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INTRODUCTION

It is thought that participation in sports might help stu-
dents to get better results (Barron, Bradley & Waddell, 2000; 
Cordente, García, & Sillero, 2008; Howell et al, 1984). Mean-
while, the research on this topic has been traditionally focused 
in professional sports such as football, basketball or baseball, 
with few experiences in others such as athletics.

Participation in athletics may affect students’ outcome in 
several different ways. The first one would be the necessity to 
split their time between sport, leisure and study. In this aspect, 
it has to be considered that athletics could reduce leisure, and 
leisure time and academic performance are negatively corre-
lated (Barron, Bradley & Waddell, 2000). Also, a better health 
status could lead to an increase in productivity (Cornelißen & 
Pfeifer, 2007). Finally, the development of certain skills such 
as confidence, leadership, teamwork, socialization, etc. (Heck-
man et al, 2006) and the impact in character formation should 
lead to an improvement in University students’ success.

This paper analyses the impact of the practice of athletics in 
University students’ education in Spain.

METHODS

The sample is drawn from the Autónoma, Complutense and 
Alcalá Universities in Madrid, Spain. A total of 34 volunteer 
students practicing athletics at all levels (amateur, semiprofes-
sional and professional), as well as other 53 students practic-
ing other sports, and 52 more not practicing sports at all filled 
the questionnaire in may and june 2010. 

For the empirical analysis of the effect of the practice of ath-
letics in University students’ attainment, we used a modified 
version of the German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP). Each 
person filled in a biography questionnaire that included sev-
eral items in order to discover, first, if the average marks of 
the students practicing athletics was higher than the rest, and 
second, if it had increased after the practice of athletics. The 
questions about sport ask whether they were involved in any 
sport activities and, in case they were, in which activity. Also, 
they were asked if they were just doing it for leisure or if they 
were competing. In this case, also if the competition was done 
at professional level.

Some control variables (socio-economic background, previ-
ous school characteristics, etc.), were included to ensure the 
relevance of the results.

A few questions in order to discover the levels of self confi-
dence, leadership and socialization were also included.

As the education variables are measured on an ordi-
nal scale, we chose the generalized ordered probit model 
(Boes&Winkelmann, 2006) to estimate ordinal dependent 
variables.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Academic performance levels between the different groups 
measured are quite similar. Average marks during the last year 
of the athletes, students practicing other sports and students 
practicing no sports at all were 5,8, 5,7 and 6,0 respectively. 

This is a totally opposite situation to that obtained by previ-
ous studies in other countries such as USA or Germany (Cor-
nelißen & Pfeifer, 2007).

Regarding the skills measured, results were all better in 
people practicing sports than in the sedentary group, as it was 
shown by other authors (Cornelißen & Pfeifer, 2007). In par-
ticular, socialization (8,1 and 8,4 vs. 6,7), leadership (8 and 8,3 
vs. 7,1) and self confidence (7,5 and 7,6 vs. 6,4) were higher in 
the sport practice group.

CONCLUSIONS

The impact of athletics on University students’ education is 
positive, but not better than with other sports. In fact, some 
skills like leadership and socialization are more developed in 
other sports, possibly because they are team sports.

The first limitation of this study is the relatively short sam-
ple, as it is difficult to have access to the data of students in the 
sport services of the different Universities in Madrid.

As this is not a longitudinal study, the results should be vali-
dated with complementary studies measuring the impact of 
the practice of athletics in beginners.

In order to get complementary results, a program of athlet-
ics practice has been already initiated in two of the Universi-
ties mentioned with people with no experience in this sport.
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Figure 1. Average mark.


