ETHICS, INTEGRITY, LOYALTY
NEEDED IN HIGHER EDUCATION

by Rene A. Henry


SEATTLE, Wash., Feb. 19 – Colleges and universities once were considered the bastions of ethics, integrity, loyalty and commitment.  Regrettably,  too many presidents and chancellors today no longer embody or practice these qualities when it comes to intercollegiate sports.

Every year football and basketball coaches are proselytized and enticed to breach their contracts at one institution so they can hopefully produce a championship season at another.  It is greed and to win at all cost.  

When given a new and extended contract with a raise or bonus, the coach always responds with rhetoric such as “this is my home, my team, my fans, and I will be here forever.”  The saga continues like a soap opera until the coach breaches his or her contract to steal away in the middle of the night for even more money at another university.


The president of any university seeking a new coach should properly ask permission from that individual’s current employer before any discussion.  However, with the advent in “amateur sports” of agents as intermediaries, the recruiting effort becomes blurred and asking permission is all too often ignored.


When any decision is made regarding a head football or basketball coach almost always the president or chancellor is involved.  In 2007, the average salary of the 120 major college football coaches was $1 million plus a multitude of benefits, perks and bonuses.  Four coaches were paid $3 million or more, a dozen $2 million and another 50, $1 million. 


Often a coach is fired for not winning and the school is responsible for not only the salary on the remaining number of years on the contract, but one as well for the new coach, plus any buyout penalties.  Colleges are getting smarter when they give long-term contracts and bonuses to coaches and now include buyouts as some guarantee of longevity.

Even if they want to, few coaches are at a college for 20 or more years.  Even the most loyal are often forced out because alumni and fans want more.  The epitome of loyalty and commitment is Joe Paterno who has been at Penn State as an assistant or head coach for nearly 60 years.  Twice he turned down lucrative jobs with professional teams. Compared to the rich coaches who want to get even richer, Paterno’s salary is $512,664 and he has given back more than $4 million in endowments to the university.  I wonder how much the $1 million plus coaches and their agents are giving back to their schools.

There also have been crises where a coach was lured from one school at considerable expense and ended up never coaching a game for his or her new team.  The crises included lying on a résumé or outrageous public behavior embarrassing to the university.  Costs have gotten out of hand.  Four of every five major college sports programs need subsidies that include student fees and other subsidies in order to balance the budget.  What kind of message is this sending to the American public?

In professional sports, if one team wanted to hire someone employed by another team, without asking permission, there would be penalties.  Even with permission, the losing team generally is awarded cash or draft picks or both as compensation.  In business if one company steals an executive from another it most likely ends up being resolved with a lawsuit with damages being awarded.  Unfortunately, colleges and universities have an unwritten rule that you do not file suit against another institution in higher education.

Since it is increasingly obvious that the CEOs in higher education will not self regulate, the National Collegiate Athletic Association, the governing body for college sports, needs to get involved and establish guidelines.  If College A wants the head football coach at College B, then not only should it pay a bonus penalty but perhaps give up “x” number of scholarships to College B for the term of the coach’s contract. 


The NCAA’s Committee on Infractions is quick to penalize an institution for any of a myriad of rules larger than the New York City telephone book.  However, the coach can then leave, go to another university leaving one in shambles with fewer scholarships, probation and other sanctions.  Why shouldn’t the penalties follow the offending coach? In the real world of business the penalties would follow an executive.  Why not in intercollegiate sports?

The NCAA and its leadership and members forget that intercollegiate sports exist for one reason only --  because there is an academic institution.  The university does not exist so there can be football, basketball and other sports team.  
In response to the overpaid coaches and the cost of athletic programs, some presidents will offer the excuse that the funds are paid by alumni and friends.  If this is the case, let those so-called “philanthropists” endow scholarships to young people who otherwise might not be able to afford a college education and who might just be the next Nobel prize laureate, break through scientist, or even a governor or president of the U.S.


Where is Professor Kingsfield when we need him?*

* Professor Charles Kingsfield was played by the legendary John Houseman in “The Paper Chase,” and taught contract law a Harvard.  
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