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Athletes at Bryn Mawr: Key aspects of their experience

Executive summary

This report updates a July 2009 analysis of the admissions advantages, academic performance differences, and graduation rate differences of intercollegiate athletes as compared to non-athletes. The major findings of that analysis were virtually replicated point for point in this study, and are as follows: 

· Athletes rated in the admissions process experience a likelihood of admission that is 14 percentage points higher than that of comparable non-rated applicants, after controlling for other factors.

· Athletes at Bryn Mawr exhibit a graduation rate 8 to 13 percentage points higher than non-athletes, after controlling for other factors.
· Athletes exhibit first-year GPAs and GPAs at graduation that are slightly, but systematically lower than those of non-athletes, after controlling for other influences on GPA.

· The differences in GPA vary by sport. Some sports exhibit a positive difference in GPA as compared to non-athletes. 
· There is marginal support for the view that athletes experience the Bryn Mawr community as slightly less welcoming than do athletes at peer institutions.
The effective sample size for the data on which this report is based is large enough to have high confidence in the reliability of this study's  findings. 
Admissions advantages

Athletic coaches signal applicants' athletic talent to the admissions office via a system of flagging such students in the applicant database. This rating functions as one "plus factor" in the admissions process alongside other applicant characteristics that are likewise evaluated in the admissions decision. There were 16,548 applicants during the period 2003 through 2010, and 742 of these (4.5%) were rated in the admissions process. 

Sixty-eight percent of the athletically-rated applicants were admitted, as compared to 46% of the unrated applicants. From this perspective the rated applicants could be said to experience a rate of admission that is on average 22 percentage points higher than that of unrated applicants. This does not tell the whole story, however, because rated applicants differ systematically from unrated applicants in a variety of ways that are themselves related to admissions likelihood. 
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When these other factors (SAT scores, admissions ratings, ethnic and citizenship characteristics, financial aid status, early decision applicant status, and region of origin) are held constant through a statistical technique known as logistic regression, the unique impact of being a rated athlete on admissions likelihood appears slightly lower, at 14 percentage points. Table 1 displays the admissions advantages for all rated athletes and for individual sports. 

This 14 percentage point advantage is lower than that reported in Bowen and Levin's (2003) monograph Reclaiming the Game which, incidentally, incorporated Bryn Mawr's data on the entering cohort of 1999. In that report, the admission advantage for female rated athletes at selective institutions ranged from 20 points at coeducational liberal arts colleges generally, to 33 points at the highly competitive coeducational liberal arts colleges in the Division III NESCAC conference, to a high of 56 points at the Ivy League universities. Bowen and Levin point out that, with overall Ivy League admit rates hovering around 10-15%, athletic applicants were more than four times as likely to receive an offer of admission as unrated applicants to these institutions. This is nowhere near the ratio at Bryn Mawr. 
Graduation rate

National studies of athletes at elite private institutions have consistently found that athletic participation tends to be associated with higher rates of graduation. The July 2009 study found that this was true at Bryn Mawr as well, with athletes graduating at rates that were ten percentage points higher than non-athletes. 
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This finding is substantively replicated in this study, as seen Table 2, which displays the graduation rates for all athletes and by sport relative to the non-athlete four-year average graduation rate of 76.4%. The overall athlete graduation rate was 84.6%, or about eight percentage points higher than the non-athlete rate. This difference is highly statistically significant. 

However, this estimate of an eight-percentage-point group difference does not account for the fact that athletes arrive at Bryn Mawr not just as athletes, but as individuals with other characteristics that are themselves associated with differences in graduation rate. For example, if athletes were more likely to arrive from states in the Mid-Atlantic region, they would be more likely to graduate because they are close to home.
A model that statistically controls for the influence of SAT scores, admissions academic ratings, ethnicity, financial aid status, first-generation status, Posse program participation, region of origin, and field of study finds that athletic participation enhances four-year graduation likelihood by 13 percentage points. This means that athletes as a group exhibit characteristics that imply they are about five percentage points less likely to graduate, which makes the fact that they actually graduate at rates eight percentage points higher than non-athletes even more impressive. 

Thus we know that athletes are statistically more likely to graduate than non-athletes within four years. The practical significance of this finding is that athletes' higher graduate rate generates an additional 10-11 student graduates from each entering cohort, increasing Bryn Mawr's overall graduation rate by about three percentage points. While this figure may seem small in absolute terms, the practical implications for increased revenue, for reduced pressures on recruiting in admissions, and for Bryn Mawr's ranking in national college guides such as US News is far from trivial.

Academic performance 
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The July 2009 report found that athletes, as a group, had cumulative GPAs at graduation and at the end of their first year that were roughly .05 GPA points (on a scale from 0 to 4) lower than those of non-athletes. This difference was statistically significant, and its magnitude did not change when a statistical analysis controlling for a range of other factors (SAT scores, group memberships, etc.) were applied to the data. Across various sports, the difference from non-athletes ranged as high as about -.15 GPA points down to nothing, and there were a few sports whose participants received higher GPAs than non-athletes.

Table 3 shows the cumulative GPAs for athletes in the entering cohorts of 2003 through 2006. On average, athletes receive cumulative GPAs that are .04 GPA points lower than those of non-athletes. 
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A statistical analysis controlling for group differences in ethnicity, financial aid status, first-generation status, Posse program participation, field of study, and region of origin suggested the value was closer to .05. This is the amount of "academic underperformance" that can be attributed to athletic participation, and not to any preexisting group differences on these dimensions (most notably on SAT scores and admissions academic ratings).  

Table 4 shows the estimates of "academic underperformance", thus defined, by sport. Again, this value represents the extent to which participants in a given sport receive lower GPAs at graduation than non-athletes, and these differences cannot be attributed to pre-existing group differences in SAT scores, admissions academic ratings, field of study, and so on. 

How should the magnitude of these differences be evaluated from the standpoint of practical importance? One way to answer this question is to compare the -.05 value for athletes at Bryn Mawr to values at other institutions. The College Sports Project, a data-sharing initiative evaluating these effects across many colleges like Bryn Mawr arrives at an "underperformance" estimate in the range of -.05 to -.10 for sophomore GPAs of female athletes at highly selective liberal arts colleges.
 Bryn Mawr's value is within this range, though skewed somewhat toward the lower (closer to 0) end of this range.
 

Earlier national studies of this phenomenon at elite colleges, published in The Game of Life (Shulman and Bowen, 2001) and Reclaiming the Game (Bowen and Levin, 2003) both yielded estimates of female athletes' underperformance at liberal arts colleges that ranged from about -.02 to -.15, depending on the analysis.
 Again, academic underperformance estimates for Bryn Mawr's athletes fall squarely within this range, with perhaps a bias toward its lower end. 

Ultimately, however, the practical significance of this finding is a subjective determination. The difference (-.05 on a scale that ranges for the most part from about 2.0 to 4.0) would probably not be detectable to a faculty member teaching a typical class at Bryn Mawr, as it is equivalent to one-sixth of the distance between two adjacent grades on the traditional 4-point scale (e.g., a B = 3.0, and this is .30 less then the next highest grade of B+, 3.3). Another way of thinking about the difference: in a class of 100 students containing 20 athletes (close to the typical rate of intercollegiate athletics participation), the group difference would translate to about 3-4 additional students in the athlete group receiving a B as opposed to a B+, as compared to a non-athlete group. 

The benchmarking statistics for other institutions presented above imply that this result is typical of colleges like Bryn Mawr, and it is a statistically stable and reliable finding, but the decision as to whether it is a meaningful difference demanding remediation is a subjective one. 
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These general findings of athletes slightly but consistently underperforming non-athletes academically at Bryn Mawr carry at least one caveat, however. The graduation rates for athletes are substantially higher than those of non-athletes, as noted above, and to some extent this fact may account for at least some of the group difference in GPAs at graduation. If more athletes persist to graduation despite relatively lower academic success along the way (perhaps protected in part by their social connection to the athletic team), whereas non-athletes with weak academic records transfer out, this could account for some – though likely not all – of the observed group difference. 

The fact that a group difference of comparable size is apparent in first-year GPAs works against this possibility, as does the statistical design of the underperformance analysis, which would correct for it to some extent. However, there is no way to test this possibility directly, since it depends on guessing what GPAs non-athletes departing Bryn Mawr would have earned had they persisted to graduation. Thus it remains a caveat worth mentioning, particularly since the observed group differences are so small. 

Athletes' sense of belonging

A trend that has surfaced since the July 2009 study in anecdotal observations and within the open-ended annual Senior Exit Interview process is that athletes report experiencing a sense of social isolation from the larger Bryn Mawr community. Or, to put it another way, that athletes feel in some respect that they "don't belong" at Bryn Mawr because the college community does not broadly embrace athletics and athletes. 
The COFHE Senior Survey, an online quantitative survey completed by graduating seniors each year (~ 80% response rate), provides an opportunity to gauge the representativeness of this anecdotal observation. Importantly, the survey tool provides us with data from other institutions for comparison. Table 5 displays the results for three key questions related to the sense of "not belonging" expressed by some athletes: 
· Overall, how satisfied have you been with your undergraduate education? (1 = very dissatisfied, 2 = generally dissatisfied, 3 = ambivalent, 4 = generally satisfied, 5 = very satisfied) 
· How satisfied are you with the sense of community on campus? (1 = very dissatisfied, 2 = generally dissatisfied, 3 = generally satisfied, 4 = very satisfied) 
· Would you encourage a high school senior who resembles you when you were a high school senior (same background, ability, interests, and temperament) to attend [Bryn Mawr]?  (1 = definitely would not, 2 = probably would not, 3 = maybe, 4 = probably would, 5 = definitely would)
The data are based on the five most recent survey years, and thus have an effective Bryn Mawr sample size of over 1,000 students – large enough to detect even small group differences between athletes and non-athletes on these measures. 
The differences between athletes and non-athletes (see Table 5) at Bryn Mawr suggested some marginal support for the anecdotal observations about athletes' sense of belonging, but they were not statistically significant. The observed differences may therefore simply be the result of chance variation. 

That said, the peer data may suggest a different context for this finding of "no difference" between Bryn Mawr athletes and non-athletes. At the coeducational colleges, both male and female athletes exhibit significantly higher satisfaction than non-athletes on these measures. Additionally, the results for athletes at women's college peer institutions also break in favor of higher athletes' satisfaction relative to non-athletes, though not on a scale that is statistically significant. 

Thus, it appears that the Bryn Mawr finding of "no difference" (or a slightly, non-significantly negative difference for athletes) is in contrast to the more typical finding of athletes exhibiting a greater sense of belonging and satisfaction than non-athletes. In other words, the contrast in terms of the direction of the group difference at Bryn Mawr as compared to peer institutions is notable and supportive of the anecdotal reports from athletes concerning their experience of the Bryn Mawr community. 

The "recommend" item, however, does break in favor of athletes at Bryn Mawr as well as at the peer institutions. However, this appears to be due as much to the depressed levels of "recommending" overall at Bryn Mawr as to the reversal of a intra-Bryn Mawr group difference: athletes at Bryn Mawr are less likely to say they would recommend the college than are athletes at these peer colleges. 

Conclusions

In terms of gross metrics of academic success – graduation rate and GPA – athletes exhibit significantly higher rates of success on the first of these metrics, and slightly but reliably lower levels of success on the second. There is sufficient data to have high confidence in these conclusions in the aggregate, while observing (with lower confidence due to smaller sample size) that they do also vary substantially by sport. This study also indicates that – in contrast to athletes at peer institutions, where athletes typically report a greater sense of community and satisfaction than non-athletes – athletes at Bryn Mawr are marginally less likely to report satisfaction overall with Bryn Mawr and with the overall sense of community on campus.  
Table 1. Admissions advantages for rated athletes


Entering cohorts of 2003 through 2010. Group applicant counts displayed on bars. Non-athlete graduation admit rate for the period was 46%. Estimates control for SAT scores, admissions ratings, ethnic and citizenship characteristics, financial aid status, early decision applicants status, and region of origin. Individual sports indicated by letter code (not all sports are rated). 
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Table 2. Four-year graduation rates for athletes by sport, shown relative to non-athlete graduation rate


Entering cohorts of 2003 through 2006. Group counts displayed on bars. Non-athlete graduation rate was 76.4%. Individual sports indicated by letter code.�


�











Table 3. Cumulative GPA at graduation, by sport of athletic participation, shown relative to non-athletes


Entering cohorts of 2003 through 2006. Group counts displayed on bars. Non-athlete average GPA at graduation was 3.43. Individual sports indicated by letter code.
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Table 4. Academic over/under performance, GPA at graduation, by sport


Entering cohorts of 2003 through 2006. Group counts displayed on bars. Non-athlete average GPA at graduation was 3.43. Analysis controls for SAT scores, admissions academic ratings, ethnicity, financial aid status, first-generation status, Posse program participation, region of origin, and field of study. Statistically significant differences are displayed with a "*" symbol.
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Table 5. Items assessing intercollegiate athletes' sense of belonging, 2006-2010 graduating seniors


2006-2010 COFHE Senior Survey of graduating seniors. All observed differences for Bryn Mawr and for women's college peer mean are not statistically significant. All differences for men and women at coeducational peer institutions are statistically significant (p < .05). Overall satisfaction and recommend items are on a five-point scale; sense of community item on a four-point scale.    





�











� The impact on revenue is necessarily intertwined with the impact on admissions recruiting, as the college would likely attempt to recoup any reduction in revenue due to lowered graduation rate by admitting more students, with attendant negative impacts on entering class quality. A back-of-the-envelope calculation would assume that getting 11 additional students to graduate per entering cohort yields about 5-6 additional academic years of tuition revenue per cohort, per year, conservatively assuming that a typical non-graduate leaves Bryn Mawr after sophomore year. Given four cohorts (first-year through senior), this translates to about 20-24 additional student full-time student equivalents of revenue. Assuming per-student revenue after discounting of roughly $25,000, we arrive at a figure of $500,000 to $600,000 of additional revenue realized for this magnitude of increase in the graduation rate. Again, in reality such a revenue gap would likely be filled by increasing the recruiting targets for the admissions office, with attendant negative impacts on admission rates and student quality indicators. The impact on our US News ranking is more straightforward to calculate: Three percentage points in an institution's graduation rate are "worth" approximately two rank positions in the overall US News liberal arts college ranking. 


� Exact comparative values are not readily available, as the College Sport Project used somewhat different statistical controls and also heavily weights the effect of being "rated" in the admissions process, which in this study did not have an appreciable impact on underperformance estimates at Bryn Mawr. 


� Another factor complicating the College Sport Project comparison is the fact that they used sophomore GPAs, where as this study used GPAs at graduation. A separate analysis of first-year GPAs (see table in Appendix for the raw data) showed that the underperformance estimates for Bryn Mawr were marginally higher, -.07 as compared to -.05 for GPA at graduation. 


� The comparison is complicated by the fact that these studies converted GPAs to percentile ranks-in-class in order to ensure comparability across their multi-school data set. That said, a rough crosswalk between the percentile rank-in-class data and actual GPAs can be derived from Bryn Mawr's own GPA data. At the mean – around which these group comparisons cluster – 10 GPA percentile rank-in-class points (out of a possible 100) equate to a difference in GPA of approximately +/- .10. This rough equivalence is the basis for comparative benchmarks given in the text. The reasons for providing a range as opposed to a single point estimate in the text include the fact that those national analyses were conducted on a variety of institutional types, and they applied different statistical controls than the ones used in this study. Thus rather than arbitrarily select a point value from one of these studies, a range of possibilities based on the variety of approaches is presented in the text. 
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