INTEGRATION OF ACADEMICS AND ATHLETICS

MACALESTER COLLEGE DISCUSSION – 5/4/09

Attendees: Holly Barcus (Assistant Professor of Geography), Ron Brisbois (Professor of Chemistry), Lisa Broek (Associate Director, Health & Wellness Center), Kendrick Brown (Associate Professor of Psychology), Kim Chandler (Athletic Director), Laurie Hamre (Vice-President for Student Affairs), Anthony Jennison (Head Football Coach), John Leaney (Head Women’s Soccer Coach), Kathy Murray (Provost), Vanessa Seljeskog (Associate Athletic Director), Karin Trail-Johnson (Director of the Civic Engagement Center)

Our conversation focused on the first two questions proposed by the ACM steering committee. We worked to develop an inventory of things currently being done on the Macalester campus to integrate athletics and academics. Then we turned our attention to possible strategies we could employ to help us develop a stronger overlap or connection between academics and athletics.
As we began to develop the inventory, we reminded ourselves to include all varieties of athletic activities – club sports, intramurals, rec center activities, athletics courses – not just intercollegiate athletics. We wondered how much of the campus is actually involved in athletics. Kathy Murray agreed to work with Director of Institutional Research, Dan Balik, to see if we could develop a participation percentage.

We have already developed a campus-wide absence policy. Meeting attendees were pleased that it extends beyond athletics to include all college-sponsored activities. While there are particular challenges with spring sports and weather related reschedulings, faculty present suggested that the student-athletes are generally proactive about dealing with these issues. We need to continue the campus conversation about the possibility of a late afternoon activity period that would be free of all class obligations.

We benefit from excellent communication between Student Affairs, the Provost, and the Athletic Director. Also, the recruiting done by our coaches foregrounds integration and the importance of academics at Macalester. Coaches appreciate being able to bring recuits to visit with faculty during campus visits. Everyone agrees that this process helps us to get the best athletes and the best and brightest students. We learned that four of our teams were #1 in the nation in academic performance within the NCAA’s Division III.

We have some first-year courses (and at least a few other courses) that consider academic questions related to sports.

Coaches indicated that they appreciate that first-year athletes usually are not paired as roommates. The students like having the opportunity to connect with a different student.
As we turned our attention toward things we could do to enhance the integration of athletics and academics, we decided that we need to take a careful look at the College Sports Project data. If we are doing well, which we suspect will be the case, we need to publicize that information broadly, on campus and beyond.

Several people urged better incorporation of fall athletes into new student orientation. They tend to be “informally oriented” by upperclass students, and that is not the best situation. We need to continue looking carefully at the Saturday schedule to avoid as many conflicts as possible. Since we are in preseason competition, we should work to schedule as many home competitions as possible so that teams are not traveling. 

We wondered if athletes are actually somewhat “invisible” on campus. Coaches think that it is best for student-athletes to “blend in,” but faculty seem to want to be more aware of whom the student-athletes are. The football team will help with move-in day in the fall. Should people be aware of the fact that they are football players? Some faculty actively encourage students to support each other, suggesting that a first-year class attend an athletic competition as a group. We believe we could do more of this.

The student-athletes think other students look down on them as students. The Student Athlete Advisory Council (SAAC) is working on this issue.

The athletics department is exploring several new programs aimed at integration: faculty coaching program (faculty guest coaches for specific events), half-time and event programming (this was expanded into an idea for half-time at center court using the old center court in the Leonard Center Atrium), a faculty representative program for each team. They would like to encourage faculty to invite coaches to sit in on classes. The conversation then expanded to include the possibility of faculty actually serving as assistant coaches where they have the expertise. We wondered if there might be a possibility for some programming in the Center for Scholarship and Teaching that would help interested faculty make more direct connections with athletics within their courses. We need to work to tie athletics into our internationalism emphasis, perhaps by making it possible for teams to compete abroad. There is a sense that we are behind our peers in this area. It was suggested that students and faculty could provide live performances of the national anthem for some events.

We need to get athletics in front of more of the Macalester community. We should try to get Kim in front of faculty during New Faculty Orientation and the Mid-Career Faculty Seminar. We should broaden the invitation to Quarterback Club type events that are currently attended by many more staff than faculty. We wondered about informal noontime sessions on “sports spectating” or something like “Volleyball 101” before a match to help fans understand the game and the opposing team.
