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Aims: The aim of this study was to explore the conditions student-athletes come across that 

cause stress when combining higher education with their sporting careers. The study also 

explored the effect that combining the two pursuits might have on sporting and academic 

success. 

Method: Twenty interviews were conducted with elite-level Australian student-athletes. 

Participants were a mixture of male and female and from a mixture of sports, including 

hockey, rowing, cricket and athletics.   

Results and Practical Implications: The interviews showed that athletes can often set an 

academic goal as “just doing enough to pass”. They often explained that they felt they had 

to forego any academic goals to be able to combine both pursuits. Despite athlete’s 

recognising that their education would help them in their future and feeling that they were 

academically capable of achieving higher, they explained that “in-practice” academic 

success was not possible. Prioritising sport at the expense of education occurred even in the  
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absence of a requirement to reach a certain sporting level, as seen with some scholarship 

programs. Time was described as a common barrier to achieving their goals in both pursuits. 

However, athletes frequently described that, the way they spent their time was “out of their 

control” and that sport demanded too much of their time. This removed the athlete’s self-

blame for poor educational results. Interestingly, time was seen in two ways by the student-

athletes, either as fixed, limited and out of their control, or as flexible and controllable.  The 

small number of athletes that described their time as flexible and controllable seemed to be 

better at combining the two pursuits. Universities and sporting governing bodies with 

athletes in education should consider additional support for athletes in managing their time 

and educational demands, so that academic success is not compromised. Also, they should 

consider additional flexibility from sport, so that athletes don’t feel that the way they spent 

their time is “out of their control”. 
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