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with the governance of intercollegiate sport. The major 
can be implemented based on its own educational merits 
while issues about unfair financial compensation for ath-
letes in high profit-generating sports, illegal admissions, 
illegal payments, and academic cheating are addressed. 
None of these particular issues affects the case to estab-
lish a sport performance major. Nonetheless, higher ed-
ucation needs to improve issues that adversely affect the 
educational experience of intercollegiate athletes, such 
as the amount of class time missed due to competition 
schedules and the amount of time required of athletic 
participation in and out of season.

Universities could indeed incorporate the development of 
skillful bodily movement and physical health in a liberal 
arts curriculum without a sport performance major. Gen-
eral education programs could require fitness courses 
(noncompetitive sports activities), such as yoga, spinning, 
running, and strength training, or informal sport activ-
ity courses. Such a requirement would be educationally 
worthwhile as part of an expanded conception of liberal 
learning. Nonetheless, these activities can neither provide 
all the aspects of a liberal art previously discussed nor pro-
vide them to the degree that playing a competitive sport 
can—for example, the extent of the sustained contact with 
others and the development of essential liberal learning 
skills like teamwork, intercultural understanding, and ex-
pression of sportspersonship found in competitive sport 
activity. 

Ultimately, reconceptualizing competitive sport as a lib-
eral art and a sport performance major would be both a re-
turn to the ancient Platonic past and a future contribution 
to the ongoing pragmatic evolution of the liberal arts. 

performance did in the twentieth century, to become an 
academic major. If implemented, a sport performance 
major would formally recognize the educational val-
ue of competitive athletic experience—in practice, in 
competitions, and through strength and conditioning 
training—as a performative component integrated with 
sports-related coursework. At the University of the Pacif-
ic, the proposed sport performance major would require 
three years of competitive sport participation. Students 
would take sport-focused courses in the natural sciences, 
social sciences, humanities, and business, which would 
create an interdisciplinary educational experience and 
integrate the theoretical and performance dimensions of 
sport. All of the courses in the major would improve crit-
ical thinking. Required courses in mathematics and the 
natural sciences—such as Sport Analytics, and Principles 
of Exercise Physiology—would provide foundational sci-
entific knowledge and strengthen quantitative reasoning 
skills. Some courses would focus on written communica-
tion, such as the Philosophy of Sport and Global History 
of Sport. These courses would also provide the histori-
cal contexts to understand significant social and politi-
cal events and the meaning of activist athletes’ lives in 
their historical context, such as Jackie Robinson, Babe 
Didrikson Zaharias, Muhammad Ali,  Althea Gibson,  
and Billie Jean King.

For specific sport performance concentrations (basket-
ball, for example), coaches would establish the learning 
outcomes. For the major more broadly, the program direc-
tor and faculty members teaching in the program would 
develop, with input from coaches, other learning objec-
tives and outcomes. To improve employability or admis-
sion to graduate or professional school, students would 
be strongly advised to complete a supplemental minor in 
exercise physiology, business management, data science, 
pre-law, or strength and conditioning. All but one of these 
minors would require only three additional courses.

Establishing a sport performance major is largely a sep-
arate issue from the need to address the many problems 

criticism to improve? Can one exercise emotional 
self-control when opponents cheat or demean you? Can 
one handle the disappointment of losing or of injury? Can 
one show good sportsmanship during emotion-laden 
competition? Can one resist unwanted, and even unethi-
cal, teammate social pressure? Does one have the courage 
to confront racist, sexist, or homophobic slurs and ac-
tions from teammates, opponents, or even coaches? Can 
one remain calm in pressure-filled moments? How does 
sporting activity form one’s sense of self?  Most of these 
questions open up dimensions of self-exploration that are 
only possible through athletic competition, which creates 
worthy tests of character and self-understanding.  

3 Playing a competitive sport develops contempo-
rary liberal arts skills. With appropriate coaching 

and athletic program leadership, competitive sports can 
develop the types of emotional and social intelligences 
that are much more difficult to develop in the classroom 
and with traditional curriculum, such as teamwork, 
leadership, intercultural knowledge, ethical action, and 
emotional self-control. In Our Underachieving Colleges: A 
Candid Look at How Much Students Learn and Why They 
Should Be Learning More, Derek Bok recognized the lib-
eral learning value of playing competitive sport, how 
“students are much more likely to learn about working 
effectively with others from playing on an athletic team 
. . . than from the solitary experience of attending class-
es and studying in the library” and that “learning to 
think more carefully and precisely about ethical ques-
tions can take place both in classes on moral reasoning 
and on athletic teams.” Athletic teams are also optimal 
environments for promoting interracial understanding 
since, perhaps more than any undergraduate activi-
ty, athletics often brings people together from diverse 
ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. Bok alluded to 
the research of psychologist Gordon Allport, who found 
that the optimal condition to effect interracial under-
standing is when there is “sustained” contact. Compet-
itive athletics provides this condition. 

4 Playing competitive sports contributes to the for-
mation of a holistic, integrated person. This point 

both returns to the ancient Platonic ideal education and 
fulfills a contemporary expectation that higher education 
should promote full human well-being. For Plato, train-
ing the body was not done only for the sake of the body 
but to develop mental powers and to form an integrated 
or “well harmonized” human being. Today, the notion 
of whole-student education has meant the development 
and integration of intellectual with emotional and social 
intelligences, of the liberal arts with professional educa-
tion, of the curricular with the extracurricular and co-
curricular, and of various contemporary dimensions of 
wellness (physical, emotional, social, intellectual, spiritu-
al). A competitive sport major can in principle promote 
whole-student development in all these dimensions.

Sport performance should not only be considered a 
liberal art but should also evolve, as music and dance 

t the 
university or college level, competitive sport athletes are 
those who receive formal coaching, practice regularly, 
and compete against other university or college institu-
tions and who are athletically skilled upon matriculation 
(most have played organized competitive youth sports 
for years). In this regard, students who play in any NCAA 
(I, II, or III), National Association of Intercollegiate 
Athletics, National Junior College Athletic Association 
(community college) division, or who play on a club 
sport team meeting the above conditions are competi-
tive sport participants. 

In the context of the pragmatic evolution of the lib-
eral arts, the following four reasons justify reconceiving 
the playing of a competitive sport—what can be termed 
sport performance—as a bona fide liberal art.

1 Playing a competitive sport liberates human 
powers of the body and displays its excellences 

or virtues. In Practical Philosophy of Sport and Physical 
Activity, R. Scott Kretchmar characterizes the liberating 
potential of the development of physical movement and 
motor-skill as “embodied freedom,” the power to move 
and to create new movements. The discipline of training 
the body makes possible the liberation and creativity of 
physical movement. For example, in basketball, one can-
not make highly skilled offensive moves unless one has 
developed the physical strength, range of flexibility, and 
experienced judgment to get around the defense. The 
more offensive players control their physical power, the 
more freedom they have. 

2  Participating in a competitive sport creates 
profound opportunities for self-reflection and 

self-knowledge. Playing competitively can promote 
self-examination and lead to profound self-knowledge, a 
core goal of the liberal arts. Self-knowledge is achieved 
not only through ongoing intellectual examination of self 
and society but through developing control of the body 
and in athletic competition with others, which creates 
challenges that reveal an individual’s emotional, cog-
nitive, and physical strengths and shortcomings. How 
persistent can one be in the difficult process of mas-
tering intricate sporting movement? Can one be honest 
in assessing one’s sporting skills and willing to accept  
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Principles of 
Exercise Physiology 

Nutrition and 
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Motor Development 
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Sport Analytics

Sport Psychology

Global History  
of Sport

Philosophy of Sport

Managing Sport 
Enterprises 

Principles of 
Coaching I & II

Community Service 
or Internship

Capstone

A
Moraine Valley 

Community College Fisher College




