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A review of the literature was conducted to examine the potential positive effects that 

. . participation in high school sports has on academic achievement. Specifically the review 

eason how the amount of 

in the academic 

achiev cally inclined players. Research 

~ . . . ~  ~ ~ 

t of participation and 

h correlations were 

t found, none of the studies used experimental designs with random assignment and most 

the studies did not look at why there might be a correlation. 
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School Associations (1999), the number of students participating in high school athletics 

has progressively increased each-year;--Duringthe-school year of 1998 - 1999, over 6.5 

youngsters participating gnize the effects that 

~ .- In .the past, manype ortance was placed on sports. 

e away from the 

purpose for which school was initially developed, education (Smith, 1988). Sports were 

rts were and still 

are attractive to many stu gh peer status and acceptance 
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California have resorted to getting corporate support ("Athletic Administrators Discuss," 

llion dollar school 

Alaska, entering the 2000- million dollar reduction in 

gymnastics- (Starr, 2000 

In advocating to keep athletics:in..the-schools;-it is important to demonstrate the 

learning. National, state 

andlocal-leaders need to b that athletics provide before 

believes that athletic participation 

that offers sports 

oriented students a sense ' their livesand creates a learning 

t 
*- - 
f academics (Coleman, 1961; Rehberg, 1969; Rehberg & Schafer, 1968). More recent 
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Many studies support the belief that participation in sports increases students' 

grades. Purdy (1981) conducted a ten year study involving female athletes and found that 

nonparticipants (Holland, 1 1978;Soltz, 1986). In addition 

of male and female athletes, who-were:on 19 different interscholastic teams, and found 

that failed grades were more likely to be earned by the student when helshe was not 

udent must obtain a 

certain grade point averag team. Soltz partially 

~~~~ 

ent an athlete and in season 

if their-name-appearedon 

important to examine why sports may effect students in this way. Sports provide 

p in one's future 

--& success (Otto, 1975; Otto & Alwin, 1977; Spady, 1970). Holland and Andre (1987) 



Others believe that sports have a positive effect on academic achievement because 

athletes are more respected by the student body and the school staff than are other 

students. Athletes often have higher grades because they have higher standards to meet 

(Durbin, 1986). Athletes are often part of an elite crowd where peers positively influence 

& Kayser 1973; McDill & Coleman, 

1965). Rehberg (as cited in d-that having these positive peers in 

one's life increase athletes' self esteem, which can be generalized into the classroom. 

Snyder (1975) also believes that this elite crowd is treated better by the school staff with 

extra encouragement and favoritism in relation to other students (Schafer & Rehberg, 
.............................. 

1971). Snyder (1972) found that c.o&h:es.were both positive influences and positive role ......... 

models for their basketbal ents. This extra attention 

.- -- 
from coaches allows the athlete to have an extra resource to help them develop their 

- ................ , 1969; Snyder, 

Other interpretations have been made from the current findings on the benefits of 

nk between 

mental and physical ability. The brighter students are more likely to be involved in 

ating a correlation 

ip between sports 
... 

~ G ~ ~ i Z g h t e r ~ s t U d e n t s  to participate. 
..... 
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that academic differences exist between athletes and nonathletes because of preexisting 

factors such as IQ, cumculum, previous grade point average and father's occupation. 

More research needs to be 

research (Buhrman, 1972). S at how the degree of involvement 

affects the student's ac'ademicachievement. Several of these studies focus on how many 

sports students participate in wi (Feltz & Weiss, 1984), and others 

focus on length of involvement. - Fleenor(l:997) researched how participation in school 
~ ~ ~~~-~ ~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~ ~~ ~ ~~ ~~ ~ 

sports . .~.~.~. . affected one's academic achievement; ~ ~~.~ She' ~ ~ found neither a positive nor a negative 

relationship between partici nt, but her definition for 

leastone school sponsored 

(Holland & Andre, 1987; Snyder, 1975). These authors suggest that long term 

the sport, creates a 

'cs. Laughlin's (1978) 

out of season 



Objectives 

The purpose of this paper is to provide a review of literature concerning the 

positive effects that sports may have on academics. This paper will specifically focus on 

how partici affect students' academic 

achievement and grades. 

This review is important to school psychologists because it is beneficial in 

understanding the student as a whole. In the process of evaluating a child and giving the 

gig student support, it is important to look at factors outside of the classroom that may impact 

chologist needs to look at 

all of the:factors that infl School psychologists need 

la%-Emily, progress in all 

~...~... classes,.social.skil cular activities including 

sports is positively correlated to academic achievement. In some cases the school 

having a difficult time 

with school or encour rts. School psychologists can 

I go even further and become advocates for keeping sports in today's schools. 

-. -. -- sport as compared to the off season? .. 



2. How is amount of participation related to the student's academic 

achievement? For example, if the child participates in three sports per year, is 

7 

I- card grades, attendance, involvement in other school related activities, and aspirations to 



s related to one's 

., 1978; Otto & 

rts are correlated 

rsch, 1995; Loy, et al., 1978; 
.. . . . 

ce of dropping out of school 

college (Snyder, 

o one's participation 

11 be the focus of the 
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is it more academically beneficial than just participating in one sport during 

3. How do star athletes'-academics compare to those of regular players and 

Studies have found that many junior highand-high school students receive higher 
. .. 

grades when they are currently p as compared to when they are in 

the off season (Durbm, 1986; Laughlin,;l978; Soltz, -1986). In separate studies, 

in (1978), using basketb~lpl~&s~zdDUrbin ..~ .... ~ (1986) simply compared the 

participants' during season ff season grade point averages. 

~~. ~~~ ~~~ ---- 
Soltz (1986 mZt ic - te ims  received 

werfailing-grades when a sport as compared to 

failing grades 

of 1,500 student athletes, 23% of all of the athletes who were currently in season received 

receive a failing 

grade. In looking at the stu son, 35% of the off season 

did not receive failing 

i 
1 -- -. they are currently participating on a team. Soltz included students as athletes if their 
r 



during the 1982-1983 S C ~ O O  s might take easier or 

fewer courses dying their competing semester, that they might use the less time they 

have to study more effectively, or that the sport might increase their motivation to do well 
~~ ~~ 

in the classroom. Another hypothesis..is tha t -ae tes  have.increased pressure to do well 

in the classroom so they can stay-eligible to participate in their particular sport. 

long with better grade attendance records than their 

nonathletic counterparts during the off season and their attendance records are even better 

while they are current1 ....... ..~ ..~. . .. ughlin, 1978). Laughlin 

(1978) examined 243 junio n seven different schools. He 

~ 

La =%-.. . i n t e r v i e w e ~ h e S , ~  ~aCOritr011e~ for parental 

education. and socioecon 

er attendance 

s:.of school activity 

more likely to 

. . 

-. stay in school. These results should be interpreted with caution however, since Durbin 
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obtained his finding through two national surveys and did not provide information on the 

demographics of the participantsor explain how the study was conducted. 

rs begin to play sports and the more 

sports that they participate in ges~(Buhrmann, 1972; 

Feltz & Weiss, 1984). Accordingto Buhrmann,the longer a student participates in a 

sport, the greater the positive correlation withtheir academics. In this study, Buhrmann 

(1972) demonstrated that studentswho-participated for a longer period of time, five to 
~ ~ ~~~~-~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~ ~ 

nine segonsor two to three years,h@,@ghergrade point averages than did athletes who 

participated less, one year 158 junior high school boys 

~~ ~ ~~~~-~ ~ 

~a -~. . - &-- -.. who participated in foot and golf during 
, ~.. -. 

~. status and previous 

7- 

grade. The length and amount of participation were obtained From coaches and were 

categorized into years and semesters. B ns should be considered with 

I caution because of the many changes in school and athletes in the past four decades. 

... 
Feltz and Weiss (1984) found that the higher amount of participation positively 

. . .. .. . . . .  

correlated with one's American College Test (ACT) scores. They believe that the 

ics than just 

participating alone because these heavy participators learn how to manage their time well 



none of their roles, including that of being a student, suffer due to their high amount of 

involvement. By looking at listings in high school year books, Feltz and Weiss 

categorized over 900 high school female students into four participation categories 

d service and a nonparticipant 

group. They also control1 he participants family, knowing 

that this factor is also influential on one's college aspirations and academic achievement. 

The more involved a high school girl is in extracurricular activities, the more beneficial it 

is to her academics. Specifically, junior and senior girls who participated in five or more 
~~ ~ 

ear period had-higher ACT scores than girls who participated in 

fewer activities. These r male subjects who actually 

.. ~ 

took the ACT. Nodi service and athletic groups. 

tar athletes may receive more personal and school related benefits than do less 

1983; Feltz & Weiss, 

1984; Lueptow & Kayser, 1975; Snyder, 1975). More athletically inclined students are 

pon as one of the best 

not come to a 

.... . . .  . . 
.. . , - More athletically inclinedhigh school players have more self confidence in 

-. . . . . . . . . . 

off, 1983; Holland 



& Andre, 1987). Confidence is correlatedwith other areas including how one feels in the 

classroom. Most students who drop out of sports do so because of their lack of 

confidence. These male and female athletes who participate in basketball, volleyball, 

softball, track and field, footbal ball;gymnastics, golf, cross country, 

tennis and wrestling, oftea feel that they aie not ai good as they want to be, may not .~ ~~ 

believe they have the needed-skills-to-improveandmay-believethey lack physical 

competence (Feltz & Petlichkoff, 1983). According to Schendel, these negative beliefs 

about themselves make them their abilities (as cited in Holland & 

Andre, 1987). This lack of self confidence, as suggested before, could affect the student 

.. in theclassroom as well 

esides a possible gaininself confidence, which may transfer into the classroom 
~~ ~~ 

to help boost grades, another possible advantage to being a star player is the extra advice 

& Kayser, 1975; Snyder, 

1975). This adirice o 

encouragement could result 

aires were a Likert 

type scale. Many of the q 

~~ ~~~ 

has all city, all area and all state. 



Snyder (1975) found that coaches give more advice to star athletes (75%) than 

starters and substitutes (48% and 26% respectively). Senior star basketball players were 

found to receive more advice about college and be more likely to go to college than were 

nonstar players. Snyder (1975) found no differences for the non senior participants and 

Luept football and track and field 

male participants in their study. .Snyder.(.l!2~5).explained.his fmding by stating that many 

times non seniors are not thinking about their future plans. This exka advice is correlated 

with the players seeing their coaches as being more of an influence, particularly in issues 

related to college aspirations. Seventy-three percent of star athletes aspire to go to 

college, compared with 55% of students who are involved in sports but are not the stars 

and-43'?0of students who ar ire for college (Lueptow & 

contribute to the star athletes' 

land 62 Andre, 1987; 

1 of the seniors in 
. - 

-- 

I - 20 randomly selected schools. These questionnaires obtained information on each 

student's estimated likelihood and thoughts about going to college. Star athletes were 

ee best athletes in 

- 

-, . . . athletes, participating in basketball, football, track, baseball, golf, softball, swimming, 



above the student mean. These percentages did not control for intelligence and parents' 

education. Buhrmann (1972) asked junior high coaches to rate the ability levels of their 

players on a 
- 

ar (2) and outstanding (3). His results 

showed that the players who obtained ratings of two and three had significantly higher 

grade point averages than the players whose ratings were lower. 

Many of these studies that assessed aspirations to go to college, advice given by 

coaches and self confidence, were based on sending questionnaires to the participants 

onfounds that can 

come with the results of s of who chose to 
. .+-... . 

Tea-when answering the 

uestions- out-of embarrass llished their answers. In 

to attend college, but 

student intelligence and p studies controlled for 

. .. .... . There are some weaknessesiridgaps with the research in the area of the effects of 
~ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. .  . participation in high school sports on academic achievement. Most of the research in this 



area has concentrated on male high school students with the exception of three studies 

that looked at junior high students (Buhrmann, 1972; Feltz & Petlichkoff, 1983; 

Laughlin, 1978). There have been no studies that have looked at the effects of sports on 

elementary children or if participating in sports while in elementary school affects one's 

academic achievement while in high school. 

A second area of weakness is that few studies controlled for race or gender. No 

studies examined if race was a factor that affected the player's academic achievement. 

Feltz and Weiss (1984) was into account and 95% of their 

subjects were white. Studies alsodid not examine the differences between male and 

female participants. The few sh+%es~&~~included females didnot look at how female . .... 

and male-academic achi 

~ ~ . ~ ~ . ~ ~ ~ ~ . ~ . . ~  
. . A third.majo e r e s e  few current studies 

.. -. . . . . ... that examine.sports , sports and students are forever 

years ago and to 

.I& try to generalize that to today's athlete it is possible that these correlations do not hold 

A fourth weakne domization of 

e. This is a form of 

articipate on athletic 

. . 
between one's academic achievement and participation in sports. More studies need to 



19 

control for race, gender, intelligence and socioeconomic status. The question remains if 

sports are actually beneficial, or if the more academically inclined students are just more 

likely to participate in sports. Both would yield the results that athletes have higher 

academic achievement 

The reviewed research has demonstrated that participation in sports is positively 

correlated with players' academic achievement (Durbin, 1986; Holland & Andre, 1987; 

Loy et al., 1978; Otto & Alwin, 1977; Purdy, 1981; Smith, 1988; Snyder, 1975; Soltz, 

~ 1.986).The benefits of s en the participant is in 
, 

season (Durbin, 1986; Laughli ) and participates for longer periods. It 

.. . ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ - .  
is still unclearifthe-acG1 ifjiist participation in some 

iss, 1984). Students who are better 

in benefits from 

the star athlete has 

& Andre, 1987; Feltz 

tional advice from their coaches 

are in the research. Few studies thaie<&ine sports ind academic achievemcnt are 
y . . . . .  

'i - -. current. In addition, these studies have not looked at why there is a correlation between 
I 



at was presented in the first two 

Recommendations will be m esses of previous studies and 

suggestions will be made for 

is paper has reviewe chool sports may have on 

iewed the research on: 1) 

during seasonand off seas how the amount of 

aarticiaation is correlated with one's academic achievement 3) if the star athletes who are 

ipating than do less 

athletically inclined partici 

s benefits. These 

~~~~~~~~~ 

pping10ut:of school (Durbin, 1986), more 



college (Lueptow & Kayser, 1973) and higher self confidence (Feltz & Petlichkoff, 1983; 

Holland & Andre, 1987). Many of these benefits are stronger when the participant is 

currently in season, involve 

played sports longer, and is 

- 

Conclusions 

.- enerally, participation in sports while in high school is associated with many 

positive correlates. Howeve ore strongly correlated with increased 

benefits to participants. Participants'.incre&ed length and frequency of participation are 
~ ~ ~-~ ~~~-~~~~~~~ ~~~~-~ 

. ~ ~ . ~  positively correlated with stronger ~.. benefits ~. .~ (Buhrmann, ~~. ~~ ~ 1972; Feltz & Weiss, 1984). 

orts are mos icipant during the season. While 

. .. . . 
, .. -. .. a student's team elyyt5-&ve higher grades 

--@urbin, 1986; Laughlin, 1918; Soltz, 1986). More specifically, Soltz (1986) found 

s than when they are 

not in season. Fewer failing grades many times occur while students are currently 

student from 

participating in their sport y, participating athletes 

on athletes (Durbin, 

i 
! 1986; Laughlin, 1978). Bener anendance could be due to having to be present at school --- 

&: themore likely he or she is to 
~~~~~ ~ ~ 

i benefit from them. Longer participation has been positively correlated with higher 



grades (Buhnnann, 1972) and higher scores on the participants' ACTS (Feltz & Weiss, 

1984). The researchers believe that one reason for these findings is that the longer one 

participates in activities the more they learn how to manage their time. 

This conclusion that more participation increases one's grades has to be looked at 

cautiously al long term effects that sports have 

on its participants. The re t 1onger.participation is beneficial, 

but the years that these athletes participated were only up to three years. This is a 

relatively short period. A major limitation in the given research is that the research is not 

experimental. It could not demonstrate if the students with better grades just happened to 

sitive results and benefits . . .  

the researchers just 

did not differentiate 

.............. 

The more athletical likely he or she may be to 

ore self confidence, 

. . (Snyder, 1975). Lueptow and KayGifl-973) reported that star athletes might be more 
. . . . . . . .  

likely to attend college. All of these factors contribute to the more athletically inclined 



students' higher academic achievement (Feltz & Petlichkoff, 1983; Holland & Andre, 

1987; Snyder, 1975). However, this conclusion should be interpreted cautiously since 

this study relied on surveys and no follow up was done to see if these students actually 

attended college or if they made it through the first year. 

ch efit from understanding the positive 

correlates associated with sionals can promote sports in 

their schools by informing students, administrators and teachers about the potential 

benefits that sports may h their academic and educational 

achievement, then sports should not be eliminated from schools. Educators can 

encourage students to participate in the available sports that their school has. If the 

educator's particular sc , which maketeams only 

. 
ther teams, either school -- /--- 

onsoredori chool would allow more 

have suggested that they 

bring. Given-the research that.has shown how star athletes are more likely to gain 

s known to teachers 
I 

! and coaches and encourage them to also provide the less athletically inclined athletes 

. . 1. If intramural sports are recommended to some students, then rules may need to be 
. . . . . . . . . 

applied to intramurals so participants can obtain the same benefits that regular sports 



may bring. These rules could include needing to be present at school in order to 

participate that day and having to keep a minimum grade point average to be eligible 

to participate. 

2. Updated research needs to be done on the effects that sports have on the participants' 

academic achievement. Most of the research that conclusions are based on in this 

area were done in the 1 es were done in the early 

1990s. With today's changing schools and society in general, it is difficult to make 

conclusions on the actual affects that sports have on its participants by looking at the 

studies that have been done so long ago. According to the National Federation of 

State High School Associations (1999), there are more participants in sports and an 

increase in the number and ki With the changing of today's 

iiElUaiirigthe amount of practice 

ughout the season. Many 

for students to have 

in order for them to be eligible to play. All of these factors can contribute to the 
- - 
1- effects that sports have on its participants. 

3. The discussed researc high school sport participants, 

an, 1972; Feltz & 

Petlichkoff, 1983; Laughlin, 1978). The question still stands on how sport 

01. No studies 

. . 

. . -. 
have examined this question. 'Many athletes begin participating in sports during early 

. .  . .  

Id affect the long 



term benefits that sports have. The given research would suggest that this long term 

involvement would increase the benefits that sports provide. This is only a 

speculation, since no research assessed this area. Long term involvement in sports 

could also increase the likelihood of an athlete being a star player, which research 

4. Long term effects tha f students who participated 

in athletics while in el examined. This research could 

examine if early participation in sports is beneficial to the student when they proceed 

into high school. This could be studied by looking at students who participated in 

sports while they were in elementary school, but did not participate while they were 

in high school. High school athletes' grades could also be examined comparing 
- -- ----- -- - -- 

athletes who participated in elementary school to those of athletes who did not. 

Studies could also ex has the same effects on 

participation in eleme 

school as it is in high sc 

. . . . . . . . . .  

. . 
.. -. . 

5. Another way to observe long ternaffects of panicipation in sports is to look at 
. . . . . . . . . . .  

successful young adults to see if they participated in sports. If they did, it would be 



6.  Few studies have co status or parent education (Buhrmann, 

1972; Feltz & Weiss, 1984; Laughli 

Socioeco tors that influence a 

academic a r these variables to 

s ipate in sports. 

7. Studies need to be done to look at the possible negative effects that sports have. The 

reviewed studies concentrated on the relationship between sports participation and 
~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~ ~~~ 

, but ~o~&erthnoqc+&mic factors might be detrimental to the 

re there is too much 

e the effects of 

participating in more th the current 
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