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Abstract 

The requirements of performance sport are becoming more and more time-consuming for 

athletes. Based on the work of Rosa (2013), the article looks into the ability of athletes to 

reconcile their training project and the increasing requirements of practice at a high level. To 

address this issue, we interviewed 63 French high-level athletes who train at the French Institute 

of Sport. The results show that although the training project appears to be time-consuming, it 

is nonetheless a source of social balance and a reassuring choice for their future professional 

retraining. In order to preserve this educational project in the time-consuming context of high 

performance sports, athletes on the one hand implement strategies of arrangement in order to 

produce an acceptable timetable, and on the other hand use this temporality as an adjustment 

variable allowing them to better manage temporal emergencies. 

 By giving athletes a voice, this work deconstructs the idea of the incompatibility of educational 

and sports projects and offers recommendations to sports institutions. 
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1/ Introduction 

In the context of increased international competition (De Bossher et al., 2015), the objective of 

this article is to examine the conditions for achieving the dual career (European Commission, 

2007) of French elite athletes. In France, since the Mazeaud Law of 1975 (Honta, 2007), the 

involvement of high-level athletes in an academic (or professional) project has been an 

obligation to be managed by sports federations.  

While sporting constraints are increasing, this dual career injunction raises questions. As a 

matter of fact, the pace of athletes’ life has accelerated tremendously since the early 2000s 

(Burlot, Richard et Joncheray, 2016a). Top athletes must participate in more and more 

competitions, training sessions and camps (Bullock, 2009 ; Starkes, 2000). They also need to 

involve many specialists in their preparation: physical trainers, mental trainers, nutritionists 

(Joncheray et al., 2020 ; Mignon & Lemieux, 2006). Finally, they also need to continue to meet 

social requirements: seeing their family, meeting with friends, enjoying a love life (Godber, 

2012). Under these conditions, we have questioned the ability of French elite athletes to 

reconcile their educational project with the increasing constraints of practicing at a very high 

level. To answer this question, we have looked more specifically at French elite athletes who 

train at the French Sport Institute INSEP (Institut National du Sport, de l'Expertise et de la 

Performance). 



INSEP is an establishment hosting 23 French centers with nearly 600 athletes. They train and 

prepare for international events such as the European Championships, World Championships 

and Olympic Games. The premises are located in Paris on a 28-hectare site. In addition to being 

a training structure, INSEP provides athletes with other services: i) catering; ii) 

accommodation; iii) educational and socio-professional monitoring; iv) medical monitoring; v) 

scientific support for performance; vi) organization and management of daily life. Athletes 

train, eat, sleep, take care of themselves or study there. 

Athletes training at INSEP are impacted by the general increase in sporting constraints. First of 

all, the number of training hours has increased substantially. Whereas in 1990, at INSEP, 41% 

of athletes trained less than 10 hours per week and 59% between 10 and 20 hours (Irlinger et 

al., 1990), today nearly all athletes train more than 20 hours per week (Burlot, Le Mancq, 

2016b). In some sports such as rhythmic gymnastics, the number of hours can reach 35 hours 

per week. This increase in the amount of training, from a very young age, is now considered a 

key to success, even an obligation so as to be and remain successful (Wylleman & Reints, 

2010). Moreover, the number of competitions with the introduction of ranking in many sports 

and the number of preparatory training courses conducted outside INSEP have also risen 

sharply to the point of having a strong impact on the time available: the number of days devoted 

to competitions and training courses can involve up to 180 days per year in some sports (Burlot 

et al., 2019 

; Joncheray et al., 2019). Finally in a logic of a division of coaching labor (Joncheray et al., 

2020 ; Mignon & Lemieux, 2005), athletes’ coaching systems have become more professional 

with the participation of many specialists: physical trainers, mental trainers, data analysts, 

reathletization specialists. The latter claim, because of their ability to improve athletes’ 

performance, a right to a time window to exercise their professional activity.  



As a result, this triple process of increasing sporting constraints has led to increasing pressure 

on the time available to athletes. The pace of life has accelerated dramatically, generating 

feelings of fatigue, discomfort and sometimes overwork (Julla-Marcy et al., 2017).  

In this context, the question of managing a dual project takes on its full meaning. In order to 

keep elite athletes in a professional project, some nations have chosen to give their athletes the 

status of professionals. Other nations, such as France, impose a dual project (Aquilina & Henry, 

2010 ; De Bossher, 2015).  

With this as background, we have questioned the ability of top-level athletes to carry out their 

educational project in the context of an increasingly time-consuming performance project. 

 

2/ Theoretical background 

In order to better understand this problem of the dual project in a context where pressure on 

time available is increasingly strong, we will rely on the work of Rosa (2003, 2009, 2010, 2013) 

dealing with the social acceleration of time. 

Rosa (2010b) makes time a central concept. According to him, society has entered Post-

modernity in which time acceleration is a key to understanding. Rosa (2010b) explains that in 

Pre-modernity, time flowed according to the natural rhythm of days, seasons and years. In 

Modernity these rhythms were fractured by new social times: work, religion... In Post-

modernity, time is no longer allowed to simply elapse, it is accelerated. Time horizons are 

disrupted by anticipating the future in the present time. 

Rosa (2010b) says that time acceleration translates into a double process of increasing and 

densifying the number of acts per time unit. Not only is the time needed to perform life 

temporalities reduced, but their performing is also accelerated: people eat faster, move faster. 

This objective time acceleration "is expressed subjectively through a recrudescence in the 



feeling of urgency, guilt, stress, anxiety about schedules, the need to further accelerate, the fear 

of "no longer being able to keep up”. Alongside that comes the impression that we are not 

seeing our lives go by, that they are escaping us." (Rosa, 2010b, p. 380).  

Rosa (2010a) explains that this acceleration causes a sense of alienation, one of its major 

consequences being the risk of desynchronization. This risk is characterized by the 

reinforcement of a social division between those who are in a frantic race for efficiency and 

performance and those who do not want or cannot keep up with this acceleration and, as a result, 

become desynchronized.  

This acceleration, that is the dynamic in which individuals are pushed to always do more and 

better in the same time unit, takes three forms: technical acceleration (time saving provided by 

technology such as the Internet and transport), acceleration of social change (practices and 

purposes are increasingly being questioned) and acceleration of the pace of life (Rosa, 2013). 

The drives of acceleration are economic, political and social, and serve the cult of performance 

(Ehrenberg, 1991). The unnecessary is removed in order to prioritize a life organization 

consisting essentially of useful and efficient time (Darmon, 2013). 

The world of elite sport is an ideal subject to question and mobilize this theory of social 

acceleration of time.  

In the sociology of sport, Rosa’s work (2010b) has already been mobilized to analyze high-

level athletes’ pace of life (Burlot, Richard et Joncheray, 2016a ; Julla-Marcy et al., 2017), that 

is the articulation of different temporalities that make up the athletes’ life: sport, education, 

work, family, friends. This work has shown the objective and subjective character of the pace 

of life and a paradoxical relationship to time (Julla-Marcy et al., 2017). Thus, athletes with the 

densest schedules are not necessarily those who are most uncomfortable with their pace of life, 

and conversely those with the lightest schedules are not always in situations of well-being.  



Being able to manage one's time becomes a key component of the champion’s life and joins the 

concept of time master (Darmon, 2013). In order to be time masters, athletes implement two 

types of adaptive strategies: arrangement strategies (planning the optimum organization of the 

various temporalities that make up their pace of life) and adjustment strategies (being able, in 

action, to adjust temporalities according to hazards of different types) of their time schedules. 

Four types of arrangement strategy have been identified: delaying/anticipating, superimposing, 

suppressing/reducing some temporalities and replacing slow activities by fast activities (Burlot, 

Richard, Joncheray, 2016 ; Rosa, 2013). 

 

The subject of dual project has been dealt with from different angles, but never on the basis of 

time sociology research. However, as early as the 1980s, researchers already questioned the 

effects, on extra-sport professionalization, of time spent meeting the requirements of high-level 

sport (Eisen & Turner, 1992). 

To answer this question, a first series of studies (Conzelmann  & Nagel, 2003 ; Eisen & Turner, 

1992;) consisted in studying the retraining of athletes in order to directly measure the effects of 

their elite sports career on their professional future. 

In 1992, an initial study of American athletes who participated in the Olympic Games from 

1920 to 1988 showed that participation in the Games was a key element in their social upward 

mobility (Eisen & Turner, 1992). The same type of finding was observed for German Olympic 

athletes (Conzelmann & Nagel, 2003). However, it should be pointed out that this research 

concerned only a part of the elite sports population: the one with a strong reputation in reference 

to the model developed by Frank and Cook (1995), i.e. the most medal-winning. Thus, this 

research did not deal with all athletes involved in a performance project.  

 



Although this initial research on athletes’ professionalization (Conzelmann & Nagel, 2003 ; 

Eisen & Turner, 1992) focused more on the period following the sports career and came to some 

rather positive conclusions, from the early 2000s onwards many researchers began to question 

the implementation of academic projects during a sports career. Brettsschneider (1999) noted 

that sporting constraints made it increasingly difficult to carry out an educational project, 

sporting constraints and especially the training hours to be performed being more and more 

important (Starkes, 2000). With this as background, several researchers criticized the lack of 

protection for athletes. Donnelly and Petherick (2004) showed that the temporal drifts of these 

sporting constraints (more training and competition) had serious consequences on athletes’ 

education and professionalization. Giulianotti (2004) noted that many athletes jeopardized 

education to reach their sporting objectives. David (2005) called for the right to education for 

athletes. 

In 1999, acknowledging its social responsibility, Europe made the education of elite athletes a 

priority (Aquilina and & Henry, 2010), in an appendix to the Treaty of Nice on the European 

Union. Subsequently, numerous studies were financed in Europe with a view to analyzing 

policies on the education of elite sportspersons (Guidotti et al., 2015) such as Education in Elite 

Sport in Europe (German Sports Confederation, 2004), Training of Elite Young Sportspersons 

in Europe (INEUM Consulting and TAJ, 2007), Education of Elite Young Sportspersons in 

Europe (Amara et al., 2004). The question of educational policies even became a major focus 

of the analysis of sports performance policies (De Bosscher et al., 2015). 

 

In addition to these works on education provision for top-level sportsmen and women, more 

recent research has been carried out on the structures offering access to an educational project 

for elite athletes. A first series of studies has made it possible to analyze the effects of 



integrating athletes in structures combining school and sports projects on their educational and 

sporting performance. These studies have mixed findings. Van Rens et al. (2015) showed that 

the Talent Top Sport system set up in Holland did not allow athletes to perform at a high level 

in sports and they also performed less well in their secondary and higher education. In Germany, 

a comparative study between Olympic athletes who attended Elite Sport Schools (ESS) and 

those who did not (Emrich et al., 2009) showed no effect on academic performance and rather 

positive effects on athletic performance. Among these studies, it is also worth highlighting those 

by Rubin and Mose (2017) on the social isolation of American student athletes and by Brown 

(2016) on social disruption and identity issues faced by athletes involved in New Zealand 

university programs.  

A second working group focused on recruitment in these schools offering education to top-level 

athletes. Kristiansen and Houlihan (2017) show how, in Norway, money is a selection factor at 

entry and consequently limits access of the least economically endowed populations. In 

Denmark, Skrubbeltrang et al. (2018) highlight the decisive role of the parents' socio-

professional background and sports history in the involvement of athletes in "SportsClasses". 

In France, Javerlhiac et al. (2010) show that interest in the dual project was highly dependent 

on the sport practiced.  

 

While combining the educational project and the sports project has been treated from different 

angles, as far as we know no work addresses as a central issue the time management of the 

double project. However, in the works cited above, time is very often considered as one of the 

key elements in the implementation of the double project (Aquilina & Henry, 2010 ; David, 

1999 ; De Bosscher et al., 2015 ; Donnelly & Petherick, 2004 ; Emrich et al, 2009). For 

Aquilina (2013), time management is a major issue at a time when the number of "student 

athletes" is growing. In the work of Viaux and Papin (2012) on athletes’ health, sports time and 

https://journals.humankinetics.com/search?f_0=author&q_0=Ron+A.+Moses


school time are even considered in opposition because they follow a logic of intense time 

constraints. Yet they can appear complementary: sacrificing one of these commitments is not 

necessary to succeed in the other, even though it is always at the price of some "tinkering" as 

Delalandre and Demeslay (2015) point out.  

We are in line with these studies stressing the importance of time for a successful dual project. 

At the crossroads of time sociology and sports sociology, we intend to research this issue and 

question, with regard to the acceleration of the pace of life (Burlot, Richard et Joncheray, 2016 

; Julla-Marcy et al., 2017 ; Rosa, 2013) the place given by athletes to the educational project: 

What are the reasons leading athletes to engage in an educational project that objectively 

burdens their time schedule in the context of social acceleration of time? What types of time 

strategies do they implement in order to reconcile their educational project with the constraints of high 

sports performance? 

 

3/ Method 

 

Protocols 

To answer these questions, we have used interviews from two qualitative studies (Miles & 

Huberman, 1991) conducted among high-level athletes at INSEP. The semi-structured 

interviews for the first survey were conducted from September 2013 to June 2014, as part of 

research on elite athletes’ pace of life. Forty-two semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with INSEP athletes involved (31) or having been involved (11) in educational projects. The 

semi-structured interviews for the second survey were conducted from March to September 

2017, as part of a study on the preparation conditions of French Olympic athletes during the 

four years leading to the Rio Olympics. Of the 28 semi-structured interviews conducted, we 



have used the 21 conducted with athletes in preparation at INSEP in order to maintain a similar 

organizational context, including nine attending an educational course and 12 who had attended 

one.  

In both surveys, the athletes were questioned about their educational project, their sports 

performance project and, more generally, their life project. Particular attention was paid to the 

coordination of these different temporalities.  

Sample 

In order to obtain a sample of athletes representing the variety of situations identified at INSEP, 

the choice of athletes was guided by specific but also common variables such as the variety of 

sports disciplines present at INSEP, gender (30 men, 33 women), age range 18 years old and 

under (13 athletes), 19 to 25 age range (25 athletes) and over 25 years old (25 athletes), 

professional situation (40 students, 23 employees). The choice of these variables made it 

possible to study a group of athletes in a variety of situations that are relevant for addressing 

the role of an educational course and its relation to athletic performance.  

All ethical precautions have been taken to encourage contact and preserve the anonymity of 

those interviewed. 

 

Tool and data collection 

The interview guide has been constructed by themes so that all aspects of athletes’ sports 

preparation and life are addressed. The first questions dealt with the sports career (sports 

history). Then the different elements of sports preparation were addressed: i) training; ii) 

physical preparation, iii) mental preparation, iv) recovery care and v) nutrition. In addition to 

specific questions on time in the first survey and performance optimization in the second, a 



common set of questions concerned the athletes' involvement in their preparation. Finally 

questions were asked about the athletes’ socio-professional situation (educational and 

professional project) and social situation (family life and friends). The majority of interviews 

lasted between one hour and one hour and a half. However it is to be noted that some interviews 

with seasoned athletes at the end of their careers lasted more than two hours, and conversely an 

interview with a young athlete starting his career lasted 45 minutes.   

They were transcribed in full and then analyzed by theme. Only the parts of the interviews 

concerning the educational project and its connection with the sports project were used in the 

results presented in this article. 

The results are presented in two parts. The first will aim to explain the reasons leading athletes 

to engage in an educational project even though they are under intense time constraints. 

Secondly, we will analyze the adaptive strategies implemented by athletes to carry out an 

educational program in a context of high sports performance. 

 

5/ Results and discussion  

 

5.1/ Commitment to an educational project as a source of balance  

The athletes interviewed show a strong attachment to studies. Although the degree of 

commitment to studies varies from one case to another, due in particular to various sporting 

constraints, the educational project does not appear in opposition to the sporting project, as 

Viaud and Papin (2012) point out, but as a source of balance. Athletes who participated in the 

Rio Olympic Games and who were students at the time of the event all greatly lightened their 

educational project during the pre-Olympic year (Burlot et al., 2017). However, all of them 



believe that the educational project played an essential role in their Olympic project even if it 

was a source of more or less strong tensions depending on the relationship that athletes have 

with their studies. In the athletes' comments, five reasons appear to be essential in justifying 

their commitment to an educational program. 

 

a) A security and equilibrium function 

Being involved in educational training makes many athletes feel safe. Not betting it all on sport 

and building a way out appears in their comments, as illustrated by the case of this sportswoman 

who considers her studies as a means of securing her future, putting her commitment to sport 

into perspective and thus achieving a form of balance.  

 "I think I'm not going to make a living from my sport anyway, and then you need something 

to turn to, and you don't know, you can get hurt, (...) so I think it's still important to have 

something. And then, it allows you to have a good balance, because in sport, there are always 

times when it's not going well. So it allows you to have something else on the side, (...) it allows 

you to put things into perspective and not bet everything on sport" (woman, swimming, 21 years 

old). 

Stopping studies can lead to increased pressure, "too much thinking" to use an athlete’s words. 

The pressure to succeed is then placed solely on the sporting issue, which can be a problem in 

the event of injury or underperformance. Moreover, ending one's studies can put athletes in 

uncomfortable situations, as this athlete explains: 

"It's better to do something else. Last year was the first time I wasn't studying (...) it was weird 

for me so I didn’t really like it. I'd rather study at least a little bit because I'm not used to doing 

nothing (...) It's true, you can get bored, and that's why some people blow a fuse and want to go 



back to sports training quickly because they don't have anything else to do" (woman, athletics, 

28 years old). 

Athletes explain that studying offers other centers of interest, as an extra-sports activity 

allowing them to escape and get away from sports pressures. 

 "I feel like if you only do sports, there are times in the day when you don't do anything. I find 

that for me it's not the best. (...) I feel it's good to have a double project. It's good to have 

something else to do on the side, to have classes, other occupations" (man, taekwondo, 23 years 

old). 

 

b) A social function 

Attachment to studies also stems from the social equilibrium that they generate. They provide 

additional space for socialization. The high school students interviewed, who had spent 

schooling periods alone remotely with a tutor, said it was a difficult experience. They expressed 

feelings of loneliness that made them all want to go back to integrated schooling, in a classroom 

with other students, as this athlete says:  

 "They organized a class just for me. I was all alone in class. I had a private teacher. I hated it. 

In the morning I got up, I had to go to class by myself, ... it was really hard. This year, we're in 

a class of four and it's already much better.  

And how did you put up with that? 

I don't know, I had to do it anyway, I had to go to school, be alone. Now at the end of the second 

year I'm better adapted, I know more people, it's more pleasant" (male, skater, 15 years old). 



School education has a sociability function. It enables athletes to form relationships with 

athletes from other sports, to integrate into other social networks and get out of their activity 

"to see other faces" (man, rowing, 27 years old).  

For these sportsmen and women, carrying out studies therefore generates significant social 

benefits which, associated with the security and equilibrium function previously demonstrated,  

tone down the excesses highlighted by Donnelly and Petherick (2004) and Giulianotti (2004). 

However, as we shall see below, this does not always correspond to a personal choice on their 

part. 

 

c) Studying in response to parental requirements 

Attachment to education also varies according to the extent parents value it. The more parents 

value the educational project, the more athletes say they feel pressure to be successful at school. 

This is explained by one of the athletes: "In sports science, I did my first year over two years 

(...), if you do that every year, you'll pass your 3-year degree in 6 years. But for my parents, it 

was not an option, they told me: 'OK, we don't mind if you do it this way for the first year, but 

that means that for the following ones, you will do the whole syllabus'.  And it's true that the 

second year was very complicated” (female, rowing, 22 years old). 

In this case, responding to parental requirements allows athletes to retain their parents’ support 

and preserve the family equilibrium they believe is indispensable. 

 

d) A way of satisfying one's own beliefs: the case of studious athletes. 

Attachment to studies also varies according to the level of academic commitment desired by 

athletes. This commitment is sometimes independent of the aforementioned functions and the 



more or less intense pressure imposed by parents with regard to studies. The interviews reveal 

some athletes are more studious than others. 

For some of them, the educational project is not a priority. They always compromise, agree to 

take more time, sometimes give up educational projects or postpone them. In everyday life, 

they do not try to meet school constraints. Their sports project is a priority, although they 

usually continue their education. 

For studious athletes, the situation is more difficult because their educational project is often 

just as important to them as their sports project. Not committing to it the way they would like 

to is a source of guilt and stress. If their studies are not subject to adjustment, they will not 

decide on their own to drop the academic constraints. They apply the rule without 

compromising, and they feel guilty when they cannot apply it. This situation increases stress 

and creates heavy workloads: it is therefore sometimes difficult to reconcile school and training 

constraints. In this kind of situation, sacrifices are made in relation to other temporalities: "It's 

complicated in periods of exams. Three weeks before I left for the World Cup in Rio, I had to 

take exams. I was very stressed because I wanted to train for the World Cup and I also wanted 

to pass my exams. It was a dilemma. There were two of us in the same situation. We went to 

see the coach together because it's always better when several of us talk to the coach. So we 

were able to take some time from training to study" (male, table tennis, 22).  

 

e) A solution to benefit from INSEP services  

Taking an educational course is often a decisive condition for access to the INSEP boarding 

school. As the number of places available is limited, a selection has to be made among athletes 

applying for the boarding school. Those involved in training at INSEP are favored by the 

institution. Discontinuing studies or finding a job places athletes in unfavorable conditions as 



regards their staying at the boarding school. Even if they show strong attachment to their 

studies, some of them enroll in educational courses by default or stagger their studies over a 

significant number of years with the aim of remaining in an educational project.  

 

As a conclusion to this first part, attachment to studies is important, although it is uneven  among 

the athletes interviewed. Carrying out an educational project is indeed time-consuming, but it 

also places the athlete in a situation of well-being, which raises the question of objective time 

and subjective time (Rosa, 2010). As Julla-Marcy et al. (2017) points out, the densest schedules 

do not systematically generate feelings of discomfort, quite the contrary. Dropping an 

educational project objectively lightens the time schedule but can create feelings of discomfort. 

All athletes have found in studying a source of internal motivation (personal project, security, 

equilibrium, social function...) or external motivation (parental pressure...). However, this does 

not prevent them from also considering studying as an adjustment variable when they are in 

situations of intense time constraints. Depending on the value each person attributes to studies, 

arrangements and adjustments are a variable source of tension. The studious sometimes find it 

difficult to do a year’s study over two years or fail to hand over an assignment when others with 

a strong professional project do not hesitate to adjust and modify their schedule, or even 

sometimes attend an educational course by default as explained in the following part. 

 

 

5.2/ Time adaptation strategies specific to high-level athletes 

 



To meet their educational objectives in a context of high sports performance, the multiplication 

of default educational courses, the staggering of studies over time and the reorganization of 

sports time appear as the three key elements of arrangement strategies (Burlot, Richard and 

joncheray, 2016) deployed by athletes. Finally, studies also appear to be a preferred adjustment 

strategy when the sports project requires more time. 

 

a) Losing time to save time 

 

The range of educational courses offered by INSEP is limited in comparison to the whole range 

of courses on offer in the French school and university market. They are either internal to 

INSEP, or external with arrangements (specific schedules, non-compulsory attendance, 

distance learning, etc.), or external without any arrangement.  

Faced with the obligation of a double project (Honta, 2007), if athletes do not enroll in an 

educational course offered at INSEP, they must arrange themselves to carry out an outside 

educational course. If the athlete chooses an educational course without arrangement, the 

educational project may not be validated by the sports federation. However, although there are 

agreements between INSEP and external courses of study allowing substantial arrangements 

(physiotherapy school and others), or even distance learning (engineering school), external 

studies do not necessarily attract athletes who certainly see them as the desired educational 

course but also often as a course that could be more complicated to carry out due to additional 

travel constraints, organizational constraints and the isolation generated by distance learning. 

Within some INSEP sports centers, the educational project remains the athlete’s own but for 

others, it must above all be compatible with training and competition constraints. This is why 

some coaches and/or managers advise against or refuse to involve their athletes in certain 



educational courses, or even set up conditions for sporting success before accepting this type 

of dual project. This is the case of a sportswoman whose condition set by the sports center to 

let her enroll in a physiotherapy course was to obtain a World Championship title.  

"I've wanted to do physiotherapy for a long time. After getting your high school certificate, you 

can go to physiotherapy school via STAPS (a university scientific course around sports), with 

a specialty in physiotherapy at INSEP. So that's what I did, except that you need a motivation 

letter from the federation and in fact when I applied to the school they told me they thought I 

was going to focus more on studies than on sports. So I had to be senior World Champion or 

go to the Olympic Games so that they would allow me to enter physiotherapy school. (...) That 

year, we became Senior World Team Champions. So I went back to them and I went to school 

in September" (woman, pentathlete, 26 years old). 

 

Difficulties associated with studying abroad lead sports coaches as well as athletes themselves 

to choose default educational courses offered at INSEP and postpone their real educational 

project until later. 

"Well, I guess if I wasn't an elite athlete, I wouldn't necessarily do the studies I do. I do studies 

that I like, but that I also chose because they were compatible with my sport and it was offered 

at INSEP..." (man, badminton, 26 years old). 

In addition, there is also the challenge for athletes to maintain the status of athletes in education. 

For some of them, taking an educational course becomes a strategy to maximize their chances 

to stay at INSEP, thus benefiting from training and organizational conditions that they consider 

optimal. The relationship high-level athletes develop with higher education then becomes 

particular: less focused on the duration of their studies, they do not hesitate  to take several 

complementary educational courses during their sports career, which does not mean that they 



are failing academically (Emrich et al., 2009 ; Van Rens et al., 2015) but confirms the difficulty 

of doing a desired educational course (Guilianotti, 2004) without integrating it into a strategic 

vision of time (Darmon, 2013; Burlot, Richard and joncheray, 2016). The utilitarian vision of 

studying is shifting: it is no longer only the diploma itself that is targeted, but the fact of being 

in education, and therefore being able to benefit from the advantages provided by enrolment in 

an educational course.  

  

b) Staggering studies; a way to reconcile educational and sports projects 

 

In order to cope with overloaded schedules, staggering the years of the educational course is 

one of the strategies put in place to reconcile educational and sports projects. 

With the exception of athletes who stagger their studies in order to remain in training  at INSEP, 

staggering is often felt as necessary to be able to reconcile education and training. Soon, these 

athletes do not conceive of doing otherwise. However, this situation often triggers a feeling of 

guilt: that of not being able to study within the same time frame as others, as this athlete 

suggests:  

"I did my first year in three years, and now I've just moved on to second year. Only, my last 

two years, I'm not going to do them in 4 years, I'm going to do them in 3 years because they 

offered it to me. So in the end, I'm going to get back on my feet and do a 3-year course in 6 

years. That way, the year that I will have repeated will not count in the total" (male, kayaker, 

22 years old).  

 

c) Re-organizing sports time; another way to reconcile projects. 



In order to cope with difficult schedules, some athletes, mainly in sports where training is done 

independently, gradually reverse the generally established order and organize their training 

according to their school program. Interviews show that changing training schedules in order 

to go to class is not uncommon. In this case, the athletes concerned are led to train on their own 

or in small groups, with or without a coach and at staggered times.  

"I often train alone. In fact, we have a training program in my discipline that allows me to 

schedule my training according to my class hours. And the coach doesn’t necessarily have to 

be present. I can stay late in the evening or come on weekends, sometimes alone (...). There are 

times when we have to be there but we're pretty much on our own" (man, shooting, 23 years 

old). 

To conclude, the various strategies identified to reconcile the educational and sports projects 

feed the debate on the complementarity of the dual project's temporalities (Aquilina, 2013). 

They are in line with the figure of the time master (Darmon, 2013; Julla-Marcy et al., 2017). 

However, this situation should not hide the risks of overwork and alienation (Rosa, 2010) that 

occur when the pace of life continues to accelerate and becomes unsustainable. 

 

d)  Studying: an adjustment variable 

In addition to being a strongly mobilized element in athletes’ arrangement strategies (Burlot, 

Richard and Joncheray, 2016), studying appears quite regularly as a preferred adjustment 

variable. 

The adjustment function of studies makes it possible to manage the coordination of 

temporalities in daily life, as studying is an activity that the athlete can deal with more easily 

compared to training. Many high-level athletes explain arriving late to class or even missing 



some classes whereas they would not allow themselves to miss a training session. Behind this 

choice, the need for time to recover is often put forward as a justification: 

"...sometimes I tend to skip school a little too much. (...) Well yeah, you're tired in class, it's not 

easy. (...) I couldn't do classes after training on and on (...) I was tired and I needed a rest. It was 

something really restorative for us athletes" (male, boxing, 29 years old). 

 

It is the same for this athlete for whom class is a real adjustment variable with which he knows 

he can play whenever he feels the need to. For him, skipping a class is a way to recover sleeping 

time. 

"You can't skip a training session, objectively you can't (...). As a result, it's easier to skip class, 

as skipping training is impossible, and then you get yelled at. (...) classes, well, she scolds and 

stuff, we have to justify, but..." (male, judo, 20 years old). 

This adjustment function of studies does not prevent this athlete from having a true professional 

project and attaching considerable importance to his educational training. He does not wish to 

discontinue his studies in order to devote himself solely to his sporting project. For him, even 

if he allows himself a certain number of deviations, studies are both a source of equilibrium and 

security.  

As many athletes express in the interviews, it is sometimes difficult to reconcile studies and 

sport, but for many leaving school is also a source of pressure and stress.  

The same temporality can therefore have an adjustment function (Burlot, Richard and 

Joncheray, 2016) and at the same time provide some form of security and equilibrium. This is 

why some of the athletes who do not always attend class nevertheless take their educational 

project seriously.  



 

Conclusion 

This work sheds light on the time management of the double project. It highlights the various 

functions and stakes that top-level athletes attribute to their educational project. One might 

believe that studying is a source of stress and tension for athletes, that they add a burden, extra 

temporality to an already saturated schedule. In reality, although they are unquestionably time-

consuming, they contribute to athletes’ development and equilibrium by meeting internal 

motivations (personal project, security, social equilibrium) and by providing solutions to 

external pressures (such as parental pressure...). Studies allow some athletes to put themselves 

in a reassuring position. The dual project provides a way out "just in case" the sports career 

should stop earlier than expected, while gradually preparing for a post-sports career. This is one 

of the reasons explaining the wide-spread attachment to studies among all the athletes 

interviewed. However, some athletes take an educational course by default for the sole purpose 

of benefiting from INSEP services. But even for them, the completion of a default educational 

course is a way of keeping busy so that they do not get bored. 

In order to carry out their educational project, athletes play with the system rules and set up 

arrangement strategies with the aim of producing an acceptable schedule. However, being 

motivated for an educational project does not imply that they never dodge the rules of the 

educational project. Some athletes use this temporality as an adjustment variable allowing them 

to better manage difficult periods and intense time constraints. The study time then gives them 

room for manoeuver and sometimes even a reserve of time to face the unexpected.  

The present study enriches reflections on the complementarity of sports and educational 

temporalities (Aquilina, 2013). It also feeds the debate on the relationship to time (Elias, 1996). 

The most accelerated paces (Julla-Marcy et al., 2017 ; Rosa, 2010) do not necessarily create 



uncomfortable situations. According to athletes, on the contrary, commitment to an accelerated 

life project generates well-being. However, this attitude questions performance society 

(Ehrenberg, 1991) and reinforces the thesis of time’s alienating acceleration (Rosa, 2010a). The 

case of athletes who enroll in default educational courses in order to maintain equilibrium is to 

be explored as a driving force behind the social acceleration of time (Rosa, 2013). 

Despite athletes’ interest in the educational project, one may wonder to what extent they will 

be able to keep the double project going. This situation has been criticized by the EU as a form 

of unfair competition (Aquilina & Henry, 2010). As a matter of fact, the context of international 

competition in which athletes are involved requires them to compete with athletes who do not 

face the obligation of professional training and dual project. As De Bosscher et al. (2008) 

explains, some nations professionalize their athletes very early on so that they can therefore 

fully meet the increasing sporting constraints. On the other hand, this situation raises the 

question of the limits of time acceleration imposed on sportsmen and women with an 

educational project. To what extent will they be able to maintain the educational temporality in 

their schedules? How far will they be able to accelerate their pace of life without falling into 

overwork or even burnout?  

These questions are eminently problematic and lead us to offer a number of recommendations 

to help athletes and sports institutions better understand and manage this situation. The 

recommendations aim to update the interest and difficulties of educational projects in the 

context of performance sport. 

By letting athletes speak, we have found that the involvement of athletes in an educational 

project is not necessarily a factor of lower performance. For many of the athletes interviewed, 

the educational project proved to be a source of balance and protection. It therefore seems 

necessary that sports institutions take note of this situation, listen more carefully to the actors 



who produce sports performances and trust them. Confidence and listening to athletes is 

undoubtedly the first lesson that can be drawn from this study. This research shows that athletes 

are actors in their trajectory and that the figure of the champion is often associated with mastery 

of time: the athlete capable of planning in complete autonomy and responsibility the  

coordination of the different temporalities of his performance and more broadly of his life. 

However, since not all athletes are masters of time, several courses of action seem important to 

institutionalize in order to provide them with the best possible support. 

Thus, the implementation of support units for the life project of athletes could make it possible 

to best support them in building their autonomy. Indeed, athletes are not all endowed with the 

same dispositions and capacities, and can be blinded by their sporting and educational 

objectives. The case of studious athletes shows the advantage of a third person able to help them 

take a step back. 

In this perspective, we also suggest the implementation of an athlete education program to 

support them in learning the skills necessary for professional sports activity. These studies 

would allow them to acquire the knowledge and challenges of performance sport and thus help 

them to become enlightened actors in their career, particularly on the issue of their educational 

project. 

Finally, we suggest the training of executives (coaches and more generally sports staff 

members) to help them better understand the diversity of situations and lifestyles and the 

interest in responding to the educational aspirations of athletes. 

Beyond offering recommendations, this work also opens up prospects for future research. It 

would seem opportune to undertake research on the points of view of coaches and other sports 

staff members towards the educational project and on the way they conceive of the coordination 

of temporalities.  



 

References 

 

Aquilina, D. (2013). A Study of the Relationship Between Elite Athletes' Educational 
Development and Sporting Performance. The International Journal of the History of Sport, 
30(4), 374-392. https://doi.org/10.1080/09523367.2013.765723  

 

Aquilina, D., & Henry, I. (2010). Elite athletes and university education in Europe: a review of 
policy and practice in higher education in the European Union Member States. International 
Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2(1), 25-47. https://doi.org/10.1080/19406941003634024  

 

Amara, M., Aquilina, D., Henry, I., & PMP Consultants (2004). Education of elite young 
sportspersons in Europe. Final report. Brussels: European Commission : DG Education and 
Culture 

 

Brettschneider, W. D. (1999). Risk and opportunities: Adolescent in Top Level Sport growing 
up with the pressure of school and training. European Physical Education Review, 5(2), 121-
133. https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336x990052004  

 

Brown, S. (2016). Learning to be a “goody-goody”: Ethics and performativity in high school 
elite athlete programmes. International Review for the Sociology of Sport 51(8): 957–974. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690215571145 

 

Bullock, N., Gulbin, J. P., Martin, D. T., Ross, A., Holland, T., & Marino, F. (2009). Talent 
identification and deliberate programming in skeleton: ice novice to Winter Olympian in 14 
months. Journal of Sports Sciences, 27(4), 397-404. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640410802549751  
 

Burlot, F., Richard, R., & Joncheray, H. (2016a). The life of high level athletes: the challenge 
of high performance against the time constraint. International Review for the Sociology of 
Sport, 53(2), 234-249. DOI : 10.1177/1012690216647196  

 

Burlot, F., Le Mancq F., Lefevre B., Mignon, P., Macquet, A.-C., Richard, R., Adam, C.-E., 
Julla-Marcy., M., (2016b) Les rhymes de vie des sportifs de haut niveau : le défi de la 
performance face à la contrainte de temps, rapport de recherche n°14-I-17, HAL Id : hal-
01689993 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09523367.2013.765723
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406941003634024
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336x990052004
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690215571145
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640410802549751
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1012690216647196


Burlot, F., Delalande M., Joncheray H, Desmeslay J., Mignon, P., Julla-Marcy., M., 
Heiligenstein A., (2019) Enquête sociologique sur les conditions de travail des entraineurs de 
haut niveau en France. Des carrières au travail quotidien. Rapport de recherche, HAL Id : hal- 

 

Burlot, F. Joncheray, H., Desenfant, M., Dalgalarrondo, S., Besombes, N., (2017). Enquête sur 
les conditions de préparation des sportifs sélectionnés pour les Jeux Olympiques de Rio, rapport 
de recherche, HAL Id : hal-01689932 

 

Conzelmann, A. & Nagel, S., (2003). Professional careers of the German Olympic athletes. 
International review for the sociology of sport, 38 (3), 259-280. 
 https://doi.org/10.1177/10126902030383001  
 

Darmon, M. (2013). Classes préparatoires. La fabrique d’une jeunesse dominante. Paris: La 
découverte. 

 

David, P. (1999). Children’s rights in sports: young athletes and competitive sports: exploit and 
exploitation. The international journal of children’s rights, 7 (1), 53-81. 
https://doi.org/10.1163/15718189920494264  

 

De Bosscher V., Shibli S., Westerbeek H. & Van Bottenburg M. (2015). Successful elite Sport 
Policies, Meyer and Meyer Sport.  

 

De Bosscher, V., Bingham, J., Shibli, S., Van Bottenburg, M., & De Knop, P. (2008). The 
global Sporting Arms Race. An international comparative study on sports policy factors leading 
to international sporting success. Aachen: Meyer & Meyer.  

 

Delalandre, M. & Demeslay, J. (2015). Prises sur le futur et articulation des temporalités chez 
les sportifs de haut niveau. Une étude de cas au sein du Pôle France d’escrime. Temporalités, 
22. https://doi.org/10.4000/temporalites.3321  

 

Donnelly, P. & Petherick. L., (2004). Workers’ playtime? Child labour at the extremes of the 
sporting spectrum. Sport in society, 7 (3), 301–321. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1743043042000291659  
 

Ehrenberg, A. (1991). Le culte de la performance. Paris : Calmann-Lévy, Essais et Sociétés. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/10126902030383001
https://doi.org/10.1163/15718189920494264
https://doi.org/10.4000/temporalites.3321
https://doi.org/10.1080/1743043042000291659


Eisen, G. & Turner, D. (1992). Myth & Reality: Social Mobility of the American Olympic 
Athletes International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 27, 65–75. 

 

Elias N., (1996). Du Temps. Paris, Fayard. 

 

Emrich E, Fröhlich M, Klein M, et al. (2009). Evaluation of the elite schools of sport. 
International Review for the Sociology of Sport 44(2): 151–171. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690209104797  

 

European Commission, (2007). White paper on sport : COM (2007) 391 final, Brussels, 
European Commission 

 

Frank, R. H. & Cook, P. F. (1995). The winner-Take-All-Society, The Free Press, London, New 
York. 

 

German Sport Confederation, (2004). Education in elite sport in Europe: Final report. Brussels:  

European Commission: DG Education and Culture 

 

Giulianotti, R. (2004). Human rights, globalization and sentimental education: the case of sport. 
Sport in society, 7 (3), 355–369. https://doi.org/10.1080/1743043042000291686  

 

Godber, K. (2012). The life-worlds of elite young athletes: A lens on their school/sport 
balancing act. APEX: The New Zealand Journal of Gifted Education, 17(1). Retrieved from 
www.giftedchildren.org.nz/apex 

 

Guidotti F, Cortis C. & Capranica L. (2015). Dual career of European Student Atlhetes : a 
systematic literature review, Kinesiologia Slovenica, 21, 3, 5–20  

 

Honta M (2007). Organising the dual sporting-social project for high level athletes in France: 
The difficulties of learning of collective action. International Review for sociology of Sport 
42(2), 133-148. DOI : 10.1177/1012690207084748. 

 

INEUM Consulting and TAJ., (2007). Study on the training of young sportsmen and 
sportswomen in Europe. Brussels: European Commission. Available from: 
http://ec.europa.eu/sport/pdf/ doc497_en.pdf [Accessed 10 June 2008]. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690209104797
https://doi.org/10.1080/1743043042000291686
http://www.giftedchildren.org.nz/apex


 

Irlinger, P. Louveau, C. & Metoudi, M. (1990). Temps et Rythme de vie des INSEPIENS, étude 
réalisée à la demande du département du sportif de haut niveau, Mission recherche, Laboratoire 
de Sociologie du Sport. 

 

Javerlhiac, S., Bodin, D. & Robène, L. (2010). Préparer sa reconversion entre engagement 
personnel et contraintes sportives. Terrains & travaux revue des sciences sociales, 17(1), 75-
91. Retrieved from : https://www.cairn.info/revue-terrains-et-travaux-2010-1-page-75.htm. 

 

Joncheray H, Burlot F., & Julla-Marcy M., (2019) Is the game lost in advance? Being a high-
performance coach and preserving family life. International journal of Sports Science and 
Coaching, 14 (4), pp.453-462. ⟨10.1177/1747954119860223⟩. 

 

Julla-Marcy, M., Burlot, F., & Le Mancq, F. (2017). Socialisations temporelles dans le sport de 
haut niveau. De la maîtrise du chronomètre à la maîtrise du temps, Temporalités, 25. 
DOI :10.4000/temporalites.3713. 

 

Kristiansen, E. & Houlihan, B. (2017). Developing young athletes: The role of private sport 
schools in the Norwegian sport system. International Review for the Sociology of Sport 52(4): 
447–469. 

 

Lemieux, C., Mignon, P., Burlot, F., Lefevre, B., Donzel, J., et al. (2006). Etre entraîneur de 

haut niveau : Sociologie d’un groupe professionnel entre marché du travail fermé et marché 
du travail concurrentiel . Institut National du Sport et de l’Education Physique. https://hal-
insep.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01703388/document 

 

Miles, B. & Huberman, A. (1991) Analyse des données qualitatives : recueil de nouvelles 
méthodes. Bruxelles : De Boeck-Wesmael. 

 

Rosa. H, (2003). Social acceleration: ethical and political consequences of a de-synchronized 
high-speed society. Constellations 10(1), 3–33. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8675.00309  

 

Rosa, H. & Scheuerman, W. (2009). High-Speed Society: Social Acceleration, Power, and 
Modernity. University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press. 

 

https://www.cairn.info/revue-terrains-et-travaux-2010-1-page-75.htm
https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1747954119860223
https://hal-insep.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01703388/document
https://hal-insep.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01703388/document
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8675.00309


Rosa, H. (2010a). Alienation and Acceleration: Towards a Critical theory of Late-Modern 
Temporality. Malmö : NSU Press. 

 

Rosa, H. (2013). Social Acceleration: A New Theory of Modernity. Columbia : University Press. 

 

Rosa, H. (2010b). Accélération. Une critique sociale du temps, (traducted by Renault, D.). 

Paris: La découverte. 

 

Rubin, L. M., & Moses, R. A. (2017). Athletic Subculture Within Student-Athlete Academic 
Centers, Sociology of Sport Journal, 34(4), 317-328. https://doi.org/10.1123/ssj.2016-0138  

 

Skrubbeltran, L. S., Karen, D., Nielsen, J. C., & Olesen, J. S. (2018). Reproduction and 
opportunity: A study of dual career, aspirations and elite sports in Danish SportsClasses. 
International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 55(1), 38–59. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690218789037  
 
 
Starkes, J. (2000). The road to expertise: Is practice the only determinant ? International 
Journal of Sport Psychology 31 (4), 431-451. 

 

Van Rens, F. E., Elling, A., & Reijgersberg, N. (2015). Topsport Talent Schools in the 
Netherlands: A retrospective analysis of the effect on performance in sport and education. 
International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 50(1), 64–82. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690212468585  

 

Viaud, B. & Papin, B. (2012). Temps sportif, santé du champion et logique de l'urgence. Staps, 
96-97(2), 9-27. https://doi.org/10.3917/sta.096.0009  

 

Wylleman, P., & Reints, A. (2010). A lifespan perspective on the career of talented and elite 
athletes: perspectives on high-intensity sports. Scandinavian journal of medicine & science in 
sports, 20 Suppl 2, 88–94. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0838.2010.01194.x  

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1123/ssj.2016-0138
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690218789037
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690212468585
https://doi.org/10.3917/sta.096.0009
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0838.2010.01194.x

