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Abstract
The internationally unique position of sports in the American higher education system raises
questions about the impact of sports on patterns of social stratification in education. The present
thesis explores dynamics of social differentiation among American college athletes based on their
high school and hometown background. Data on more than 250,000 student athletes active in
competitive college sports in the Divisions I and II of the National Collegiate Athletic Association
in the season 2019/2020 was assembled and analyzed through geometric data analysis. Multiple
correspondence analysis and principal component analysis was used to construct a social space
of college athletes and college sports teams. The results indicate a significant differentiation
between student athletes in terms of the characteristics of their high schools and hometowns. The
position of student athletes in the space of college sports seems to be somewhat related to an
athlete’s socioeconomic background, in so far that student athletes from different biographical
backgrounds differ in their tendencies to play certain sports and to attend prestigious universities.
The findings of this thesis thus reveal that educational recruitment through sports exhibits
dynamics of social stratification similar to academic selection.
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 “It’s not about where you were born, it’s not about your gender,
or the color of your skin, or whether you’re rich, poor, or in the
middle. No matter what you play, if you have the skill and drive

to succeed in school and in sports, we’ll provide the
opportunity.”

NCAA March Madness Campaign 2017

1. Introduction
American college sports are deeply connected to narratives about social mobility.
Access to higher education through excellence in sport is often portrayed as the
way in for the “underdog” - underprivileged and marginalized students that
otherwise would not get these kinds of educational opportunities. Stories about
students making something out of their life against all odds because of their
athletic talent are not only a common movie trope; they are firmly embedded in
the public discourse about college sports. Often, the implicit argument is that
while educational opportunities are not as fairly distributed in society, sports are
a level playing field, where success is not dependent on your social background,
but on talent and dedication alone. As Stevens claims, “in a country historically
skeptical about inherited privilege, athletics appears to provide mechanisms for
mobility, both individual and institutional, on the basis of hard work and
demonstrated ability.”1 Particularly, students that are otherwise marginalized in
society supposedly benefit through admissions based on sports; a notion that is
also deeply rooted in racialized notions about intelligence and physical abilities.

But recently, a criminal investigation and subsequent criminal convictions
also shed light on another side of college sport. In 2019, more than 50 people were
charged in a criminal conspiracy case over admissions bribery and fraud,
nicknamed the Varsity Blues Scandal, which received a lot of media attention.
This scandal, as the name indicates, was closely connected to college sports, as
among other incidents of fraud, the charges included bribes to college sports
coaches and administrators in order to get students admitted as recruited athletes
without them actually qualifying for this status.2 While the scandal was based on
illegal and criminal activities, it brought a renewed interest to the public debate
towards the legal privileges of athletes and the advantage they potentially give to
upper-middle- and upper-class students instead of marginalized groups.3

This contradictory position of sports in the American education system is
noteworthy because the decentralized university system allows a high level of

1 Stevens, Mitchell L. Creating a class. College admissions and the education of elites. Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2009, p. 112.
2 Smith, Laura. Affidavit in Support of Criminal Complaint. 2019.
3 Pennington, Bill. Admissions Scandal Stokes Hard Questions on Recruited Athletes. The New York Times.
03-19-2019.
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autonomy for universities to control their admissions criteria, which enables
possibilities to take different kinds of abilities – not just academic qualifications
– into consideration in the admissions process.4 While in most national systems
of higher education, selection and admission are almost exclusively contingent on
an applicant’s academic results in secondary education or test results, in the
United States, a more diversified system of criteria prevails. Admissions decisions
may be based on a range of criteria in what the Supreme Court referred to as a
“highly individualized, holistic review” of an applicant. Besides academic
qualifications, this can include an applicant’s athletic abilities, but also other
aspects like musical or artistic skills, leadership and life experiences, or their
background, for example when it comes to students from underrepresented
geographic or racial groups. Thus, more than academic ability matters in the
admissions process at American universities.5

While the American higher education system allows for a multitude of non-
academic criteria to impact access to universities, athletics are especially
important. With more than 250,000 recruited student athletes participating
every year in sports in the two main divisions of the National Collegiate Athletic
Association (NCAA), this mode of access is far from marginal. Culturally as well
as organizationally, sports are embedded within the university system to a degree
not found in other countries.6 Every year, millions of people tune in to see the
NCAA championship games or the March Madness tournament on television,
college stadiums attract up to 100,000 spectators for important games, and
sports coaches are often among the highest paid university employees. Thus,
college sport is not just important through the vast numbers of participants and
amounts of money spent on it, but also because of its cultural importance –
making college sport an intrinsic part of American university life and American
culture at large.

Many sociological works have established how social reproduction is, in
many ways, enabled and maintained through the education system. Educational
strategies are often key to how socioeconomic positions are reproduced
intergenerationally. Generally, in the American education system, more
privileged students tend to be most successful in their educational attainment,
and thus disproportionately achieve the academic merits necessary to gain access
to educational opportunities, especially to prestigious institutions. The case of
college sports raises the question of how alternative, non-academic abilities fit
into these previous findings. Does college admission on the basis of athletics
reproduce similar inequalities to selection based on academic abilities, or are they
indeed, as their image in the public discourse suggests, more of a vehicle for social
mobility? Since educational strategies are central for the intergenerational
reproduction of social positions, can sport similarly be recognized as serving as
an alternative strategy to ensure social reproduction through the American higher
education system? Therefore, the main question this thesis addresses is whether
there are discernable patterns of social stratification within college sports that

4 Helms, Robin. University Admissions. Practices and Procedures Worldwide. International Higher
Education, no. 54, 2015: pp. 5-7.
5 Throughout this thesis, I will refer to institutions of higher education interchangeably and indiscriminately
as either colleges or universities. Even though there are differences between the two, they are negligible in
the context of college sport.
6 Bowen, William G., and Levin, Sarah A. Reclaiming the game. College sports and educational values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003.
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suggest that an athlete’s position in the space of higher education is to some
degree related to their biographical background.

This thesis will engage geometric data analysis, in particular multiple
correspondence and principal component analysis, to examine biographical data
on student athletes on American college sports teams. This data is openly
accessible to the public through the websites of university athletics departments,
and in contrast to other institutional data, which is often only available on an
aggregated level, it is provided on an individual level. This provides an ideal basis
for utilizing principles of geometric data analysis to gain a complex
understanding of the social space of sports within the American higher education
system. While there are some studies that tap into the potential of this publicly
available data, no sociological account has taken into consideration the entire
space of American college sports before.7 On this methodological footing, the
thesis will firstly examine through multiple correspondence analysis how the
space of American college sports is structured in terms of the differential high
school and hometown backgrounds of athletes. In a second step, the
characteristics of the recruitment patterns of college teams will be analyzed
through a principle component analysis.

The thesis will be structured in the following way: Chapter 2 provides a
background to the distinctive system of college sports that has developed in the
United States, followed by a review of previous research that informs this study
in chapter 3. The theoretical framework is discussed in chapter 4, and the aim
and research questions presented in chapter 5. The methodology of the analyses
is presented in chapter 6, and their results in chapter 7. In the last chapter, the
findings and their broader impacts will be discussed.

7 See the following studies for studies using partially the same data source: Andris, Clio. "Measuring
Geographic Pull Power. A Case Study of U.S. College Athletic Teams." The Professional Geographer, vol. 70,
no. 3, 2018: 476-490; Siler, Kyle. "Pipelines on the Gridiron. Player Backgrounds, Opportunity Structures
and Racial Stratification in American College Football." Sociology of Sport Journal, vol. 36, no. 1, 2019: 57-
76.



Henriette Bering: An Even Playing Field? Social Stratification in American College Sports

11

2. Background

2.1. History of college sports
It is necessary to briefly reflect on the history of college sports in the United States
since it provides the backdrop to how college sport functions today. Collegiate
athletic competitions in America started in the second half of the 19th century.8
Historians point to a boat race between Harvard University and Yale University
in 1852 as the first instance of an organized intercollegiate contest. Further,
basketball and football competitions were introduced in the 1850s and 60s. The
game of American football developed during this time in the college context, and
the universities Columbia, Harvard, Princeton, and Yale – members of what
became known as the Ivy League - were instrumental in codifying common rules
for the game.9 By the end of the 19th century, football had gained large popularity
as a collegiate sport and had spread to multiple universities throughout the
country.10 While in the beginning, sports were mainly organized through student-
led initiatives, by the 1930s, they had become institutionalized within universities
and were coordinated by university officials as semi-autonomous parts of the
universities.11 In 1905, the Intercollegiate Athletic Association was founded and
shortly after changed its name to National Collegiate Athletic Association
(NCAA), which is still the association’s official name today.12 Initially a response
to the perceived brutality of football, the NCAA first introduced unified rules for
football but quickly expanded into the regulation of other collegiate sports as well.
It became the dominant interest association for men’s college sports, with
membership reaching more than 300 universities in the 1940s. The NCAA’s role
developed beyond setting the rules for sports, with one of its primary functions
becoming the organization of collegiate championships. Therefore, while college
sports had become an integral part of American universities by the late 19th
century, in the early 20th century, the NCAA became the supra-institutional non-
profit regulatory body determining the rules for men’s collegiate athletic
competitions and student athletes in general. The NCAA's importance was further
solidified in the post-war years, especially through the consolidation of
broadcasting rights in the hand of the NCAA for a period of time.13 The money
earned through lucrative television deals was distributed amongst member
universities, binding them together economically as well as just athletically.

The passing of the Title IX amendment to the Civil Rights Act in 1972
significantly impacted college sports. As Belanger points out, “this landmark law

8 Shulman, James L., and Bowen, William G. The Game of Life. College Sports and Educational Values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011, 5-10.
9 Bernstein, Mark F. Football. The Ivy League origins of an American obsession. Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2001, 5-12.
10 Suggs, Welch. Place on the Team. The Triumph and Tragedy of Title IX. Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2006, 17-18.
11 Shulman, James L., and Bowen, William G. The Game of Life. College Sports and Educational Values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011, 9-10.
12 Washington, Marvin. "Field Approaches to Institutional Change. The Evolution of the National Collegiate
Athletic Association 1906–1995." Organization Studies, vol. 25, no. 3, 2016: 398-400.
13 Shulman, James L., and Bowen, William G. The Game of Life. College Sports and Educational Values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011, p.15.
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became nearly synonymous with women’s sports.”14 It outlawed any sex-based
discrimination in education in the United States. Because unlike other
educational programs, college athletics were and still continue to be for the most
part organized in a gender-segregated fashion, they were more than other parts
of higher education affected by this change in legislation.15 The NCAA
incorporated women’s sports, which were previously organized through separate
associations, into their formerly all-male organization. Title IX was applied to
collegiate athletics as a mandate to ensure proportionate participation of men and
women in college sports and comparable funding. This lead to an immense
expansion of opportunities for women in college sports. Because of this
development, the share of female athletes in the NCAA has been rising somewhat
consistently since the implementation of Title IX, with women making up around
44 percent of NCAA athletes in 2019.16

2.2. Organizational structure
The NCAA is the main organizational and governing body, making the “rules of
the game.” There are some other athletic associations, but the NCAA is by far the
largest and most dominant. It is organized into three divisions, which are
subdivided into more than 100 different conferences.17 In general, divisions
differentiate somewhat between universities of different student body sizes and
athletic budgets, so that members of Division I tend to be comparatively large
universities with the largest athletic budgets. The conferences further group
member universities by geographic region and other institutional
characteristics.18 Division I is subdivided by football championship affiliation,
with some members participating in the Football Bowl Subdivision (I-FBS),
others in the Football Championship Subdivision (I-FCS), and some not fielding
football teams at all.

The main space for highly competitive collegiate sports is the NCAA Division
I and Division II, where athletic recruitment, scholarships, and competition are
most pronounced, which is why they will be in the focus of this thesis. In the
season 2019/2020, Division I and II have 666 current member universities in 56
different conferences, with six universities competing independently without
conference membership. Member universities are located in all 50 U.S. states,
Washington D.C, Puerto Rico, and one in Canada, including both public and
private institutions, religiously affiliated universities, and more than 50
historically black colleges and universities. They officially sponsor 24 different
team and individual sports, with three additional sports classified as emerging
sports and only supported partially. Universities may have teams in sports not

14 Belanger, Kelly. Invisible seasons. Title IX and the fight for equity in college sports. Syracuse, New York:
Syracuse University Press, 2016, 1.
15 Anderson, Deborah J., Cheslock, John J., and Ehrenberg, Ronald G. "Gender Equity in Intercollegiate
Athletics. Determinants of Title IX Compliance." The Journal of Higher Education, vol. 77, no. 2, 2016: 227-
229.
16 National Collegiate Athletic Association. NCAA Demographics Database. 2020.
www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/ncaa-demographics-database. (Accessed 2020-05-01).
17 Bowen, William G., and Levin, Sarah A. Reclaiming the game. College sports and educational values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003, p. 27.
18 A conference can also officially be named a League, Association, or Federation, but organizationally, they
all function as conferences despite the variations in names.
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sanctioned by the NCAA, which are then usually overseen by other sport-specific
intercollegiate associations. In most sports, competitions are gender-segregated.

2.2.2. Status system of sports
College sports play a role in how status and prestige are distributed between
institutions in American higher education. As athletic events take place mainly as
contests against other universities within the same conference, the NCAA
conferences account for most of the direct competition between universities. They
are thus central for the competitive athletic standing of any member university.
While members of the same conferences are each other’s primary athletic
opponents, they also share interests, as they often negotiate media contracts
together or share revenues.19 Beyond actual sports competitions, college sports
are also important in shaping a university’s reputation and status overall. As
Lifschitz et al. establish, universities that compete against each other in the same
conferences athletically tend to have similar reputations academically.20

Especially affiliation in football seems to be closely related to other indicators of
organizational status. This dynamic of status agglomeration is especially striking
for the Ivy League. As Stevens points out, this Division I conference is “virtually
synonymous with high institutional prestige.”21 Interestingly, their shared
athletic conference is, in fact, the only official association these universities have
with each other.22 Athletics are thus an important part of a multi-layered status
system of American higher education.

The importance of sports for a university’s status also elucidates why
universities continually support them through large financial spending.23 A
report by the NCAA found that in total, NCAA member universities spent over 18
billion dollars on sports in 2018, with about 20 percent of this budget going
towards financial aid and scholarships for athletes.24 While some high-profile
sports such as football or basketball may bring a participating university a
monetary benefit, overall, universities tend to spend more than they earn from
sports financially. The same NCAA report of finances mentioned above found that
in 2018, the median athletics expenses in Division I were about 22 million dollars
higher than the generated revenues.25 Most collegiate athletics departments are
thus not self-sustaining but only operable because of the financial support they
receive from the main university organization.26 The costs of fielding teams differ
between different sports, with football generally being especially expensive, but
the level of competition is also decisive for its costs, with Division I universities

19 Shulman, James L., and Bowen, William G. The Game of Life. College Sports and Educational Values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011, pp. 16-17.
20 Lifschitz, Arik, Sauder, Michael, and Stevens, Mitchell L. "Football as a Status System in U.S. Higher
Education." Sociology of Education, vol. 87, no. 3, 2014: p. 216.
21 Stevens, Mitchell L. Creating a class. College admissions and the education of elites. Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2009, p. 108.
22 Shulman, James L., and Bowen, William G. The Game of Life. College Sports and Educational Values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011, p. 17.
23 Lifschitz, Arik, Sauder, Michael, and Stevens, Mitchell L. "Football as a Status System in U.S. Higher
Education." Sociology of Education, vol. 87, no. 3, 2014: p.216.
24 NCAA Research. Finances of Intercollegiate Athletics. 2019.
http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/finances-intercollegiate-athletics. (Accessed 202-04-15).
25 Ibid.
26 Leeds, Michael A., Allmen, Peter von, and A. Matheson, Victor. The Economics of Sports. Milton:
Routledge, 2018, pp. 375-376.
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spending the most on average. Sports are thus generally a large expense for
universities but constitute a relevant role in shaping their institutional standing
and status.

2.3. Student athlete status

2.3.1. Amateurism
Competing under the guiding principle of amateurism, students that compete in
college sports are officially referred to as “student athletes”, who are supposed to
strive for both athletic success and academic excellence.27 The NCAA, in Division
I and II, regulates athletic scholarships given by universities to student athletes,
setting limits for how many scholarships may be awarded per sports team and the
amount that athletes may receive, which generally cannot exceed the cost of
attendance.28 It is important to note that, contrary to popular assumptions, not
all athletes on college teams receive athletic scholarships. Indeed, in one of the
most prominent conferences, the Ivy League, no athletic scholarships are
awarded whatsoever. Also, Division III universities are outright prohibited to
award any scholarships based on athletic participation.

Moreover, the NCAA amateurism principle also stipulates that student
athletes are not allowed to receive any other compensation for their athletic
talents.29 This is a highly contested topic, and in 2019, the state of California has
contradicted this statute in a law allowing student athletes to financially benefit
through endorsement deals and other related income. Ongoing legal disputes and
internal NCAA debates have yet to reveal how this development will ultimately
change the NCAA’s amateurism principle. However, even if the NCAA rules
around amateurism and compensation of college athletes might change in the
future, most current economic models of this potential compensation system
predict financial remuneration for only a very limited number of athletes in the
most profitable sports.30

2.3.2. Recruitment
For the most part, athletes get recruited by college team coaches and recruitment
officers based on their athletic performance while in high school. This
recruitment then potentially influences whether a student is admitted to a
university. Research shows that recruited athletes’ chances of admission are
significantly higher than other types of applicants.31

Recruitment is highly regulated by the NCAA, setting strict rules for
interactions between athletes and coaches.32 Generally, college coaches gather

27 For simplicity, this thesis will refer to student athletes mainly as “athletes” throughout the text in order to
differentiate them from non-athlete students.
28 National Collegiate Athletic Assocation. 2019-2020 NCAA Division I Manual. Indianapolis, 2019, pp. 60-
63.
29 Ibid.
30 Stocz, Mike, Schlereth, Nicholas, Crum, Dax, Maestas, Alonzo, and Barnes, John. "Student-Athlete
Compensation: An Alternative Compensation Model for All Athletes Competing in NCAA Athletics." Journal
of Higher Education Athletics & Innovation, vol. 1, no. 5, 2019, pp. 82-101.
31 Espenshade, Thomas, Chung, Chang, and Walling, Joan. "Admission Preferences for Minority Students,
Athletes, and Legacies at Elite Universities." Social Science Quarterly, vol. 85, no. 5, 2004: p. 1430.
32 Bowen, William G., and Levin, Sarah A. Reclaiming the game. College sports and educational values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003, pp. 44-46.
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information about potential recruits through direct inquiries from athletes,
recommendations from high school and club team coaches, recruiting service
providers and platforms, and through attending and organizing camps and
tournaments. Then, personal contact will usually be established between
potential athletes and coaches, involving an evaluation process not just of an
athlete’s athletic skills and how they would fit into a college team, but also other
factors like academic attainment. There are general academic standards in place,
such as a certain grade-point average and standardized test scores, that students
must fulfill in order to be eligible to play at the collegiate level.33 More
academically rigorous universities might set additional academic requirements
for their potential recruits. College coaches thus look not only for athletes that
perform well athletically and are suitable for the needs of their team, but also for
athletes that somewhat fit the academic profile of the university.34 As Stevens
elaborates, college coaches and admission officers have to balance different
interests in regards to admitting students that bring the desired merits both
athletically and academically.35 This of course is more of a struggle at universities
that are academically highly selective than at less selective institutions. After an
athlete commits verbally to a university, coaches extend official offers, which are
to a certain degree binding and also specify scholarship conditions. The list of
recruits is submitted to the universities’ admissions offices, where the final
decision about whether a student will be admitted is made. While there is the
possibility of students that were not recruited but admitted through regular
channels to join teams as “walk-on” players, this has become highly unlikely, and
Division I and II teams normally consist of recruited athletes only.36

33 National Collegiate Athletic Assocation. 2019-2020 NCAA Division I Manual. Indianapolis. 2019, pp. 172-
178.
34 Stevens, Mitchell L. Creating a class. College admissions and the education of elites. Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2009, pp. 117-120.
35 Ibid.
36 Shulman, James L., and Bowen, William G. The Game of Life. College Sports and Educational Values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011, p. 39.



Henriette Bering: An Even Playing Field? Social Stratification in American College Sports

16

3. Previous Research
Sociological research has contributed immensely to a better understanding of
social reproduction and how the stratification of education and the unequal
distribution of academic resources in American society contributes to it. Many
studies focus on how academic abilities and qualifications are distributed
unequally in society and what systems and dynamics contribute to this, but sports
as a potential resource affecting educational opportunities are rarely considered
in a similar vein. In the first part of the literature review, I will summarize some
of the most pertinent findings concerning the relationship between social
inequality and education in the United States. The second part of the literature
review is focused on research that explores social determinants of sports
participation, particularly as they relate to parenting strategies and the strategic
development of athletic talent. Lastly, I will introduce sociological findings on
athletes in American higher education.

3.1. Educational resources and social reproduction
There is a large body of research that studies the persisting educational
inequalities in the United States. Previous research has repeatedly shown that
social origin and educational attainment remain closely related. As Reardon
summarizes, “the relationship between family socioeconomic characteristics and
student achievement is one of the most robust patterns in educational
scholarship.”37 Especially the relation between family income and educational
achievement has been substantiated. With growing income inequality in the
United States, educational inequality has also increased significantly. Bailey and
Dynarksi, analyzing data from the National Longitudinal Surveys of Youth,
observe that students from families with higher incomes are significantly more
likely to enter college and to graduate subsequently, with the gap between lower-
and higher-income families growing in recent decades.38

Even before entering higher education, children from higher-income and
well-educated backgrounds tend to receive the best grades and test scores in
school. For instance, Carnevale and Rose’s study of inequality in college
admissions finds that students from privileged socioeconomic backgrounds are
overrepresented to a large degree among those that achieve the highest scores on
college entrance exams such as the SATs39. Multiple studies highlight the
importance of educational strategies in the reproduction of family social class
status. Upper- and upper-middle-class parents invest in their children’s
scholastic careers, both financially and time-wise, ensuring their success. Kaushal
et al. find that high-income families not only spend more money on their

37 Reardon, Sean F. "The Widening Academic Achievement Gap Between the Rich and the Poor: New
Evidence and Possible Explanations." In Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, and Children's
Life Chances, Richard J. Murnane and Greg J. Duncan (eds.), 91-116. New York, Chicago: Russell Sage
Foundation; Spencer Foundation, 2011, p. 92.
38 Bailey, Martha J., and Dynarski, Susan M. "Inequality in Postsecondary Education." In Whither
Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, and Children's Life Chances, Richard J. Murnane and Greg J.
Duncan (eds.), 117–132. New York, Chicago: Russell Sage Foundation; Spencer Foundation, 2011, pp. 120-
123.
39 Carnevale, Anthony, and Rose, Stephen. Socioeconomic Status, Race/Ethnicity, and Selective College
Admissions: A Century Foundation Paper. 2013, pp. 129-130.
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children’s schooling and related expenses in absolute terms but also relegate a
larger relative proportion of their relative income to educational spending.40

Students from middle- and upper-class backgrounds are thus more likely to
attain the academic credentials necessary to gain admission to selective
universities and access to higher education in general. As Carnevale and Rose
describe, students from high socioeconomic backgrounds tend to attend high
schools that are well equipped to provide access to prestigious universities and
tend to enroll in more rigorous college preparatory courses than students from
less privileged backgrounds.41 Stevens illustrates how upper-middle-class
families orient themselves towards the strategic development of measurable
merits that are necessary to accomplish success at academically prestigious
institutions, to a degree that families with less economic and cultural resources
are not able to.42 The educational resources needed to succeed in the educational
system are thus highly stratified by socioeconomic background.

While educational opportunities have generally expanded in the 20th century
and enabled access to higher education for a larger population, hierarchical
differentiations between higher education institutions have increased.43 Research
has described significant horizontal stratification within higher education in
America, both between universities and between disciplinary fields, with
generally higher returns in terms of income and status for graduates from more
prestigious, selective universities.44 This horizontal differentiation clearly
impacts the distribution of students over the space of higher education in terms
of their social and academic resources. The impact of educational resources on
admission to higher education is most acute at highly selective universities.
Espenshade and Radford observe that while American universities on a national
average have an acceptance rate of about 70 percent, the most prestigious
universities usually admit less than 20 percent of their applicants.45 Multiple
studies highlight that the most selective universities attract and admit the
students with the highest grades and best qualifications overall. For instance,
Espenshade and Radford find that students admitted to highly selective
universities are very likely to report being in the top 10 percent of their high
school class, having a GPA of A or better, and scoring in the top percentiles on the
SATs.46

The high level of competition for admission at these universities magnifies
the dynamics of social stratification. A study by Espenshade and Radford reveals
that students from lower- and working-class backgrounds are considerably
underrepresented among applicants at highly selective universities and admitted

40 Kaushal, Neeraj, Magnuson, Katherine, and Waldfogel, Jane. "How Is Family Income Related to
Investments in Children’s Learning?" In Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, and Children's
Life Chances, Richard J. Murnane and Greg J. Duncan (eds.), 187–206. New York, Chicago: Russell Sage
Foundation; Spencer Foundation, 2011, pp. 194-196.
41 Carnevale, Anthony, and Rose, Stephen. Socioeconomic Status, Race/Ethnicity, and Selective College
Admissions: A Century Foundation Paper. 2013, p. 34.
42 Stevens, Mitchell L. Creating a class. College admissions and the education of elites. Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2009, p. 247.
43 Mullen, Ann L. Degrees of inequality. Culture, class, and gender in American higher education.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010, pp. 3-5.
44 Carnevale, Anthony, and Rose, Stephen. Socioeconomic Status, Race/Ethnicity, and Selective College
Admissions: A Century Foundation Paper. 2013, pp. 11-20.
45 Espenshade, Thomas J., and Radford, Alexandria Walton. No longer separate, not yet equal. Race and
class in elite college admission and campus life. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009, p. 63.
46 Ibid, pp. 134-136.
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at lower rates.47 As a consequence, the student bodies at American universities
with highly competitive admission tend to be overwhelmingly from higher
socioeconomic backgrounds. Carnivale and Rose, in an analysis of first-year
college students and their socioeconomic background, find that at the 146 most
selective American colleges, 74 percent of students originated from families that
were in the top quartile group in terms of family income, parental occupation,
and education. In contrast, only 3 percent came from families in the bottom
quartile.48

Hoxby explains changes in selectivity at U.S. universities as the results of a
re-sorting of students due to falling costs of distance and information.49 Rising
selectivity over the last decades, measured by rising standardized aptitude test
scores of students, can only be found at the top of the higher education hierarchy,
with highly selective universities becoming even more selective, while selectivity
at other universities remained static or fell.50 Thus, Hoxby observes a
homogenization of students in terms of their academic aptitude within
universities and an increasing stratification between different institutions in
terms of the academic qualifications of the incoming student body.51

In summary, sociological research has established that there is a significant
degree of stratification of education in the United States. Generally, students
from more privileged socioeconomic backgrounds tend to be more successful in
the education system, which provides them with the necessary academic
resources to access higher education in general and more selective and
prestigious routes of higher education in particular. This in turn is connected to
the intergenerational reproduction of socioeconomic positions, as university
attendance, especially at high-status institutions, is important for the attainment
of privileged positions and overall life chances, particularly since, how
Espenshade and Radford point out, “the economic return to a college degree is
increasing and (…) the return to a selective college or university education is
rising even faster.”52

3.1.Research on Sport

3.1.1. Stratification of sports participation
Research on the relation between social class and sports has shown that there are
class-based differences in sports participation, both in terms of the frequency of
participation and in the choice of sport. Wilson empirically shows that attendance
of sporting events and sports participation, in general, are significantly correlated
with both income and education, but participation in certain lower-status sports
like racing is negatively related to income.53 He terms this the “paradox” of social

47 Ibid, pp. 67-70.
48 Carnevale, Anthony, and Rose, Stephen. Socioeconomic Status, Race/Ethnicity, and Selective College
Admissions: A Century Foundation Paper. 2013, p. 11.
49 Hoxby, Caroline. "The Changing Selectivity of American Colleges." Journal of Economic Perspectives, vol.
23, no. 4, 2009: p. 96.
50 Ibid, p. 95.
51 Ibid, p. 99.
52 Espenshade, Thomas J., and Radford, Alexandria Walton. No longer separate, not yet equal. Race and
class in elite college admission and campus life. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009, p. 2.
53 Wilson, Thomas C. "The Paradox of Social Class and Sports Involvement." International Review for the
Sociology of Sport, vol. 37, no. 1, 2002: pp. 5-16.
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class in sports: people from higher social class background are more likely to
participate in sports, but less likely to participate in certain ‘prole’ sports. For
children’s participation in sports, Sabo and Veliz find that generally, children
from families in higher income brackets show higher rates of involvement.54 They
tend to start younger and are more likely to play multiple sports and less likely to
quit. While there is ample research that proves socially stratified patterns of
participation in youth sports in terms of rates and intensity of involvement, social
differentiation through what type of sport children from different backgrounds
engage in has not been sufficiently explored yet.

3.1.2. Sports Participation and Parenting Strategies
Over the last two decades, there has been a lot of sociological research that
illuminates the role that organized extracurricular activities play as part of
parenting strategies of middle- and upper-class families, particularly in the
American context but not limited to it. Lareau coined the concept of concerted
cultivation to encapsulate these class-based parenting practices that centrally
feature participation in organized activities, encouraged and enabled through
parental involvement.55 The participation in organized sport is often a paramount
part of concerted cultivation. Many studies show that young people’s
participation in sport is one of the most frequent kinds of organized activities that
children engage in. As Messner describes it, “youth sports participation is
habitually woven into the daily routines of millions of families.”56 In her
qualitative study, Lareau details the immense time investments and financial
expenditures middle- and upper-class families make to support their children’s
sports participation.57 Weininger et al. further support these findings and observe
that material constraints to participation in extracurricular activities in concert
with this parenting culture result in socio-economically stratified patterns of
participation and time and resource investments into organized activities.58 This
is also related to middle-class parental strategies aimed at children’s future
college placements.

3.1.3. Strategic Talent Development
While overall comparatively little research focuses on youth sport, there are some
studies that describe a trend towards a more strategic and economized system of
youth sports in the United States.59 Athletic talent in children is more and more
developed through parental support in an instrumentalized fashion, and the
privatized supply of training opportunities outside of schools has grown
significantly. Friedman describes how, since the 1980s, after-school activities

54 Sabo, Don, and Veliz, Philip. Go Out and Play: Youth Sports in America. East Meadow: Women's Sport
Foundation, 2008, pp. 17-19.
55 Lareau, Annette. Unequal childhoods. Class, race, and family life. Berkeley: University of California Press,
2011.
56 Messner, Michael A. It's All for the Kids. Gender, Families, and Youth Sports. Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2009.
57 57 Lareau, Annette. Unequal childhoods. Class, race, and family life. Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2011.
58 Weininger, Elliot B., Lareau, Annette, and Conley, Dalton. "What Money Doesn't Buy: Class Resources
and Children's Participation in Organized Extracurricular Activities." Social Forces, vol. 94, no. 2, 2015, pp.
479-503.
59 See for an overview: Messner, Michael A. It's All for the Kids. Gender, Families, and Youth Sports.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009, pp. 1-20.
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have become more competitive, primarily through the increased participation of
upper-middle- and upper-class children in a wider array of competitive
opportunities.60 Both the costs and the professionalization of these activities that
now often feature highly hierarchical league structures, professional coaches, and
year-round competitions have increased in what Friedman terms
“hypercompetition”.61 In contrast to more recreational approaches to sports
participation, being able to participate in sports competitively generally requires
more financial and time investments.62 Often, children start participating and
training in a sport already during their elementary school years. This tendency
for specialization early on further hampers the successful participation of low-
income children, as school-sponsored, and thus more affordable, athletic training
usually only begins in middle and high school. Children whose families are willing
and able to pay for sports participation and training before that get a significant
head start in the talent development process.63

Successful participation in competitive activities is seen by many parents,
especially in the American upper and middle classes, as necessary supplements
to the cultivation of academic skills and credentials.64 Eckstein describes how
participation in youth sports is often driven by expectations of future advantages
in the college admissions process, which fuels the increasingly high-cost pay-to-
play youth sports industry.65 While these expectations can be found among many
youth sports participants, Hextrum finds that the chances of athletic college
recruitment are skewed in favor of athletes from more privileged backgrounds. In
her qualitative analysis of the recruitment process, Hextrum observes how both
the structure of youth sport and the regulations of amateurism in college sport in
America structurally favor middle-and upper-class athletes in the recruitment
process. Regarding the effects of the principle of amateurism and its
interpretation in college sport, Hextrum finds that disparate regulations enable
recruitment opportunities for athletes with large amounts of economic and social
capital and hyperregulate and restrict the access of athletes lacking these
resources.66 While official contact between potential recruits and college coaches
is limited and highly regulated, there are multiple channels of contact that are
only available for pay, such as sports camps or self-financed, unofficial campus
visits.67 Hextrum also highlights the importance of what she terms recruiting
agents.68 These are well-connected individuals such as high school, club, or
privately-hired coaches whose contact to college coaches is almost unregulated,
and who are thus able to yield a significant amount of influence for their students.

60 Friedman, Hilary Levey. Playing to win. Raising children in a competitive culture. Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2013, pp. 19-20.
61 Ibid, pp. 26-27.
62 Ibid, pp. 70-72.
63 Ibid, p. 40.
64 Ibid, pp. 37-39.
65 Eckstein, Rick. How college athletics are hurting girls' sports. The pay-to-play pipeline. Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2017.
66 Hextrum, Kirsten. "Amateurism revisited. How U.S. college athletic recruitment favors middle-class
athletes." Sport, Education and Society, vol. 95, no. 6, 2018: p. 1-13.
67 Ibid, p. 6.
68 Ibid, p. 8.
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3.2. Athletes in Higher Education
Sociological studies on college athletes mainly focus on their academic
attainment in contrast to regular, non-athlete students. Research suggests that
athletes enjoy an advantage in the college admissions process in the United
States, while also showing that student athletes differ significantly from other
types of students in terms of their academic attainment. Multiple studies
conclude that recruited athletes tend to have lower academic scores than their
non-athlete peers admitted to the same universities and tend to underperform
academically during their time at university. Shulman and Bowen contribute one
of the most comprehensive accounts of these dynamics in a historical
perspective.69 They examine the academic records of athletes at 30 selective
American universities, comparing student generations that started college in
1951, 1976, 1989, and 1999 as well as rejected applicants. Both the test score
results of athletes at the time of application and their performance once in
university were taken into account. Shulman and Bowen compare the likelihood
of admission of athletes to other kinds of applicants. After controlling for SAT
scores, it is apparent that recruited athletes enjoy a significant admissions
advantage. This tendency, as Shulman and Bowen show, has increased over time,
with athletes having a 50 percent increased likelihood of admissions compared to
other applicants with the same SAT scores in 1999, which is about twice as high
as in 1976.70 Similar results are shown by Espenshade et al. in their analysis of
applications and admission at three highly selective, elite universities.71 They find
that applicants that are recruited athletes tend to have lower SAT scores than
non-athlete applicants.72 Regarding a student’s chance to be admitted at the
universities Espenshade et al. study, they show that athletes have an advantage
in the admissions process, as students that are recruited athletes, other things
equal, are four times more likely than non-athletes to be admitted.73

In terms of academic performance at university, Shulman and Bowen note
that athletes generally have higher graduation rates than non-athlete students.
This increased likelihood of graduation is less pronounced at selective
universities, where graduation rates tend to be very high for all students.74 But
while more likely to graduate from college, athletes tend to have lower grades
than other students and perform worse academically than other students that
entered higher education with comparable previous test scores and similar high
school grades.75 With regard to academic fields of study, athletes are
overrepresented in the social sciences and less likely to choose humanities, math
or engineering majors.76 Student athletes thus tend to be different from non-
athlete students in their academic qualifications both before and during their
time at university. These research findings highlight the fact that the recruitment

69 Shulman, James L., and Bowen, William G. The Game of Life. College Sports and Educational Values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011.
70 Ibid, pp. 40-41.
71 Espenshade, Thomas, Chung, Chang, and Walling, Joan. "Admission Preferences for Minority Students,
Athletes, and Legacies at Elite Universities." Social Science Quarterly, vol. 85, no. 5, 2004.
72 Ibid, p. 1430.
73 Ibid.
74 Shulman, James L., and Bowen, William G. The Game of Life. College Sports and Educational Values.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011, pp. 59-61.
75 Ibid, pp. 65-69.
76 Ibid, pp. 75-77.
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of athletes seems to follow different logics and pay attention to different merits
than the general university admission of students.
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4. Theoretical Framework
This thesis applies Bourdieu’s sociological framework towards college sports. It
combines his general theories of the social space and social reproduction through
and within the education system and his writings on social class in sports, more
often used in cultural sociology, which ankers this thesis within two strands of
Bourdieusian research that are less commonly considered together.

4.1. Social Space & Social Reproduction
Bourdieu’s theory of social space is founded on a relational approach to social
structures. Socially and economically differentiated individuals occupy positions
in a multidimensional social space, wherein the relative distance between
individuals defines their positions.77 The sociological construction of the social
space is the basis for Bourdieu’s approach to examinations of social relations, as
it allows for possible explanations of the main determinants of differentiation
between them. The possession of different kinds of resources structures the social
space, and occupants of similar positions in the space share similar material
circumstances, which in turn also conditions their outlooks, social practices, and
dispositions, as well as enabling different strategies.78 The different types of
resources, or capital, that Bourdieu describes are economic, cultural, social, and
symbolic capital.79 Habitus, as an embodied state of symbolic capital, is one of
Bourdieu’s central concepts, encompassing the dispositions and attitudes that
guide people’s actions and perceptions, and which are developed through a
specific system of conditions and thus adapted to these conditions. The habitus
also plays a role in reproducing and maintaining the conditions that generated it
in the first place.80

Central parts of Bourdieu’s writing are concerned with how the education
system is part of the dynamics of social reproduction, in so far that educational
systems tend to be both engines for the social reproduction of class relations and
the legitimizing forces of it.81 Students from more privileged backgrounds obtain
from their family of origin and through the conditions of their upbringing the
necessary abilities, customs, cultural capital, and habitus to succeed in the
educational system.82 They are thus able to translate their socioeconomic
advantages – their economic and cultural capital - into academic
accomplishments, and therefore legitimate their advantages and their social
position through educational achievement. Hence, Bourdieu’s conception of
social reproduction enabled and legitimized through the educational system and
the gained cultural capital offers a theoretical approach to understand the
relation between students’ family of origin and their educational achievement

77 Bourdieu, Pierre. What Makes A Social Class? On the theoretical and practical existence of groups.
Berkeley Journal of Sociology. Vol. 32, 1987, p. 3.
78 Ibid, p. 6.
79 Ibid, p. 4.
80 Bourdieu, Pierre, and Passeron, Jean-Claude. Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture. Trans.
Richard Nice. London, Newbury Park, and New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1990, p. 161.
81 Ibid, pp. 164 – 167.
82 Bourdieu, Pierre, and Passeron, Jean-Claude. The Inheritors: French Students and Their Relation to
Culture. Trans. Richard Nice. Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1979, p. 14.
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that has been presented by previous research on the social stratification of
education.

4.2. Bourdieu’s sociology of sport
Bourdieu sketches out potential “programs” for a sociology of sport in two main
instances.83 While these are not empirical studies, they outline a sociological
approach to the study of sports. In the following, I will summarize some central
parts of Bourdieu’s thinking on the sociology of sport as they pertain to college
sport as a specific case of a field of sport. Even though Bourdieu’s writing does
not specifically treat American college sport, many key aspects can be related to
it.

Bourdieu describes sport as a social field with some degree of autonomy.84

There is a specific hierarchy within, and certain field-specific resources are
recognized. Autonomy over the organization, administration, and legislation of
sports is asserted through the powers of governing bodies in sports that hold the
right and authority to make the rules for athletic competition and discipline
participants.85 Similar to the historical developments of other sport governing
bodies that Bourdieu describes, college sport has also, over time, developed into
a somewhat autonomous institution. The NCAA has gained the legitimacy to
organize, govern and regulate sports mostly under its own jurisdiction, which is
rarely questioned by other authorities. In contrast to professional or recreational
sports though, college athletics are intrinsically connected to higher education,
and thus there are struggles within the general space of higher education over the
importance of sports in relation to other educational aspects.

In his writing, Bourdieu also discusses the role of amateurism in sport and
its relation to social class.86 He proposes an understanding of amateurism as “one
dimension of an aristocratic philosophy of sport as a disinterested practice.” Like
the l’art pour l’art attitude to art, the bourgeois relation to sport is supposed to
be based on an acquisition of abilities not as a means to an end, but “an end in
itself.”87

But while sport is not supposed to openly serve a purpose, Bourdieu relates
how sport often functions as an alternative criterion of achievement. He describes
how athletics have been used to set a rival form or alternative recognition of
success outside of, and even antithetical to, scholastic merits.88 It relates to a
social hierarchy that is irreducible to purely academic competence and is thus
connected to struggles between different factions of society over the legitimacy of
different kinds of capital. This clearly refers back to important overarching
themes in Bourdieu’s other works and sociological theories. Applying this
theoretical approach to the context of American college sports, the impact of
athletic abilities as alternative criteria of achievement is evident. Athletic abilities
provide an alternative to academic abilities as the basis and measurement of

83 Bourdieu, Pierre. "Sport and social class." Social Science Information, vol. 17, no. 6, 1978: 819-840;
Bourdieu, Pierre. "The state, economics and sport." Trans. Hugh Dauncey and Geoff Hare. Culture, Sport,
Society, vol. 1, no. 2, 2007: 15-21.
84 Bourdieu, Pierre. "Sport and social class." Social Science Information, vol. 17, no. 6, 1978: p. 824.
85 Ibid.
86 Ibid, pp. 824-827.
87 Ibid, p. 823.
88 Ibid, pp. 825-826.
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merit, in so far that they even warrant admission to university, even and
particularly also at institutions with highly reputable academic standing. As
research summarized in the previous chapter highlights, college athletes seem to
bring qualifications other than academic merits with them that qualify them for
admission differently than non-athlete students.

Bridging the gap between Bourdieu’s thoughts on the sociology of sport and
his theoretical conceptualizations of social reproduction through the educational
system, this thesis will explore whether the social origin of athletes is related to
their position in the social space of American higher education in a similar way
than educational resources.
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5. Aim and Research Questions
Despite some interesting general findings regarding American college athletes in
sociological research, a comprehensive, quantitative approach to dimensions of
differentiation between college athletes based on their biographical background
has so far been lacking. The aim of this thesis is to address this gap in research
through the quantitative analysis of uniquely extensive, publicly available data
sources that provide individualized information on the biographical background
of college athletes. Based on previous research findings and a Bourdieusian
theoretical framework, this thesis explores patterns of social stratification within
college sports. The main research questions addressed are the following:

1. Are there discernable patterns in the biographical backgrounds of
athletes that structure their position in the space of higher education?

2. How do college teams differ in the characteristics of the athletes they
tend to recruit?
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6. Methods

6.1. Data
The dataset produced for this thesis is based on primary biographical data on
college athletes and secondary data that contributes background information
about the high schools these athletes went to and the universities they currently
attend.

To assess athletes' social and educational backgrounds, information on all
current college student athletes was collected from data published online by the
athletics departments of NCAA member universities. Because of the public and
competitive character of American college sports, universities provide
biographical information on their athletes on an individual level. Typically, the
athletics departments of NCAA universities will publish their current rosters with
information on all current team members online. For this dataset, more than
10,000 roster websites of university athletics departments were perused between
October 2019 and February 2020 and the given biographical data assembled.
Further, the assembled data was cleaned and standardized to make comparisons
possible. The data used in this thesis includes all students listed online as part of
the team rosters in the competition season of 2019/2020 at 662 universities that
were members of the NCAA Division I and Division II. For the three NCAA
member universities located in Puerto Rico and for Georgetown University, data
was not available online, so these were excluded from the study. Thus, except for
these four missing universities, the dataset includes all NCAA Division I and II
members and hence provides information on the competitive space of American
college sport in its entirety.

In total, information about 258,419 athletic team members was assembled.
Some individuals are recorded multiple times in the data in the case that they
were part of multiple teams, which is especially common for athletes competing
both in track and field events and cross country. The following information on
team members was collected if available: the university they attend, their
hometown, the high school they graduated from, the sport they are listed in and
whether that sports team was a women’s, a men’s, or a co-ed team. While for most
athletes, all the biographical information listed above was provided through the
online roster, some data is missing due to limitations caused by incomplete
reporting of universities. For instance, about 10 percent of athletes’ high schools
is not listed.

All varsity level athletic teams, both those sanctioned by the NCAA and those
that are regulated by other, smaller athletic associations, were included if listed
on the universities’ main athletic websites. Exceptions are cheerleading and
dance teams, which were excluded from the analysis for comparability reasons
since the status of these sports is an ongoing debate, and they are handled
differently at different universities, i.e., participants are considered athletes at
some while others categorize them as the “spirit squad” or do not list them at all.
Sports in which only one university listed a team were also excluded. Pistol
shooting was subsumed into the sports category rifle; likewise, lightweight
rowing was counted as rowing. The dataset thus includes teams in 38 different
sports. See Table 3 in the appendix for a list of all sports and their frequencies
among college athletes.



Henriette Bering: An Even Playing Field? Social Stratification in American College Sports

28

The number of sports sponsored at NCAA member universities ranges from
5 to 23 different sports, with the median number of sports being 11. See Figure 1
for a visualization of the distribution of the number of sports sponsored at the
different universities. No university sponsors teams in all sports. Universities also
differ significantly in how many athletes they have, with the largest one in terms
of the number of athletes – the U.S. Naval Academy – listing 1,113 athletes and
the smallest – Texas Woman’s University – only 87. On average, universities have
about 390 athletes. See Figure 2 for the distribution of the number of athletes per
university. Some sports are significantly more popular than others. While there
are only two universities with teams in archery, water ski, boxing, and cycling
respectively, all member universities currently have basketball teams.

Histogram of Number of Sports Sponsored per University

Histogram of Number of Athletes per University
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Generally, there seems to be a clear division between sports that are played at
many universities and sports that are played less frequently. Basketball,
volleyball, cross country, soccer, track and field, softball, golf, baseball, and tennis
are all sponsored by between 100 and 80 percent of universities. On the opposite
end, 25 sports are played at less than 20 percent of universities. Lacrosse,
swimming and diving, and football have more intermediate positions, sponsored
by about 36, 45, and 64 percent of universities, respectively. In terms of the
number of athletes in each sport, fishing features the least with 30 athletes in
Division I and II, and football the most with a total of more than 43,000 current
athletes. This stark difference in the number of athletes per sport is also due to
differences in how many athletes are usually needed to field a team in a sport.
Because of the particularities of the game, football tends to have the largest roster
size, while teams in individual sports such as tennis or bowling are usually
smaller, except in multidisciplinary sports such as track and field where multiple
athletic disciplines are grouped together into one team. Figure 3 illustrates the
frequencies of the different sports through their average roster size, the number
of universities sponsoring it, and the total number of athletes in the respective
sports.

In regard to gender, there are 12 percent more male athletes than female
athletes.89 This gender gap is driven mainly by a large number of athletes in the
male-only sports football and baseball since together, they account for almost 25
percent of all athletes. Three sports – football, sprint football, and baseball – are
exclusively played only by men’s teams and five sports only by women’s teams –
synchronized swimming, softball, field hockey, beach volleyball, and acrobatics.
All other sports have athletes from both genders, to varying degrees – see Figure
4 for the gender composition of all college sports.

Data from the 2018-19 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
Common Core of Data and the 2017-18 Private School Universe Survey provided
reference data to assess the characteristics of the high schools that athletes went
to before entering college.90 This data most importantly includes information on
whether the high school an athlete attended is private or public and the racial
composition of the student body. This institutional information was merged with
the dataset on the biographical backgrounds of college athletes, so that further
insights into their backgrounds could be gleaned. For most athletes, the high
school listed on the team roster websites could be matched to a record by the
NCES, but for some high schools, a clear attribution could not be made. This is in
some parts due to unclear information provided online. Additionally, the NCES
data is more exhaustive in terms of the extent of American high schools included
for public high schools than it is for private ones, so that some identifiably private
high schools are not part of the NCES dataset and thus had to be excluded.
Background information on the NCAA member universities was extracted from
the NCAA Directory, including their conference, division, region and state of
location, whether they are public or private institutions, and if they are

89 Athletes on women’s teams are assumed to be female, and athletes on men’s teams to be male. A small
portion of athletes (less than one percent) is listed on co-ed teams.
90 U.S. Department of Education. Institute of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. Common
Core of Data, 2018-2019. Available from https://nces.ed.gov/ccd/; U.S. Department of Education. Institute
of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. Private School Universe Survey, 2018-2018. Available
from https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pss/pssdata.asp.
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historically black colleges or universities (HBCU).91 Additionally, the U.S. News
& World Report’s 2017 Best National Universities ranking was supplemented as
a proxy for institutional status.92 The given information on an athlete’s hometown
was put into relation to the institutional information of the university they attend
in order to categorize their hometown background in terms of whether they
originate from the same state or region they attend university in. The regional
classifications of U.S. states are based on the groupings by the Bureau of
Economic Analysis.93 They are used as an indicator of geographic proximity and
distance between different hometowns.94 Based on these assembled and
categorized biographical information, a student athlete’s social background is
tentatively approximated. Research shows that the biographical background of
students in terms of the characteristics of the high school they attend and the
distance they move to go to university is related to their family’s socioeconomic
background. For instance, Murnane et al. find that family income is a strong
predictor for private high school enrollment, with especially high-income families
being significantly more likely to send their children to private school than lower-
or middle-income families.95 Similarly, studies observe that students from high-
income families are more likely to migrate to a different state to go to college.96

In regards to the racial composition of high schools, research describes a
persistently high correlation between race and income in the United States, which
also significantly affects racial achievement differences in education.97 Because of
these findings, the data available on the high school and locality background of
college athletes serves as an approximation of their socioeconomic background.
This approximation has major limitations that must be kept in mind since an
athlete’s actual socioeconomic background might differ from what their
biographical background indicates, but because of the unique availability of
biographical information of athletes, this data provides an interesting glimpse
into differentiations between athletes.

91 National Collegiate Athletic Association. NCAA Directory, 2019-2020. Available from
https://web3.ncaa.org/directory/.
92 U.S. News and World Report. Best National University Ranking, 2017. Available at
https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/rankings/national-universities.
93 See U.S. Department of Commerce. Bureau of Economic Analysis. BEA Regions. Retrieved from
https://apps.bea.gov/regional/doc/regions.cfm.
94 The BEA classifications provide an insight into patterns of regional proximity or distance but cannot
account for actual travel distance.
95 Murnane, Richard J., and Reardon, Sean F. "Long-Term Trends in Private School Enrollments by Family
Income." AERA Open, vol. 4, no. 1, 2018: p. 6.
96 Mattern, Krista, and Wyatt, Jeff N. “Student Choice of College: How Far Do Students Go for an
Education?“ Journal of College Admission, vol. 203, 2009: p. 26.
97 See for example: Dixon-Román, Ezekiel J., Everson, Howard T., and McArdle, John J. "Race, Poverty and
SAT Scores: Modeling Influences of Family Income on Black and White High School Students‘ SAT
Performance. " Teachers College Record, vol. 115, no. 4, 2013: 1-33.
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 Frequencies of Sports by Average Team Size

Gender Composition of Sports
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6.2. Multiple Correspondence Analysis
Through multiple correspondence analysis (MCA), a space of college athletes was
constructed. MCA is a method of geometric data analysis that allows for the
exploration of differences between individuals through categorical variables.
Generally, in geometric data analysis, data is represented as clouds of points in a
multidimensional space and projected onto axes to reduce their high
dimensionality and enable an analysis based on the resulting proximities or
distances of points on these axes.98 This allows for an analysis on the individual
level, in contrast to more aggregated approaches, as the position of individuals is
mapped onto spatial planes. MCA provides a multidimensional perspective of
analysis onto the available data source and research object.

Because detailed information on high schools was only available for high
schools located in the United States, international athletes were excluded from
this analysis, as well as all athletes that compete for Simon Fraser University, as
it is the only Canadian NCAA member university and to a large degree recruits
athletes from within Canada. Further, all American athletes whose high school
was either not provided on the university athletic website or could not be matched
to data by the NCES and the Private School Survey were also excluded from the
analysis. Since the exclusion of athletes is somewhat biased through differences
in data availability, pertinent patterns in the backgrounds of excluded athletes
will also be addressed briefly. The studied population thus encompasses 176,914
individual college team members.

6.3. Principal Component Analysis
In a second step, a space of college teams was constructed through principal
component analysis. Principal component analysis (PCA) is also a form of
geometric data analysis. In contrast to multiple correspondence analysis,
principal component analysis enables an analysis based on continuous variables.
A college team is defined in this thesis as encompassing all publicly listed athletes
in a given sport at a specific NCAA member university, regardless of gender. For
example, the team Boston University-Soccer would encompass all listed soccer
players at Boston University in the academic year 2019-2020. In this analysis,
teams are not separated by gender, even though the athletic competition is mostly
gender-segregated, since there does not seem to be a significant difference in the
recruitment patterns between men’s and women’s teams in the data. Figure 5
shows that overall, female and male athletes are very similar in their aggregated
high school background. Teams for which no information on the high school
background of athletes was provided were excluded from the analysis.

98 Le Roux, Brigitte, and Rouanet, Henry. Geometric Data Analysis. From Correspondence Analysis to
Structured Data Analysis. Dordrecht: Springer Science + Business Media Inc., 2005, pp. 6-7.
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High School Background by Gender
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7. Results

7.1.Space of Athletes

7.1.1. Construction of the Space
A space of athletes was constructed through a multiple correspondence analysis
based on five active variables that describe the biographical background of
individual athletes as gauged from the available data. The active variables include
whether an athlete graduated from a public or a private high school, whether or
not that high school had a student body that was more than 75 percent white,
whether or not the high school had a majority of minority students, whether the
athlete’s hometown is located in the same state than the university they attend,
and whether they go to university within the same region they come from.99 For
all active variables, binary categories were used to ensure that there is no bias in
relation to the contribution of different categories. Because of this, the variables
tend to show some redundancies and especially the two variables each pertaining
to high school racial composition and hometown locality are to a large degree
complementary to each other.100 Although the racial composition of high schools
was available from the NCES quantitatively, it was coded into two categorical
variables in order to be used in the MCA and to apply broader categorizations.
See Table 1 for an overview of the frequencies of the categories of each variable.
Overall, these variables describe an athlete’s biographical background through
the type of high school they attended, the racial composition of the high school,
and their hometown location in relation to the location of the university they
attend. The constructed space is thus based on the biographical characteristics of
college student athletes. As elucidated in the previous chapter, these biographical
characteristics relate importantly, but with limitations, to the socioeconomic
background of athletes.

As supplementary variables, the gender of the athlete, the sport they play,
and the state and region that they are from were added, as well as descriptors of
the university they compete for, including whether the university is a private or
public institution, whether it is a historically black university or college (HBCU),
the NCAA Division or subdivision it is grouped in, the conference their teams
compete in, and the university’s ranking. In the resulting multidimensional
space, the first three dimensions resume 83 percent of the total inertia (see Figure
6). Thus, these dimensions explain the majority of the dataset variance, and
consequently, they will be the focus of the following analysis.

99 The regional classifications of U.S. states is based on the grouping by the Bureau of Economic Analysis.
See U.S. Department of Commerce. Bureau of Economic Analysis. BEA Regions. Retrieved from
https://apps.bea.gov/regional/doc/regions.cfm.
100 For example, someone that goes to university in the same state that they come from also necessarily
remained within the same geographical region.
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Table 1. MCA - Summary Statistics of Active Variables

Variables/Categories Number Percentage

1. High school type
- Public
- Private

150,984
25,984

85.43
14.65

High School Racial Composition

2. Disproportionately white
high school
- More than 75 % white
- Less than 75% white

69,192
107,722

39.11
60.89

3. Majority-minority high
school
- Majority minority students
- Majority white students

49,390
127,524

27.92
72.08

Hometown Location

4. Hometown State
- Instate
- Other state

87,017
89,897

49.19
50.81

5. Hometown Region
- Same region
- Other region

123,407
53,507

69.76
30.24

MCA – Scree Plot

Figures 7, 8, and 9 present the contributions of the categories to the first three
axes. On each axis, there are some categories that contribute over the mean to the
variance of the axis. On axis 1, these are categories that describe the athletes’
hometown location; on axis 2, categories that describe the racial composition of
the athletes’ high schools; and on axis 3, the two categories that describe the high
school type are significant, especially the category private high school.
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MCA - Contribution of Variables to Dimension 1

 MCA - Contribution of Variables to Dimension 2

MCA - Contribution of Variables to Dimension 3

Figure 10 shows how the different variable categories are distributed on axis 1
and 2. Axis 1 seems to differentiate between local athletes – those that attend
university in the state that they come from or within the same region – and
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athletes whose hometown is in a different region or US state. Axis 2 opposes
athletes based on the racial composition of the high school they went to, with
athletes from high schools with a majority white or even 75 percent white student
body having positive coordinates on axis 2 and those from majority-minority high
schools and high schools that have less than 75 percent white students having
negative coordinates. On axis 3, seen in Figure 11, athletes are differentiated
through whether they graduated from a public or private high school.

MCA – Variable Categories, Axis 1 & 2

MCA – Variable Categories, Axis 1 & 3
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7.1.2 Supplementary variables
In order to understand dynamics that impact the positions of athletes in the
constructed space, the positions of supplementary variables are analyzed.

Gender
In the dataset, the supplementary variable gender can take three different values,
coed, man, or woman, as it is dependent on the teams’ categorization. On the first
three axes, all gender categories are located closely around the center, which
suggests that there is no significant variation between athletes of the different
genders. The category coed, indicating athletes on teams that have both men and
women, is somewhat more distinct on axis one. Still, since the group of athletes
on coed teams is rather small, making up less than one percent of athletes, this
does not account for a significant proportion of the differences between athletes.
Thus, overall, female and male athletes seem to be very similar in their
backgrounds.

University Characteristics
To explore possible differences in the backgrounds of athletes between different
types of universities, the mean points of the supplementary variables HBCU,
Division, and Institution Type are projected onto the three axes, as seen in Figure
12 and Figure 13. All categories are clustered relatively close in the center of the
axes, with the exception of HBCU. The position of the category HBCU, which
indicates that an athlete attends a historically black college or university, shows
a clear relation between the HBCU status of universities and the racial
composition of the athlete’s high school on axis 2. It suggests that athletes
attending HBCUs are more likely to come from majority-minority high schools.
Other institutional characteristics do not seem to have a significant impact on the
distribution of athletes in the space.

MCA - Mean Points of University Characteristics, Axis 1 & 2
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MCA - Mean Points of University Characteristics, Axis 1 & 3

Universities
While the examination of institutional characteristics of universities reveals that
only the HBCU status of a university seems to have a significant impact on the
background of its athletes, there seems to be a noteworthy differentiation
between individual universities. Figures 14 and 15 show the distribution of the
mean points of universities. On axis one, which differentiates between athletes
based on their locality background, Brown University, Dartmouth College, Yale
University, the U.S. Air Force Academy, and Howard University have the most
positive coordinates, indicating that many of their athletes come from
hometowns in a region or state other than where the university is located. On the
opposite end, the mean points of Lake Superior State University, Ohio Dominican
University, University of Pittsburgh Johnstown, Northwood University, and Lock
Haven University of Pennsylvania are located the most towards the pole
signifying local athletes. On axis two, Northern Kentucky University, West
Liberty University, Cedarville University, Saint Michael’s College, and Hillsdale
College with the most positive coordinates, indicating athletes from majority-
white high schools, oppose three universities from the California State University
system (San Bernardino, Los Angeles, and Stanislaus), Livingstone College, and
LeMoyne-Owen College, which tend to have many athletes from majority-
minority high schools.

Universities thus seem to differ in regard to the average biographical
backgrounds of the student athletes they attract and recruit. Some underlying
patterns structuring the distribution of university mean points can be further
explored through other institutional differences between the universities.
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MCA – Mean Points of Universities, Axis 1 & 2

MCA – Mean Points of Universities, Axis 1 & 3

Conferences
While whether a university is public or private, or their divisional affiliation does
not have a large impact on the characteristics of athletes (see Figure 12 and 13),
the conference alignment seems more impactful. Projecting the mean points of
the 57 different conferences reveals that there are significant differences between
them.101 See Figures 16 and 17 for the mean location points for the conferences.

101 The three universities in the dataset that compete independently are grouped together and make up the
additional conference labelled “Independent.”
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On axis 1, the California Collegiate Athletic Association and the Great Lakes
Intercollegiate Athletic Association are located most towards the local pole of the
space, and the Ivy League and the Patriot League towards the opposite end. On
axis 2, the Southwestern Athletic Conference, the Central Intercollegiate Athletic
Association, and the California Collegiate Athletic Association, characterized by
athletes from majority-minority high schools, oppose the Pennsylvania State
Athletic Conference and the Northern Sun Intercollegiate Conference. There
seems to be less of a differentiation on axis 3; nevertheless, the Ivy League has
the most positive coordinate, and opposes the group of conference-independent
universities and the Northern Sun Intercollegiate Conference.

MCA – Mean Points of Conferences, Axis 1 &2

MCA – Mean Points of Conferences, Axis 1 & 3
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Thus, three conferences – the California Collegiate Athletic Association,
Northern Sun Intercollegiate Conference, and the Ivy League - show distinct
positions on more than one axis. Athletes in the California Collegiate Athletic
Association, which consists of universities of the California State University
system, tend to be characterized through a very local recruitment, i.e., they tend
to come from within California or the Far West region in general, and are also
more likely to come from majority-minority high schools. Athletes competing in
the Northern Sun Intercollegiate Conference, one of the largest Division II
conferences with members in the Plains region of the U.S., show a tendency
towards coming from public high schools whose racial composition tends to be
majority white. Most revealing is the noteworthy position of the conference Ivy
League in the space. Both on axis 1 and axis 3, the Ivy League has the largest
positive coordinates, exhibiting a large propensity of athletes at the universities
that are members of the Ivy League to come from private high schools and have
a more distant hometown background. The Ivy League encompasses a group of
eight very selective and high-status universities, all of which were ranked among
the top 11 of national universities by the U.S. News & World ranking. Thus,
athletes in this academically prestigious conference tend to come from
biographical backgrounds that suggest a more privileged upbringing than
athletes in other conferences.

University Ranking
The distinct location of the Ivy League and the resulting interpretation of a
relation between high-status universities and more privileged athlete
backgrounds is further substantiated through the exploration of the impact of
university ranking. University ranking was added as a supplementary qualitative
variable through 5 ranking groups as categories. The five ranking groups
differentiate between athletes that attend universities ranked in the top 10, top
50, top 100, top 250, and those that attend universities not given a rank by the
U.S. News & World National University Ranking.102 Figures 18 and 19 show the
mean points for athletes grouped by the rank of the university they attend. There
seems to be a clear relation between ranking and athletes’ background
characteristics on axis 1 as well as axis 3. On both axes, the mean point of athletes
that attend universities ranked in the top 10 has the most positive coordinate,
indicating that athletes at these prestigious universities tend to go to college
further from their hometown and are more likely to have attended private high
schools. The mean points of the other groups are located on the axes in declining
order. Thus, there seems to be a general pattern indicating that the better the
institutional ranking of a university, the more likely are the athletes that compete
on its college teams to come from more privileged backgrounds in terms of
hometown location and high school type. In terms of the racial composition of
the high schools athletes attended, those at the top 10 universities are more likely
to come from majority white high schools, but the positions of the groups does
not reveal any very significant patterns.

102 Ranking groups are mutually exclusive, e.g. athletes that attend universities ranked in the top 10 are only
part of the group top 10, not the group top 50, etc.
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 MCA – Impact of University Ranking, Axis 1 & 2

MCA – Impact of University Ranking, Axis 1 & 3

Regions and States
Differences in athletes’ high school and hometown background also seem to be
related to differences in their geographic origin. Figure 20 shows the mean points
of the different U.S. states and territories and the mean points of the general BEA
regions they are part of. On axis 1, athletes whose hometown is in one of the U.S.
territories - Puerto Rico, U.S. Virgin Islands, Guam, and American Samoa –
necessarily exhibit the largest average distance between their hometown and the
location of the university they attend, since there are no NCAA universities in this
region.103 On axis 2, which differentiates athletes based on the racial composition
of their high school, athletes from the territories are also the most distinct, with

103 There are 3 NCAA member universities in Puerto Rico, but these did not provide data on their student
athletes and were thus excluded from the dataset.
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a clear tendency to come from majority-minority high schools. Athletes from
states in the Southwest and Far West of the United States are also more likely to
have attended more diverse high schools, opposed to athletes from New England
and the Plains, where athletes largely went to majority-white high schools. This
pattern in the distribution of states and regions on axis 2 follows similar
tendencies in the overall population distribution by race and ethnicity in the
United States, in so far that athletes from more racially diverse states and regions
seem more likely to have attended diverse high schools. Thus, some of the
differences between athletes in terms of the racial composition of the high school
they graduated from can be explained through the differences between
geographic regions.

MCA – Mean Points of U.S. States and Territories, and
Regions

Sports
Figure 21 and 22 show the mean points of the different sports in the space and
reveal that the sports differ significantly in the average background of the athlete
that play them. On axis 1, fishing shows the most local pattern of recruitment,
while water ski and squash athletes tend to be non-local. In terms of the racial
composition of athletes’ high schools, water polo and football shows the most
diverse average background, while athletes that compete in skiing and ice hockey
seem to largely come from majority white high schools (see axis 2). On axis 3,
athletes in triathlon and rifle shooting, with recruitment largely from public high
schools, oppose athletes in squash and ice hockey, with higher rates of athletes
from private high schools.

The analysis thus indicates that there is a considerable relation between an
athlete’s background and his or her propensity to become a college athlete in a
specific sport. In some sports, recruited athletes seem to be more likely to
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originate from more privileged backgrounds than in other sports. Similar to
privileged students gaining the best academic results to leverage admission to
universities, students from a certain background profile, i.e. from private high
schools, predominantly white high schools, and out-of-state high schools, seem
to be more likely than others to show the required abilities in these sports.
Therefore, there seems to be a stratification between sports, with some sports
more frequently played by - and providing access to university to - athletes that
tend to be more privileged. Possible explanations for this could be found in
examinations of the systemic inequalities in the American youth sports system
that lead to a differential supply of sporting opportunities and support in different
sports for athletes from different backgrounds, for example possible differences
in the sport offerings at private high schools.

MCA – Mean Points of Sports, Axis 1 & 2

MCA – Mean Points of Sports, Axis 1 & 3
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Summary
The results of the MCA of college athletes based on their high school and
hometown background reveals that the sport an athlete competes in and the
university he or she attends seems to be related to the athlete’s biographical
background characteristics.

While general institutional characteristics of universities, such as whether
they are private or public institutions or their level of competition as expressed
through divisional affiliation, do not seem to have a significant impact on the
distribution of athletes in the space, historically black universities and colleges
exhibit a tendency to recruit more athletes from majority-minority high schools.
The conference alignment and ranking of universities help explain some of the
differentiation between the average recruitment patterns of universities, in so far
that universities and conferences with high statuses academically also seem to
recruit the athletes with the most privileged athletes. In terms of differences in
the racial composition of the high schools that athletes attended, the geographic
origin of an athlete also shows distinctive regional patterns. In regards to sports,
athletes in some sports appear to be more likely to come from backgrounds that
are more privileged in terms of their high school and hometown background than
athletes in other sports. There is thus a degree of social stratification between
sports, with some sports functioning as vehicles for more privileged athletes and
others exhibiting a broader range of recruitment.

7.1.3. Addendum: Excluded Individuals
Athletes whose high school could not be matched to a record in the dataset made
available by the National Center for Education Statistics were excluded from the
multiple correspondence analysis. Unfortunately, the provided high school data
is more expansive for public high schools than it is for private ones, so that private
school students are more likely to be excluded from the analysis. Because of this
exclusion bias, this chapter section will briefly address some patterns apparent
for the excluded private school students.

About 1,900 college athletes graduated from one of 56 private high schools
that were not recorded in the Private School Universe Survey data. Among these
56 schools, there are a number of private boarding schools that have historically
been one of the most elite high schools in the United States, such as Deerfield
Academy or Groton School.104 Students at these schools not only tend to come
from some of the wealthiest families in the U.S., they also have access to
advantageous athletic training infrastructure, particularly in niche sports.105

There is thus a group of especially privileged athletes that is somewhat
underrepresented in the population studied in the MCA. Concerning the
universities these athletes attend, there is a clear tendency towards prestigious
universities. For instance, universities such as Harvard University, University of
Pennsylvania, or Duke University have some of the highest numbers of athletes
from these schools. Also, some sports are more common, with relatively high

104 Gaztambide-Fernández, Rubén. “What is an Elite Boarding School?” Review of Educational Research,
vol. 79, no. 3, 2009: pp. 1098-1099.
105 Gaztambide-Fernández, Rubén. The Best of the Best: Becoming Elite at an American Boarding School.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009, pp. 30-31.
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numbers of athletes in rowing, lacrosse, and football teams. Consequently, there
seem to be significant patterns structuring the distribution of these highly
privileged athletes in the space of athletes.
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7.2. Space of College Sports Teams

7.2.1. Construction of the Space of Teams
In order to get a better understanding of college sports from the institutional side,
principle component analysis (PCA) is employed to explore the differences and
commonalities between college sports teams. A space of sports teams was
constructed through a principal component analysis based on five active variables
that describe the high school background of the athletes on 6,831 different teams
with sufficient data. This includes the percentage of international students, the
percentage of athletes from American private and public high schools
respectively, the percentage of athletes whose hometown is located in the same
state as the university they attend (referred to as “instate” athletes), and the
percentage of students who graduated from high schools whose student body is
more than 75 percent white. The teams are thus differentiated through the
biographical characteristics of the individual student athletes that are part of the
university sports teams in the 2019/2020 season. Table 2 presents summary
statistics of the five variables. In contrast to the MCA, the degree to which teams
are characterized by international recruitment can be elucidated as well.

University ranking, based on the U.S. News & World’s 2017 Best National
Universities ranking, is added as a quantitative supplementary variable, with all
NCAA member universities that were not ranked in this ranking coded as having
the rank 250. The sport of the teams and the university they are part of are
supplemented as qualitative supplementary variables.

Table 2. Summary Statistics of Active Variables

Statistic Mean Median

Percentage
International Students

10.86 3.6

Percentage Private
High School

10.75 8.0

Percentage Public High
School

59.65 62.86

Percentage Instate
Athletes

41.22 38.46

Percentage from 75%
white High School

27.88 25.00

The first two dimensions resume 67.81 percent of the total dataset inertia, which
means that most of the total cloud variability is explained by these two axes. See
Figure 23 for a visual illustration of the decomposition of the total inertia. The
first two axes will thus be the basis of the following analyses, as they are the most
significant. The resulting geometric space of individual teams can be seen in
Figure 24.
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PCA - Decomposition of the Total Inertia by Dimension

PCA - Graph of Individuals, Axis 1 & 2
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7.2.2. Active Variables
Analyzing the graph of variables, the first axis seems to differentiate between
teams characterized by a high degree of international recruitment, and teams
whose athletes are mostly from public high schools in the same state with a largely
white student body (see Figure 25). Thus, teams with a strong positive coordinate
on the axis share high values in their percentage of instate athletes, the
percentage of athletes from public high schools, and the percentage of athletes
from high schools with more than 75 percent white students and low values in the
percentage of athletes from private high school and international athletes. For
those with a negative coordinate on the first axis, the opposite is the case; these
teams thus have a high percentage of international athletes and low values for the
variables for the percentage of athletes from public high school, predominantly
white high schools, and high schools in the same state. The second axis opposes
teams that, to a large degree, recruit from private American high schools and
those that recruit primarily from high school in the same state, public high
schools, or internationally. There are thus generally three poles towards which
teams tend to be oriented. The first are largely international teams, which are
characterized through a relatively high percentage of international athletes and a
low score for the other variables. These can be found in the bottom left corner of
the space, as they have negative coordinates on both axes. The second pole
consists of teams that, to a large degree, recruit from private high schools and
high schools with more a than 75 percent white student body, and the third pole
characterizes teams that are largely dominated by athletes from public high
schools located within the federal state of the university.

PCA – Graph of Variables, Axis 1 & 2
The active variables are shown in black, the supplementary quantitative variable (university rank)
in blue.
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This differentiation between teams in the constructed space shows that the
background of athletes differs significantly between different teams. Since the
characteristics of athletes’ backgrounds are to some degree related to their
families’ socioeconomic origin, the differences in the proportions of instate
athletes and the proportions of private school students suggest that some teams
are more likely to recruit more privileged students than others.

7.2.3. Supplementary Variables
In the next step, the positions of the supplementary variables in the constructed
space will be analyzed in order to grasp its underlying patterns. If athletic abilities
were distributed randomly in society, we would expect a random distribution of
the supplementary variables over the space of college teams, i.e., there would be
no apparent patterns that explain why some teams tend to recruit more athletes
from certain types of backgrounds than others.

Position of Universities
The university that a team is a part of is used as a qualitative supplementary
variable. Mapping the mean points of universities in the space of teams makes it
discernable that which university a team is part of has some impact on the social
background of the athletes on it. If the mean points of universities in the space of
teams are close, their teams overall are similar to each other in their recruitment
patterns. Reversely, universities with a large distance between their mean points
differ in terms of their average backgrounds of athletes. See Figure 26 for a
visualization of the spread of universities in the space by their mean points.  Most
distinct is the position of Simon Fraser University, which exhibits the largest
distance to all other universities (see Figure 27). This is due to the fact that it is
the only Canadian member of the NCAA, and consequently has the largest share
of non-US athletes, since they recruit to a large extent from within Canada. Figure
37 also shows that all members of the prestigious Ivy League can be found close
together in the top left of the space. Their teams are thus, on average, really
similar to each other in terms of the school background of athletes, with an
apparent tendency towards athletes from private high schools.
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PCA – Positions of Universities, Axis 1 & 2

PCA - Positions of Particular Universities, Axis 1 & 2
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Position of Sports
Looking at the mean points of teams grouped by type of sport of the teams, it is
discernable that sports differ in their positions in the space of teams, indicating
that the sport a team plays accounts for some of the differences between teams
(see Figure 28). Sports that are in proximity to each other in the space of teams
have similar recruitment patterns, while those further away tend to differ more
in the average school background of their athletes. On axis one, squash, ice
hockey, tennis, and water ski have the most negative coordinates, while fishing,
wrestling, softball, and boxing have the most positive. On axis two, squash,
sailing, skiing, and lacrosse teams are opposed to tennis, rodeo, e-sports, and
fishing. Squash is the most distinct sport on both axes, showing that the sport is
characterized by both a large international recruitment and a large percentage of
athletes from private high schools. For ice hockey teams, their very international
character overall is due to the large Canadian recruitment, as almost a quarter of
all college ice hockey players are from Canada.

Thus, teams in some sports seem to recruit more athletes that originate from
a more privileged background than in other sports. This clearly complements the
findings of the MCA in terms of the differential positions of sports in the space of
athletes, as both analyses reveal a relation between the biographical background
of athletes and the type of sport they are more likely to compete in. Additionally,
it also highlights the international orientation of certain sports.

PCA - Positions of Sports, Axis 1 & 2
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University Ranking
For the supplementary variable of university ranking, the results of the PCA
clearly show that ranking is negatively correlated with the percentage of athletes
from private schools on the second axis (see Figure 29). In the ranking, having a
numerically low rank indicates a high institutional status. Thus, this reveals that
high-status universities tend to recruit more athletes from private high schools
than their lower-status counterparts. Sports teams of more prestigious
universities are thus located more frequently in the top left quarter of the space
of teams (see Figure 29). Consequently, the characteristics of the university that
a sports team is a part of seem to impact what type of athletes it recruits. Thus,
some of the differential recruitment patterns of universities found through the
mean positions of universities in the space can be attributed to differences in their
overall institutional status. Since students from private high schools in the United
States generally tend to be from wealthier, more educated family backgrounds,
this indicates that these more privileged students seem more likely to bring the
necessary athletic abilities that award them admission to high-status universities.

PCA – Graph of Individuals by University Ranking, Axis 1 &
2

Graph shows the location of teams in the space, with the color of the point indicating the rank of
the teams’ universities in the U.S. News & World’s Best National Universities ranking.

To illustrate further what the differential positions of disparate types of
universities status-wise means, Figure 30 shows the positions of all teams of two
example universities, Yale University and Winston-Salem State University. Yale
University is a member of the Ivy League and was ranked as top 4 in the U.S.
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News & World’s Best National Universities ranking, while Winston-Salem State
University is a historically black public university not placed on the national
university ranking. The sports teams of Yale University are all located in the top
left quarter of the space, having negative coordinates on axis 1 and positive ones
on axis 2, while the teams of Winston-Salem State University are all located in
the opposite corner of the space. So while they recruit athletes in some of the same
sports – they both have teams in basketball, cross country, football, golf, softball,
tennis, track and field, and volleyball – the degree to which their teams recruit
athletes from different types of high schools diverges significantly.

PCA – Spread of Teams by Specific Universities, Axis 1 & 2
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 7.2.4. Summary of PCA Results
Further supporting the results of the MCA, the analysis of the space of teams
constructed through principal component analysis indicates that sports teams
vary significantly in the average biographical background of their athletes. Both
the type of sport and the type of university of a given team impact the team’s
position in the space. Some types of sport seem to provide access to universities,
especially to more prestigious, highly ranked universities, disproportionately to
athletes whose high school background suggests a more privileged socioeconomic
background. These are usually smaller sports that are less frequently played at
university or high school level, and in which these more privileged students seem
more likely to excel. Furthermore, universities differ in what type of student
athlete they attract, with the teams at more selective, reputable universities
tending to recruit more athletes from privileged backgrounds. Thus, there seems
to be an interplay between university characteristics and the characteristics of
different sports that influences the educational background of athletes.
Multidimensional dynamics seem to interact, in so far that they cannot be
reduced to solely either the influence of sport or the influence of different
universities, but both are interconnected. Consequently, the particular range of
sports sponsored by a university impacts its overall recruiting profile coupled
with the effects of its status.
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8. Discussion and Conclusion
In this thesis, publicly available information on current college athletes'
biographical backgrounds was used to examine the relationship between the
background characteristics of athletes and their position in the space of college
sport.

While previous research has shown that selective recruitment based on
academics leads to a socially stratified space of higher education – with students
from more privileged backgrounds attending more academically selective
universities, athletic ability has been portrayed in American culture as a more
socially equal criterion of merit. It is supposedly independent from social
background and based on an individual’s hard work and talent alone. However,
the findings of this thesis show that recruitment through sports shows similar
dynamics to the selection through academic qualifications, with athletes from
more privileged biographical backgrounds tending to hold different positions
than those from high school and hometown backgrounds that suggest less
advantageous socioeconomic backgrounds.

The analyses of the high school backgrounds of college athletes reveal that
athletic ability – as recognized and rewarded through college sports recruitment
– is, to some degree, dependent on an athlete’s biographical background in terms
of their high school and hometown locality characteristics. There are thus
observable patterns that structure both the space of athletes and the composition
of college teams. Athletes whose publicly available information suggests a more
privileged socioeconomic background are more likely to play certain sports, and
recruitment in these sports thus tends to enable access to education for more
privileged students. Previous research has found general patterns of social
stratification in youth sports participation, but the results of this thesis indicate
that the type of sport matters as well. Thus, the socially differentiated access to
different kinds of sports seems to have a significant impact on the social structure
of college sports. College athletes appear to be less of a monolithic group than
often described, and the significant differences within this large group of students
based on what kind of sport they compete in cannot be left out of the picture. This
calls for a more detailed investigation of the structures that govern access to youth
sports and opportunities of high-level talent development that lead to athletic
success – with attention to inter-sport differences. While this thesis shows how
sports differ in their average recruitment profiles, further research can help
elucidate the dynamics connected to athletic resources – be it sporting cultures,
parental and community support, access to training facilities, recruitment
practices, etc. – that produce the observed patterns and lead to significant
differences between different kinds of sports. Here, the role of differential sport
offerings at different types of high schools and in different neighborhoods and
communities in America seem worth investigating in connection to differences
regarding which sports are supported at which universities. Further, universities
that have a high institutional reputation also recruit more student athletes from
biographical backgrounds that suggest higher socioeconomic backgrounds than
less prestigious universities. These general patterns of social stratification in
college sports highlight how sports, like academics, are related to socially
stratified access to different educational strategies. Athletes from more
socioeconomically privileged backgrounds seem to be able to more successfully
develop the necessary athletic skills – or to successfully leverage their abilities –
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to gain access to high-status higher education. In contrast to an assumption of
sports as an equal playing field in which anyone might succeed, these results
indicate that sports are just as much part of general dynamics of social
stratification than other educational resources.

One drawback of the available data is that it grants only a limited picture of
the socioeconomic family background of athletes. While the high school and
hometown background of athletes, as used in this thesis, provides some
meaningful insights into the social differentiation between college athletes, it only
offers approximations of the actual socioeconomic family background of athletes.
Further research is needed to validate the findings of this thesis through closer
examinations of the economic resources and class backgrounds of athletes in
American college sports. Additionally, some athletes from some of the most elite
high schools in the United States had to be excluded from parts of the analysis
because of a lack of data. Patterns found in the distribution of these athletes
suggests that further research into the relation between high-status high schools
and prestigious universities in the context of athletic recruitment might yield
interesting additional insights.

The case of athletes shows how non-academic resources such as athletic
abilities constitute a substantial resource for positions in the American
educational field. The findings of this thesis show that this resource, though
generally thought of as a result only of an athlete’s personal giftedness and
dedication, is related to athletes’ biographical backgrounds. This makes clear that
athletics as a mode of entry to higher education is embedded in dynamics of social
inequality in multi-layered ways. In line with Bourdieusian sociology, sports as
an alternative measurement of success in the American education system thus
seem to potentially play a part in the dynamics of conversion of family
socioeconomic advantages into measurable educational achievement and
educational capital. In order to understand how privilege and opportunity are
distributed in American society in connection to the educational system, sports,
athletic talent development, and recruitment patterns cannot be left out of the
equation. Consequently, this calls for more detailed examinations of the social
structures of youth sports and their relation to the broader social inequalities that
govern the distribution of educational opportunity in American society.
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Appendix

Table 3. Frequency of Sports

Abbreviations used in figures are annotated in brackets behind the name of the respective sport. An Asterix
indicates if a sport is played exclusively by either only women or only men.

Sport Number of
Athletes

Number of
Universities

Number of
Athletes in
Women’s

Teams

Number of
Athletes in

Men’s
Teams

Number of
Athletes in

Co-ed
Teams

Acrobatics* 464 19 464 0 0

Archery 35 2 12 0 23

Baseball* 20,522 562 0 20,522 0

Basketball 19,380 662 9,262 10,118 0

Beach Volleyball*
(BeachVball)

1202 76 1,202 0 0

Bowling 755 69 638 117 0

Boxing 77 2 43 34 0

Cross Country
(CrossC)

16,944 622 8,873 8,071 0

Cycling 43 2 14 29 0

Equestrian 893 26 891 2 0

Esports 293 14 0 27 266

Fencing 864 29 409 347 108

Field Hockey* 2,544 112 2,544 0 0

Fishing 30 3 0 0 30

Football* 43,543 423 0 43,543 0

Golf 8,626 568 3,637 4,989 0

Gymnastics 1,461 69 1,186 275 0

Ice Hockey 2,627 66 890 1,737 0

Lacrosse 12,283 241 6,296 5,987 0

Rifle 290 25 107 60 123

Rodeo 277 7 92 93 92

Rowing 6,363 102 4,533 1,830 0

Rugby 714 17 434 280 0

Sailing 467 16 203 130 134

Swimming & Diving
(SD)

12,721 299 7,605 5,116 0

Skiing 409 18 169 139 101

Soccer 28,441 602 16,385 12,056 0

Softball* 11,956 581 11,956 0 0

Sprint Football* 465 9 0 465 0

Squash 345 14 164 181 0
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Syncronized
Swimming*
(SyncSwim)

56 3 56 0 0

Tennis 8,259 532 4,457 3,802 0

Track & Field
(Track)

37,944 591 20,100 17,803 41

Triathlon 152 16 121 31 0

Volleyball 10,782 626 9,995 787 0

Water Polo 1,657 50 904 753 0

Water Ski 35 2 8 10 17

Wrestling 4,500 141 195 4,305 0





Master’s thesis in Sociology of Education

1. Ani-Asamoah Marbuah, Dina, 2016, Influence of Parental Income and
Educational Attainment on Children’s Years of Schooling: Case of Ghana.
2. Waddling, Jennifer, 2017, Preschool Personnel. Professionalisation in a
Market Context: The Case of Uppsala.
3. Amoah, Richard, 2017, Family Assets, Habitus, and Pre-primary Education
in Rural Ghana.
4. Rui, Dao, 2017, Transnational Educational Strategies of Chinese Students
Who Choose a Less Popular Destination—Sweden.
5. Chhim, Putsalun, 2018, Students’ Assets and Strategies via the Erasmus
Mundus Scholarship Program. A Case of Cambodia’s Master Degree Students.
6. Ciziri, Nubin, 2018, Education in Conflict and Crisis. The case of Kurdish
refugees from Syria in Turkey.
7. Lillo Cea, Pablo Antonio, 2018, Inherited and Acquired Assets in the Chilean
Higher Education Admission Process.
8. Zhang, Lingyan, 2018, Students who study Chinese at Swedish universities.
Approaching language learners from a sociological perspective.
9. Li, Jin-Jin, 2018, Chinese Students at Uppsala University: “Yesterday, Today
and Tomorrow”: A sociological analysis of ten students’ trajectories.
10. Heywood, Philippa, 2019, Where do teachers teach? Choice strategies
developed by Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs) in Greater Manchester.
11. Peters, Henry L., The Socialization and Cultivation of Children in Economic
Elite Families in Recife. An Investigation of Family Educational Strategies.
12. Livmar, Ewa, A conflict of lifestyles and battle of time. International students
in sustainable development at Uppsala University.
13. Bering, Henriette, An Even Playing Field? Patterns of Differentiation in the
Biographical Backgrounds of American College Athletes.


