduated and received a part-time position to stay at 

her school working in student-athlete development until she determined the next steps to 

pursuing her career. She described the opportunity: 

So, it's a weird situation in how the stars aligned that they needed some extra help 

at least for the semester, and I'd been in and out of her office in the summer kind 

of freaking out about whether I should stay here or should I go home. I spent four 

years with her, and she and I have a very close relationship. She [advisor] knows 

how enthusiastic I am about these things, and she was like it is a way for us to 

help each other out. You know all the different life-skills programming like the 

back of your hand, and you need some money - so we can really help each other 

out (Christine, soccer).  

 

 Although Christine had not previously considered a career in this area, she said 

the additional exposure to things outside of the classroom and working with the 

organization allowed her to reconsider her post-collegiate plans. 

 Participation and engagement in student organizations was another aspect of 

professional development that was not easy for the student-athletes. Tiffany, who self-

identified as African-American on a predominantly White campus said there was tension 

between the Black student-athletes and the members of the African-American Student 

Union (AASU). She said the student union members felt that the Black athletes were 
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some of the most visible Black students on campus but did not participate in their 

programming. She took it upon herself to get more Black athletes involved and to foster 

better understanding: 

 That was fun because my goal was to get athletes more involved with AASU. My 

 goal was I'm going to show them that not all athletes don't care or have 2.0 GPAs. 

 It started a movement, so the next year when I became treasurer two of my 

 teammates joined the board. You hear about the football players and basketball 

 players that are really good athletes but don't care about school, but they were 

 seeing more of the other people, volleyball players, softball players, and track. I 

 think that was my biggest accomplishment personally just bridging that gap just a 

 little bit so the stereotypes on both side could stop (Tiffany, track and field). 

 

 Study Abroad.  For all the reasons previously mentioned, study abroad is another 

experience that some of the participants found prohibitive. Danielle pursued a minor in 

Spanish, but regrets not having the chance to visit a Spanish-speaking country. For 

others, the closest experience they had for study abroad was international travel with their 

team for competition; however, the coach usually decides the destination. 

 Allie, a volleyball player, has an interest in using her psychology major to work 

with people who have experienced trauma. Her school offers courses during the breaks, 

so she was able to attend short-term, study abroad opportunities, as opposed to the 

traditional semester-long or summer-long programs. She said when deciding on what 

school to attend, the ability to participate in study abroad was one of the things that she 

found attractive.  

 Elizabeth, another volleyball player, said she also utilized a semester break to 

study abroad. In addition to supplementing her classroom experiences and gaining 

another perspective, she commented about having that experience with people other than 

her teammates: 



   
 

73 
 

 We went to Croatia to see a different part of the world and to meet different 

 people and different situations. I went there, and I flew by myself to Croatia … I 

 had to figure out how to get on the train to meet everyone else, and I didn't know 

 anyone else on the study abroad that I went on … We became really close friends. 

 I think just being able to be away from volleyball to meet new people helped a lot 

 and also to see how public health functions in different parts of the world too 

 (Elizabeth, volleyball).  

 

 The participants in the study provided examples of the career-development 

experiences they encountered as student-athletes. The results from this question indicate 

that athletic participation influenced the majors they chose and placed certain limitations 

on experiential learning that they felt would have help them in pursuing their careers. The 

next section will present the findings on the perceived transitions Division I female 

student-athletes experience as they prepare to exit college.  

Results of Sub-Question Two: What Transitions Do Female Student-Athletes 

Perceive as They Prepare to Exit College? 

 The women in the study experienced many transitions: the end of their college 

careers, for some, the end of their athletic careers, transitions from being a student-athlete 

to a regular student, and transitions from being a student to a college graduate. It is 

important to first understand how the participants perceived these transitions to put into 

context how they possibly influenced their career decisions.  

The Final Whistle 

 All of the participants in the study began playing their sport before secondary 

school. For some of the women, it is difficult to recall a time when they were not playing 

their sport. Participants were asked to describe their last competition as a college athlete. 

“Bittersweet” was a common word that the women used to describe the emotions they 

felt when they stepped on their respective playing surface for the last time.  
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It definitely was bittersweet. It kind of puts things into perspective for female 

student-athletes. A lot of us don't go on to play our sport after college, and college 

is kind of the shining time for us, when we get to really focus on our sport and do 

the best we can there - because we'll never have that opportunity again in life 

(Marlys, ice hockey).  

 

When I was playing I never thought, “hey, this could be my last game,” until the 

last out was recorded and it was over. It was really sad. I started crying. I always 

told myself that I wasn't going to cry ... like who does that. This is softball. But, I 

ended up crying, and I think really I would have been okay, but seeing my other 

teammates and my coach hug me at the end, that was like you know what - this is 

it. I'm done. I'm never going to be able to wear [this] jersey ever again. So, it was 

kind of sad but bittersweet. I knew there was more to life than softball, so I knew 

- I just kind of see it as the door closes but another one opens…just getting started 

on unlocking the other door (Annie, softball).  

 

It was very bittersweet. Probably more bitter at that time because when I finished 

it hit me. It was kind of overwhelming that this life you have been knowing for 

the last 15 years of your life is ending right here as soon as you cross this line. I 

remember shedding some tears about it. I remember being happy because I could 

look back and see where track has actually taken me in life. It was probably one 

of the most moving and touching moments of my life (Jessica, track and field). 

 

It was a bittersweet moment. I think I was more relieved that it was over than sad. 

I had some really good times and a lot of good memories, but I knew that I was 

never going to play soccer professionally so it was time to move on. I’ve been 

playing soccer since I was 8 (Kathy, soccer).  

 

 Some of the women expressed difficulty coming to terms with the fact that 

something that has been such a major part of their life and their identity is over. A 

majority of the participants did not express the desire to continue playing professionally. 

Those who continued playing after college do not know the exact moment their careers 

will end. For student-athletes who are not planning to play professionally, the end date 

for their final competition is very evident. The participants expressed not knowing how to 

prepare for that moment. As Christine described:  

I semi-prepared myself for it at different points in the season: this could be the 

last time I do this or the last practice, but I kind of repressed that. As I was 

nearing the end of the season, it really started to hit me. And when the final 

whistle blew, I looked up at the scoreboard, and I remember kind of like falling 
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down on my knees. It's over. That's such a huge chapter of your life and a huge 

part of your identity and you're just like, it's gone (Christine, soccer).  

 

 Tiffany said when her eligibility was over she realized that was the end of her 

involvement in sports as a competitor. She said to others, that the decision to not continue 

professionally seemed like she was quitting but they did not understand that her time as 

an athlete was just over:   

 I felt like all eight years smacked me at once. Going into it I wasn't 100 percent 

 physically and because of that I wasn't 100 percent mentally. Stepping off the 

 track you think of everything ... all of the bus rides you took all the weights you 

 lifted, all the workouts you ran ... everything you've done to get to that point. You 

 don't realize how much you love it until it's gone. It was definitely bittersweet, 

 more bitter than sweet. I still miss it. What sucked was they [my family] were 

 like, “you're quitting? You still have  so much potential”. I'm not quitting, my 

 time is just over. I don't know, it was definitely hard. As an athlete that has been 

 competitive for such a long time you do feel like you're quitting but then after a 

 certain time you have to realize that things are for a season and for a reason. 

 Track got me to [my school] and I could afford it because of the scholarship 

 (Tiffany, track and field). 

 

 Some talked about the difficulty of ending their collegiate careers after an 

unsuccessful season. Elizabeth’s volleyball team made a premature exit in the first round 

of the championship. She talked about how hard it was in the moment to feel bad about 

that one day in your career, but how important is was for her to look at her career in 

totality:   

I wish I had gone out on a better note, but I was able to walk away knowing - at 

least for me - that I put everything out there all four years at [my school]. I really 

didn't regret anything or wish I could change anything outside my control because 

I thought I had put my best effort, so I was happy with how I left it overall 

(Elizabeth, volleyball).  

 

 Tina also expressed the disappointment of leaving the sport after having a losing 

record the entire season. She said the tension made things between her and her coach very 

difficult. When talking about the final year of her 12 years of competitive basketball she 
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said, “it was the most emotional experience of my life. It was stressful. Again, it's just 

like when you set your personal goals and you don't reach them, and your clock has 

expired and your career is over; you have a lot of emotions.” 

The Fifth Year 

 Only three of the twenty participants finished their eligibility the same semester 

they graduated from their respective institutions. Seven of the participants finished their 

athletic eligibility and are enrolled to finish their degree requirements under the NCAA 

Five-Year Rule. During this transition period, they had at least one semester as a non-

student-athlete or what they commonly referred to as “a normal student.” Many of the 

students used this as an opportunity to engage in some of the career development 

opportunities they did not take advantage of during their first four years. Allie, a 

volleyball player, describes how the fifth year allowed her to have a smoother transition: 

I think it was a blessing that I got a 5th year because I can kind of take a step back 

and prepare myself for the future. I kind of turned all the dedication and discipline 

I had in my sport, and I'm sort of moving it to my academic future. It is going to 

be hard to replace something you've done for such a long time, and you have such 

a passion for and you are going to be out of it, and you never get that back. It's 

definitely going to be difficult, but I'm grateful for my fifth year, so I can really 

put into place what my future will look like, so I didn't have to stop all of a 

sudden (Allie, volleyball).  

 

 Jessica said, as a student-athlete, everything you do is centered around your 

athletic schedule even though you are supposed to be a student first. She said to some, 

taking five years to graduate seemed like a negative thing but for her it allowed her to 

plan for life without the complications of athletics: 

 That's what I tried to explain to my parents. They were like, it's been four years, 

 you're supposed to be out of there, but I'm like, I actually have another year. 

 When you're an athlete you are a student first and an athlete second but it really 

 easy to lose focus on that student aspect. Athletics does become a major part of 

 your life. Everything is centered around that … your study schedule, group 
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 meetings, projects for schools, all of  that in the realm of your athletics. So when 

 planning your future you're like oh I really haven't sat down and thought about 

 what I am going to do after these four years, so that  fifth year when eligibility is 

 up really did give me that time to explore and figure out what I was going to do, 

 to do research, to reach out to people, formulate a plan and everything. I very 

 grateful for it (Jessica, track and field). 

 

 The fifth year for some of the student-athletes in the study was the only time they 

had to prepare for non-athletic endeavors. Marlys, who was applying for dental school 

said instead of spreading it out over four years, she had to fit most of her dental school 

application requirements, such as shadow hours and prep courses, into her fifth year: 

 It was really difficult. I didn't get to do much of this my first four years of school 

 and my fifth year I really turned on the jets and had to start focusing on something 

 else because hockey is going to be coming to an end. My 5th year I also joined the 

 pre-dental society at [my school] just to be around kids who wanted to do the 

 same thing and talk. It was really cool to hear their perspectives on the dental field 

 (Marlys, ice hockey). 

 

 Celeste opted not to take a fifth year and regretted the decision because she 

doesn’t have anything lined up after graduation. She said: 

I'm glad I graduated because I set a goal that I don't want to be a fifth year ... I 

wanted to graduate in four years. I did summer school every year just to make 

sure that whatever credits [I needed], I had enough to graduate on time. But now 

that I've graduated, I'm like, “oh maybe I should have taken a fifth year,” 

{laughs} I'm in the real world now (Celeste, track and field).  

 

From Student to Alumnae 

 Participants expressed a variety of feelings associated with graduation. Besides 

the feeling of accomplishment, many of the student-athletes said it felt “strange” or 

“weird.” Danielle is considered a “true senior,” meaning she is graduating in four years 

and also finishing her eligibility the same year. As she looked ahead to graduation she 

said: 

 That is an alien topic. I have no idea. I can't even picture myself in a cap and 

 gown because it just like surreal. College ... it seems like it has lasted long, but it 
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 actually gone by so fast. I'm not even 21 yet, and so it's just weird thinking in 100 

 days I'll be done (Danielle, track and field).  

 

 Elizabeth, who admitted to staying an extra semester just so that she could enjoy 

time on campus as a regular student with her teammates, anticipated the relationships that 

she had with them would change: 

A lot of us are from out of state, and so we just go different directions. It is just 

really strange to think about these people we've been with for four years and see 

them every day; they are just going to be like your college friends, and you're not 

really going to see them much, maybe at weddings or what not (Elizabeth, 

volleyball).  

 

 Charity, Jade, and Renee finished school before they finished their eligibility. 

They had the option to return to play their final year of eligibility, but they are still 

required to carry a full load of classes. Charity decided to enroll in a graduate certificate 

program because she was not sure which graduate program she wanted to pursue. 

Although all three participants expressed pride in the accomplishment of earning a 

degree, they still had to return to school and the team the following semester. Charity 

explained: 

 It didn't really hit me. It hit me when I got my diploma and everything, but it 

 didn't really hit me because I knew I was coming right back here, and I had the 

 same amount of time off as I always have. It kind of feels like I graduated but 

 didn't at the same time (Charity, Basketball).  

 

 Jade graduated December of 2011, right at the beginning of basketball season and 

decided not to participate in commencement. She said it was not a big deal to miss it 

because at her institution they do not call everyone’s name. She is looking forward to 

graduating with her master’s degree because her parents will be there, and she says she 

will actually get to walk across the stage. Since she had another year of eligibility 

remaining, she enrolled in a master’s sports management program. She said she did not 
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receive the same kind of academic guidance she received as a freshman because the 

NCAA progress-towards-degree requirement goes away when you earn a degree. She 

only needed to enroll in a full load of classes to be eligible to play, but decided to take 

advantage of the extra time to earn an additional degree. She explained: 

 Once I kind of figured out that I was graduating early and I need to take some 

 other classes. At one point, I thought of just taking some basic easy classes just so 

 that I would be eligible to play, I just didn't want to waste my time and wanted to 

 take full advantage of having another semester of classes and wanted it to be 

 something I was interested in  and I got to thinking. I didn't want to really go into 

 business management anymore. I kind of realized that I still wanted to be a part of 

 sports in a sense. I did some research on the program and possible careers 

 afterwards and just made my decision based on that (Jade, basketball).  

 Renee also graduated at the beginning of basketball season. Because she did not 

want to attend graduate school at her current institution, she decided to just declare a 

second undergraduate major. She had no intention of finishing the degree, but by 

declaring the major, she was able to take classes in urban education that she felt would 

help her with her job opportunity. As a first-generation, college graduate she expressed 

her excitement: 

 I will be one of the first in my immediate family to actually finish. My parents did 

 attend but didn't finish with a four-year degree, so to obtain my bachelor's degree 

 and be able to  walk across the stage and receive my diploma will probably be a 

 monumental moment in my life ... and to do it with the people I started with, my 

 peers (Renee, basketball).  

 

 Mel has decided to play professional golf after graduating. She talked about how 

important it was for her to finish her degree before starting her professional career: 

Once I get my degree, I'll know everything has finally come to a close and all my 

hard work paid off, and I can go full force with my dream and know that if 

anything is to happen to me, I have a degree to fall back on. I have a couple of 

friends who made a very dumb decision, I'm playing well right now, I'm on a hot 

streak, I've won a couple of tournaments, a couple of agents want to pick me up, 

I'm going to sign a sponsorship with this company. And they start playing, and it's 

too much pressure. And all of a sudden, now you have to go pay and get the rest 
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of your degree. So, I've been very fortunate to have parents who support me, that 

said once you get your degree, we're going to back you for the next couple of 

years. And, if you make it there is no stress, if I don't I have a degree to fall back 

on. So that's kind of a big deal. I would probably say 50 percent of the girls out 

there don't have a degree (Mel, golf).  

 

Results of Sub Question Three: How Do Transitions Influence their Career 

Decisions? 

 The previous question explained how the participants made meaning of the 

transition that came along with the end of the college athletic eligibility and graduation. 

The next section will address how the participants felt the transitions they were 

encountering influenced the decisions they made in regards to their careers. They 

reported ways their athletic experiences contributed to their future career pursuits, how 

athletics - in some ways - hindered their pursuits, and the decisions they made for the 

next phase of their lives. 

Lessons from Athletics 

 The participants identified specific skills they gained as student-athletes that they 

feel are transferrable into the workplace, including non-sport careers. Most of the 

participants specifically referenced the people skills they acquired from being in a team 

atmosphere. Annie suggested working with her coach will be similar to working with a 

boss or supervisor in the workplace: 

 Our coach ... I love her; she knows what she's doing and everything, but it's the 

 same thing with a boss, you know. There will be some days you will love her and 

 some days you'll be like why do I have to work for her. So, I think it has kind of 

 prepare me about certain situations that come up in the future, and I feel I am not 

 afraid to handle them. Like, I guess my mental toughness has helped, you know. 

 It's not that I don't like criticism and I take it, it's just that I don't take it personally 

 (Annie, softball).  
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 Celeste expressed similar skills and said athletics helped her deal with 

interpersonal conflicts. She spoke of the maturity she now possesses in handling those 

conflicts: 

  It really taught me to grow up and be more patient, not to just run my mouth about 

 how I feel, especially when it comes to jobs and confronting people. You are not 

 going to get a  favorable response for how you feel, you need to state facts. I 

 really learned that. Don't come in with your feelings, state the facts and why it 

 makes sense and how to deal with people that way (Celeste, track and field).  

 

 For some of the participants, they found themselves on teams with people that 

they probably would not have associated with had it not been for their sport. Liza talked 

about how valuable it was for her to experience diversity: 

I think sports in general are a microcosm of life, and I learned how to interact 

with people that are maybe not like me. I've had teammates from all over the 

world and from all walks of like, so I think that is something very valuable. I've 

been forced to get along with people that I have nothing in common with but 

tennis (Liza, tennis).  

 

 Some participants worried that some of these transferrable interpersonal and 

communication skills that they perceive will be beneficial in the workplace will not be 

considered just as valuable as more tangible and practical skills. Danielle shared an 

instance where her skills from athletics were not enough to get her an internship: 

Actually my sophomore year, when I was trying to get a scholarship/internship 

with this foundation … the lady looked at my resume and told me there was no 

way I would get anything, and it kind of caught me off guard because I thought 

through track and organizations on campus this should be enough, right? And she 

was like, there is no way and basically just dissed my resume (Danielle, track and 

field).  

 

It appears some athletic departments are aware of the difficulty their student-athletes face 

when trying to present their athletic experience as work experience. Natalie attended a 

workshop geared to help athletes with this problem: 
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We, just last month, had a resume building workshop, and we brought in a lady 

from career services and had them show the ways we could use athletic 

experience on our resumes, because it's so hard to have a job when you are in 

college … so showcasing what you have been able to do with your team, the 

athletic achievements, your volunteer things you have done with your team or 

individually, and highlight other pieces as opposed to just work experience 

(Natalie, volleyball).  

 

 Connie, an international student, said being a collegiate athlete in the United 

States is similar to being a professional athlete in her country and she feels prepared to 

handle the schedule now that she has the experience: 

 I don't think it is going to be harder. It's just going to be like living a normal life. 

 In my country you wake up and go train, you come home and if you have a job 

 you go work, then come back home pretty much. I don't think it would be hard. 

 Maybe it would be for some people but it won't be hard for me (Connie, track and 

 field). 

 

Going Pro 

 All of the participants in the study started playing their sports prior to secondary 

school. Although they reported a strong connection and high athletic identity, they were 

very realistic about their options to play professionally and saw the importance of having 

an additional career option. Tina, a basketball player who had intentions to play 

professionally overseas, suffered an injury and had to reconsider her plan. She talked 

about coming to the realization that she was not going to play anymore and moving on to 

the next opportunity: 

I think my body made that decision for me … my knees are pretty much done. 

Too much wear and tear, so it was a decision I had to make, as far as going 

overseas and not being 100 percent. I had already passed up a couple of 

opportunities to go to grad school to pursue the overseas thing (Tina, basketball).  

 

 Jade was undecided whether she was going to go overseas and play professional 

basketball, or move on to another career. She described how delaying he decision cost her 

valuable preparation time: 
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 At one point I was thinking about going overseas and continuing my basketball 

 career and once I finally made the decision that I wasn't, that was when I started 

 thinking, “what am I going to do now? What am I going to do next?” instead of 

 preparing for it all this while. It was kind of like, I think maybe I want to play and 

 then again, I don't.  And when I finally figured out I didn't, I had to kind of 

 scramble and apply for grad school and fill out applications and get references 

 and different things like that (Jade, basketball). 

 

 Mel, Elizabeth, and Connie decided to play professionally after graduation. All 

three decided to graduate before starting their professional careers. In her last semester of 

school, Mel also balanced her class schedule with the qualifying tournaments she needed 

to make a tour. She said, “I'm chasing the dream for the next couple of years and see 

where it takes me. I can't wait to finally wake up every day…and do what I want to do 

and…practice all day, and get better each day”. 

 Elizabeth went to Europe to play professional volleyball. She joined a playing 

tour with hopes of getting signed with a team. She was skeptical at first about whether 

she wanted to play professionally or start her career in public health: 

Once you start playing collegiately, your love for the sport kind of goes up and 

down. I always loved volleyball, but it became a job after the first few weeks of 

practice. I just realized this is what I am here for. So when I finished playing, I 

was like I'm done, I not touching a volleyball again, I don't want to see it … then 

after a month or two, I started missing it, and I realized I wanted to play some 

more. I had some friends from the club that are older than me from high school 

that went and played and talked to them about it, and some other former rivals 

that played at other SEC schools had played. And, I also like to travel, so it is a 

good way to do it too (Elizabeth, volleyball).  

  

 Connie’s situation is more complicated because she is an international student. 

She came to the United States for college because she felt the competition in track and 

field was better. However, because of her visa requirements, she needed to find a job 

after graduation in order to stay in the country to train. She was unsuccessful in her job 
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search and cites a lack of experience as a reason finding a position was difficult. She 

talked about her disappointment: 

 Honestly, I've been trying to find jobs. That didn't work out, so I had to tell my 

 brother to buy me a ticket to come home. I've been trying to go pro, but since my 

 season didn't end well, it's been hard. And, I have to keep competing and keep 

 trying; I'm willing to do that (Connie, track and field).  

 

Deciding on a Future 

 In the midst of their busy schedules, the student-athletes in the study said they 

could pinpoint a specific time when they started focusing on what was to come in their 

lives after finishing their sport. Christine said she started planning early: 

I was probably planning that my freshman year … I realized I was never going to 

play professionally … soccer was so much to me that I would sometimes 

prioritize that over school and sometimes over other things, but I always had a 

decent view of what my life was going to be like … I knew I wouldn't play soccer 

forever. So, I think I started planning that fairly early (Christine, soccer).  

 

 Although Brandy was granted an additional year of eligibility because she 

suffered an injury her sophomore year, she decided not to play the additional year and 

would just focus on school: 

 I actually have one more year of eligibility but I decided to just focus on school 

 my last year. I had one more year because I tore my ACL two years ago but I 

 didn't want to use my redshirt. This semester I had to kind of eliminate a lot of 

 things in my schedule that conflicted with the time I needed to put into school. 

 School is my number one priority right now and I’m just really taking the time out 

 of my schedule to get things done and put first things first (Brandy, basketball). 

 

 Some of the athletes have not reached a definite decision on what to do after they 

finish their collegiate careers, and they have decided to leave their options open for the 

opportunity that comes first. Renee majored in science and technology with a 

concentration in biomedicine, but she decided to take a different career route into 

education after learning about an opportunity at a career fair. 
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I applied for Teach for America and was offered that. Definitely was not my first 

choice, but I definitely thought it was a great opportunity and a chance to give 

back and be involved in kids’ lives. I was one of those kids that was in a low-

socioeconomic area and probably didn't receive the best education until high 

school, when I went to private school. I researched that opportunity and had other 

people who were already involved in it or were involved with it tell me about it. I 

applied, and I accepted the offer. I'm really excited about the opportunity. That's 

why in the spring, I'm trying to get into urban education and kind of get into 

internships. I actually wanted to go into the medical field, but it was a great 

opportunity. I got it, and so we'll see what happens after that (Renee, basketball).  

 

 Renee said she is keeping her options open to see how she likes teaching. If she 

likes it, she will continue with education; if not, she will start working on entering a 

physician’s assistant program and continue moving toward her original goal of going into 

medicine. She is also open to broadcasting women’s basketball in the future. She 

attributes her wide array of interests to her lack of professional development in her areas 

of interest, so she is going to take her time after college to begin the exploration process.  

For other participants, next steps were not as well thought out. Many of the study 

participants utilized personal networks to secure their next opportunity. Tina’s former 

coach left her undergraduate institution and went to another school. After she graduated, 

he offered her a job in player development with his new team. She said, “I wish I could 

say that this is how I planned it and could tell you the steps it takes to get there, but the 

opportunity just opened itself up for me.” 

 Mae had a similar experience. She was involved with a lot of co-curricular 

activities and has a favorable reputation among the athletic administrators. She is 

considering staying at the university permanently because she has roots on campus and in 

the community. She feels she will have to start building her network all over again if she 

leaves: 
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 Because I was so involved, I already have my foot in the door and people know 

 that I want to stay here and how dedicated I am. People know how dedicated I am 

 to my school. People ask me all the time where do I want to live, but I've already 

 kind of laid down roots here. This is where I feel like I should be (Mae, soccer). 

 

 Although their coaches are primary figures in their experiences, with the 

exception of one person, none of the women in the study expressed a desire to coach on 

the collegiate level. This is largely due to the perceived lack of balance the coaches 

exhibit in their personal lives. Specifically, the student-athletes with female coaches said 

the coaching life is not a profession they would choose because of the demands. 

Elizabeth said from witnessing what her coaches have experienced, she does not view 

coaching as a family-friendly profession: 

I see how [my coaches] spend so much time away from their families, and it must 

be so hard. And they have little kids too, like one and two. They are adorable, the 

two boys. It has to be hard. I want a family. My mom worked before she had me, 

but then she took time off and was there … I can't imagine not being there 

(Elizabeth, volleyball).  

 

 Although Renee is on a completely different professional track that does not 

involve sports, she believes she will find her way back to her sport. With her post-

graduation opportunity to serve through Teach for America, she is already looking for 

ways to possibly coach at the school to which she is assigned. She said: 

 When you grow up around sports and play sports, you always want to be involved 

 in sports; it's definitely a community you never want to get away from. Although 

 it's almost done for me in my personal career, I don't think that's the complete end 

 of it (Renee, basketball).  

 

Results of Sub-Question Four: What Support do Female Student-Athletes Receive 

in Making Career Decisions? 

 The participants reported receiving support from several sources. Being on a 

team, they received support from their coaches and teammates. As a part of the campus 
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community, they received general campus services, as well as academic support in their 

respective degree programs. As members of the athletic community, they received special 

services from the athletic department, including tutors, advisors, and special programs 

designed for student-athlete development.  They also received external support from their 

personal support networks, consisting of family, friends, and significant others. This 

section provides details of the support participants received, specifically as it relates to 

their career development.  

Career Services 

 All of the participants in the study reported having a variety of services they could 

utilize for assistance with career-related questions. One place that was not widely utilized 

for career development was the campus career center. The primary reason participants 

gave for not using the career center was because they felt they had adequate help 

elsewhere. As Tina explains: 

I had the right people in my corner to help me out when I needed to give me 

advice and to steer me in the right direction. At mostly every institution, it's up to 

the person to reach out and use them. I didn't go to the career center, but I had that 

option if I needed to (Tina, basketball). 

 

 Even though not many of the participants reported actually visiting their career 

center on campus, Allie reported that in some cases, the athletic department would 

partner with the campus career center to offer programming specific to student-athletes or 

make it a requirement for student-athletes to attend seminars presented by career 

advisors. Several of the student-athletes in the study reported finding the required courses 

on career development useful. Christine mentioned that her athletic department offered a 

life skills academy and there are certain requirements each year. First-year students were 

required to take a one-credit class. The class meets weekly and there is a different speaker 
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addressing a different topic each session. Sophomores had to do 10 hours of community 

service, and juniors and seniors had to take a career-counseling class.  

 Marlys admitted that she was not thrilled about having to do a required course her 

senior year, but found it, in the end, to be helpful: 

 The athletic department has set up a career development course senior year that 

 we are all required to take. I thought that was really helpful. It was a course, we 

 met once a week and we worked on our resumes, our personal statements, and we 

 took a career aptitude test to see what type of profession you could go into. At 

 first I was like oh man, they are making me take this but at the end, I was glad 

 that I had done it (Marlys, ice hockey).  

 

The Go-To Person 

 Although student-athletes did not report working closely with career counselors to 

prepare for their careers, they did report enlisting the help of specific people. These go-to 

people proved to be particularly resourceful, even though their job titles or functions did 

not specifically include career development. These individuals served as gatekeeper, the 

bridge to the rest of campus. Many of the participants named their athletic academic 

advisor as a common go-to person. Mae describes her relationship with her academic 

advisor: 

  On campus, our academic advisors are our go-to people. They are not just 

 academic advisors, they are career coaches, career advisors; they do it all. If it 

 wasn't for them, I don't know what half the student-athletes would do. You can 

 tell that they are genuinely concerned about what happens to us after college. 

 Honestly, if there are other things on campus for students, we probably don't take 

 advantage of it like we should - like the normal students would. But having our 

 academic advisor, if we need something, we just go to them and they know who 

 to talk to, and they can call someone to get the answers we need. They help us out 

 (Mae, soccer).  

 

 Annie spoke of a certain academic counselor, who was a former student-athlete, 

who is her first point of contact with any issues: 
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She knows me pretty well because she's helped me for two years or however long 

it's been since she became our counselor. I just feel more comfortable with her, 

and she was also a student-athlete here too. She played soccer, so she's been 

through it and I know she has my best interest, and I feel comfortable with her 

(Annie, softball).  

 

 Kathy talked about how overwhelming it was at her institution to figure out how 

things operate outside of the athletic department so she relied on her academic advisor to 

help her, even with non-academic related things: 

 I know it probably isn’t right, but as an athlete I think you are always self-

 conscious about how you are perceived to the rest of the campus, so before you go 

 and knock on someone else’s door outside of athletics, you want to bounce your 

 ideas off on someone in a safe space. Even when I didn’t have an academic 

 question, per se, I still went to my advisor to find out who was okay or cool to talk 

 to about other things that were going on. Like, when I wanted to switch floors in 

 my dorm when I was on crutches, I already knew who the person was that would 

 handle that but I asked my academic advisor what I  should do first and she 

 handled it (Kathy, soccer). 

  

Support from Coaches 

  When it comes to career development, participants seldom mention coaches as a 

primary source of support, unless they are planning to pursue a career in coaching. 

However, some participants emphasized the importance of having a coach who 

understands that life without sport is inevitable for many of them. Allie said that her 

coach’s coaching philosophy emphasized developing as a person. She says, “It was about 

character building more than it was about winning championships and all those different 

things. But, we were still competitive at the same time.” 

 Out of all the types of conflict the study participants reported experiencing in the 

study, conflict with coaches was the most prevalent, particularly when the student-athlete 

and the coach had a disagreement about priorities. Generally, the participants said they 

had supportive coaches, but conflicts manifested when they had to do things that 
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interfered with practice or competitions. Natalie talked about the anxiety she encountered 

her senior year when she began interviewing for jobs and needed to schedule them 

around volleyball: 

 I was lucky in the fact that when I went for my accounting job, I was able to talk 

 to the recruiter and get my interview moved up because it was going to be right in 

 the middle of volleyball season. I was able to move it, but it was happening 

 during pre-season. I missed a morning practice and didn't get back in time for my 

 afternoon practice. I talked to my coach about it and was open and honest, and I 

 got really lucky that she let me do that. Some coaches don't let you miss any time 

 (Natalie, volleyball).  

 

 Athletes that experienced coaching changes had to adapt to the philosophies of the 

coach at the helm. Celeste had three coaching changes during her collegiate track career 

and said that some coaches cared more about off-the-field success than others:  

It was different with different coaches I had. I would say with the first coach I 

had, like, you are supposed to be a student-athlete, but he expected athlete first 

and then student. They expect you to just magically have good grades, but as long 

as you weren’t ineligible it wasn’t a problem. But, when our new coach came, he 

really instilled in us to have good grades, and it is not just about track … we are 

going to be in the real world … he taught us you have to have everything in place 

to succeed (Celeste, track and field).  

 

 Danielle recalled when she asked to miss practice due to school obligations, she 

was accused of not being willing to work hard. Unlike a team sport that requires everyone 

to be on the field at the same time, track and field is different because athletes can do the 

workouts on their own. When she suggested doing independent workouts so she would 

have time to do other things, the idea was not welcomed: 

 The main conflict with him is that if you are not going to be here, I'm not going to 

 put my time into you kind of thing because of that business aspect. I really don't 

 know what to say about it. I just know how he sees me, and I hate that he sees me 

 that way. I've always been Miss Hustle or Miss Hard Work; I've gotten awards for 

 that. And it's so weird for me when I have a coach tell me that's not who I am, and 

 I'm like are you kidding me? Like that's always who I am. I've always been that. 

 There's a little spite in there in me wanting to prove him wrong, but I know that I 

 can do this now (Danielle, track and field).  
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 Tina, who played a team sport, also talked about how she encountered challenges 

with her coach during her senior year when she started venturing off from the team to 

pursue other interests. 

I felt I was losing myself to please him. I was told “you’re selfish and not a team 

player.” I was always scared of not getting playing time … I didn’t care anymore 

and decided to follow my convictions, and I got benched. I was going to quit, but 

my parents told me to just finish my last season and move on (Tina, basketball).  

 

 Mae got injured during a portion of her second season and needed approval after 

her fourth playing season to play for a fifth season. Since she was not sure whether the 

request would be granted, she started to commit to other non-sport related activities. 

When she was approved to play for another season, she said this caused a conflict with 

her coach: 

 I had some ticks with my coach because I am involved with so many things 

 outside of soccer. In the previous season which would have been technically been 

 the end of my four years, I considered that my last season and so I got involved in 

 a lot of things on-campus and off-campus. And so this season, I didn't think that I 

 was going to actually get it, and it was sort of a spur of the moment, last minute 

 decision to complete my fifth year. Because I had already committed myself there 

 was back-and-forth between me and him when it was a school function or out of 

 school function to go. So needless to say, it was a rollercoaster ride this past year, 

 but it was fun nonetheless (Mae, soccer). 

 Mae later revealed that the tension between her and her coach about her non-

athletic activity schedule only got worse as the season progressed and she said she did not 

get a proper senior send-off because he would not let her play in the final game of the 

season.  

 Tiffany joined a sorority but did not tell her coach because she did not think he 

would be supportive. He found out she was in a sorority when she got injured and he 

blamed her injury on her participation in the sorority. She said, “I had a plan and 
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everything was going according to plan but I got injured. My injury wasn't sorority 

related but my coach thought it was. It killed me that it happened that way because I 

knew that it wasn't but he was so mad. By that time he was so pissed off. I didn't tell him 

when I pledged but when he found out he was so upset. I felt so badly”. 

 Many of the student-athletes devoted their off-seasons and summers to sport 

participation, which otherwise would be prime time for career development experiences. 

None of the participants said their coaches required them to commit to their sports in the 

summer, but some participants in both team sports and individual sports said it was 

certainly implied. As Liz explained, her summer training schedule prevented her from 

studying abroad: 

 I would have loved to study abroad. In the summer we're expected to be [here], 

 even though we are not in season or whatever, you just can't put down your racket 

 for three months and expect to be fit and expect to be at the level you need to be 

 at in the fall. So I like pushed every summer and gotten a lot better but at the same 

 time I've been here every summer. I've either been at school or living at home and 

 all my other friends from high school in college they have been able to study 

 abroad  somewhere. My sister went to Spain for a semester. I would have loved to 

 do that but that's kind of something going into school I knew wasn't going to 

 happen but still just the thought of it. It would have been fun (Liz, tennis). 

 Christine said she did not get off to a good start her freshman year and spent the 

summers working hard to solidify her spot on the team. The hard work in the summer 

paid off and she was named most improved her sophomore and junior year and was a 

team captain her senior year. Although she is proud of her accomplishments, looking 

back she said she wished she had spent her summers more productively on career 

development: 

 I wouldn't have cared and thought so highly of my authoritative coaches or like, 

 oh my gosh, I have to stress about this. I also would have stuck it to the man and 

 did an internship. That's something that I would have really wanted to do if 
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 something would have come up. I could have played soccer at night or maybe 

 train on my own.  

  

Support from Faculty 

 There was no prevailing answer among the participants when asked whether or 

not they consulted with their professors for career advice. Some said they never 

considered it; however, they admitted they probably should have. Others said they found 

their professors resourceful. Celeste, a mass media arts major, explained that some 

academic advisors are limited in the amount of advice they can give you in terms of 

getting a job in a particular field. She said she particularly turns to the professors who are 

still doing things in the industry outside of teaching. Some said that professors were not 

supportive of student-athletes because they viewed them as entitled, especially when they 

submitted requests to miss class or make up a test due to their athletic schedule. Liza 

described her relationship with her professors: 

 A few of them know what I want to do. Most of the professors [here] are so honed 

 in on their research, and my interaction with them is like giving them my travel 

 letter and these are the days I'm going to miss or when I have to go in and make 

 up a test. Some of them are interested in tennis and want to get to know me, but 

 some of them are just frustrated with it. That's probably how most schools are 

 (Liza, tennis).  

 On the other hand, Elizabeth expressed receiving support from her professors 

regarding her decision to pursue professional sports before embarking on an alternate 

profession. She believed the fact that her major was exercise science and some of her 

professors were former athletes contributed to better understanding because they could 

relate to her experiences:  

They said that school will always be there and my body won't always be able to 

do that … if I have the opportunity, I might as well go and travel and get 

experience with different people and come back. I've been fortunate to have 

professors that are really understanding of being an athlete because there are some 
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that do not care and think that we are just all entitled brats, and they are not going 

to make concessions for us (Elizabeth, volleyball).  

 

Support from Parents 

 All of the participants in the study started playing sports at a very young age. 

Therefore, it was typical for their parents to be highly involved in their sport 

participation. The end of the student-athlete’s eligibility also marked the end for parents 

also. Annie’s father was her coach when she played youth softball, and he attended most 

of her games when she was in college. She talked about how he felt about the end of her 

softball career: 

I feel like he was sad too when I played my last college game because he didn't 

miss any of them from freshman year to senior year. He was at every single one 

of them. He got to do some miles on his truck, so I know it makes him maybe a 

little sad. But, he knows that it's time to get going with real life and I think it's 

because he has five brothers and he knows and they played sports too and he 

knows you got to move on. Once it’s over, you have got to pick your career path 

and go with it (Annie softball).  

 

Many of the student-athletes expressed needing their families to financially support them 

during their transition periods. Celeste had to go home and live with her mother while she 

looked for a job. She talked about her mother’s reaction to her circumstances: 

She's real supportive about it. She knows that I work hard and eventually if I don't 

get it now, then I'm going to get it eventually. So, I'm not just going to graduate 

and sit at home. She knows I am trying to accomplish something. She's even 

supportive of me continuing to do track for a little while; she just wants to make 

sure I establish a career or job or something - just so that I have something in 

place. So, she's supportive about it (Celeste, track and field).  

 

 Allie talked about how her parents have been constant cheerleaders for her and 

how she can always count on them to be supportive. When she discussed the concerns 

she had with her resume and lack of experience with her parents, she appreciated the 

reassuring, but she did not think they were being realistic: 



   
 

95 
 

They say, “you’re an athlete. People understand that”. Well, I don't really know if 

people do understand that. As great as it is to have their support, sometimes I 

don't think the people  around me are necessarily helping me much because they 

say you are going to do great, but you don't necessarily know that (Allie, 

volleyball).  

 Renee also talked about the unconditional support from her parents; although she 

consulted with them, she knows her parents will be there for her no matter what: 

I think I've done a good job making personal decisions for myself. With them 

[parents], it's like, I support you and if you want to have a conversation about it 

I'll give you my advice about it. But, at the end of the day, whatever you do, I'm 

backing you (Renee, basketball).  

 

 Tiffany, a first-generation American daughter to immigrant parents, expressed 

frustration over her parent’s reaction to her not pursuing track and field professionally. 

She always felt that they did not understand non-scholarly things and she was the first in 

her family to embark upon using athletics as an opportunity for higher education. She 

said it was not until her track career was over that they really understood how significant 

it was to her: 

 I remember being very frustrated and very angry. Yeah they were happy I was 

 doing the program and I was going to make money but they always ask me, “so 

 you are done with track, you're quitting, it's over?” I was angry because as 

 Nigerians they never really understood how important track was to me until I was 

 done. They were like, “you're done, I thought you would keep going”. If I had 

 known I had some support it would have been a different story. I would have 

 considered being a pro athlete. I was practicing with a former Olympian and I 

 would beat her sometimes but it never translated on the track and so that's what 

 told me that maybe my time was up. But if I had some kind of encouragement that 

 track was an option, I definitely would have done things differently (Tiffany, 

 track and field). 

 

 Regarding their career decisions, if their parents had different academic or career 

backgrounds than the student was pursuing, some of the participants indicated it was 

more challenging to get them to understand why they chose the route they did. Christine 

decided to pursue a career in wellness education, much different from her degree in 
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political science. She was really proud of herself when, after graduating, she received a 

part-time job working with the athletic department on student development and wellness 

issues. She decided to take her time and focus on what she wants to get out of life, but 

she was disappointed with her mother’s reaction: 

When it comes to my career, my mom doesn't understand necessarily the kind of 

hippie streak I'm going through. She is saying, “look at your resume, and look at 

all the contacts and people you know … how successful you were here and you're 

going to take  a part-time job to make five grand for the semester? Go out and do 

something, and you can still find something that aligns with your passion.” I 

know that! I know that eventually I am going to work my way wherever I go, but 

I want to be happy first and make sure that aligns with that. And I'm going to end 

up making a decent amount of money, but that's not what my first priority is. 

There is a way to do both. And she has kind of gotten more on board with it, but 

almost every time I see her the conversation is about, “you realize you are going 

to have to pay taxes on that or you can't pick up another job, do you want to 

waitress? Look at your degree and look at your experience” ... and it's well 

intentioned because she just wants the best for me, but it is hard for her to 

conceptualize with the success that I had (Christine, soccer player).  

 

Results of Sub-Question Five: How do Female Student-Athletes Perceive their 

Preparation for Post-Collegiate Careers? 

 After understanding the participants’ transition experiences, career development 

experiences, and the support they received through it all, the final results depict the 

women’s own perceptions of their preparation. They reported feeling excited for what 

lies ahead and looking forward to experiences outside of their routines as collegiate 

student-athletes. The following section presents the findings on their perceptions. 

Out of the Bubble into the Real World 

 Some of the participants regret allowing their sport to completely consume them 

and wish they had done more in a non-athletic domain. Several participants spoke about 

the “bubble” of athletics and wish they had the opportunity to engage more with other 

facets of campus. Charity says: 
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 I probably should have done a lot more just to get out of the athletic community a 

 little bit because we are kind of in a bubble, and we are always in this building. 

 Twenty hours or more so a week definitely doesn't leave much time for the rest of 

 campus and stuff like  that or time for the extracurricular (Charity, basketball).  

 

 Elizabeth talked about the routine of being a student-athlete and looking forward 

to more independence:  

I'm looking forward to getting out of this bubble I've been in the past four years. I 

feel you are a zombie every day. You do the same thing; you get up, you go eat, 

you go to class, you go to practice, you eat again, you go to tutor, and you wake 

up and do the same thing … and so I’m going to be coming out of the bubble and 

not being surrounded by athletes and people who are there to help you all the time 

(Elizabeth, volleyball).  

 

 Many of the respondents did not feel the lives they lived were indicative of how 

things are in what they called “the real world.” They acknowledged that they are subject 

to a level of privilege that will no longer exist when they leave college. Renee described 

approaching the real world with a bit of apprehension: 

 I'm probably nervous about getting out there in the real world and not having the 

 security of my school and being an athlete and the benefits that come with that. I 

 feel we have to go through so much, and it prepares you. You don't have your 

 coach to bail you out of situations; not saying I ever been irresponsible, but I’ll be 

 losing the security of school, coaches. My friends and I actually can venture out 

 into the city. I've been here four years, and I've been in the bubble - the college 

 bubble. So, to get outside of that bubble is something new, and I'm excited about 

 it at the same time (Renee, basketball).  

 

 She goes on to say that the athletic department has some responsibility to help 

student-athletes with the transition and help them prepare for the real world: 

I think the [athletic department] needs to implement things more. I never lived on 

my own; I don't know anything about taxes. I don't know anything about buying a 

house or car. They're adults, they know. So I reach out to them to find out what I 

should do and the next step to take. So, I think more stuff like that, practical stuff 

is the kind of stuff that needs to be implemented when you are a senior and are 

about to be on your way out because some of us don't have a huge financial 

support system from our families. I know I don't, so everything that's next is on 

me (Renee, basketball).  
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 Despite the limitations they encountered, a majority of the respondents overall felt 

their institution provided everything they needed to be prepared to exit college, even if 

they were not able to take advantage of all the opportunities. Many commented on how 

quickly the time went. As Annie said, “it went really fast. I enjoyed every minute of it, 

and I still feel like I remember the first day of my freshman year … It's weird to think 

that it is over, and I'm done with my softball forever.” 

 Being conscious that time does go by quickly, some of the respondents 

emphasized the importance of taking the time to pause and plan for the future. Allie said 

every minute of her day was planned for her, but it was important to not lose track and 

find time to contemplate her future. She advised: 

College is about learning and growing, and you are going to make mistakes. But, 

the purpose is to learn and really find what your niche is, and just to find what you 

want to do. That's important to find what you want to do, and not just let it all fly 

by without thinking about it (Allie, volleyball).  

 

 Tiffany expressed a similar sentiment and said she wish she would have taken 

some of the advice she received to slow down: 

 My uncle is my favorite person in life. When I was like 8 he told me “slow down 

 you're trying to live life too fast” and I was like I'm ready. I'm ready to get it. And 

 so that day [graduation day] I couldn't help to think about him. He's so right. It 

 passed by me. Did I even really value it? I started wondering did I live it the right 

 way? Did I make enough memories to carry me the rest of my life (Tiffany, track 

 and field)? 

 

 Christine said even though it was difficult, she would do it all over again and feels 

that what she learned as a student-athlete will serve her well in the future. She said, “I 

really, really believe this is the greatest experience you can have as a human. It develops 

you in so many ways as a person, but also for your professional development later.” The 

most important lesson she felt she learned was time management; although she has a lot 
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of uncertainty in the future, she believes her time management skills will help her with 

balance:  

 A lot of it is trial and error. But when you are in college, and when you are on 

 your own, those are issues you are going to have to work out by yourself. I think 

 time management is a huge thing I learned, which is invaluable because I'll be 

 able to juggle a lot of different things in my life. I've been told it is just going to 

 get busier (Christine, soccer).  

 

In Comparison to Others 

 Although college placed a lot of restrictions on them and limited their engagement 

in activities, they still felt in comparison to their non-athlete peers they are more prepared 

in certain aspects. Elizabeth explained, she feels student-athletes have a different work 

ethic that will benefit them. She said, “We are forced to mature faster and have a higher 

standard, like time management and accountability and work ethic and drive and focus in 

school and the classroom.” 

 Some participants also expressed being better prepared than some of their fellow 

student-athletes who fixed their sights on going professional and did not take time to 

think of alternate plans. Tina was preparing to go professional and suffered an injury in 

her final season. She said it was devastating, but because she had a “Plan B,” it was easier 

to face a future without basketball: 

I just think that I'm more fortunate than a lot of people that I've talked to in my 

situation … graduating and thinking you are going to play basketball on the next 

level and you don't, but don't have a fallback career. I have a friend now that 

didn't go overseas, and now that it is over, she's struggling (Tina, basketball).  

 

 Kathy says despite the criticism that athletes receive for being spoiled, she said 

she does not expect non-athletes or those who never played sports to understand how 

much participating in sports has benefitted her:  
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 I think about the people I went to high school with. Most of them went to college 

 and drank beer, went to football games, and got a boyfriend and broke up with 

 that boyfriend. Yeah, they got to go on spring break and party and although it 

 seems like a lot of fun, I can’t see how that prepares you for the real world. I will 

 have plenty of time to party when I have a job and make money. People think 

 because I was on scholarship, I got to travel, and got free clothes and a backpack 

 that I was just coasting along. What they don’t see is how much hard work you 

 have to put into your sport. They don’t see how hard it is to keep yourself 

 motivated day after day because you have no choice and can’t quit because you 

 don’t like someone or want to do something else. They don’t have half the 

 discipline that I have so I know when life throws me a curve, I can weather it. I 

 don’t think some of my friends are ready for the harsh realities of being a grown 

 up (Kathy, soccer).  

 

 Christine said she made a deliberate choice to get involved in extracurricular 

things even though it was hard. She says some of her fellow student-athletes missed out 

on some of the positive experiences the campus had to offer: 

 I think you are missing out on so much if you don't get involved because 

 somebody is not going to hold your hand forever. No one is going to be like come 

 to this club ... but your experience is going to be what you make of it, and you can 

 get a lot from athletics, but pursuing things outside of it or extracurricular things 

 will make your experience so much more enriched. I think that I definitely had a 

 better experience because I chose to (Christine, soccer).  

The Reset Button 

 Overall, most of the participants said if they could do it all over again, they would 

and being a student-athlete was a rewarding experience. Looking back on their 

experiences, some participants emphasized the importance of their first year of college 

and wish they had gotten a better start. Marlys said her study skills improved over time, 

but as she prepares to apply to dental school, she wishes she had a better GPA: 

I think I wish I could go to college all over again with the skills that I learned my 

first four years. As a freshman, I came from high school and when I had to study, 

I didn't know what it meant to go to the library to check out books. I wasn't 

prepared for the rigor of [my school], especially in a pre-med degree. So, my first 

semester, I did awful (Marlys, ice hockey).  
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 Liza, who is also pursuing a medical profession after graduation, also said getting 

involved with the physicians assistants club her senior year was beneficial. She suggests 

that anyone pursing the same path should expand her network of people outside of 

athletics. She shared advice she would give an incoming freshman interested in the same 

career path: 

 I would tell her to get involved as much as she can outside of tennis and the 

 required things we have to do. To get around people who want to do the same 

 thing like go to med school or in that environment. I didn't really meet people like 

 that until my junior and senior years when I was in all biology classes and I knew 

 which kids were pre-med, but I think it would have been beneficial learning from 

 other people (Liza, tennis).  

 

 Jade said she did not take full advantage of the networking opportunities she had 

as an athlete. She said she was exposed to a lot of people that could help her and did not 

realize it at the time: 

 You're surrounded by so many people and have the opportunity [to network] but 

 we have different events we go to, so many boosters, and so many important 

 people.  Half the time it's like, I don't want to go to this, I just want to go to sleep, 

 I just want to chill and have a free night. And that's not your focus at the time 

 when you are playing. So now I wish I would have taken advantage of those 

 networking opportunities more than I did (Jade, basketball).  

 Kathy said she wish she had taken more time to get to know some of the campus 

traditions and had a few non-sport-related memories. She has family members that went 

to her school but feels left out at family gatherings when they are nostalgic about their 

experiences: 

 My brother went here but he was a frat boy. He’s always like, “do they still do 

 this, do they still do that”, and I’m like, how the hell should I know, I’m not 

 plugged in to that. My aunt and my cousin also went here so it will be fun to go to 

 a bowl game or something with them. I feel safe when we do sports stuff. But 

 when they start reminiscing about non-sports stuff I am totally lost. My sports 

 memories are just mine to share. I’m like, “do you remember when we were down 
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 by two goals and we came back to win” and they are like, no [laughs] (Kathy, 

 soccer).  

 

 Danielle said the initial skepticism you have to step out of the bubble when you 

come in vanishes over time. By her senior year, she felt more willing to step out of the 

confines of athletics and do more things, but she wishes she had known to do that sooner: 

 It is a great school, their journalism school is good. I think it is important to utilize 

 all the resources. I mean, it's one thing to hear about them, it's another thing to 

 actually go there, and another thing to take advantage of them. I feel like I 

 actually slowed and took a long time to get there, and junior year it finally clicked 

 … that oh I can go to the TV station and help them out, and oh I can start talking 

 to my professors to help me out with side projects. Those kinds of thoughts didn't 

 click (Danielle, track and field).  

 

A World with Options 

 Athletics is such a structured environment and to participate on the Division I 

level requires discipline. Some of the participants have been in organized sports a 

majority of their lives. Although a majority of the participants expressed favorable 

experiences as a student-athlete, many of them are excited about being able to make their 

own choices. Allie expresses excitement of being more independent: 

 I think I'm looking forward to having a lot of options opening up and the ability to 

 move forward in any direction I want without my sport kind of holding me back. 

 And, I know that's such a negative view of my sport {laughs}, but as athletes we 

 all know that you are very confined to a lot of things because of your team and 

 your coaches, and it runs your life … I'm looking forward to kind of making my 

 own decisions, and it's exciting to be independent (Allie, volleyball).  

 

 Elizabeth also talked about the daily routine of being a student-athlete and 

realized that not everything was mandatory. She said she wishes she had said no to some 

of the things that were optional to either get rest or pursue other interests: 

I think I would have tried to not say yes to everything that came my way and be a 

little more ... I enjoyed everything I did, but at times I was running on five hours 

of sleep and trying to manage all the things I said yes to, and I feel like I really 
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didn’t get to breathe for two years. I also wish I had got out of the habitual do this 

and this and be able to enjoy it a bit more (Elizabeth, volleyball).  

 

 Jessica talked about the multiple changes in her identity that are occurring all at 

the same time and the excitement she feels for new experiences: 

 I finally get to try something else. It's been my identity. Even the group I came in 

 with when I got to college we were known as the track girls. Even on campus, it 

 was the track girls and I was like we do have names. My fifth year, I'm involved 

 with all of these organizations and I'm meeting people and administration deans 

 and working on things I never would have got a chance to do if I had just 

 graduated the same year my eligibility ended. I really forgot who I was outside of 

 athletics. I'm anxious and looking forward to graduation but even with that I'm 

 kind of scared. I've been in school since kindergarten, you do this go to school 

 and do your homework, this whole routine since you were five years old and all 

 that is about to stop too. It's definitely another transition period where you find 

 out who you are and probably just use everything you have learned up until this 

 point and go out into the world. I'm really looking forward to it. It is kind of 

 intimidating but I'm ready. It's okay for me to be scared but I'm going to go out 

 here and conquer it (Jessica, track and field). 

  

Even those without a clear plan for what is next in their lives expressed contentment for 

not having a plan. Christine said she is going to bask in her newfound freedom and 

described this as her “hippie moment”: 

I think part of me is just maybe breaking out of the mold. I'm going to do what I 

want to do when I want to do it now and I'm so....liberated sounds like I was 

bound by chains or that it was bad, it has a negative connotation. That's not what I 

mean, but it's just that it is so freeing to go it's over; there's nothing I can do about 

it now, and it's over. Now, no one is telling me what to do. So, now it's like, what 

do I do with all of my time (Christine, soccer).  

 

 In this chapter, the results of the one-on-one interviews with twenty female 

student-athletes were presented. The direct accounts from their experiences shed light on 

the various career development activities in which they engaged, how they dealt with the 

transitions they face, the sources of support they received, and how they perceive their 
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experience overall. The next chapter will present an interpretation of the results, and what 

they mean and signify; recommendations will also be presented based on the findings. 
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CHAPTER 5: INTERPRETATION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Overview 

 Using what was learned from the 20 women who informed this study, this chapter 

revisits the problems of practice and places the findings within the context of the 

conceptual framework and previous research. Conclusions from the study are presented 

along with recommendations and suggestions for future study.   

Revisiting Problems of Practice 

 The problem of practice this study addressed was the lack of career exploration of 

female student-athletes largely because of the schedule demands of intercollegiate sports 

participation. The findings confirmed Foster’s assertion that highly regimented schedules 

of elite female student-athletes leave little room for career exploration (Foster, 2003). The 

over-identification of their athletic roles and minimization of their student roles, as noted 

by Adler and Adler (1987, 1991), was not as apparent with the student-athletes who 

informed this study. This identification challenge was true primarily for the student-

athletes who planned to play their sport professionally; for the ones who were seeking 

careers in their major or other interests, they spoke of identity as a student in nearly equal 

terms. They did, however, frequently encounter role conflict, which is consistent with 

Lance’s (2004) findings that over-identifying with their athletic role came at the expense 

of career preparation. The findings did not, however, support the notion that over-

identification results in clinging to athletic-playing careers after their eligibility was over.  

All of the participants stated that they would like to stay connected to their sport. 

Most of them preferred to work with youth in a volunteer capacity, likely because they 

were products of youth sport and placed heavy value on those experiences. But as it 



   
 

106 
 

pertains to career aspirations, only three of the 20 participants moved forward with 

pursuing a career as a professional athlete. Many participants are considering applying 

their discipline to sport-related occupations in healthcare, athletic administration, and 

journalism. The participants in this study came to terms with the end of their career; 

although they described the experience as “bittersweet,” many of them were excited to 

move on to the next chapter of their lives.  

Theoretical Connections to Research Findings 

 Schlossberg’s theory of transition was the conceptual framework used to guide 

the study. The Four S System, which refers to an individual’s situation, self, support, and 

strategies, was used to assess the coping resources the student-athletes utilized to deal 

with the transition of ending their collegiate-athletic careers (Goodman, Schlossberg, & 

Anderson, 2009). The research questions were developed using the tenants of The Four S 

System and informed the interview protocol used to gain insight from the participants.  

Strategies 

 What are the career development experiences of Division I female student-

athletes? The participants coped with the change by taking the necessary steps to prepare 

for their future careers. All of the women reported that they have successfully completed 

their degree programs or will complete them within the next year. The NCAA Five-Year 

Rule allowed participants who had not finished their degree in four years to continue their 

education. For many of the participants, the five-year rule afforded them the opportunity 

to engage in some of the events in which they were unable to engage as student-athletes, 

such as taking classes they needed to graduate, finding internships, gaining work 

experience, or completing requirements for graduate studies.  
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 Although this study did not confirm incidents of academic clustering as Snyder, 

Ross and Fisher (2010) and Benson (2000) described, in which student-athletes were 

directed to specific majors pre-determined by their athletic program, the findings did 

confirm that there are restrictions placed on courses that interfere with practice and 

competition. As a result, certain majors may be incidentally undesirable for student-

athletes if they are going to pose scheduling conflicts.  

Not all participants experienced problems with major decisions much different 

than a non-athlete would face. The difference occurs when student-athletes are up against 

timelines to make a decision on their major or face ineligibility. There are consequences 

that could affect their eligibility if they decide to go a different career path and change 

their major. Some may be faced with the decision to remain eligible to compete or to 

proceed with a major they may have already determined they no longer want to pursue.  

Situation  

 What transitions do female student-athletes face as they prepare to exit 

college? and How do these transitions influence career decisions? In assessing the 

activities that took place during the transition, the end of their competitive-sport 

participation ended due to the eligibility rules of their athletic programs. The inability to 

play collegiate sports was not connected to their physical ability or desire to play, thereby 

causing a permanent change to their lives over which they had little control, but knew 

was inevitable. The participants exemplified what Person and Petitpas (1990) referred to 

as anticipated, transition-based barrier to sport participation.  For most, the end of the 

collegiate eligibility not only signaled an end to their collegiate careers, but also the end 

of competitive-sports participation. As a result, a role change occurred. In many cases, 
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the women in the study had been playing their sport since they were children. Something 

that they have been a part of for more than half of their lives had come to an end, and 

they were required to either increase their involvement in pre-existing roles or find and 

develop new roles. Some participants expressed interest in staying connected to their 

sport through volunteering or working with children. None expressed a desire to coach on 

a higher level due to the demands of coaching, as demonstrated by their own coaches. 

This supports data presented by Kamphoff and Gill (2008) that men are more likely than 

women to pursue coaching jobs after college. It also supports Lapchik’s (2010) data that 

female assistant women’s coaches are on a downward trend.  

Support 

 What sources of support do female student-athletes receive in making career 

decisions? The female student-athletes in the study identified many areas of support that 

were available to them as they faced their transition. Although institutional resources 

varied among the participants, a majority of them said they felt they had everything they 

needed at their institution to exit college and begin the next phase of their lives, but many 

did not always have the time to take advantage of the opportunities.  

The primary authority figure in their lives was often their coach. When conflicts 

between their current role as athletes and the preparation they needed for transitions 

occurred, some participants experienced some resistance from their coaches. This 

experience is an example of how role conflict makes it difficult to conform to both sets of 

expectations at the same time (Lance, 2004; Sage & Loudermilk, 1979). In terms of the 

personal support, all of the female student-athletes expressed having the continued 

career-related support from their families, even during the transition period if needed. 
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This support included direct career support, such as receiving advice from parents on 

their major choice and career options. It also included indirect support, such as financial 

support during transition periods to allow them time to explore employment options or 

apply to graduate programs. The ongoing parental support is likely due to the fact that 

many of the participants have been playing their sport since they were children, and 

usually parental involvement is required to have that many years of consecutive 

competitive sport participation.  

Self 

 How do female student-athletes perceive their preparation for post-collegiate 

careers? Each of the participants had to do a self-assessment of the personal attributes 

they possessed to be proficient in their new role and their ability to move on after the end 

of their collegiate careers. Most of the participants were optimistic in their attitudes about 

what would come next for them, which influenced their ability to successfully cope with 

the change. This is consistent with Coakley (1983), who said not all who exit from sport 

are approached with despair. All of the participants reflected positively on the totality of 

their experiences, even if their final season was not successful or ended prematurely due 

to injury. They also expressed a sense of meaning and purpose for their lives in the 

future. The end of their collegiate career did not result in an attitude of despair, but rather 

a mindset of new opportunity. The findings support Allison and Meyer’s (1988) 

conclusion that disengagement is not always traumatic, but an opportunity to engage in 

other roles.  
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Use of Schlossberg’s Model to Study Student-Athlete Transition 

 Prior research that utilized Schlossberg’s theory of transition to study athletes 

typically involved professional athletes or was used to study retirement or withdrawal 

from sport (Wheeler, et. al, 1996; Swain, 1991). Retirement and withdrawal are often 

decisions that have to be made based on numerous factors (e.g. injury and diminished 

performance), whereas, the end of athletic eligibility, as exemplified by the participants 

in the study, is due to rules that declare the athlete no longer eligible to compete without 

options beyond college for them to continue participation.  Despite these situational 

differences, Schlossberg’s transition theory was found useful in examining the transition 

experiences of college student-athletes at the end of their athletic eligibility.  

 The Four S’s of the model were used to guide the interview and was helpful in 

identifying the assets and deficits of the transitions student-athletes face. Evaluating the 

resources the participants utilized to cope with transition and the resources they lack to 

adequately deal with career preparation is instructive for student-affairs practitioners, 

athletic administrators, coaches, and faculty. It is also informative of the practices and 

resources the participants found most effective in their development.  Evaluating their 

transitions using the four factors provided insight into their perception of their college 

experience and preparedness to exit college and start a career.  The differences among the 

participants also provided useful information on the level and sources of deficiencies they 

perceived. This information can lead to better decision-making in regards to 

programming and services available to support student-athlete post-collegiate career 

pursuits. 
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 A limitation of using this model for student-athletes in transition at the time of the 

study is participants may not fully be able to articulate in the moment what they are 

experiencing. Other studies that have used this model relied on retrospective accounts 

from athletes that could provide a pre- and post-transition perspectives (Wheeler, et. al., 

1996; Swain, 1991). The study participants’ self-perception of transition lacked hindsight 

and the benefit of viewing the experience in the context of the eventual the outcome. For 

example, if a participant reported feeling disadvantaged in the job market, would their 

perspective be different if they successfully secured employment upon graduation? 

Despite this limitation, it is still instructive for student affairs practitioners to understand 

how to help student-athletes cope with transition while it is occurring, regardless the 

eventual outcome. The opportunity to offer further support with transition may be limited 

once the student departs the campus. Whether their feelings of inadequacy are 

substantiated or not or later squelched, the feelings make up their present reality and 

warrant support. Future studies could include a longitudinal study that captures both their 

perspectives during transition and after the transition has occurred.  

Conclusions 

 The overarching question for this study was How do Division I female student-

athletes experiencing transitions perceive their preparation for post-collegiate careers? 

The participants provided insight on how they cope with transition, the impediments to 

their career development, and the support they utilize to both prepare for and deal with 

the inevitable transition of ending their collegiate careers. Schlossberg’s transition theory 

proved to be a useful conceptual framework in learning about the participants’ transition 

experiences. The four factors of the transition framework were used to develop a semi-



   
 

112 
 

structured interview protocol to assess the student-athlete experiences.  As Merriam 

(2009) suggests, starting an interview by asking respondents basic descriptive 

information is helpful with building rapport to get the participant to share information. 

The questions regarding the strategies participants used to prepare for careers proved to 

be good opening questions that allowed to participant to later feel comfortable sharing 

personal details about their situation, the support they receive, and their self-perceptions. 

Four conclusions can be drawn based on the findings as presented.  

Female student-athletes do not perceive athletic experiences as sufficient for 

obtaining non-athletic, post-competition careers. 

 The participants in the study found value in their experiences as student-athletes, 

but they do not feel these experiences alone are enough for them to start a career outside 

of athletics. As Bowen and Levin (2003) found, student-athletes spend more time on 

sports than other members of the student body spend on co-curricular involvement. Their 

athletic involvement, which includes being on a team, traveling, and engaging in 

competition, can also take more time than the activities of their non-athlete peers. Yet, 

their athletic experiences often lack exposure to careers other than those in athletics, 

interaction with peers with similar non-athletic interests, and engagement in other campus 

organizations that could further their career development. Many expressed uncertainty of 

how potential employers would perceive their experience as student-athletes and whether 

their inherent characteristics such as discipline, teamwork, and dedication were viable 

substitutes for actual work experience in the field. They also suggested that applicants 

with internship experiences and other relevant activities on their resumes might be 

considered stronger candidates for certain positions. Athletic accomplishments such as 
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winning a national championship, being team captain, and receiving athletic honors, 

although impressive, did not give the study participants confidence, as those accolades 

might not be appreciated outside of an athletic realm.  

Female student-athletes lack the opportunity to adequately prepare to exit college    

 All college students anticipate graduation and entering into the job market or 

graduate school and this can be a source of anxiety that is not necessarily unique to 

student-athletes. Schlossberg (1981) contends when transitions are gradual it is “easier to 

adapt because the individual can prepare for them” (p. 9). In the case of student-athletes, 

it is the lack of preparation and the lack of opportunity to prepare that makes their 

situation unique from their non-athletic peers and may influence how they adapt to 

transitions.  

 All of the participants in the study could clearly articulate their own ideas of what 

they needed to be adequately prepared. When describing the reasons why they felt 

deficient in their preparation they suggested the responsibilities of their sport prohibits 

them from engaging in career development activities. Intercollegiate athletic participation 

is sanctioned and governed by the institution. The barriers non-athletes face in regards to 

their preparation are not typically imposed by the institution. It is an interesting paradox 

that all institutions have some language in their mission statements referencing 

preparation for their students; yet, some of the most visible citizens on campus are 

excluded as a result of their obligations to the institution.  
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Female student-athletes are earning degrees but not receiving a well-rounded 

education.  

 The limitations placed on student-athletes are usually on their co-curricular 

involvement. The results confirmed existing research that student-athletes’ lives are 

highly structured, regimented, and lack autonomy (Foster, 2003). As a result, student-

athletes need the opportunity to engage in their own exploratory experiences outside of 

athletics and independent of their teammates. As the participants reported, they feel they 

are missing many components of the collegiate experience, particularly as it pertains to 

co-curricular activities. Even though all of the participants reported they would graduate, 

or in some cases had already received a degree, they unanimously said they wish they had 

more time to do internships, study abroad, join organizations, and/or attend program 

events in their major.  

Although they reported satisfaction with services the athletic department and the 

institution-at-large provided to help them graduate and meet degree requirements, they 

felt very limited in the opportunities they had outside of coursework. These deficiencies 

contributed to their feelings of inadequacy entering the job market or regarding having 

factors other than their academic record to make them strong graduate school applicants. 

Even those participants that managed to engage in activities outside of their sport, much 

of their involvement occurred in the semesters following the end of their athletic 

eligibility. This indicates there is a need for more on-going co-curricular involvement 

opportunities.  
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Female student-athletes want help with career development.  

 The third conclusion is that female student-athletes want more direction and 

assistance with navigating career decisions. Because of how they are socialized in the 

restrictive culture of athletics, female student-athletes are waiting to be told what to do 

about their lives post-competition, but no one tells them. As some participants reported, 

by the time they realize the absence of direction, it is often too late or they have a lot of 

ground to cover. It is ironic that most aspects of their lives are directed, and they are told 

exactly what to do. But when it comes to career development, they are left to figure it out 

for themselves. As one of the most regimented populations on campus, if student-athletes 

are expected to fit something into their schedules, it is best to require it. For example, it is 

difficult for them to find the time to go to the career center on their own, but the 

participants who attended mandatory sessions all reported that the sessions were helpful.  

Recommendations for Better Practices 

 The following recommendations not only have implications for Division I female 

student-athletes, but for all student-athletes regardless of gender and level. Although one 

population’s experiences informed the recommendations, the suggested services can be 

beneficial to all student-athletes and not just a single population. Considering the 

problems of practice outlined in Chapter One and information learned from the 

participants, the following are recommendations for better practice in higher education.  

Pre-Enrollment Academic Disclosures 

 During the recruitment process, prospective student-athletes and their parents 

should be informed about potential scheduling conflicts with the courses of study for 

majors in which they may be interested. During the recruiting visit, the prospect should 
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be asked about potential majors they plan to pursue, and certain disclosures should be 

made. Based on the season of particular sports and select course offerings, academic 

advisors should be able to inform student-athletes whether summer school or a fifth year 

will be necessary or required to successfully complete certain programs, or if certain 

majors are typically not amenable to certain athletic schedules. This would ensure that 

prospective student-athletes are informed of the limitations they may face before making 

a decision.  

As the participants reported, most student-athletes are recruited by more than one 

institution, and a majority of their decisions are based on the athletic programs. 

Additionally, they typically limit their college consideration to schools that are recruiting 

them for athletics. If student-athletes are recruited by comparable schools, providing 

additional academic information may provide them another item to consider in making 

their decision. It is also possible that coaches may be more cooperative regarding 

schedule flexibility if they felt it would influence recruiting decisions. As the participants 

noted, it is often difficult to negotiate practice and competition schedules with coaches, 

particularly for those who play team sports. For those prospective students who come to 

college with ideas of what they may want to purse as a major, pre-enrollment academic 

disclosures would be helpful in developing their potential academic plans.  

Better Start First Semester  

 Student-athletes who get off to a poor academic start are vulnerable to being 

placed in classes that have been determined, by athletic administrators, to be less 

difficult; this is done in an effort to assist student-athletes with maintaining their 
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eligibility status. Also, poor first-year grade point averages may limit options for student-

athletes who plan to purse graduate studies.  

Often a standardized approach is applied to incoming freshman with respect to 

balancing their athletic and academic schedules. All students do not come into college 

with the same study skills learned in high school. Students are more likely to succeed if 

they have a specialized plan that specifically addresses their needs and learning styles.  

The notion that student-athletes’ first foray of balancing academics and athletics 

is a misnomer, as all of the participants were prep school standouts in order to receive 

Division I athletic scholarships. They also had to meet academic standards to enroll in 

their respective institutions. They had to learn how to balance homework with athletic 

schedules and demands in high school, especially since some participants played 

multiple, high school sports. This suggests that poor adjustment to the first year of 

college may not solely be a function of adjusting to the time commitment. More 

assessment should be given to incoming student-athletes’ academic background, study 

skills, and needs.  

Service Projects that Correspond with Majors 

 Student-athletes perform countless hours of community service with their team. 

Although they work on a variety of worthy causes coaches and administrators should 

attempt to select projects that are aligned with the majors and of the student-athletes on 

the current roster. When presenting community service on their resume, student-athletes 

can list similar volunteer experiences as their non-athletic peers. The teammates with an 

occupational interest in the service project can also get involved in planning and 

leadership. In instances where large rosters or a large variance in degrees make it difficult 
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to accommodate all majors and interests, the projects can be selected to correspond with 

the needs of the seniors on the team who are closer to entering the workforce.  

Free Summers 

 Participants reported - particularly those who played fall sports - they are often 

strongly encouraged to remain on campus during the summer for training. Although it is 

not mandatory, the student-athletes expressed feeling a sense of obligation. In team 

sports, where playing time are a factor, a student-athlete may feel pressure to stay during 

the summer to avoid feeling that she is not exhibiting the dedication her coach expects.  

 Because summer session is already not mandatory, there is little that can be done 

to remove the perception that it is required. Coaches have to find ways to reassure 

student-athletes that engaging in professional development opportunities in the summer 

are valued and encouraged. If coaches worry that student-athletes will not return to 

campus in shape and prepared for the upcoming season, at the end of the spring semester 

coaches can establish certain goals and benchmarks that should be achieved over the 

summer. Therefore, whether student-athletes work out independently or together on 

campus, as long as the expectations are reasonable, it reassures the coach that workouts 

were continued during the summer. The culture of intercollegiate athletics is to control 

every aspect of the student-athletes’ experience in order to get desired results. However, 

giving them autonomy teaches lessons of responsibility and accountability.  

Meaningful Internship Opportunities 

 Because of limited opportunities to do internships, student-athletes need to have 

quality experience to compensate for the lack of quantity. As the participants indicated, 

many of their internships opportunities had to be delayed until their fifth year or when 



   
 

119 
 

their eligibility was over. Fetching coffee and making copies are common entry-level 

tasks, but unlike their non-athletic peers, student-athletes may only have one internship 

experience to enhance their resumes before graduation. Therefore, internships for 

student-athletes need to be substantive because they will not likely have multiple 

opportunities.  

The highly commercialized culture of collegiate athletics provides a unique 

opportunity to leverage profit-based relationships to provide internship opportunities for 

student-athletes. Corporations, television networks, and numerous other businesses place 

their names, marks, and logos on facilities, signage, program books, and sometimes on 

the athletes themselves, to capitalize on the opportunity to deliver their product, good, or 

service to the fans who support intercollegiate athletics. With this, might it be possible to 

expand corporate-sponsorship agreements to include offering interdisciplinary-internship 

opportunities to student-athletes? These internships could help student-athletes gain 

valuable work experience from national companies and strengthen their resume.  

Athletic departments also have the ability to create their own interdisciplinary 

internships within the department. Opportunities to learn exist in disciplines such as 

marketing, communications, facilities management, business, medicine, event 

management, compliance, and technology. Regardless of the student-athlete’s major, 

there are possibilities to gain experience in a variety of occupations even if the individual 

is not necessarily considering a career in sports. 

Short-Term Study-Abroad Opportunities  

 The few participants who were able to participate in short-term, study abroad 

opportunities found the experience to be enriching. The reason these student-athletes 
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were able take advantage of these study-abroad opportunities is because they offered as 

mini-term opportunities during breaks versus the traditional, full-term offerings. Student 

affairs personnel and faculty members that lead study abroad experiences should consider 

offering more non-traditional opportunities to include students who have commitments 

during academic year. Athletic departments should encourage study abroad opportunities 

and use student-athlete development funds to financially support student-athletes who are 

interested in pursuing school-sponsored experiences.  

 If short-term, study-abroad opportunities are not an option at the institution, 

athletic programs can co-sponsor short-term, study-abroad opportunities with academic 

programs to coincide with team foreign tours. Many intercollegiate teams travel overseas 

during academic breaks for competition experiences. Although international travel 

provides good learning opportunities, working with academic departments can enhance 

athletic foreign tours. Some of the benefits of a partnership include the ability to get 

course credit for the trip, an opportunity to network with students other than athletic 

teammates, and the accompaniment of a faculty member to enhance the educational 

components of the trip. It is also a way to foster school spirit as the non-athlete students 

and attendees will have the opportunity to attend the competitions.  

Post-Competition Advisor 

 Participants reported reaching out to a potpourri of individuals for career help. 

Many participants identified the academic advisor as the first point of contact for 

information. When it comes to academic support, some of the participants suggested that 

the focus is on eligibility more than academic/professional development. Since academic 

advisors are doing more than assisting with class schedules, the position should be 
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repurposed to be a post-competition advisor. The academic advisor already has the 

responsibility of making sure student-athletes are making progress toward degrees, 

including managing academic support services such as tutoring and study sessions. As 

Perna, Ahlgren, and Zaichkowsky (1999) found, student-athletes who could state a post-

collegiate occupational plan at the termination of their college careers reported more life 

satisfaction than those who could not. If student-athletes have active post-competition 

advising, activities can be carried out not only with the purpose of meeting competition 

eligibility requirements, but also help them make progress toward a plan for when their 

eligibility ends. For example, a student who wants to go to graduate school not only 

needs the right courses but her post-competition plan may also need to include graduate 

test preparation classes. A post-competition advisor initiates a conversation shift from 

what a student is doing this semester to be eligible to how the things the student is doing 

this semester contribute to long-term goals. Along with the repurposing academic 

advisors to a post-competition advisor, the advisor should have appropriate professional 

development opportunities to garner additional support in a role so many of them are 

already performing.   

 Cooperation from All Sides of the House 

 Several participants expressed feeling as if they were living inside the athletic 

“bubble;” created by the athletic department. More effort needs to be made to help 

student-athletes integrate into the broader campus community. Participants reported 

feeling prejudged by entities outside of the athletic department and viewed the bubble is a 

safe space for them. As Czopp (2010) found, stereotypes of athletes may have an effect 

on the type of counseling and academic support they receive. Student affairs 
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practitioners, academic departments, faculty, athletic administrators, and coaches need to 

find ways to support each other’s goals, which should all be aligned with the university’s 

mission. 

Policy Recommendations 

 To support better practices that engage student-athletes in co-curricular 

opportunities, changes in current institutional and NCAA policies must occur. Policies 

that are reactionary rather than preventative may have unattended implications that limit 

or penalize populations that the policy was not meant to regulate. The following policy 

recommendations call for more autonomy for athletic departments to address the 

developmental needs of the student-athletes on their individual campuses.  

Reform to NCAA Eligibility Rules 

 Athletic departments should be given more discretion to allow student-athletes  to 

reduce the number of required credit hours per semester should the student elect to 

engage in a bona fide professional development experience, such as an internship. As 

pointed out by Mae, who shared how a friend lost eligibility because he took an 

internship instead of the minimum course load during the season, student-athletes may be 

uncertain about their ability to carry a full load of classes, along with their athletic 

schedule and an internship.  

Often times, fear of abuse and potential NCAA violations limit are the basis for 

such restrictions, but it limits what athletic departments are able do for the career 

development of its student-athletes. It is likely the intention of the rule is to prohibit 

programs from keeping student-athletes on their rosters that are not making progress 

toward degrees. However, especially in the case of seniors, if the student-athlete’s 
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academic record has been well established, then athletic administrators should be able to 

use their discretion in deciding whether or not this student-athlete is trying to abuse the 

system or if s/he is actually someone who deserves the opportunity to gain work 

experience. As the rule stands now, the student-athletes who are on the right track for 

graduation and want to do an internship instead of enrolling in a full load of classes are 

inadvertently penalized for those who have previously abused the system.  

Department-Wide, Career Development Policies 

 Career development programming and policies should not be program or sport 

specific, nor should they focus on the coaches’ individual philosophy on career 

development. As several participants noted, coaching changes often happen during a 

student-athletes’ eligibility period, and a student-athlete can experience inconsistency in 

team policies. Likewise, a coach for one sport may have different values as it pertains to 

activities outside of coursework and athletics than a coach in another sport.  

There should be an institutionalized policy on how practices are scheduled around classes 

required for graduation. Athletic department leaders need to develop relationships with 

academic department leaders to understand the requirements of certain programs of 

interest to student-athletes. It also needs to be emphasized that academic success is not 

only manifested in coursework. Even though participants felt their coaches generally 

understood when it came to scheduling classes, and they acknowledged that the athletic 

department provided them with funding to take summer classes when classes they needed 

did not fit into their fall- and spring-term schedules, they all said that the opportunity to 

engage in co-curricular activities was restricted. Although the academic progress rates 

and graduation success rates indicate female student-athletes are performing well in the 
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classroom, the participants illustrated a need for meaningful experiences outside of the 

classroom.  

Suggestions for Future Study 

 Due to study limitations, as well as concepts that emerged, suggestions for future 

study on the career development experiences of student-athletes are presented. This study 

specifically focused on the experiences of female student-athletes to fill a gap in existing 

research. Further study is needed on the gender differences that may exist in the 

experiences, specifically as they pertain to non-revenue men’s sports. Because the sample 

was single gendered, we cannot ascertain whether the experiences were unique to female 

student-athletes or similar to what their male counterparts in comparable sports 

experience. Student-athletes competing in NCAA Division II and III also possess a high 

athletic identity, particularly if they have been playing sports for a majority of their lives, 

much like the participants in this study.  

Criteria for this study included participation on the Division I level and receiving 

an athletic scholarship. One of the assumptions for this study is those students who are 

paying their own way have more decision-making autonomy when conflicts occur than 

someone who is receiving athletic aid. This in no way suggests that Division II and III 

participants are any less dedicated to their sport or any more prepared for post-

competition life. More study is needed on the nuances of the various divisions. Likewise, 

a majority of the institutions in this study were research universities. It would be 

instructive to learn whether institution type is related to the career development 

experiences of student-athletes.  
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Overall, this study has shown it cannot be implied that student-athletes that 

demonstrate academic achievement and progression toward graduation have the tools 

they need to exit college and start careers. Continued research on the career development 

experiences of student-athletes will be useful for athletic departments and institutions in 

developing additional programs and services to meet the needs of this student population. 
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Appendix A - Interview Protocol 

RQ: How do Division I female student-athletes experiencing transitions perceive 

their preparation for post-collegiate careers? 

 

Introductory questions: 

1) Do you have any questions about the consent form? 

2) What sport do you play? 

3) How long have you been playing your sport? 

4) How did you do in your last season (or if not yet concluded, How is the season 

going so far?) 

Sub question 1: What are the career development experiences of Division I female 

student-athletes?  

A-1)  What is your major?  

A-1.1) How did you decide on your major? 

A-2) What do you plan to do after you finish college?  

A-2.1) Is that what you thought you would be doing? 

A-3) What would you ultimately like to do? 

A-4) At what point did you start preparing for your post-collegiate career and how 

much time did you devote? 

 A-5) When did you or when will you reach a decision on your post-collegiate 

plans?  

 A-6) What things did you do or are planning to do leading up to graduation to 

prepare? 

A-7) What activities, such as an internship, have you done to gain experience in 

your chosen field? 

A-8) Do you already have a job lined up or any prospective opportunities?  

A-8.1) If so, how did it come about? 

 

Sub Question Two: What transitions do female student-athletes perceive as they 

prepare to exit college? 

B-1) Describe your last sporting event as a collegiate athlete (retrospectively if 

already occurred) or how do you envision your last time competing as a collegiate 

athlete?  

B-2) How do you feel about upcoming graduation? 

 B-3) What are you most looking forward to about graduation? 

 B-4) What, if anything, are you dreading the most? 

B-5) In what ways do you think your life will be different after college?  

B-5.1) How do you feel about those changes?  

 

Sub Question Three: How do these transitions influence their career decisions? 

C-1) Are your post-collegiate plans firm or are you still pursuing other options? 

C-2) Do you feel being an athlete helped prepared you for your future career? If 

so, in what ways? 
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C-3) Is there anything that may have limited you in any way from pursing certain 

interests?  

C-4) Do you plan to stay engaged with your sport after college? Please elaborate.  

 

Sub Question Four: What forms of support do female student-athletes receive in 

making career decisions?  

D-1) What services exist on your campus to help students (athlete or non-athlete) 

with their careers? Have you utilized any of these services? 

 D-2) Where do you most often go for assistance with career related issues? 

 D-3) What services did you find most useful? Please elaborate.  

 D-4) What services did you not find useful? Please elaborate.  

 D-5) Who do you most often consult with for career advice? Please elaborate.  

D-6) Have you shared your post-collegiate plans with your 

family/friends/significant others? If so, how do they feel about your decision? 

How much input did you receive from them while making your decision? 

D-7) Have you had any conversations with any of your professors about your 

career plans? 

 

Sub Question Five: How do female student-athletes perceive their preparation 

for post-collegiate careers? 

E-1) Do you feel you had everything you needed to be ready to exit college and 

start a career? Please elaborate.  

E-2) What was most beneficial to you in preparing for your career after college? 

E-3) Is there anything you would have done differently? 

E-4) In comparison to other students, do you think you are better than, worse 

than, or about average when it comes to being prepared to leave college? Please 

elaborate.  

E-5) What are your thoughts about your overall collegiate experience? 

 

Concluding Questions: 

1) How was this interview experience for you? 

2) Do you feel there is something that I should have asked but didn’t? 

3) Do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix B - Informed Consent Form 

Career Development Experiences of NCAA Division I Female Student-Athletes 

IRB # 021226 

Principal Investigator: Roger Whitaker, Ph.D., 202-994-9711 

Principal Contact: Markesha S. McWilliams, 404-274-2108 

INTRODUCTION 

You are invited to take part in a research study on the career development experiences of 

female student-athletes. This study will be conducted by Markesha McWilliams, a 

doctoral candidate at The George Washington University Graduate School of Education 

and Human Development. You are being asked if you want to take part in this study 

because you are classified as a senior and participate on an intercollegiate athletics team 

at an NCAA Division I member institution. Please read this form and ask any questions 

that will help you decide if you want to be in the study. Taking part is completely 

voluntary and even if you decide you want to, you can quit at any time. Your 

academic/athletic standing will not be affected in any way should you choose not to take 

part or to withdraw at any time. Athletic personnel, including your coach will not be 

provided any details of your participation. You must be at least 18 years old to take part 

in this study.  

PURPOSE 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the career development experiences of 

Division I female student-athletes. Female student-athletes in their senior year who 

participate in various sports will be asked to provide details of their experiences. 

Information learned from the study can help student affairs personnel, athletic 

administrators, and others learn ways to support female student-athletes in their post-

collegiate pursuits.   

PROCEDURES  

To collect your responses, you will participate in two interviews. The initial interview 

will last approximately an hour and will be conducted face to face with one researcher. 

Following the interview the researcher will send to you via email a summary of what was 

discussed in the interview for you to review for accuracy. After you have had a chance to 

review the summary, a second interview will be conducted either by phone or face-to-

face, depending on your preference and availability to review findings of the study. The 

second interview will last approximately 30 minutes.  
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RISKS AND CONFIDENTIALITY 

The study has some associated risks. You may feel some emotional stress/discomfort 

answering the interview questions. You are free to skip any questions at any point. You 

may withdraw your participation in the study at any time prior, during, or after the 

interview and any information you provide will be destroyed.  

There is also a small chance that someone not on our research team could find out that 

you took part in the study or somehow connect you with the information we collect about 

you, however the following steps are being taken to reduce this risk: 

 Your real name will not be used in the data collection, data analysis, final report, 

or presentation. You will select a fictitious name that the researchers will use to 

identify your responses from others.  

 The name and location of the institution you attend will not be disclosed.  

 Your interview will not be shared with your institution, your coaches, or any other 

athletic staff.  

 The recording of your interview will be deleted after data analysis has concluded. 

We will not use the audio recording of your interview or a portion thereof for any 

purpose outside of data analysis. No recorded audio will be used in any 

presentation of the findings. 

 The records of this study will be kept private.  We will exclude any information 

that will make it possible to identify you as a subject in any published articles or 

presentations.  

BENEFITS 

Taking part in this research will not help you directly; however the benefit to society will 

be a better understanding of the career development issues and experiences of female 

student-athletes competing in Division I intercollegiate athletics.   

PAYMENT/COMPENSATION 

No costs are associated with your participation in the study. You will not receive 

compensation for your participation.  

QUESTIONS 

If you have any questions, concerns, complaints, or think you have been harmed you can 

contact the Principal Investigator listed on the front of this form at 202-994-9711. For 

questions regarding your rights as a participant in human research call the GWU Office 

of Human Research at 202-994-2715.  
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CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

Your participation in the interview denotes your consent to participate. The researcher 

will ask for your verbal consent prior to starting the interview. Please keep a copy of this 

informed consent form for your reference. 

 

 


