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Abstract
The role and value of athletics within schools is frequently a point of
contention among students, parents, teachers, coaches, administrators, legislators and
other education-related community members. The disputes that arise have provided
much of the impetus for investigation into the merit of athletic participation in
relation to the impact upon academic achievement. Furthermore, in the modem high
school setting, there exists a variety of options for students to meet the academic
requirements for graduation, bolster their transcripts for competitive college
acceptance, and pursue a number of other personal interests. At the crux of these
pursuits lies the nexus of academic achievement, extra- and co-curricular
involvement. In this standards-based era, much debate exists surrounding the
emphasis of sports participation and the worth of such participation to the student and
community. The focus of this study is to analyze potential relationships among
student-athletes' overall GPA due to the level of involvement in advanced courses
and co-curricular athletic programs. The implications for these fmdings can offer
data to expand the knowledge regarding the impact of co-curricular sports on
academic achievement, while including an emphasis on the quantity of advanced
courses in students' schedules.

KEYWORDS: Academic achievement, sports participatio~ GPA, co-curricular
participation
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Statement ofthe Problem
The inherent value of organized athletic participation can be traced to ancient
times, from ball courts in Mesoamerica to the Olympic Games in Greece. Athletics
have played a key role in human societies for centuries; yet, it wasn't until the 19th
century that athletics and academics clearly joined together in the realm of schools.
The fIrst intercollegiate competition took place in 1852, followed by high school
incorporation of athletics in the early 1900s. Even still, most sports programs of the
early 1900s assumed a primarily recreational position in the educational community
(Burnett, 2001). Often viewed as a stalwart advocate of education, John Dewey
addressed the importance of considering the inclusion of athletics into the academic
program by stating,
" ... sometimes, perhaps, play, games and constructive occupations are resorted
to only for those reasons [diversions or recreation], with emphasis upon relief
from the tedium and strain of 'regular' school work. There is no reason,
however, for using them merely as an agreeable diversion" (Dewey, 1919, p.
228).
Throughout the remainder of the 20th century, what began as two strands of
curriculum-the academic (i.e. reading, writing, and arithmetic) and the recreational
(i.e. athletics}-have now become increasingly entangled; so much so, that what was
deemed "intramural" or "extracurricular" has now been incorporated within a
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school's curriculum and identified as "co-curricular."
The role and value of athletics within schools is frequently a point of
contention among students, parents, teachers, coaches, administrators, legislators and
other education-related community members. The disputes that arise have provided
much of the impetus for investigation into the merit of athletic participation in
relation to the impact upon academic achievement. Furthermore, in the modem high
school setting, there exists a variety of options for students to meet the academic
requirements for graduation, bolster their transcripts for competitive college
acceptance, and pursue a number of other personal interests. At the crux of these
pursuits lies the nexus of academic achievement, extra- and co-curricular
involvement. According to the National Federation of State High School
Associations, in the 2004-05 school year, athlete participation rose for the 16th
straight year, accounting for over 7 million participants (Vargas, 2005). As a result of
the increased participation levels, high school administrators and coaches are
incorporating athletic programs into the school's master academic schedule.
Competitive athletic team involvement is becoming increasingly more common in
comprehensive high school settings, and substantial research exists confirming the
benefits of participation in extra-curricular activities, and more specifically, organized
team sports (Broh, 2002; Burnett, 2001; Fejgin, 1994; McNeal, 1995).
Simultaneous to the growth of extra- and co-curricular involvement is the
increased emphasis on student achievement due in large part to federal legislation
proposed by President Bush and passed by the U.S. Congress in 2002. Secondary-
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level administrators are now responsible to not only prepare students for graduation
and higher educatio~ but also ensure compliance to all No Child Left Behind Act
provisions. The resulting high-stakes testing and accountability require school
leaders to provide an environment where students will receive instruction driven by
state standards from "highly-qualified" teachers.
In addition to traditional core academic courses, many comprehensive high
school settings offer a variety of athletic programs for students, some allowing
students to earn physical education credits for participation in a sport (which also
results in a grade counting towards their total grade point average).

While the value

of student participation in terms of improving the students' overall level of academic
achievement as measured by students' GPA has been previously studied, the
relationship between the number of sports teams and advanced courses in which
students participate has not been explored.
High school administrators are challenged with ensuring a rigorous academic
menu while providing opportunities for students to develop psychosocially which
often involves character development alongside extra- and co-curricular participation.
This includes providing opportunities for any and all students to achieve
academically, athletically, and socially to one's own personal standard. Scheduling
Advanced Placement (AP) courses, which even in a large, comprehensive high school
may only have singleton offerings, and sports teams practices at concurrent or
overlapping times creates additional conflicts in students' lives. The specific time
conflict, coupled with energy and focus conflicts have led to years of research and

Level of High School Sports Participation 4

discussion surrounding the value of sports participation in the high school setting.
If one subscribes to Coleman's (1961) theories, students will be more inclined
to choose that which increases their social capital (peer acceptance). Yet one must
look at the community of the high school setting and the values placed upon each
endeavor. Further studies incorporating a larger sample of high school communities
could provide insight; more specifically, each site could conduct survey research
periodically to stay abreast of community values and changes in students' perceived
social capital through academic achievement and sport participation.
Purpose ofStudy
The purpose of this study is to compare the academic achievement, as
measured by grade point average, of students involved in co-curricular sports
programs in the high school setting by specifically evaluating the number of advanced
courses and co-curricular sports teams students participate in during one school year.
The emphasis on academic achievement leads many high school administrators to
focus on the academic coursework offered by the institution in isolation of other
important factors. The reality being, students who also participate in co-curricular
activities need specialized guidance in monitoring their progress as they are balancing
a rigorous academic schedule with activities also requiring a significant time
commitment. Students desiring to be more competitive candidates for colleges have
traditionally been encouraged to choose the most rigorous academic schedule and
participate in as many extra- and co-curricular activities as possible. While each
student should be advised based upon individual strengths and needs, administrators
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could use the findings of this study to promote unity of the entire educational support
team (including counselors, athletic directors, coaches, parents and students
themselves) by leading the development of general and individualized academic
plans, that include a myriad of options for academic rigor and co-curricular
participation.
Justification and Significance ofStudy
In this standards-based era, much debate exists surrounding the emphasis of
sports participation and the worth of such participation to the student and community.
The focus of this study is to analyze potential relationships among student-athletes'
overall GPA due to involvement in advanced courses and co-curricular athletic
programs. The implications for these fmdings can offer data to expand the
knowledge regarding the impact of co-curricular sports on academic achievement,
while including an emphasis on the quantity of advanced courses. Due to the
inclusion of academic credit for athletic participation, administrators need to take into
consideration the impact of advanced courses (which usually provide a ''weighted''
GPA benefit for the student) and co-curricular athletic participation. This study will
help build upon the research ofBroh (2002), Fejgin (2004), and Hunt (2005) by
comparing the quantities of advanced classes and athletic program participation with
the student's resulting GPA. The results can provide data which high school
administrators will be able to use as they lead the discussion in their schools for
developing strategies to assist students in planning the quantity of advanced courses
and athletic participation in order to gain the greatest benefit for each student.

Level of High School Sports Participation 6

Additionally, many schools require students to obtain a minimum GPA of2.0
or higher for participation in co-curricular activities, which could offer motivation for
students who might not otherwise have earned above a 2.0 GPA. An increase in
academic rigor, coupled with participation in multiple co-curricular activities, may
have a significant impact on a student's ability to achieve the minimum grade point
average (even with the weighted grade).

Proposition
Based on the author's experience as a classroom teacher and coach, along
with observations and conversations with parents, coaches, teachers and members of
administrative teams, there exists a proposition that a comparison of the G PAs of
students with multiple advanced courses and participation in more than one athletic
program will demonstrate lower GP As than those students with only one sports
program participation and multiple advanced courses or no advanced courses and
multiple sports program participation. One wide-spread notion is that as students
increase their levels of participation and rigor in activities, academic and athletic,
students become less successful in maintaining higher GPAs due to the limitations on
their time for completing assignments, studying, attending practices and competitive
contests (games, meets, matches, etc.) (Coleman, 1961). The premise showing no
significant difference in GPA among students with higher levels of participation than
those with lower levels of participation in academic and athletic programs would
support current practices neglecting specific academic counseling for students
involved in both endeavors (sport participation and advanced courses) (Melnick, Sabo
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& Vanfossen, 1992a; 1992b).

Definition of Terms

For this study, the following terms are defined as noted.
Advanced course: a course identified as "honors," "advanced placement (AP)"

or "International Baccalaureate (IB)" on students' transcripts. Courses
identified by AP or IB notations are national and international scholastic
programs with specific curriculum and culminating examinations. Courses
deemed "honors" are identified by the high school where the study was
conducted as a course more rigorous than the "general" offering.
Sports participation: involvement in co-curricular, multi-level (varsity, junior

varsity and freshman) high school programs offered at the high school where
the study was conducted. The offerings at the high school where the study
was conducted are: baseball, basketball, cross country, field hockey, football,
golf, roller hockey, soccer, softball, swim, tennis, track and field, volleyball,
water polo, and wrestling.
Grade point average (GPA): the grade value for each course completed

divided by the total number of courses completed: A earns 4 points, B earns 3
points, C earns 2 points, D earns 1 point and an F earns no points.
Weighted GPA: a student's GP A after accounting for completion of advanced

courses (Honors, AP or IB); weighted values are as follows: A earns 5 points,
B earns 4 points, C earns 3 points, D and F grades no not receive any grade
inflation, remaining the same value as a non-weighted course.
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Academic GPA: a student's GPA based only on courses in the A-G

requirements for four-year college entrance requirements, not including
courses such as Athletic PE (which students in this study are enrolled),
teacher's aide, or other courses considered "elective" beyond the A-G scope.
GPA credit for co-curricular sports participation: students in this study are

given physical education credit (up to 2 Yz years to fulfill the school's
requirement) or elective credit (beyond the 2 Yz year requirement) for
participation in a co-curricular athletic team. Students are enrolled in a sport
specific course (Le. Track and Field, Baseball, Football, etc.), offered on a
semester-long basis. Students then earn GP A points for their grade in the
course.
Brief Overview ofStudy

The study will compare 2004-05 GPAs of Track & Field students enrolled in
various levels of advanced courses and athletic programs at a large, comprehensive
high school. Students participating in athletic programs not including Track and
Field or those not participating in any athletic programs are not included in this study.
Chapter 2
Literature Review
Overview

The purpose of schooling is not simply to disseminate information to students,
but to educate and train students in skills necessary for success beyond organized
school institutions. Students' experience in school can be the opportunity to develop
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a variety of character and social skills. Previous studies have continuously confirmed
that participation in sports assists the socialization process of students, which is
transferred to academic, educational success (Broh, 2002). Skills necessary for
success in academics such as having a strong work ethic, respect for authority, and
perseverance can be promoted through participation in sports, simultaneously
advancing the success in both areas (Broh, 2002; Coleman, 1961; Miracle & Rees,
1994). Some research has identified differences in attitudes and behaviors between
athletes and non-athletes (Spreitzer & Snyder, 1977), yet has not shown evidence
proving the relationship between sports achievement as causal. Instead, and rather
anecdotally, the achievement results could simply be a fimction of the selection of
better students into sports programs. Often, the requirement for students to obtain
and maintain a minimum GPA of2.0 may exclude students who's GPAs are below
the standard, thus skewing the results in favor of higher GPAs of athletes. Fejgin's
study (1994) indicated there is a large selection bias of higher achieving, "good"
students into participation in extracurricular activities including sports. However, it
could not be determined if "sports participation builds self-discipline, or whether selfdisciplined students choose to participate in sports teams and are able to endure the
strenuous training regime" (Fejgin, 1994, p. 214).
Longitudinal studies using the nationally representative samples from the
High School and Beyond survey in the 1980s have not supported negative effects of
sports participation (Marsh, 1993; Melnick et al., 1992a; 1992b). Melnick and his
associates have completed numerous studies related to sports and education, which
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have generally found, except in a few subgroups and outcome areas, that participation
in sports is generally unrelated to educational achievement. Yet, more recent studies
have provided the opposite results of connecting sports participation and
improvement in students' grades (Fejgin, 1994).
Studies of locus of control and the relationship with sports participation and
the resulting impact on achievement often show a positive connection (Fejgin, 1994).
Fejgin's longitudinal study evaluates student participation in competitive sport on
student outcomes such as academic achievement, educational aspirations, selfconcept, locus of control, and discipline problems. Athletic participation was
evaluated based on simply the involvement level (not a participant, intramural
participant, junior varsity/freshman participant, varsity or captain participant).
However, continuous participation throughout the school year was not included in the
study. Students might have only participated for one sport's season, which may not
have the same impact on semester grades (a sport season generally runs for 12 weeks,
while a semester generally runs 18 weeks). In the end, Fejgin's fmdings do not offer
clear causal explanations, simply an affirmation of the positive effects of sports
participation.
In this literature review, five areas related to the theoretical aspects of
academic achievement and involvement in extracurricular sports will be discussed.
These areas are: The Debate, Developmental Theory, Multiple Role Theory,
Cultural! Social Capital Model and Conflict Theory.
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The Debate
The debate in educational communities over the emphasis of sports in our
culture has brought about a variety of theoretical perspectives. Two of those
perspectives, one from Coleman and one from Hunt, explore two views on high
school student participation in sports and the connection to academic achievement.
Coleman's (1961) classic study provided much of the foundational research claiming
sport participation distracted male high school students from their academic efforts.
Coleman introduced a zero-sum model where varying amounts of time dedicated to
academic, athletic or social endeavors were considered to be in competition with one
another; therefore, multiple activity participants did not receive a positive benefit
from increased involvement in activities. This claim led to further study related to
multiple roles discussed later in this chapter.
Coleman also examined the values placed on academics and athletics, linking
values shaping athletes' identity to the value given to athletes in particular schools.
Coleman's notion that the social status (identified as social capital in later studies)
athletes would receive from their participation in extra-curricular activities (EA)
being more valuable than academic achievement (AA), therefore creating conflicting
roles and resulting in a detriment to the students' AA. Coleman's conclusion has
since been considered unfounded in the modem context of the high school experience
(Marsh, 1993). Additionally, his views related to social status have been further
explored and connected to the concept of cultural capital discussed later in this
chapter. While his research did provide the initial inquiry for continued study of the
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impact of sports participation (expanded to extracurricular and co-curricular
activities) on students, much has changed in the field of education since his work,
including Title IX and the inclusion of women's sports. While subsequent research
has challenged and disproved the negative findings of Coleman's study, many high
school administrators still hold a zero-sum theoretical perspective.
Hunt's (2005) work, building upon Fejgin's (1994) fmdings, more recently
addressed the converse perspective stating participation in extra-curricular activities
does not increase GPA, but rather, students who earn higher grades may be more
likely to participate in extra-curricular activities. His study, ''with both a longitudinal
design and selection controls, suggests that participation in extracurricular activities
shows no consistent academic effects" (Hunt, 2005, p. 432). He argues the lack of
effects may be due to a simultaneous benefit of extracurricular participation and
academic outcomes. Hunt supports his findings by exploring the following
explanations for the lack of effect:
1)

Schools have minimum academic standards a student must achieve
and maintain in order to participate in extracurricular activities;
thus, those students with higher grades are those who are
participating in extracurricular activities;

2)

Students with lower grades are disenfranchised with school, and as
such, reduce participation as a whole, including extracurricular
participation;

3)

Students with higher grades may be more confident as students and
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are more willing to increase extracurricular participation since they
do not see it as an interference with already established success;
4)

Students with higher grades are looking to increase their credentials
for college and thus, increase their extracurricular participation in
order to better their selection by colleges due to a common belief
that colleges prefer students accomplished in multiple endeavors
(academics and extracurricular activities).

In fact, Hunt concludes, the "level of academic outcomes leads to students engaging
in multiple roles" (p. 442). Hunt's findings also specifically link to Fejgin's (1994)
study addressing multiple role theory discussed later in this chapter.
Stemming from Coleman's (1961) foundational study, researchers have
continued to explore the various components of the relationship between academic
achievement and extracurricular participation. The theoretical perspectives
commonly used to aid in the explanation of the various researchers' [mdings are
discussed below.
Developmental Theory

Developmental theory arises as one of the prominent theories in evaluating the
relationships related to participation in extracurricular activities, more specifically,
athletics and the fostering of positive character development in ways which
complement skills promoting academic achievement. Some of these attributes have
been identified as time management, work ethic, perseverance, respect for authority,
competition, and teamwork. Studies attempting to show causation have contradictory
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and often mixed designs, but provide food for thought on the connection between
participation in athletics and academic achievement. Overall, the results are varied
and draw no consistent conclusions other than the agreement of a relationship existing
between extracurricular activity (EA) and academic achievement/performance (AA).
Highlights of this research are presented below.
Developmental theory looks at individual student outcomes while
emphasizing the character building effects of athletic participation (Rees, Howell, &
Miracle, 1990; Spady, 1970 as found in Fejgin, 1994). Students involved in
extracurricular activities are socialized in such a way that the experiences they have
in sports, such as learning a new skill or winning a competition, are seen as
developing maturity and self-confidence which is then applied to their academic
endeavors. Furthermore, additional contact with adults (coaches, teachers, and
parents) via athletic participation can reinforce desired behavior, conformity to rules,
and norms related to education and school (Broh, 2002).
Broh's (2002) study explores an additional perspective, the leading crowd
hypothesis in which sports participation provides students with an increased peer
status. He argues "by increasing social status, sports participation provides studentathletes with membership in an academically oriented peer group that, in turn,
facilitates higher academic performance" (p. 72). If positive results are found,
students who participate in sports can be viewed as privileged, thus bringing about
disadvantage to those who do not participate. Broh's claims connect the issues of
privilege and disadvantage to the social capital model discussed later in this chapter.
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The most common component of the relationship between athletic
participation and academic achievement in the field of developmental theory studies
the positive aspect of extra-curricular activity involvement as it relates to increased
academic achievement.

Various studies have shown differing effects among racial

and social groups (Eitle & Eitle, 2002; Melnick, Sabo, & Vanfossen, 1992a, 1992b;
Snyder & Spreitzer, 1990). For instance, Eitle & Eitle (2002) found sports
participation contributes to the achievement of some groups (white and middle class
males) but did not have a significant influence on lower socioeconomic and minority
groups. Conversely, Sabo, Melnick & Vanfossen (1993) concluded a student's
educational mobility (continuing on to college after high school) was based more on
race or gender than participation in athletics. Additionally, demographics of the
school and surrounding community may have greater impact upon academic
achievement than multiple levels of participation in extra curricular activities,
specifically sports (Broh, 2002). Each of the aforementioned characteristics provide a
domain for further research.
Additional benefits in the social development of participants in multiple cocurricular programs are also supported by current research (Broh, 2002; Hunt, 2005).
Thus, the value of student participation in co-curricular activities should be evaluated
in conjunction with one's academic schedule, leading to the discussion of multiple
role theory.

Multiple Role Theory
Multiple role theory examines the effects of the cultural aspects of the
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experience of high school students on their academic achievement stemming from
Coleman's research in 1961 (Hunt, 2005). The foundation of this theory is built from
the premise that students add various roles for themselves when they participate in
extracurricular activities (Coser, 1991). Coleman (1961) viewed these roles as
creating conflicting interests for students, whereas, subsequent research found the
roles to be more complimentary (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1990; 1992). Snyder and
Spreitzer's (1992) results also showed higher academic outcomes for athletes, further
supporting beliefs of adding sport participation (as an additional role for the student)
results in increased academic achievement. Snyder and Spreitzer conclude their
findings by stating both roles of scholar and athlete "provide social 'payoffs' in the
high school structure and are important for the development of adolescents" (p. 521).
Coser (1991) suggested that a diversity of roles is beneficial to the student
because the simple involvement in multiple roles provides the parameters for students
to build initiative and manifest skills necessary for success in each of the roles.
Adding the roles of different forms of extracurricular activity to the preexisting roles
of a student increase the opportunities for that student not only in the school setting
but also for life outside of school (Coser 1991). Marsh (1992) also found that
participation in some extracurricular activities had a positive effect on academic
outcomes, while others had no effect or a negative effect, indicating that some, but
not all, combinations of the roles of student and extracurricular participant are
beneficial. It is through the assumption of these roles that the attainment of skills
occurs. The skills and other experiences a student acquires can be viewed as cultural
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or social capital, discussed next.
Cultural/Social Capital Model
The concept of "cultural capital" as introduced by Bourdieu (1977) and
expanded by DiMaggio (1982), suggests social inequality is reproduced through such
institutions as schools (as found in Eitle & Eitle, 2002, p.126) Social capital has been
viewed as the accumulated benefits one obtains through membership in social
networks (Portes, 1988). The area of interest, as it relates to sports participation and
academic achievement, is the potential for different networks to produce social capital
of variable worth. By building social ties to peers, teachers, and school vis-a.-vis
athletic participation, students create additional social capital (Broh, 2002). For
example, Broh suggests when at sports practice or competition, students and parents
may share information about school and other educational resources which would
otherwise not have occurred. Essentially, Broh argues students create and reinforce
social ties through athletic participation, thus, acting as a catalyst for academic
achievement. However, Hunt notes that "social capital may be acquired from sources
other than participation in activities and these sources may influence both
participation and academic benchmarks and outcomes," yet does not suggest what
these sources may be (Hunt, 2005, p.421). Eitle and Eitle (2002) continue the
discussion by observing that individuals who are culturally disadvantaged
(specifically referring to black males) may depend more on sports as a way to gain
cultural/social capital due to the perceived added value in American culture of
athletes. They note, however, this dependence can result in negative effects related to
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academic achievement. Instead of viewing sports as a distraction or diversion of
energies used for academic pursuits, Eitle & Eitle contend students pursue sport
because they lack strong academic skills which leads to further disadvantage as
emphasis is misplaced into athletic endeavors instead of academic ones. So, even
though students may gain immediate social capital as athletes, future capital gains
(social, economic, and otherwise) are impeded due to minimized academic
achievements in school.
In the modem context, where student performance is analyzed according to
various sub-groups of the student population in a school based on race, gender and
socioeconomic status, it is crucial for administrators to review research studies which
may provide data and insight related to institutionalizing privilege and disadvantage.
These specific concerns lead to a discussion of conflict theory discussed next.

Conflict Theory
After considering the variances in acquiring and maintaining social capital
related to participation in sports, the reality of differences in students' social capital
leads to a discussion of the privilege often associated with greater amount of social
capital. Conflict theory addresses the inequality of "sports participation among
different social groups [and the perpetuation] of existing social structure and
stratification" (Sage, 1990 as found in Fejgin, 1994, p.212). In the American culture,
athletes often receive more recognition than others, which may be associated with a
higher social status of the individual. It is the potential resulting privilege which may
perpetuate social hierarchies promoting "the interest of the dominant elites" (Fejgin,
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1994, p.225). Sabo et al. (1993) found sports participation promotes stratification
within the high school structure by helping those who are already advantaged (white,
middle-class) more than it helps the disadvantaged (lower- and working-class, black
youth), effectively reinforcing stratification. Additionally, students considered
advantaged also take advantage of the benefits provided by sports participation more
effectively than their counterparts. While this is not the focus of this study, the
implications for providing privilege simply based on one's participation in extra- or
co-curricular sports should be addressed in further research.
Fejgin's (1994) study addressed the social class bias in sports participation.
She found students from lower socioeconomic groups had fewer opportunities to use
the benefits of sport participation towards improving their academic and educational
endeavors. Fejgin attributes the disparity to two factors: 1) parents educational level
and 2) the negative effects of public school affiliation and size. She argues parents
with higher education levels may place an increased value on the benefits of sport
participation and thus, encourage such participation, possibly even providing earlier
opportunities to acquire benefits through private or community classes or camps.
Fejgin ties school affiliation, size and student socioeconomic background together by
claiming "students from lower socioeconomic groups have fewer opportunities to
participate in school sports because the schools they attend offer fewer such activities
or do not encourage active participation" (p. 225). These claims, however, are not
substantiated by research, and are merely the author's speculations. Nevertheless,
observations of continued achievement gaps between social groups based on gender,
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race and socioeconomic background support ongoing research in hopes of bridging
those gaps.

Conclusion
The varying results of research studying the relationship between academic
achievement and sport participation can possibly be related to the definition of "sports
participation" used in the study which is where this study will fill that void by
clarifying the number and type of participation. While many studies have looked at
participation in a variety of extracurricular programs, few have selected out students
who are participating in high school athletic sports programs and compared those
involved in multiple sports seasons. This study looks not only at the achievement
outcome (as measured by GPA) of high school students' participation in co-curricular
sport, but juxtaposes sport participation and the quantity of advanced courses which
has not been previously addressed in other research studies.
Chapter 3
Methodology

Design
This is a quantitative study, using descriptive statistics to analyze the
relationship between GPA and degree of participation in high school sports.
The spring 2005 Track and Field roster of 132 students enrolled in the athletic
course was used for the sample group. Team rosters were compared to identify
students who participated in only track and field or track and field and either one or
two other sports (i.e. field hockey, football, basketball, etc.) during the 2004-05
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school year. Rosters were obtained from the athletic director. Student transcript
records provided each student's GPA for the 2004-05 school year. Gender and year
in school (freshman, sophomore, junior or senior) were also obtained from the student
transcript records. Each student's transcript was reviewed to determine the number of
advanced courses, counted in semester units. There are two semesters in the school
year with a possible six course choices per semester, thus providing the maximum
number of semester units of advanced courses at twelve. However, it was possible for
a student to have been enrolled in thirteen or fourteen semester units if the student
was involved in the International Baccalaureate program.
Descriptive statistics were used to compare the GPA of the following twelve
groups:
1) track and field only with no honors/advanced courses
2) track and field only with 1-4 honors/advanced courses
3) track and field only with 5-8 honors/advanced courses
4) track and field only with 9-12 honors/advanced courses
5) track and field and another sport with no honors/advanced courses
6) track and field and another sport with 1-4 honors/advanced courses
7) track and field and another honors/advanced course with 5-8
honors/advanced courses
8) track and field and another sport with 9-12 honors/advanced courses
9) track and field and two other sports with no honors/advanced courses
10) track and field and two other sports with 1-4 honor/advanced courses
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11) track and field and two other sports with 5-8 honors/advanced courses
12) track and field and two other sports with 9-12 honors/advanced courses.
The rationale for these groupings was to show GP A differences of students as the
involvement in activities progressively increased.
Subjects
The subject sample of 132 students came from a comprehensive high school,
with a population greater than 3400 students in suburban, San Diego County. The
sample was a convenience sample of athletes involved in athletic programs and
whose transcripts include grades received for their participation. The sample group
was from the author's track and field roster. Student-athletes of all competitive levels
were included in the study (varsity, junior varsity and freshman levels). All track and
field athletes spend equal time in practice and competition regardless of their
competitive level, whereas, team sports such as basketball, football or volleyball often
have varied practice and competition time requirements for each of the different
levels. Using track and field athletes as the athlete sample group controlled for
variance in practice and competition time requirements during a sport season, in this
case in the spring of2005. The sample included students from four grade levels:
freshman, sophomore, junior and senior.
Materials and Instruments
Team rosters were used to determine students participating in sports
programs. Transcripts were accessed using the school's attendance and records
system, ARIES, which included advanced coursework and student GPA. The
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school's registrar provided a report, using the track and field roster, of student
transcript information used for the study: student grade level gender, coursework
grades, and GPA. A calculator was used to determine mean GPA for each group
identified in the study. Additionally, the median and mode GPA was determined for
each of the twelve groups identified in the sample section.
Procedure

The computerized student data program (ARIES) was used to collect student
data, with the assistance of the school's data processor, for students enrolled in the
2005 track and field course. Students were then assigned a code (student number)
and categorized into one of three categories based on their sports participation (track
and field only, track and field with one other sport or track and field with two other
sports). Each student's transcript was then reviewed for advanced courses. Each
completed semester of advanced courses was recorded for each student. Students'
GPA for the 2004-05 school year was recorded into the following four formats:
1)

Total Unweighted GPA (includes all courses including grade points
for athletic course)

2)

Total Weighted GPA (includes all courses including grade points
for athletic courses and inflated grade points for advanced courses)

3)

Academic Unweighted GPA (does not include grade points for
athletic course or inflated grade points for advanced courses)

4)

Academic Weighted GPA (does not include grade points for
athletic course but does include inflated grade points for advanced
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courses).
Internal Validity
The primary concerns for internal validity are subject characteristics, history,
and selection bias. By selecting athletes from the intact group of track and field
athletes, the study is limited in generalizability to athletes involved in track and field.
The study does not include athletes involved in any combination of sport participation
that does not involve track and field. Also, student-athletes involved in only track
and field does not exclude them from participating in other co-curricular programs or
activities outside of the high school which may limit generalizability of results for
those participants only involved in track and field.
Additionally, the study does not distinguish between varsity, junior varsity or
freshman athletes or teams. Varsity athletes might have been involved in athletics for
many years, and their academic and time management skills have developed over the
years more than those at the lower levels or not involved in co-curricular activities.
The study also does not control for grade level, which can influence the rigor
and balance of coursework for each student. Anecdotally, freshman grades are often
the lowest of a student's four years in high school due to such challenges as adjusting
to the transition from middle school, student's level of maturity and the increased
rigor of courses in high school. Traditionally, a student's junior year emphasis is on
academics as it being the last transcript entry before applying to colleges.
Furthermore, the senior year's academic requirements are often less than those of
underclassmen (usually schedules consist of only two required courses with the
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remaining courses being electives).
Students who participate in multiple high school athletic teams may have an
academic advantage as their activity involvement is closely connected to the school
and may provide benefits to the student that outside programs cannot access (such as
tutorials on campus and increased communications with teachers, coaches and/or
administrators).
Student gender, ethnicity and socio-economic status are also not controlled for
in this study.
External Validity
External validity is limited due to the study consisting of only one year of
data. To improve this validity, a longitudinal study could be performed which would
evaluate students' participation in advanced courses and athletic programs and
resulting GPA throughout the students' four years in high school. Additionally, this
study only includes data from one, large, suburban high school limiting external
validity to those schools of similar demographics. The size of the school is large but
with only 132 students in the sample the sub-groups, which are based on the number
of honors courses and level of sports participation, are small. To control for this, a
replication study could be conducted to include multiple schools of varying
demographics.
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Chapter 4
Results
Data Analysis
One hundred thirty-two ninth through twelfth grade high school studentathletes' transcripts were used for this study; 49 ninth graders, 38 tenth graders; 25
eleventh graders; 20 twelfth graders. The convenience sample consisted of 72 males
and 60 females. All students participated in the 2005 spring sport Track & Field. 42
students participated in Track & Field only; 84 students participated in Track & Field
and one other sport (either a fall or winter sport); and six students participated in
Track & Field and two other sports (both a fall and a winter sport). Table 1 shows the
number of students in each level of sport participation and amount of
honors/advanced courses. In all but one category (Track & Field +1 sport and 5-8
advanced courses), as the number of advanced courses increased, the number of
participants in each category decreased. One could surmise this to be due to
additional requirements being placed on the student, such as time commitments, but
individual interviews would be needed to confirm that conclusion.
The average unweighted total and academic GPA for ninth through twelfth
grade students in each of the twelve participation possibilities is shown in Table 2.
For every category of sports and honors/advanced course level of participation, Total
Unweighted GP A was higher than the Academic Unweighted GPA. Students
included in this study received an increase in total GP A due to the inclusion of
positive grade points being added to their grade from their participation in the sports
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course for GPA credit. Thus, in this sample, all students' GPA were improved with
the inclusion of the grade points earned from participation in a sport PE course
regardless of the level of total sport and/or honors/advanced course participation.
Most often, students participating in the sport received three or four (B or A) grade
points. So, by that fact alone, sports participation does have a positive effect on
students' GP A under the system in place at this particular school where students
enroll in a sports course for academic credit.
The largest group in the study, those in Track & Field and one additional
sport, earned higher GPAs than those participating only in Track and Field in each of
the sub-set categories based on advanced courses. This may be attributed to the large
number of students also participating in Cross Country (38 of 84 students), the fall
sport most similar to Track and Field. The participation levels (including time
commitment) of Track and Field and Cross Country are most similar among the
sports included in the study. The higher GPA findings may also support previous
findings showing higher participation levels develop and promote skills necessary for
success in multiple roles (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1992).
In each sport participation level, students taking no advanced courses earned
the lowest GP A of the category. Students taking advanced courses earned higher
academic weighted and total weighted GPAs than the corresponding unweighted
GPA simply due to the reality of grade inflation of the honors/advanced course.
However, in all but one category (Track and Field and 5-8 honors/advanced courses),
GP As were progressively higher with additional courses. The highest GP As earned
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are those students in more than five honors/advanced courses. Overall, students
enrolled in Track and Field only earned lower GPAs than their counterparts with
greater amounts of sports participation.
The average total unweighted and weighted GPA for ninth through twelfth
grade students in each of the twelve participation possibilities is shown in Table 3.
The average academic unweighted and weighted GPA for ninth through twelfth grade
students in each of the twelve participation possibilities is shown in Table 4. By
removing the grade points for sports participation (thus creating the academic GPA),
each group earned higher GPA's when weighted. This is due to the grade inflation of
the weighted GPA for honors/advanced coursed. Again, for every group, except the
Track and Field only with 5-8 honors/advanced courses, GPA rose with the increase
of honors/advanced courses without the inclusion of the grade points from their sport
participation.
Chapter 5
Discussion and Recommendations
Discussion
Consistent with findings from Hunt (2005), Broh (2002) and Fejgin (1994),
the results of this quantitative, descriptive study continue to challenge many
previously held notions regarding the zero-sum relationship between academic
achievement and sports participation. Sports participation clearly improved students'
academic achievement as measured by their GPAs. Therefore, school administrators,
charged with designing an educational community supporting all students, must
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consider the positive results of sports participation when orchestrating the master
schedule as course placement could inhibit a student from accessing both avenues of
academic achievement and sport participation. Additionally, cooperation between
classroom teacher and coaches should be fostered so as to reduce any notion of
animosity related to a student who attempts to pursue both academic achievement and
sport participation simultaneously. Granted, many coaches are also classroom
teachers and are intimately familiar with the rigor and demands ofhonorsladvanced
courses. Thus, this familiarity can provide an avenue for further research of attitudes
of students, teachers and coaches regarding the nature of the relationship among them
related to the impact of multiple levels of participation in advanced courses and
athletics. Ultimately, any and all cooperative steps to unite the learning community
in the endeavors permitting students to achieve higher levels of success in areas of
both academics and athletics should be passionately pursued.
The average GPAs in each subgroup can be considered suspect as most
participants earned above a 2.00 due to specific minimum GP A requirements. There
were thirteen participants below the minimum; however, the average of the group
offset the lower GPAs. Even though only 10% of the sample earned below a 2.00
GPA, it is not plausible to extrapolate that percentage as representative of the entire
school. Student-athletes are required to earn above a 2.00 GPA in order to participate
in a sport. Therefore, many students with lower GPAs may simply self-select or be
excluded from sport participation by not meeting the requirement. Conversely,
students who are grade eligible may be self-selecting to increase their levels of
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participation, effectively driving the gap wider between those who do and those who
do not participate in sports. A follow-up longitudinal study could include student
GP As prior to participation in order to substantiate the notion of students with higher
GP As choosing to increase participation in sports and academic courses.
Privilege and disadvantage are realities of our world, yet our educational
communities should not serve to institutionalize any barriers nor promote
unwarranted advantages. Broh (2002) acknowledged the reality of increased student,
parent, peer and teacher interactions with increased sport participation, yet did not
determine the context of those contacts. Valuable for school administrators in their
pursuit of promoting success for students, especially in a culture where email and text
messaging are a dominant form of student communication, is the benefit of increasing
access to positive role models, be it peers or adults. Individual case studies could
provide insight for administrators as to the impact of increased teacher contacts on
academic achievement of students involved in sports. Broh (2002) also questioned
the visibility of students in sports and the potential for teacher leniency and possible
subsequent grade inflation. Teacher bias as it relates to sports participation is a
component of this topic not yet explored in the body of research.
Students involved in the highest level of sport and honors/advance course
participation was the smallest group in the study which leads to the question: Does
the rigor only attract a few students who experience success or are only a few
students able to access and perform successfully at the higher levels of participation?
The issue of access is well within the parameters of school administrators, and as

Level of High School Sports Participation 31

such, when designing master schedules administrators need to place additional
emphasis on the accessibility of each program offering.
This study does not address the variety of sport participation existing in a
comprehensive high school. Further research and analysis of the possibility of
different sports having varied effects on academic achievement may provide
additional insight related to team sport versus individual sport dynamics. For
instance, team sports like football and basketball might increase social ties and
networks (related to social capital) whereas, individual sports like track & field and
swimming may enhance skills related to work ethic (related to multiple roles). By
isolating the student achievement level and the type of sport, administrators could
glean important information about student characteristics evident of high academic
achievement and the type of sport. It would be valuable to see if students in
individual sports participated in higher levels ofhonors/advanced courses when
designing a master schedule in a way so that students could easily participate in both
simultaneously.
Snyder and Spreitzer (1990) suggested students use their involvement in
athletics to enhance their "human capital" when gaining access to college. High
school administrators need to assist students in making choices that will provide the
greatest sum gain for each individual student. If a student chooses to participate in
athletics in order to increase one's chances of being accepted into college, yet is not
able to maintain adequate academic achievement levels, then there is a zero-sum gain.
The fmdings of this study substantiate Snyder and Spreitzer (1990) by showing the
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increase of sports participation does not provide any net gain in GP A for students not
enrolled in honors/advanced courses. Furthennore, students with no
honors/advanced courses earned the lowest GP As of all sub-groups. If students
already disadvantaged by socioeconomic status, gender, race or type of school they
attend do not have the same levels of social capital as their peers and they then
increase their sports participation without an increase in GP A, they become further
disadvantaged as Sabo and his associates (1993) presented in their study. In these
individual cases, school administrators need to develop a community of decision
makers supporting the student in making choices fostering the greatest benefit.
Additionally, identifying with one's school may also offer support of the findings that
sport participation positively affects academic perfonnance (Fejgin, 1994).
While this study's design does not provide explanations or proof of causation,
many inquiries for further study are presented. One area for further investigation
would be to explore the explanation for athletes' ability to obtain higher grades as
being a result of the notion athletes are more disciplined and compliant with rules,
which then transfers to their academics (Fejgin, 1994; Snyder & Spreitzer, 1990). The
students with the highest levels of sport participation and academic achievement
comprised of only six students. Nevertheless, these results do support previous
research from Coser (1991) and Hunt (2005) suggesting the notion of students
involved in a high level of activities learn skills related to time management essential
for academic success. Other studies have found commonality among high academic
achievers and their ability to build a skill set which supports achievement in multiple
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areas simultaneously (such as multiple sports and honors/advanced courses
participation) (Snyder and Spreitzer, 1990). In this study, the highest OPAs earned
were by those taking more than 5 honors/advanced courses, regardless of their sports
participation level. Again, confirming the notion of students with the skill set for
success in academics can apply those skills to achieve success in other aspects of their
life.
Multiple role theory, as developed in Seiber (1974), Snyder and Spreitzer
(1990), Coser (1991) and Hunt (2005), suggest the multiple roles of athlete and
student are complimentary. Showing the improved OPA results with increases of
honors/advanced courses and sports participation helps to encourage school
administrators to support the development of programs with complimentary role sets.
Further research, including additional roles, would also provide information for
counselors and parents to assist in improved advising for student selections of
activities and courses. While past performance should not be the only indicator used
to predict future success, it could clearly be used at the starting point for realistic goal
setting on part of the student, counselor, parent and school administrator.
Demographics and socioeconomic aspects were not included in this study, yet,
could provide further insight to attitudes, expectations and available student support
systems. It is widely accepted that students with solid support systems succeed. Yet,
our conceptualization of "support system" may need to adapt to a more modem
context where it is possible for students to spend more time with teachers, coaches
and peers than their own parents. If parents' education level is known to be
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significant to a child's success, then would not the educational level of one's peers
and coaches also have a significant impact? In essence, changing the notion of peer
pressure to become viewed as a more positive influence.
While the media has portrayed education in a one-size-fits all, one-measuresays-it-all perspective, schools are comprised of diverse individuals. Therefore, one
course of action would be to conduct a longitudinal study in which students'
information was collected prior to, during and after sport participation. A
longitudinal design would also allow for the inclusion of detailed information
regarding course offerings. In this study, it was assumed honors/advanced courses
contained similar requirements and rigor. However, it is realistic to state that courses
in the freshman year are clearly distinguishable from those offered in the junior or
senior year. Even more conclusive would be to conduct large-scale case studies in
which multiple roles, varied levels of sports participation, and academic achievement
were analyzed alongside observations of students, teachers, coaches and administrator
attitudes related to each individual's role responsibility and perceived success.
Studies assigning numerical value to human behavior are inconclusive and
misleading of the true nature and complexity of the human condition. While there are
commonalities among groups containing similar characteristics, true predictability
cannot be achieved nor measured mathematically. ''The weaker the designs, the
larger the effects. The stronger the designs, the fewer the studies and the more
discrepant the findings" (Hunt, 2005, p. 419). Findings from research have provided
the theories which construct the foundation for varying school administrators' master
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schedules either promoting or hindering student involvement in co-curricular
activities while attempting a more rigorous course of study. This study used
descriptive statistics to analyze one limited and specific sample in order to establish
the catalyst for further research. In sum, academic advising in conjunction with cocurricular participation needs to accentuate the unique needs of the individual while
incorporating knowledge gained from comparisons of similar characteristics.
Recommendations

One significant area of concern is that of access to all program options
(academic and athletic) for all students. This study supports prior research results
demonstrating a positive relationship between athletic participation and academic
achievement. Additionally, the reality of varied social capital among students must
be acknowledged at first; then, direct and specific action must be taken by educational
leaders and administrators to design programs within schools providing the most
access for all students in order to build and maintain social capital. While creating
privilege is not an identified outcome goal for most educational leaders, program
designs providing access to both academic rigor and sport participation should not
disadvantage those involved in both pursuits simultaneously either. For example, the
incorporation of sports in the schedule as an elective class for credit exist in the
school where this study was conducted, which provides more access than in other
schools where sports participation is auxiliary to one's academic schedule. This
extends the challenge to educational leaders and administrators to evaluate the
methods used to provide access for sport participation as it relates to academic
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achievement. Additionally, the criteria used to allocate time and money for athletic
programs must be analyzed as budgetary restrictions need not be a primary obstacle
related to accessibility of programs.
Building from Fejgin's (1994) ideas of arranging academic schoolwork after
the sport pattern, further research should be conducted to determine motivating
factors for students who have higher levels of sport participation and academic
participation. Fejgin argues the sport pattern "has a built-in incentive system for each
participant and for the group to put forth effort, as well as cooperation, in order to
achieve a clear, measurable, externally established goal" (Fejgin, 1994, p. 226). In
sports, outcome is evaluated not only against one's peers, but also against the
competition-ilie team of another school, another region, or another state. In most
educational communities, universalistic criteria are not used to evaluate academic
work, due to different teachers and different schools setting different criteria (Fejgin,
1994). If the goal continues to become more of an external measurement of success,
then schools could possibly "reorganize academic work to operate more like sports
teams, where universalistic criteria are employed and a reward system is built in, they
could inject into the system what is missing in so many schools today-a real
achievement orientation" (Fejgin, 1994, p. 226).
As high stakes testing such as the California High School Exit Exam and
STAR testing for API scores take the forefront in measuring the achievement of
schools, incentives for students must be found. Sport has often been an external
motivator for students as in most cases they must obtain a minimum academic
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achievement level in order to participate. This model can be used to promote a
cooperative community of students, teachers, parents, coaches, administrators, and
educational leaders.
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Table 1

Number ofstudents included in the study for each sport participation and
honors/advanced course participation level.

Track

Track + 1 sport

Track +2 sports

Honors/Advanced Courses

Number of Students

None

22

1-4 courses

11

5-8 courses

8

9-12 courses

1

None

40

1-4 courses

20

5-8 courses

21

9-12 courses

3

None

3

1-4 courses

2

5-8 courses

1

9-12 courses

0
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Table 2
Unweighted total and academic GPA composite comparison by sports and
honors/advanced course participation level.

Unweighted GP A
Total

Academic

None

2.38

2.22

1-4 courses

2.77

2.55

5-8 courses

2.67

2.44

9-12 courses

3.14

3.00

None

2.65

2.39

1-4 courses

2.93

2.72

5-8 courses

3.03

2.83

9-12 courses

3.75

3.70

None

2.61

2.33

1-4 courses

3.54

3.45

5-8 courses

3.67

3.60

9-12 courses

N/A

N/A

Honors/Advanced Courses

Track

Track + 1 sport

Track +2 sports
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Table 3

Composite comparison of total unweighted and weighted GPA by sports and
honors/advanced course participation level.

Total GPA
Unweighted

Weighted

None

2.38

N/A

1-4 courses

2.77

2.93

5-8 courses

2.67

3.13

9-12 courses

3.14

4.00

None

2.65

N/A

1-4 courses

2.93

3.09

5-8 courses

3.03

3.56

9-12 courses

3.75

4.60

None

2.61

N/A

1-4 courses

3.54

3.83

5-8 courses

3.67

4.33

9-12 courses

N/A

N/A

Honors/Advanced Courses

Track

Track +1 sport

Track +2 sports
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Table 4

Composite comparison ofacademic unweighted and weighted GPA by sports and
honors/advanced course participation level.

Academic GPA
Honors!Advanced Courses

Track

None
1-4 courses
5-8 courses
9-12 courses

Track + 1 sport

None
1-4 courses
5-8 courses
9-12 courses

Track +2 sports

None
1-4 courses
5-8 courses
9-12 courses

Unweighted

Weighted

2.22

N/A

2.55

2.74

2.44

3.01

3.00

4.00

2.39

N/A

2.72

2.98

2.83

3.48

3.70

4.70

2.33

N/A

3.45

3.80

3.60

4.40

N/A

N/A

