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High school sports, as described by Buzz Bissinger in his writing Innocents Afield, is a deeply flawed and corrupted institution; with few, if any, good aspects to hold to its name. However, overlooked are two remarkable features of high school sports that should not be taken lightly, the physical fitness of students and the increased academic standing of students involved in these sports. Although, it must be stated at the outset, Bissinger’s view on high school sports as an institution is not in question here and, quite possibly, could do with an overhaul. 

No one is going to argue that sports do not increase the physical fitness of the people who participate in them. What needs to be discussed, however, is the relationship between high school sports and student health. Student health is of vast importance to parents and policy makers around the world. Who would not be anxious with the shock-horror news broadcast, every day, of the increases in obesity and obesity related diseases? 
Morbidity & Mortality Weekly Report expose a shocking statistic, “The prevalence of overweight among U.S. adolescents aged 12 – 19 years has tripled, from 5% in 1980 to 15% in 2000” (Morbidity & Mortality Weekly Report, 2004, volume 53 issue 36, p. 846). The health problems associated with obesity, and the focus of this panic, are “heart disease, diabetes, high blood pressure, stroke, and some forms of cancer” (The National Center for Biotechnology Information, p. 1). What this has to do with high school sports is that, in the United States, the federal government does not have any laws requiring physical education in K through 12 schools (Riley, et al., 2004, p. 3). This means, without the glitz and glamour of the high strung stadium, and people cheering, most students would typically opt out physical education. Although Bissinger’s statement about the corruption of high school sports may be true, without these sports how would families keep their young students interested in physical education?

In research of high school sports, amongst students who participated in athletics, there is a connection to increased academic success. In a paper presented to the LA84 Foundation, Dr. Douglas Hartman gives multiple examples of evidence, gathered over time, by a diverse array of researchers, which back this statement. As Hartman reports “the crucial point for a general audience is that periodic updates, reviews, reappraisals and re-evaluations (Braddock 1981; Picou et al. 1985; Holland and Thomas 1987; and Marsh 1992) have, over the years, consistently and invariably yielded evidence concluding that there is a significant baseline correlation between high school sports participation and higher rates of academic achievement and aspiration for individual students” (Hartmann, 2008, p. 6). Beyond the argument given by Bissinger, what this means is, the students taking part in these sports receive a statistically relevant increased chance at academic achievement. Nonetheless, Darla Catelli and Charles Hillman make a valid point in an earlier paper; academic performance is not something that can be directly measured, “however, releasing students from a sedentary classroom to engage in healthy behaviors such as those identified in the NASPE standards (2004) will not harm academic performance and could potentially enhance it” (Castelli & Hillman, 2007, p. 16). With this statement, a nod must be given to Bissinger in that the emphasis of high school sports must be taken off the “sports” aspect and moved to the students; school is about education whether this be traditional in classroom books and teachers, or outdoors active learning.
Sports help to provide Physical fitness for adolescence, which is very important in order to stave off the onset of health issues; also, the same sports have the potential to help increase the academic and educational standing of those students who do participate. Bissinger does make quite a few valid claims, such as the high school emulation of college sports, the over payment of high school coaches, and the abhorrent amount of money spent on high school stadiums. The fact is, however, that Bissinger misses the detail that, high school sports offer more to students than offered by, school run, physical education. Sports also offer a way for students to get physically active, increasing their chances of success in school.  
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