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: combine athletics and academics
: skilled athletes and spots to fill

• About 20,000 international
student-athletes (F + M);
5-10% of all (NCAA, 2018)
• International students
about 5.3% of all (IIE, 2017)
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• In-depth, semi-structured interviews (n = 1-3)
• Twenty-two international undergraduate st.

Dr. Tammy Crawford,
Washington State Univ.

– 16 countries, four continents
– Five public D-I institutions, four conferences
– Nine sports

• Four themes:
– Limited knowledge
– “Opportunity”
– Social circle
– Personal cost
Corrie McGrath, M.A.,
Washington State Univ.

Limited knowledge
• Academic institution:

• Athletic quality and
competitive level:

• I looked at some picture, but not really. I
basically just came. I remember it was the
Sunday before school started…I didn’t know
anything [shrugs her shoulders and
smiles]…I just came…I was pretty lucky
because, when I look back, I really didn’t
know anything.
• I was very uneducated. Your prospective
coach isn’t going to say “we are here, but all
these other programs are better than us!”
• [Coaches] had spoken about the girls, “yeah
we have a lot of height on the team; you’ll
be adding to that”…I am a head taller than
most of the girls. (…) It is very easy to
deceive an international athlete.

Like in the movies
• When I was small, I was always watching movies about
America and how it’s a perfect life here and how it’s all dreams
come true here…
• I also had this picture about the US from the media and
movies and it was just a big thing.
• The image that I had about America was mainly through
movies. Seriously, you see movies and you think, “so, that’s
America!” and then you come here and you see … So some of
the things there are true.

• The trainer is there to communicate all our problems with the
coach and we don’t have a voice. If I tell the coach what is
wrong, she says “you don’t have a medical degree…you don’t
know what’s going wrong…I have a PhD in whatever, and I
know everything …”
• Student suffers an issue mid-practice and the coach asks, what
is happening? “I have had eight doctor appointments and I’ve
been talking with the trainer and I’m wearing this monitor…
How can you not know what is happening??”
Big adjustment not having that straight communication.
The doctor should diagnose and the trainer should treat – we
are meant to go there (to the trainer) and say ‘I have a
problem, I’d like to see a doctor’ however, she won’t let you.

Opportunity
• Free university education…Even for students where higher
education is free or there is only nominal tuition
• Also, to continue combining athletic and academic pursuits
• Important for national policy-makers

Social circle
• We have, other people, from our part of…everybody that
speaks our language, we have meals sometimes.
• [Track athlete:] I am friends with the whole basketball team
[note: 50% international] and the whole tennis team [100%
international]

Hidden “opportunity cost”
• No peer/professorial network in the country of origin
• Not socialized into the local system
• Similar to expats (e.g., in multi-national companies)

Take-aways
• Personal—and societal—cost
• More, better opportunities to facilitate the pursuit of athletic
and academic paths?
• Short-term → long-term migrations?
• Not like in the movies
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