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Abstract 
There is a growing trend among European Universities to show interest towards the dual career of 
student-athletes and related issues. Nowadays, the European Union is committed to promote and 
implement, through specific funding programs, research projects aimed to identify and build new 
tutoring models for student-athletes who follow their courses. Taking inspiration from Systems Theory, 
we can affirm that the dual-career of student-athletes is greater than the sum of its parts. Tutoring is a 
part of the system and forms a subsystem in itself. For this reason, it is always necessary to couple 
theory and practice, research and evaluation integrating them into a flexible and adaptable system in 
order to build and develop an effective tutorship program for student-athletes. This paper will show the 
importance of developing tutoring and mentoring programs addressed to student-athletes and focused 
on flexible learning models (Agile Learning, Community of Learning, and Reflective Practitioner’s 
critical thinking) which adopt and incorporate new Web 2.0 communication technologies and tools. In 
addition, a case study and its results will show the genesis of a specific tutorship pedagogical model 
(DU.C.A.S.T.UN ) addressed to student and post-career athletes developed and implemented at the 
University of Rome Foro Italico, Italy, within the Erasmus+ Project named ESTPORT. In conclusion, 
our paper will stress the effectiveness of the model implemented and the possibility of its reuse in 
other universities or contexts. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
In this paper, we present the case study related to the implementation of a specific tutoring and 
learning model for the dual career of student-athletes designed and developed by the University of 
Rome Foro Italico, Italy, the fourth public university in Rome. This institution is the heir of the Italian 
Academy for Physical Education, founded in 1928. Its urban campus is located in the northern part of 
Rome, in the historical area of Foro Italico, a 10.000 square meters venue that hosts the Olympic 
Stadium and prestigious annual tournaments and competitions.  

The University is the only Italian teaching and research institution entirely devoted to the study of sport 
and physical activity. It is provided with new sport and training facilities along with modern laboratories 
which support the development of research applied to the interdisciplinary scholarly field of Sport 
Sciences.  

The University is a community of 2.300 students and about 60 scholars who share the ethical and 
social values of sport. The University includes one Department of Motor, Human and Health Sciences 
and one Doctoral School which offer courses within the three levels of Bologna Process. These 
courses are: Sport and Motor Sciences (first level); Sport Management, Adapted Physical Activity (two 
courses, one in Italian and one in English), Sport Science and Technique (second level); a Ph.D. 
Program in Sciences of Human Movement and Sport (third level). 

The University is very active in the field of international relations, cooperation and projects 
development with more than 160 agreements with the most important European and worldwide 
academic and research centres focused on the study of sport and physical activity. Recently, the 
University has signed an explicit agreement with Italian Olympic Committee (CONI) aimed to foster 
active and retired athletes from its federations to follow a bachelor’s degree course in Management 
and Sport Sciences. Due to this agreement and the interest of EU towards the issues concerning the 
dual career of student-athletes [1] [2], the University has designed a pedagogical model addressed to 
these students, which will be better examined in the following pages.  
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2 METHODOLOGY 
ESTPORT is an Erasmus+ project co-funded by the European Union and aimed to support student-
athletes through a specific tutorship system and help them to couple academic life and sport career 
(http://www.sporttutorship.eu/). Foro Italico’s research and implementation unit of the project has 
carried out its actions utilizing a method aimed at coupling theory and practice. After a deep analysis 
of scholarly literature retrieved from psychology and sport sciences scientific databases, a reflection 
on experiences and good practices of tutorship concerning the dual career of student athletes 
attending Italian and foreign universities was developed. Through workshops and so-called “world 
café” events stimulated by public lectures and discussions, were identified the main legal and 
pedagogical issues concerning the dual career along with new learning models for tutoring student-
athletes. Moreover, were identified the psychological and educational features both of good tutor and 
a more efficient online/distance tutoring and teaching.  

The Italian research and implementation unit has found a way to combine Grounded Theory and 
Action Research seen as hermeneutical approaches capable of better implementing the ESTPORT 
project. The philosophy through which the ESTPORT has been approached was that one of a work-in-
progress project whose main aim was to explore, interpret and understand the issues and topics 
relating to the tutorship and the dual-career of student-athletes as pedagogical issues. The 
questionnaire build by the international units of ESTPORT was administered and used to collect, 
understand and interpret data and results from the research and promotion activities of the Italian 
group. The results were disseminated through publications, public conferences and by trying to 
structure experimental models of implementation of active tutorship in other educational contexts as a 
future “spin-off” of ESTPORT. 

In this regard, the University of Rome Foro Italico has structured and put into practice a particular 
model for tutoring the student-athletes. The model was called DU.C.A.S.T.UN (Dual Career Academic 
Support and Tutoring Unit). The model was based on a systemic epistemological approach which 
tends to see the dual-career of the student-athletes as something which is more (and greater) than the 
sum of its parts. We could say that tutoring is a part of the system and forms a subsystem in itself. 

 
Figure 1. DU.C.A.S.T.UN Model at the University of Rome Foro Italico. 

We have focused our research and implementation on new e-tools based on Web 2.0 seen as a 
means capable of better tutoring student-athletes and interpreted the issues concerning their dual-
career in light of critical pedagogical models: Donald Schön model of the Reflective Practitioner and 
the Community of Transformative Learning [3] [4]. Our university has gradually taken awareness and 
emphasized not only the fact how many victories of its students are won in sport, but also how many 
of the athletes, with the help of sport, have learned to become winners in their further life.  

Also, our research unit has taken awareness of the importance of coupling quantitative and qualitative 
research methods to deeply grasp the issues dealing with the dual career of student-athletes. Also, 
the qualitative methodology can be effective to collect data and, in our opinion, life stories and 
narratives–first-person accounts of experiences must be the first source of data. The research steps 
aimed to collect data should focus on: significant events in personal education/professional career of 
the student-athlete; critical moments in her/his sport career; personal, professional growth; future 
intentions in personal and vocational career or life after her/his career. 
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Moreover, the methodology we have used focused on the ethical issues in tutoring the student-athlete. 
In this regard, through the word café methodology, we have tried to answer the moral and 
philosophical question whether student-athletes deserve to be mentored, supported and assisted 
during and after their professional career or not. In addition, we have identified the characteristics of 
the best tutor as a person and learning assistant in light of student-athletes needs and expectations 
and tried to look at the dual career of student-athletes under the lens of lifelong learning education. In 
this regard, we have also compared advantages and disadvantages of utilizing e-tutorship when 
assisting dual-career and post-career student-athletes, and have concluded that Web 2.0-based tools 
(mainly social networks) can be efficient and safe lifelong tutoring environments for them. These tools 
can also be used to build learning environments in other contexts such as secondary high schools 
attended by athlete-students.  

At URFI (University of Rome Foro Italico), the Du.C.A.S.T.Un model has been fully experimented and 
applied to a group of 27 student-athletes attending an intensive bachelor’s degree course on sport 
sciences (in Italian, "Laurea di I livello") offered by our University in cooperation with the Italian 
Olympic Committee.  

For the implementation of the tutorship model and as a research environment and scenario, a 
feedback and evaluation group was created. Du.C.A.S.T.Un is a flexible, systemic, dynamic and smart 
model which has acted as a development and implementation environment both for the tutorship and 
the dual-career of student-athletes. Du.C.A.S.T.Un can work and be run efficiently with a group of 
student-athlete which ranges from 12 to 15. The key features of the model consist of being made of 
components which act as interactive parts of the same system. The effectiveness of the system is 
guaranteed by continuous feedbacks and communication among the parts. The model is based on the 
utilization of Web 2.0-based communication tools, the critical thinking and the mutual helping through 
learning and tutoring active communities. The scope of the model is to highly motivate the student-
athlete and to involve her/him in the learning process through tasks based on emotional involvement. 
Principal components/actors of Du.C.A.S.T.Un were: 

1 Instructors. These were three teachers selected on a voluntary base from the faculty of the 
course. The three instructors have: teachers 1, background in Psychopedagogy; teacher 2, 
background in Sports Sciences; teacher 3, background in foreign languages and e-learning. 
The three instructors acted as mentors and learning facilitators for the Student-Athlete. 

2 Tutors. They were selected on a voluntary base from the administration staff/Ph.D. students 
group of the University. They have a background in sport sciences (one of them is a sports 
managers and was a high-level athlete). The primary function of the tutor in the Du.C.A.S.T.Un 
consisted of: 

a) acting as facilitators for the symmetric interactions between instructors and Student-
Athletes;  

b) assisting the Student-Athlete for what it refers to examination dates, legal issues, and 
regulations concerning the attendance of the course; 

c) supporting the Manager for Didactics in her/his functions;  

d) maintaining communication with URFI’s tutoring and job placement office and keeping the 
student-athletes informed continuously about any changes that can occur in the course. 

3 Manager for Didactics. She had a background in sport and management sciences. Her function 
was to guarantee the quality of the course in front of the Italian Olympic Committee and the 
URFI through a continuous based-on-feedbacks from student-athletes monitoring action of the 
tutoring process.  

The goal of Du.C.A.S.T.Un was to create an effective and comfortable tutoring and learning 
environment for the student-athlete and to help her/him link academic life and professional 
development. That is to say, an environment based on distributed and lifelong learning models in 
which knowledge is never just a mere theoretical acquiring but it comes as a result of practical 
experiences critically understood and interpreted.  

The implementation of our tutorship model was carried out through a hermeneutical methodology 
focused on the following main steps:  

a) descriptive interpretation of the existing situation related to tutorship and the dual career of 
student-athletes;  
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b) penetration of the reasons that brought the current situation to the current form (analysis of 
interests and ideologies it implies); 

c) sketch of a possible agenda for improving a more active and efficient tutorship system;  

d) evaluation of how to put this system into practice.  

In this regard, we have stressed how complex the profile of the student-athletes is. The student-athlete 
looks like a Centaur. She/he is neither an athlete nor a student, if we conceive of her/him as a person 
who uses to entirely devote herself/himself to the full activities that both sport and education imply [5] 
[6] [7] [8]. 

In this regard, the primary challenge relating to the dual career of athletes has consisted of identifying 
effective tutorship models based on virtual and distance communication. The main philosophies which 
inspired our model and its implementation were those of Personalism, Idealism, and Pragmatism. 
Within these philosophies, student-athletes’ mentors and tutors act as role models which have to be 
emulated and have to offer students/trainees opportunities to improve their life skills. We have 
developed the actions of the project convinced that the scope of a valid tutorship system is always to 
help the student-athlete to develop as an autonomous and independent person according to Howards 
Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligence and that knowledge and learning have to be always oriented 
by values and virtues, implying a practical application [9].  

2.1 Barriers and difficulties  
The main barriers encountered by our research group for the implementation of the tutorship model 
were those concerning the lack of awareness about the issues and problems faced by student-
athletes in our university. The case of our institution – a sport university – can be seen as symptomatic 
of difficulties and problems which tend to frequently occur in all the European University system. From 
a legal perspective, in Italian universities, these difficulties are increased and amplified by legal 
constraints and administrative rules which tend not to favour the process of insertion of the student-
athlete in the system of traditional university courses [10] [11]. To be clear, most of the times student-
athletes face several problems in following these courses. They are forced to combine sport activities 
and competitions with their duties as university students without any help from the same university 
they attend, which, usually, tend to focus on a traditional and non-flexible teaching and learning 
system without any support from distance and Web 2.0-based education.  

Other difficulties concern the didactical methodologies used for delivering the content of subject 
matters to student-athletes and the selection and recruitment of tutors and mentors due to their lack of 
competencies and skills, which should cover their complex rule as learning facilitators, counsellors, 
and expert in administrative support [12] [13].  

2.2 The implementation of DU.C.A.S.T.UN model  
Our research and implementation unit has identified a general sample of 139 student-athletes among 
those who have competed in the Olympic Games and have participated and taken part in regional, 
national, European and World competitions and contests. From the general sample, we have 
extracted a subsample of 26 Student-Athletes only composed of people who have competed in the 
Olympics and taken part in international competitions.  

From the data, we have derived that so-called student-athlete is not officially enrolled as such (as a 
particular category) at the University of Rome Foro Italico. According to internal University regulations, 
after detecting/selecting student-athletes (elite athletes), the University provides individual support and 
facilitation, although any BA degree or MA degree regulations are tailor-made to the different needs of 
different athletes background [15] [16] [17]. 

Before the implementation of DU.C.A.S.T.UN model, the information derived from the administration to 
the two questionnaires showed that didn’t exist any substantial difference between academic and 
sport life for URFI’s student-athletes who didn’t have any idea about what a sport tutor conceived of as 
a learning and sport facilitator could be. 

Most of the student-athletes affirmed that their studies and their athletic performance interfere each 
other due to the impossibility to organize and manage the time dedicated to their studies and sport 
competitions and training. They tend to consider themselves mainly as athlete-students and not as 
student-athletes. The main barriers for the Dual-Career are, in their opinion, the fact that both study 
and training schedules are not flexible and that lecturers of their university didn’t implement learning 
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and teaching strategies that promote a dual career. Moreover, URFI’s student-athletes have shown to 
ignore the national and regional legislation regarding the elite athletes. Also, they claim to ignore the 
academic regulations of their university regarding the student-athletes. 

From the questionnaire, what it emerges as the biggest problem is the lack of information about rights 
and guidance support and opportunities for the Student-Athletes and a lack of involvement of 
university instructors in supporting this kind of students and in using personalized and based on 
distance education learning tools. In URFI’s student-athletes opinion, a tutor should help them 
manage administration and legal issues, inform them about annual exams calendar and provide them 
with new and agile learning methodologies.  

The data from the questionnaire administered to the small sample demonstrate that when the tutorship 
system has its pillars in the figure of a tutor conceived of as an administrative support and the 
lecturer/instructor becomes a facilitator and a counsellor capable of using Web 2.0-based 
communication technologies and social network as flexible learning environments, the tutorship 
system is really effective. Its effectiveness can be measured and evaluated in terms of fully 
satisfaction and increase of motivation towards studies and athletic performance by student-athletes 
who feel to be part of a learning community of human beings in which their rights are respected, and 
their skills and competencies recognized and enhanced [18] [19] [20] [21]. 

2.2.1 Towards flexible learning and teaching models for the student-athletes  

The development of Du.C.A.S.T.Un Model has allowed us to understand the importance of utilizing 
flexible and practical teaching and learning models to help student-athletes develop as reflective 
individuals capable of applying the critical thinking to reflect and share knowledge and experiences 
with others. That is to say, models capable of better enhancing all potentialities of the internet, OERs 
(Open Educational Sources) and Web 2.0 tools as a learning and tutoring environment and a means 
of education. 

We realized that there were teaching and learning models which could be better capable of achieving 
the goals the Du.C.A.S.T.Un as a tutoring and holistic education environment. Taking into account the 
specific literature and other experiences concerning the tutoring system support of student-athletes 
following university courses (in particular, all experiences and results from the first-year research 
within ESTPORT) we have identified three main learning and teaching models suitable for new Web 
2.0 learning and education environment. These models were: Agile Learning, the Community of 
Learning and the model of Critical-Reflective Practitioner. 

1) Agile learning and teaching consist of using a methodology for instructional goals in which agile 
professors and agile student-athletes meet, talk and identify the best tutorship system. This model is 
based on the idea that an agile teacher will be capable of designing and redesigning a course and of 
adapting its content in function of emerging “parameters.” Also, many inquiry-based learning settings 
require dynamic and agile planning) for both the teacher and her/his student-athletes like in a 
knowledge-building community model. What we have done with the application of Agile learning model 
to our athlete-students was to conceive of the classroom and the tutoring system as two connected 
and not disconnected environments: that is to say an integrated learning and tutoring environment 
conceived of as development groups. 

This model has implied both the extensive use of online e-learning and tutoring technologies and 
application of agile principles of “working together,” “being flexible” and “sharing knowledge” to 
achieve the learning objectives of the special course addressed by University of Rome Foro Italico to 
student-athletes. 

The main fundamental values of Agile learning were applied, adapted to the particular learning context 
of student-athletes and enhanced through the use of e-learning tools. These key values were as 
follows:  

a) persons and their positive interaction are more important than processes and tools; 
b) working protocol, rules, and plan are more important than the subject taught; 

c) student-athletes strong collaboration and mutual help in the classroom and out are fundamental; 

d) it is more important responding to change than following a plan; 
e) it is necessary to focus on meaningful learning and not on the measurement of learning; 
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In term of e-learning discourse, we could say that Agile learning was the “software” of DU.C.A.S.T.UN 
as a teaching and learning model. Rather than seeking structural change, the model we have 
implemented and applied has looked for ways to create change in the internal culture of the student-
athletes group. 

Agile learning is, first of all, a model which focuses on teaching-learning as an integrated environment, 
people, and change and is aimed to create a culture of and a “love” and “passion” for learning in the 
university or all environments where student-athletes learn and are educated. 

In Agile learning, face-to-face interaction and relation is considered as the most efficient and effective 
communication way within a group. The application of DU.C.A.S.T.UN model has stressed how the 
use of e-learning and tutoring technologies is necessary and must to be unconditionally accepted 
when it serves this purpose and comes to effecting real change. 

Meaningful learning is another important and fundamental objective of Agile learning. Through this 
concept, we want to stress that what is important when we teach, or tutor student-athletes is not 
measuring their performances through tests but develop their critical thinking helping them reuse what 
they learn in other contexts. The highest priority of DU.C.A.S.T.UN is to satisfy the needs of student-
athletes and through continuous delivery of meaningful learning; through working together and 
creating learning opportunities and self-organizing attitudes by using e-tools. Agile methodology 
enhanced by DU.C.A.S.T.UN has encouraged continual change and the focus on problem-solving. 
DUCSTUN instructors worked together daily using Web 2.0 tools to create learning opportunities for 
all student-athletes, to motivate them both as persons and professionals giving them the environment 
and supporting their needs, and trusting them to get the job done, never forgetting and always keeping 
in mind that meaningful learning is the main measure of their learning progress. 

2) Learning community. The DU.C.A.S.T.UN aimed at creating a virtual and Web 2.0 learning 
community: a group of people capable both of sharing common academic goals and attitudes and 
continuously collaborating in and out the classroom. The learning community created to support 
DU.C.A.S.T.UN model has allowed student-athletes to connect, exchange ideas and results, and learn 
from each other helping them learn going beyond the concept of “subject-matter” or “disciplines,” 
working together in-person and virtually. The community was used by the instructors of the course to 
set shared goals and to “measure” – or better to say, to “evaluate” – collective progress. The learning 
community has motivated and aligned student-athletes around common goals, ways of measuring 
achievements, theories of change, and practices. By enabling shared learning, the community was 
capable of changing successful and unsuccessful experiences (mainly those in sport career) into 
deepening collective knowledge. 

Also, the learning community of student-athletes has supported forms of distributed leadership and 
provided skill-building opportunities. These opportunities were allowed by the daily use of Web 2.0 
communication tools. The community has facilitated fast-cycle learning, evaluation of individual and 
collective results allowing the instructors of the course to understand what works for whom. 

In the DU.C.A.S.T.UN model, the learning community has served as a centre to foster a dynamic 
interaction among the student-athletes. Also, this active community has allowed them to build a strong 
identity and a sort of “corporative soul” which has turned the learning community into a community of 
practice based on mutual help and the idea that each student-athlete needed a personalized strategy 
to learn and be tutored. The acceptance of the concept of being a learning community has spread 
among the student-athletes the idea that they may or may not achieve the same results. But the 
important was that all members of the community must be helped achieve the highest goals by the 
highest performance according to her/his capacities and following the principle of mastery learning 
enhanced by e-learning and communication tools.  

3) The Reflective Practitioner. Another learning and teaching model upon which the DU.C.A.S.T.UN is 
based is the reflective practice. In a nutshell, this practice consists of thinking about or reflecting on 
what one does. It is very closely linked to the concept of learning from experience, in which one thinks 
about what one did, and what happened and make decisions from what one would do differently next 
time. Donald Schön (1930-1997) has theorized this model and applied it to different domains of human 
learning and subjects. Thinking about what has happened is a fundamental part of being human. 
There exists a difference between casual “thinking” and “reflective practice.” The main difference is 
that reflective practice always requires awareness and a conscious effort to think about events and 
facts and to develop insights into them 
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Starting from these characteristics and the genesis of the model, the reflective practice, enhanced by 
the utilization of e-learning and communication tools by the student-athletes, was used as a skill to 
develop and achieve in the context of a learning community whose values were rooted in experience. 
The use of Web 2.0 tools has enhanced this experience within the learning community and made it 
similar to the cycle of experiential learning that can be summed up by four specific action phases, 
mainly: Reflect, Conceptualise, Apply and Change what you do. 

The starting point of what we can call “DU.C.A.S.T.UN philosophy” is that reflective practice in 
student-athletes is a skill which can be learned and honed through an active, dynamic, action-based 
and ethical skills, put into practice and dealing with complex and challenging situations. Reflection in 
Learning helps professional development of student-athletes. It helps them explore theories and apply 
them to their experiences in a more structured way, encourages them to explore their beliefs and 
assumptions and to find solutions to problems.  

The actions of Read, Ask, Watch, Feel, Talk and Think implied in the reflective practice are enhanced 
by all new learning environments based on Web 2. tools. These settings turn (individual) reflective 
practice into a shared and communitarian activity in which communicative interactions play a crucial 
role both as a means to learn and to solve problems.  

The Benefits of Reflective Practice within DU.C.A.S.T.UN model can be seen in the increasing of self-
awareness and emotional intelligence and the development of a better understanding of values related 
to knowledge experienced by URFI’s student-athletes. Reflective has helped them develop creative 
thinking skills, and encouraged active engagement and involvement in learning processes. 

The regular using of reflective practice by student-athletes within online environments has supported 
more meaningful awareness about their career development and personal growth. 

2.2.2 Web 2.0 technologies and the importance of a distributed e-learning environment  

The development of DU.C.A.S.T.UN model was made possible by the use of a Distributed learning 
environment built upon Web-based instruction experiences, streaming video conferencing, face-to-
face lessons, distance learning through videos, social networks (mainly Facebook), online chatting 
and other experiences in which traditional educational models and e-learning were coupled and 
combined. These technologies have allowed DU.C.A.S.T.UN to focus on a learning model based on 
learner-to-learner and tutor-to-learner interaction.  

Also, DU.C.A.S.T.UN used Mobile learning (M-learning) via the Internet and social networks accessed 
through personal mobile devices (mainly smartphones and tablets) to obtain learning materials, 
communicative interactions and online educational repositories by the student-athletes. M-learning 
allowed the student-athletes to easily access to Open Education Resources and tutoring tools in a 
very flexible way, anywhere and anytime. Mobile e-technology (that is to say, the technology based on 
M-learning which uses all kind of mobiles to access to educational resources and materials) has 
provided student-athletes supported by DU.C.A.S.T.UN with the possibility to access knowledge and 
educational content working at a distance in online social groups to complete tasks.  

For students such as the student-athletes who are forced to stay for long periods of the year out of 
Rome or abroad to participate in competitions and tournaments and cannot regularly attend courses at 
the University, m-learning can offer them a flexible and agile way to learn, communicate and interact 
at a distance with their instructors, tutors and mates.  

The experience of DU.C.A.S.T.UN has shown that mobility both for student-athletes, tutors and 
instructors is the central issue in the formation for their dual career. M-learning has helped the 
particular students not only to go beyond physical mobility but has provided them with the opportunity 
to overcome physical constraints by communicating with people and accessing digital learning 
resources, without any regard to time and place. 

Within DU.C.A.S.T.UN, the using of mobile learning has facilitated not only easy access to content, 
the sharing of materials and communication by student-athletes but also the exploration of the multiple 
possibilities offered by Web 2.0 technologies both as a learning and tutoring tools. DU.C.A.S.T.UN has 
contextualized mobile learning inserting it into the context of a Distributed learning system aimed to 
facilitate and enhance teaching, learning, and tutoring of student athletes.  

The Distributed learning system of which mobile learning represents a fundamental component is 
more than the sum of its parts. In a systemic perspective, we could affirm that It is a vehicle for 
exploring the changing nature of learning in the context of dual career student-athletes education. An 

7357



effective distance and online education is the key to a successful tutorship system for the student-
athlete. This system requires a flexible and efficient learner support services, and to ensure the 
successful delivery of learning experiences at a distance. The quality of the support services a 
university can offer depends on its particular capacity and resources which are at its disposal. 

An effective distributed learning system for supporting the tutorship of student-athletes has to couple 
both academic (tutorials, advising and counseling services) and administrative (such as enrolment, 
admission and registration, record keeping, information provision and delivery of study materials) 
support.  

The tutorship model used at Foro Italico University for tutoring student-athletes as a part of a 
distributed learning system has included chats and instant messaging platforms. The primary platform 
and smartphone application used by DU.C.A.S.T.UN was WhatsApp. This application was used due to 
the recent rise of its popularity and the fact that is very useful for enhancing communication within a 
group, also allowing individual video calls among participants in the group.  

Classroom communication between student-athletes following university courses using WhatsApp has 
not yet been researched and examined thoroughly. But from the results of a questionnaire 
administered to our student-athletes, we can derive that this use is very efficient. To sum up, 
WhatsApp has allowed student-athletes to better communicate each other nurturing the social 
atmosphere, creating dialogue, mutual understanding and help. Also, the student-athletes mentioned 
the main advantages of WhatsApp: simple operation to do, no cost, availability, and immediacy 
relating to the interaction. They also mentioned main educational advantages, such as a comfortable 
environment which has a positive influence on their dialogues and interactions, and the possibility to 
be acquainted with their fellow students. The accessibility of study materials, the tutor/instructor 
availability, and being involved in an experience of continuous learning beyond regular class hours 
were the main academic advantages highlighted by student-athletes.  

Distributed learning has enhanced the potential of DU.C.A.S.T.UN both as a tutoring and learning 
model. One of its main aims consists of coupling academic counselling for self-directed learning. That 
is to say: encouraging student-athletes to articulate their learning goals; helping them understand their 
orientations, strengths, and areas of improvements; advising them on the exploration and selection of 
learning opportunities offered by the university and by their post-career as former athletes; and, finally, 
guiding them towards established goals. 

Distance education and distributed learning are for sure the best technology capable of promoting self-
directed learning and supporting, in an effective way, the quality of the tutoring system addressed to 
the student-athlete. Its benefits can be seen at several levels, mainly at:  

1 Planning, because online learning and tutoring provide flexibility for student-athletes and give 
them the possibility of pacing their individual study. 

2 Monitoring, giving student-athletes the chance to decide when what and how to understand the 
subject correctly. 

3 Evaluating, because, in online and Web 2.0-based learning environments, student-athletes can 
get instant feedbacks from their instructors, mentor, tutors and fellow students. 

To sum up, distance education as a part of the system of distributed learning aims to deliver a quality 
education to student-athletes who cannot physically attend the university. There advantages and 
disadvantages of distance education.  

Flexibility, the possibility to provide student-athletes with equal opportunities (the same of all other 
students) to study the university education or pursue the education of their choice and matching their 
needs and interests, the cost effective and convenient of this kind of education made cheaper by new 
e-learning tools and virtual learning environments, are the main advantages of current distance/online 
education for the student-athletes.  

To be clear, the focus on distance education stresses the importance of creating a real distributed 
learning environments to support the study and the career of student-athletes. The effectiveness of 
DU.C.A.S.T.UN model designed, put into place and implemented by University of Rome Foro Italico is 
made possible by the use of new distance and e-learning technologies provided by the Internet and 
Web 2.0. This model is aimed at enhancing student-athletes education and training trough dialogue, 
learning individualization and development of a critical attitude towards the world around.  
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The dialogic structure of DU.C.A.S.T.UN is testified by the flexible academic interaction between the 
instructor/tutor and the student-athlete it implies and which is aimed at effective teaching and learning. 
This interaction can be seen as a subsystem of a greater system in which society, sport federations 
and the University as an Administrative Institution interact.  

3 SUSTAINABILITY 
Feedbacks from student-athletes collected from surveys, interviews, and questionnaires have shown 
that the DU.C.A.S.T.UN model is effective and highly motivating for Foro Italico student-athletes. This 
model is feasible, and its application can be extended to all of the URFI student-athletes. Thanks to 
ETSPORT project, URFI has become aware that it had a tutoring model for its student-athletes which 
needed to be better identified, improved, developed and implemented. Moreover, our university has 
understood the importance of training new tutors for putting the DU.C.A.S.T.UN model into practice 
and transforming it into an efficient and permanent tutoring environment. In a nutshell, it is crucial to 
make all URFI instructors aware of the importance of tutoring their student-athletes in the best 
possible way, to teach them to utilize new e-communication and teaching tools and select those who 
have or are more interested in developing specific competencies to tutoring student-athletes. We have 
identified particular styles of tutoring and, in the future, it will be necessary to find a solution to put 
them into practice. We are convinced that these styles have to be shown by every tutor of student-
athletes.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
To be clear, it is necessary not only to select, recruit and train excellent tutors for supporting the 
tutorship for the dual-career of student-athletes at URFI but also to identify instructors from its 
department who are highly motivated and more sensitive towards the problems faced by that particular 
category of students. These instructors must own an open and flexible mentality, be capable of 
managing new distance and Web 2.0-based learning tools, put themselves on the line and, finally, 
ready to face the challenge from social networks as learning environments. We have to take 
awareness that not all instructors from a university department can adequately cover the function and 
role required to be a facilitator of student-athletes’ learning in the complex and fragmented scenarios 
of modern education. However, we are convinced that this capability of adaptation by instructors and 
tutors will come to nothing and all our efforts to enhance the quality of instruction for student-athletes 
will be useless if the legal constraints and barriers which oppose to the enhancement of this quality 
are not rethought by ours and all European universities in light of a more democratic, inclusive and 
dialogic practice [22] [23]. To be clear, there will not be any future for the student-athletes’ dual career 
until those constraints and barriers are completely removed and overcome (or rethought in light of a 
more systemic philosophical approach). 

In conclusion, motivation, knowledge, and comprehension of the subject matters the student-athlete is 
studying along with the process of acquiring them face-to-face or in online virtual environments must 
be the pillars of an effective system to tutor and mentor student-athletes. This system has to help them 
develop problem-solving skills and to discover how to better understand things. Therefore, in the 
future, our aim will be to implement the tutorship system by teaching tutors to be and act as better 
tutors, that is to say, learning facilitators and human beings capable of using the emotional capital and 
e-learning tools to motivate their tutees. 
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