
Benefits of Implementing a GPA Requirement for Athletic Eligibility 
Research Anecdotal 

Most students achieve the new standard within two 
years, especially with support systems in place for 
athletic tutoring. (Bukowski) 

-- Estimates of students ineligible for play may not be 
accurate due to students who did not try out because 
grades would not have qualified them and students who 
transferred or dropped out. (Guilford County, NC) 

Stricter standards for students can be beneficial as long as 
they are given the necessary support and resources.  Many 
schools reviewed that included GPA requirements as part 
of eligibility also mandated study sessions for all athletes 
and/or tutoring sessions for athletes not meeting eligibility 
requirements. (Beaufort County, Scottsdale, Henrico 
County, Harrisonburg City) 

 Some schools and school boards believe implementing a 
GPA requirement for athletic eligibility will help students 
better qualify for the new NCAA GPA guideline of 2.3 for 
incoming Division 1 athletes. 

 Community perception is that students are in school to 
learn and student-athletes are students first.  There is a 
belief that increasing academic eligibility requirements for 
athletes to include GPA will result in higher achievement, 
graduation rates, and test scores. 

 

Challenges in Implementing a GPA Requirement for Athletic Eligibility 
Research Anecdotal 

After 10 years of including GPA as a requirement for 
academic athletic eligibility, Rockford, Illinois schools 
found no increase in graduation rates or test scores. 
Instead, the change resulted in smaller teams, 
dwindling school morale, and students afraid to take 
harder classes.  

The decision to increase academic eligibility to include 
GPA is often based on anecdotal and not research based 
evidence. 
 

Athletic participation had a positive impact on 
academic performance and that impact may be 
attributable to the difference between male in season 
and out of season performance.  (Sitkowski) 
In OPS, it was determined that athletes that would be 
most affected by GPA requirements would be 
African-American males in football and wrestling. 

Members of several organizations (Rockford, IL school 
district; Baltimore, MD school district; and a Washington 
State Athletics Association Board) expressed concerns that 
students may be unwilling to try upper level or AP courses 
due to fear of losing eligibility. 

 Community and athletic program perception is that teams 
with lower academic thresholds will have an advantage over 
teams with higher academic eligibility standards. 

 Some schools were not able to field entire teams and 
therefore had to forfeit entire seasons due to lack of 
eligible players. 
Example:  Forest Park High (Baltimore, MD) varsity and 
junior varsity football teams.  Annapolis High (Dearborn, 
MI) varsity football. 

 Students, coaches, and parents expressed concerns that 
students may stop attending school or may fail more 
classes by not participating in athletics. 

 Arguments from parents, coaches, and athletic directors 
have resulted in reversing increased eligibility standards 
which include GPA requirements.  Example:  Ashland, 
MA parents questions why their athletes had to “jump a 
higher hurdle” than competing districts. 

 Athletic directors argued that athletic programs should 
remain student friendly and students, no matter what their 
grades, should have the right to participate. (Bukowski) 

 

 



Considerations for Implementing a GPA Requirement for Athletic Eligibility 
Research Anecdotal 

As of 2010, there were 42 State Athletic Associations 
without a GPA requirement for athletic eligibility.  
The eight states with a 2.0 GPA requirement in 2010 
were:  Arkansas, California, District of Columbia, 
Florida, Hawaii, Louisiana, New Mexico, Utah, and 
West Virginia. (National Federation of State High 
School Association (NFHS) 2010 Athletic Eligibility 
Survey) 

Most state athletic associations require grade checks only 
at the semester.  Schools found that conducting grade 
checks periodically throughout the semester allowed 
schools to assist struggling student athletes prior to being 
ineligible by state athletic association standards. 
Currently OPS academic coaches check grades every 2-3 
weeks. 

Participation in high school athletics lowers dropout 
rate and increases graduation rate.  
See attached document The Case for High School 
Activities from NFHS.   

The GPA requirement at most reviewed schools looked at 
the previous and current semester totals, not the 
cumulative GPA. 
 

The number of high school graduates who play 
Division 1 sports in college is minimal.  In the state 
of Nebraska, 117 graduates signed letters of intent to 
play sports for Division 1 schools in 2012 and 104 
signed in 2013. (NCAA) 

An appeals process is beneficial for students with 
extenuating circumstances such as students with IEPS or 
students who experienced recent traumatic events. 

In Omaha, if a 2.0 GPA were instituted, 15% of 
athletes would have been ineligible to play sports 
during the 2011-2012 school year.   
This would have made a total of 582 out of 3,886 
athletes ineligible district wide and at individual 
schools as follows:   
Benson 97 out of 467  
Bryan Sr. 47 out of 408 
Burke 48 out of 759 
Central 92 out of 669 
North 107 out of 672 
Northwest 110 out of 404 
South 81 out of 507  
(Omaha Public Schools Research) 

Some schools chose to delay implementation of the GPA 
requirement by one year to give the district time to pilot 
the program; gather input from students, coaches, and 
parents; and time to educate students, coaches, and 
parents on the new regulations. 
 
Some schools chose to apply a staggered implementation 
of the program by slowly increasing the GPA requirement 
over several years.  For example, 1.5, 1.8, 2.0 over 3 years.   
Guildford County, NC chose to have a lower GPA 
requirement for true freshman of 1.5 and a higher 
requirement for 10-12 graders of 2.0. 

 In 2 out of the 9 districts with GPA requirements 
reviewed, the GPA requirement was implemented not just 
for student athletes.   
Examples:  Scottsdale, AZ GPA requirement and 
mandatory help is for all students.  In Cumberland 
County, NC, the GPA requirement applies to students in 
band, clubs, and athletics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Research Regarding Students and Athletics 

2009—Comparing the Academic Performance of High School Athletes and Non-Athletes in Kansas 2008-
2009.  Angela Lumpkin, University of Kansas, and Judy Favor, Baker University. 

 
Of the 17,249 non-athletes for whom data were available, 88.1% graduated with 2,323 failing to graduate. Of the 
12,218 athletes, 97.6% graduated and 303 failed to graduate. 
 
The number of students who dropped out of Kansas high schools in 2008-2009 was 2,016 across grades 9-12; 94% 
were non-athletes. 
 
The state athletic association for Kansas requires students to be enrolled in and passing 5 classes during the previous 
and current semesters. 
 
2003—The Effect of Extracurricular Activities on School Dropout.  Jilann Bush.  2003.  Illinois Wesleyan 

University. 
 
As expected, participants in all five categories of extracurricular activities had lower dropout rates than non-
participants, but athletics was the only type of extracurricular activities that was a significant protective factor for 
school dropout. 
A total of 1,489 students from two suburban middle schools were studied. 

2001—The Case for High School Activities. National Federation of State High School Associations (NFHS). 

• Activities Support the Academic Mission of Schools.  They are not a diversion but rather an extension of a 
good educational program. Students who participate in activity programs tend to have higher grade-
point averages, better attendance records, lower dropout rates and fewer discipline problems than 
students generally. 

See attached document for additional information. 

2001—A Comparison of Academic Athletic Elig ibility in Interscholastic Sports in American High Schools.  
Dr. Bruce Bukowski.  The Sports Journal. 

The researcher randomly selected 125 high schools across 48 states and compared their requirements for athletic 
eligibility which focused on four specific academic eligibility areas:  1)  GPA  2)  maximum number of Fs  3)  time 
frame to meet minimum requirements  4)  adherence to individual state association guidelines. 

Of 125 schools included in the study, 94 indicated they had no GPA requirement.  Only 31 indicated that they had 
incorporated a minimum GPA requirement, of which 19 required a 2.0 or higher. 

Of 125 schools surveyed, 23 indicated their athletes could have no Fs for athletic eligibility.  Fifteen schools indicated 
their athletes could have 2 or 3 Fs and still participate; seven of these 15 schools also included a GPA requirement.  87 
of the schools indicated students could fail one class and still participate in athletics. 

Time frame to meet minimum requirements relates to the amount of time students would be academically suspended 
from play.  Suspensions ranged from one week to half a school year.  Athletes found ineligible had different ways in 
which to gain their eligibility back again.  Some innovate ideas on how high schools are dealing with academic 
suspension include weekly grade checks, having the honor society run a study hall for the athletes, and having coaches 
coordinating academic study halls for ineligible athletes. 

Omaha Public Schools academic coaches currently check grades every 2-3 weeks and all ninth grade athletes and 
upperclassmen athletes with 2 or more failing grades and/or a GPA below 2.0 receive additional support. 

2005—Research Brief:  Academic Requirements for Elig ibility by Mike Muir 
Athletes have higher grades than non-athletes. 
“In schools that had strong academic requirements, athletic directors reported students adjusted to the requirements 
once they were set in place.” (Bukowski)  
Students who participate in support programs are more likely to improve their grades and restore eligibility to play. 



2008—The Effects of Participation in Athletics on Academic Performance among High School Sophomores 
and Juniors.  Dissertation.  Lee S. Sitkowski.  June 2008.  Liberty University. 

It was determined that there was a significant relationship that existed between academic performance, measured by 
GPA, and athletic participation. Through an analysis of 249 high school sophomore and junior boys and girls, it was 
found that athletic participation had a positive impact on academic performance and that impact may be attributable 
to the difference between male in season and out of season performance.  
 
For the paired t-test analyses it was found that overall there was a significant difference in the GPA scores during and 
after the sporting season was complete. In fact, it was found that the GPA scores decrease after the sporting season 
has been completed. This provides evidence that participating in sporting activities do have an impact on the 
GPA scores for students 
 
 
2010—Physical Activity and Sports Team Participation:  Associations with Academic Outcomes in Middle 
School and High School Students.  Research Article for Journal of School Health. 

Research findings:  physical activity by itself or in relation to participation in sports teams indicates positive 
associations between physical activity involvement and academic achievement among students. 

Because sports team participation may be the primary context in which many middle school and high schools students 
are physically active and because sports team participation is associated with higher GPA, possibly due to reasons 
other than increased physical activity (eg, eligibility requirements, peer norms for studying,), sports team participation 
becomes an important cofounder in the relationships between physical activity and academic outcomes. 

For high school boys and girls, sports team participation was significantly associated with higher mean GPA. 

Data for this analysis was collected from 4746 middle and high school students from 31 schools in the 
Minneapolis/St Paul metropolitan area of Minnesota. 

 


