
Governance II:  WHO OWNS COLLEGE SPORTS?

In the constant struggle to manage the competition of college sports and sustain its 
close, organic relationship with colleges and universities, we often discover that many 
constituencies claim a significant right of ownership in the operation, values, and 
commitments associated with intercollegiate athletics.

This sense of ownership is testimony to the remarkable identification of individuals with 
college sports teams and programs. Even more than professional sports fans, college 
people see sports in a highly personal way, and invest their energy, their commitment, 
and their money in the success of these sports. In return for this engagement, they 
expect to have an influential voice in decisions about how college sports should be 
managed.

Although an oversimplification, we can sort college's sports constituents into three 
groups: 

● Insiders, employed by or are enrolled in the institution,

● Regulators: Organizations and agencies who impose rules on college sports,

● Outsiders: Fans and reformers who seek to influence or change college sports.



Who Owns College Sports?

Insiders Regulators Outsiders

The Students

The Athletes

The Faculty

The Athletic Director

The Coaches

The Administration

The Trustees
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The Legislators

The Reformers
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The Federal Government

The National Legislature
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The Reformers
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The Politicians
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The Reformers



The Students:  Are a key constituency for college sports and over the years have 
provided a strong support base, although for many students, sports is only a minor 
issue. Nonetheless, in all but a few institutions, student fees of one kind or another 
subsidize college sports and so students have vested interest in the enterprise. Students 
of course have many different perspectives on their time in college and in their goals.

Insiders

I love my 
sports

I want to 
be a star

I need a 
degree



Insiders Want to Compete Want a Degree

Want a Scholarship Want to Get Paid to Play

Want Networking OpportunityWant a Professional Career

Student Athletes:  
are a special category 
of students who have 
many interests in the 
sports enterprise of 
which they have 
always been an 
essential part.



The Students: In the beginning

Up to about 1880 neither training nor coaching in American college 
athletics had become specialized. Training tables were unknown; uniforms 
were of the simplest. What coaching existed was done by members of faculties, 
by graduates, and by those undergraduates whose schools had provided them 
with sufficient experience to justify their being chosen for the work and its 
responsibilities. 
 
Management appears to have been entirely in the hands of undergraduates. 
Usually participants in matches away from home grounds or waters paid their own 
expenses, although it is possible that some of the college athletic clubs received 
from their members subscriptions to help defray the costs of travel.
 
About 1880, expansion began. More branches of athletics were introduced. 
Training was intensified and elaborated, and trainers were employed. Coaching 
began to be a progressively technical task, and paid coaches grew to be rather 
the rule than the exception.

Howard J. Savage, et. al. "The Growth of College Athletics", American College Athletics (New York: 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1929) pp. 13-33 

1929



Insiders

The Faculty:  

Over the years since at least the early 1900s, the faculty have 
constantly sought a role in the goals, standards, and operation of 

college sports.  They have many motives that influence their interests.

Faculty worry that in 
pursuit of winning and 
student talent, 
academic standards 
will be compromised

Faculty recognize 
that the money 

required to subsidize 
college sports deficits 

often comes at the 
expense of academic 

investment

Many faculty, 
however, are also 

enthusiastic college 
sports fans who 

want their teams to 
win games and 
championships

College Sports



1933

This survey of faculty attitudes 
reflects the interest in determining 
the different attitudes of faculty at 
different types of institutions: in this 
case a prestigious private and a 
large public flagship, both in 1933.



Insiders

Are loyal school nationalists

Relive their Youth

Hate the excess of college sports

Think coaches make too much money

Want high academic standards

Invest in academics 
(but may hate sports)

Wish the past were back 
(but remember it wrong)

Are hyper enthusiastic fans

Live through the success of THEIR team

Hate football because they love track

Think the coaches don’t win enough

Want better athletes

Love wining

Invest in sports but not academics

But also are fair weather fans

Try to legalize the excess of sports

The Alumni
Have Conflicting Expectations and Goals



Special financial support began to be solicited from alumni. One result was 
that alumni who made generous contributions to college athletics received, 
openly or covertly, in return, a generous share in their control; and alumni 
who became active in that control gained or retained their power and prestige 
by their own contributions of money and by subscriptions which they solicited 
from other alumni and from friends of the college. The reciprocity that 
underlay this situation was generally regarded as a fair exchange.

Motives in the struggle for athletic control must be sought in other aspects of 
personality. For the most part they are to be found, on the one hand, in college 
loyalty, which is akin emotionally to patriotism, and on the other in that flattering 
sense of power, of consequence,  and even of social prominence in certain 
circles, which comes from a connection with large affairs, or affairs that are 
much in the public eye, -an enjoyment which may lead either to a comparatively 
innocent feeling of self-gratification, or to an insatiable and offensive lust for 
power.

The Alumni

Howard J. Savage, et. al. "The Growth of College Athletics", American College Athletics (New York: 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1929) pp. 13-33 

1929



The  Conferences

Regulators

Manage Relationships of Intercollegiate Sports of Member Institutions

Organize 
Competitions

 
Share Money

 
Negotiate TV

Regulate 
Students, 
Coaches, 

and 
Institutions

Represent 
Interests of 
Members to 

NCAA, 
Legislators, 
Outsiders



The Southern Intercollegiate Athletic Conference was formed in 1894, in the Mid-
West the Intercollegiate Conference, colloquially known as the " Western Conference"
or " Big Ten," in the following year, and the Maine Intercollegiate Track and Field 
Association in 1896. The advantages of such organizations, …, were soon felt. After 
the turn or the century, came the Northwest Conference (1904), and in 1905 the first 
nation-wide attempt to unite in one body all of the reputable colleges and universities 
supporting intercollegiate competition, resulted in the formation of the Intercollegiate 
Athletic Association, with thirty-nine member colleges, which in 1910 became 
the National Collegiate Athletic Association. Almost at once the good results of 
informal, open discussion of problems were so apparent that to many it seemed as if 
the athletic millennium had come.

Howard J. Savage, et. al. "The Growth of College Athletics", American College Athletics (New York: 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1929) pp. 13-33 

The Conferences

1929



The Reformers

✔ Reorganize

✔ Eliminate

✔ Minimize

✔ Pay Student-Athletes 
More

✔ Pay Coaches Less

✔ Change Academic 
Requirements

✔ Reduce Deficits

✔ De-emphasize



Reform: The Associations

The Ohio College Association made numerous attempts 
to address reform issues related to athletics but had no 
success
 
1926—Failed
1927—Failed
1928—Failed to meet on Athletics
1929—Failed
1930—Passed Resolutions
 



C. W. Savage. "The Ohio Report on Athletics," 
Journal of Higher Education, Vol. 1, No. 6. (Jun., 
1930), pp. 330-333. 

1930

Failed hope for reform



1930

Futility and cynicism prevail 



1930

Tries to require trustees and administration 
to get control of athletics and fix problems



C. W. Savage. "The Ohio Report on Athletics," 
Journal of Higher Education, Vol. 1, No. 6. (Jun., 
1930), pp. 330-333. 

1930

Wants to reduce recruitment of athletic 
stars, require them to serve an  
apprenticeship of 2 or 3 years in 
intramural play before intercollegiate 
competition. But vote on this section 
was 24 to 10, passed but not 
unanimously.



The Faculty 
Reformers



1949 Things are still bad in college sports, and 
the issues remain the same over time.



1949

This study makes the case that the 
problems of college sports are but 
reflections of the problems in 
society at large.



1949

If we compare the 
recommendations put 
forth here in 1949 to 
the general operating 
practices of 2020, we 
can see where 
progress has and has 
not happened.

YES, mostly

NO, mostly



The Outsider 
Reformers



It is tempting to turn away from bad news. To the cynic, corruption has been endemic in 
big time sports as long as they have existed. To the rationalizer, reform is already under 
way and things are not nearly as bad as the critics make them out to be. More time is all 
that is needed. 
 
But to the realist, the bad news is hard to miss. The truth is manifested regularly in a 
cascade of scandalous acts that, against a backdrop of institutional complicity and 
capitulation, threaten the health of American higher education. The good name of the 
nation’s academic enterprise is even more threatened today than it was when the Knight 
Commission published its first report a decade ago. Despite progress in some areas, 
new problems have arisen, and the condition of big-time college sports has deteriorated.
 
Consider as an example some simple statistics: As noted in the foreword, 57 out of 106
Division I-A institutions (54 percent) had to be censured, sanctioned or put on probation 
for major violations of NCAA rules in the 1980s. In the 1990s, 58 out of 114 Division I-A 
colleges and universities (52 percent) were similarly penalized. In other words, more 
than half the institutions competing at the top levels continue to break the rules. 
 
Wrongdoing as a way of life seems to represent the status quo.

Report of The Knight Foundation Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics, June 2001

In the effort to make the case, they make a math error, the percents are 
actually, 5.4%  and 5.0% per Year

[The campaigns against Intercollegiate athletics are constant, well funded, and 
persistent. Almost all of these campaigns, often led by significant academic 
administrators, fail. Here is one of example of ineffective outrage.]



At the heart of these problems is a profound change in the American culture of sports
itself. At one time, that culture was defined by colleges, high schools, summer leagues, 
and countless community recreational programs. Amateurism was a cherished ideal. In 
such a context, it made sense to regard athletics as an educational undertaking. Young 
people were taught values ranging from fitness, cooperation, teamwork and 
perseverance to sportsmanship as moral endeavor.
 
All of that seems somehow archaic and quaint today. Under the influence of television
and the mass media, the ethos of athletics is now professional. The apex of sporting 
endeavor is defined by professional sports. This fundamental shift now permeates many 
campuses. Big-time college basketball and football have a professional look and feel – in 
their arenas and stadiums, their luxury boxes and financing, their uniforms and coaching 
staffs, and their marketing and administrative structures. In fact, big-time programs have 
become minor leagues in their own right, increasingly taken into account as part of the 
professional athletics system.

2001

What happened between 1905, 
1929, 1930, 1940s, and 2001?

Things may be bad in the 21st 
century, but the idyllic past never 
existed.

From the same report, we get a familar argument about how good things used to be and a wish that we 
could make them good again, when of course the past was never as perfect as described.



A frantic, money-oriented modus operandi that defies responsibility dominates the
structure of big-time football and basketball. The vast majority of these schools don’t profit from 
their athletics programs
 
Over the last decade, the commercialization of college sports has burgeoned. Vastly
larger television deals and shoe contracts have been signed, and more and more space in 
stadiums and arenas has been sold to advertisers. In too many respects, big-time college sports 
today more closely resemble the commercialized model appropriate to professional sports than 
they do the academic model. The NCAA’s Dempsey warned the NCAA membership recently that 
“the level of cynicism over the commercialization of our most visible athletics programs has 
reached epidemic proportions.”
 
With the money comes manipulation. Schools and conferences prostrate themselves to win and 
get on television. There is a rush now to approve cable and television requests for football and 
basketball games on weekday evenings, on Sundays, in the morning, and late at night.
 
So much for classroom commitments. On the field, the essential rhythms of the games are 
sacrificed as play is routinely interrupted for television commercials, including those pushing the 
alcoholic beverages that contribute to the binge drinking that mars campus life.
 

Report of The Knight Foundation Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics, June 2001

Finally we see that tradition of outraged rhetoric that defines much of anti-
intercollegiate athletic discussion



PAY FOR PLAY

While much of the reform efforts directed at intercollegiate athletics since its earliest days 
at the beginning of the 20th century sought to de-emphasize college sports and tame the 
outsize influence sports seemed to have in colleges and universities, the current campaign 
to pay college athletes beyond the provision of the cost of attendance and the cost of 
support facilities and services, shifts the conversation.

This comes from the dramatic financial success of the top level of intercollegiate sports 
and particular from the financial rewards of successful winning programs in football and 
men's basketball. The money from television, endorsements, and other payments 
associated with these high profile sports produced exceptionally high compensation for 
almost all administrators associated with these top revenue producers.  From coaches to 
assistant coaches, from athletic directors to trainers, everyone seemed to be capturing 
rewards greater than those available to all but the most successful faculty medical 
personnel, for example. 

Since the success of intercollegiate athletics is the result of the competitions constructed 
for paying audiences and produced by student athletes, it became more and more difficult 
to persuade the public that some who worked in college sports should get very rich while 
others whose talent and performance provided the product sold for such high prices 
received what appeared to be modest financial rewards. 

Part of the complexity of this argument comes from the fact that superstar student athletes 
are part of a system that began for most at a very early age and was pursued by them 
relentlessly with the hope of being selected for a high profile collegiate program and 
perhaps a chance at the very few opportunities to become an exceptionally well 
compensated professional athlete. 



Paying college athletes to play: Some of the questions 

Is providing opportunity to play,
support for training, support for 
education, special services, 
scholarship and housing 
enough?

If student athletes are paid, do all athletes get money 
or only superstars, only those in revenue positive 
programs, what about women’s sports and olympic 
sports?

If  college athletes have agents to sell 
themselves for endorsements and sell
their images, how to prevent conflicts of 
interest and conflicts of commitment?



As of 2021, the historical amateur model of intercollegiate athletics, which we will 
discuss at length in the next classes, appears likely to be in a process of significant 

modification.

The process will be complicated, filled with dramatic pronouncements about issues unrelated to sports, 
and eventually resolved through negotiation, legislation, and court cases.

The result will have the greatest impact on the top programs of Division I football that generate the largest 
revenue. It will surely require the creation of an organization of players, much like the current unions for 
professional sports players, that can negotiate compensation arrangement with universities, conferences, 
or the NCAA. 

Issues of Title IX comparability between men's and women's compensation will need to be resolved, and it 
may be that the compensation arrangements for college players will need to be managed within an 
organization outside of the colleges' control to avoid gender equity concerns.  Moreover, if pay for play is 
focused on the contribution individual players make to the revenue generated by college sports programs, 
it is likely that some players will be much more valuable in the marketplace than others, producing celebrity 
compensation for a few and baseline payments for others. 

Whether universities will allow players to negotiate their own deals , through agents or other outside 
representatives, remains a question to be answered, for if players make deals outside of the view of the 
NCAA and the institutions, it will be difficult to determine whether there is any opportunity for point shaving 
or other conflicts of interest related to gambling.

While the high revenue sports are likely to provide opportunities for players to capitalize on the celebrity 
they generate as they compete in college games, the details of the process will take time, and will have 
many conflicting influences from politicians, agents, universities, and the press.



The Reformers

The NCAA

The Conferences

The Academic Associations

Regulators

The Administration:
 Worries about everybody

Insiders

The Fans

The Politicians

The Media: News

The Media: Entertainment

The Sponsors

Outsiders

The Faculty

The Alumni

The Students

The Trustees

Insiders



Dr. Hartwell was moved to write in the Report of the United States 
Commissioner of Education for 1897-98, 
 
"The powerlessness of our educational leaders to originate, and their failure 
to adopt, effectual measures for evolving order out of the athletic and 
gymnastic chaos over which they nominally preside, constitutes one of the 
marvels of our time."

The Administration

There is nothing new about the failure of universities to 
meet the expectations of many about the condition of 
college sports


