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In 2015, Johnson et al. completed the first comprehensive national review of  inter-
scholastic competitive balance policies that established a baseline for approaches to 
ensure fair and equitable high school athletic competition. The review concluded that 
several types of  policies were created to curb the disproportionate amount of  success 
achieved by private schools. Such policies were in addition to enrollment classifica-
tions, which are a staple of  competitive balance in every state. In the decade since that 
evaluation, polices have evolved. The purpose of  this study was to replicate the 2015 
study to determine the current status of  policy implementation and identify trends 
that could help guide interscholastic stakeholders. Results indicated more schools ex-
ist overall, more than half  of  all states have made policy adjustments, and the more 
schools the greater likelihood of  having a success or socioeconomic factor. Specifi-
cally, there was a 3.2% increase in public schools (16,978), a 6.8% increase in private 
schools (2,760), a 150% increase in states that use enrollment multipliers (20), a 25% 
decrease in states that use separate playoffs (3), a 167% increase in states that use 
success factors (8), and a 350% increase in states that use socioeconomic factors (9). 
The implications of  these trends related to enrollment, public/private schools, athletic 
success, wealth, and the theory of  distributive justice are discussed.  

Key Words: High School, Competitive Balance, Public vs. Private, Interscholastic



Journal of  Amateur Sport     Volume Eleven, Issue Two     Johnson et al., 2025     29

In a 2015 article entitled, National Review 
of  Interscholastic Competitive Balance Solu-
tions Related to the Public-Private Debate, 

Johnson et al. outlined high school com-
petitive balance polices for all U.S. states. 
Specifically, policies related to enrollment 
and tournament competition, with particu-
lar regard to public and private status, were 
detailed. This paper was the first to pro-
vide a comprehensive national collection 
of  policies explaining how interscholastic 
state associations manage equitable prac-
tices for high school teams competing in 
postseason tournaments. It has been a de-
cade since the Johnson et al. (2015) study, 
and the landscape of  interscholastic sport 
continues to evolve. As stakeholders con-
sider best practices to mold policy within 
high school athletics, it is imperative that 
the information is contemporary to ensure 
its pragmatic benefits. 

The genesis of  examining interscholas-
tic competitive balance emerged from the 
popularity of  high school sports. There are 
currently more than eight million student 
participants (NFHS, 2024), with millions 
more parents, coaches, administrators, and 
other stakeholders investing time and re-
sources into athletic programs (Miracle & 
Rees, 2010). The number of  people whose 
lives are impacted by interscholastic ath-
letics influenced Robinson et al. (2001) to 
describe it as the “single most significant 
dimension” in sport (p. 21). Fraina et al. 
(2022) echoed this notion calling inter-
scholastic athletic participants the most 
significant body in sport. 

Effective high school athletic pro-
grams aim to provide student-athletes 
with positive outcomes that lead to life 

skill development and cultivate meaning-
ful members of  society through participa-
tion (Blanton et al., 2024). Interscholastic 
sport also overlaps into the youth/travel/
club sport dimension, where it is estimat-
ed that more than 33 million participants 
ages 6-17 compete annually (Aspen Insti-
tute, 2024). Many adolescent participants 
on the older end of  the travel-sport con-
tinuum are high school athletes compet-
ing in their off-season to hone their skill for 
a potential state championship run or to 
pursue a rare college athletic scholarship. 

When competition is perceived as fair, 
stakeholders within high school athletics 
can enjoy positive experiences as both par-
ticipants and fans. An issue, unfortunately, 
that has caused some state athletic associ-
ations decades of  frustration is known as 
the ‘public/private debate’ (Johnson et al., 
2015; Monahan, 2012). Critics of  private 
schools, often referred to as non-boundary 
schools, suggest there are inherent advan-
tages (e.g., geographical freedom in enroll-
ment, ability to recruit, financial flexibility) 
allowing them to have disproportionately 
high levels of  success compared to their 
public school counterparts. In response, 
policies have been created by state asso-
ciations to counteract these advantages in 
pursuit of  competitive balance. It is this 
public/private issue that influenced the 
original study one decade ago (Johnson et 
al., 2015), and subsequently, a large part of  
this reevaluation. 

An additional justification for repli-
cating Johnson et al.’s original work is the 
evolution of  interscholastic sport over 
the past decade. With participation rates 
climbing by more than 250,000 from 2014 
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to 2024 (NFHS, 2024), the popularity of  
high school sports has grown in the form 
of  television exposure, social media, and 
emerging Name, Image, Likeness (NIL) 
policies (Perloff, 2025). More than ever, 
high school sports are considered a path 
to prestige and college scholarships where 
private lessons, individualized recruit-
ment profiles, and social media followers 
are expected for an athlete to ‘stand out.’ 
These inclinations encourage a sport cul-
ture where success or failure is posted im-
mediately, and competition is fierce, mak-
ing competitive balance a critical concept 
(Flanagan, 2022). Furthermore, a national 
sample of  680 interscholastic athletic di-
rectors indicated that since 2006-07, is-
sues with retaining coaches, pay-to-play 
structures, lack of  officials, and high 
schools recruiting athletes have increased 
(Forsyth et al., 2024a). Concerns about 
parent pressure, club sport influence, and 
sport specialization have also increased 
(Forsyth et al., 2024b). 

These trends suggest interscholastic 
sport is moving away from amateur ide-
als and more toward environments that 
could compromise fair and just compe-
tition. Administrators must do what they 
can to ensure all participants have expe-

riences that promote competitive balance 
amid these pressures. Therefore, the over-
arching research questions guiding this 
examination were: 

RQ1: What is the current state of  in-
terscholastic competitive balance pol-
icies?
RQ2: How have interscholastic com-
petitive balance policies evolved in the 
past decade?

Purpose
The findings by Johnson et al. in 2015 

are reprinted below in Table 1. This col-
lection of  policies from all 50 states 
provided benchmarking that had never 
before been assembled. That approach 
established a baseline from which to ob-
serve ongoing competitive balance trends. 
Documenting these trends is critical for 
policymakers in light of  the evolving land-
scape of  interscholastic sport (Forsyth et 
al., 2024a; 2024b) and as states consider 
what strategies best meet their mission of  
fair and competitive play. Thus, the pur-
pose of  this work is a renewed evaluation 
one decade after the baseline in hopes of  
identifying trends of  interscholastic com-
petitive balance. 

Table 1
2015 NFHS State Association Data (Reprinted from Johnson et al., 2015)

State Members Public Private Class Sep. Playoffs Multiplier Legislation
Alabama 414 363 51 All Multiple No Yes (1.35) No

Alaska 200 188 12 Single and Multiple No No No

Arizona 269 241 28 Single and Multiple No No Yes1

Arkansas 294 278 16 All Multiple No No Yes2

California 1,540 1,128 412 Single and Multiple No Yes (2.00)4 Yes3

Colorado 343 310 33 Single and Multiple No No No

Connecticut 189 5 5 All Multiple No No Yes6

Delaware 58 32 26 Single and Multiple No No No

D.O.C. 44 34 10 Single and Multiple No No No
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Florida 682 471 211 Single and Multiple No Yes (2.00)4 No

Georgia 450 400 50 All Multiple Yes No Yes7

Hawaii 96 60 36 Single and Multiple No No No

Idaho 157 146 11 All Multiple No No No

Illinois 815 640 175 Single and Multiple No Yes (1.65)8 No

Indiana 412 364 48 Single and Multiple No No Yes9

Iowa (IAHSAA)10 373 333 40 Single and Multiple No No No

Kansas 354 327 27 All Multiple No No No

Kentucky 277 230 47 Single and Multiple No No No

Louisiana 389 299 90 All Multiple Yes11 No No

Maine 152 120 32 Single and Multiple No No Yes12

Maryland 198 198 0 Single and Multiple No20 No No

Massachusetts 372 319 53 Single and Multiple No No Yes13

Michigan 760 649 111 Single and Multiple No No Yes12

Minnesota 520 5 5 Single and Multiple No No No

Mississippi 259 246 13 All Multiple No No No

Missouri 591 521 70 Single and Multiple No Yes (1.35) No

Montana 179 170 9 All Multiple No No No

Nebraska 309 276 33 Single and Multiple No No No

Nevada 106 90 16 All Multiple No No No

New Hampshire 91 81 10 Single and Multiple No No Yes12

New Jersey 437 361 76 Single and Multiple Yes Yes (2.00)4 Yes12

New Mexico 160 137 23 Single and Multiple No Yes (1.30) No

New York 783 723 60 Single and Multiple No No Yes14

North Carolina 399 395 4 All Multiple No No No

North Dakota 171 161 10 Single and Multiple No No No

Ohio

Oklahoma

825

481

702

455

123

26

Single and Multiple

All Multiple

No

No

No

No

No

Yes15

Oregon 289 213 76 All Multiple No No Yes16

Pennsylvania 760 621 139 Single and Multiple No No No

Rhode Island 55 42 13 Single and Multiple No No Yes17

South Carolina 207 203 4 Single and Multiple No20 No No

South Dakota 181 168 13 Single and Multiple No No No

Tennessee 399 330 69 All Multiple Yes Yes (1.80) Yes18

Texas 1,400 1,398 2 All Multiple No20 No Yes19

Utah 136 112 24 All Multiple No No No
Vermont 80 65 15 Single and Multiple No No No
Virginia 313 313 0 All Multiple No20 No No
Washington 399 344 55 Single and Multiple No No No
West Virginia 126 117 9 Single and Multiple No No No
Wisconsin 505 429 76 Single and Multiple No No No
Wyoming 71 70 1 Single and Multiple No No No

Additional Subscript Information Relating to Table 1 (Reprinted from Johnson et al., 2015).  

Note: Numerous state associations distinguish public charter, magnet, university, American Indian reservation and town academy etc. 
schools differently regarding public or private status.  The numbers reported in Table 1 are shown based on how each NFHS member 
state association classifies a school with selective enrollment.

Subscript Information:

1	 Arizona passed a motion in March 2013 that changed its Division and Section placement by implementing computer scheduling 
software that would move non-private schools down to make divisions equal. 

2	 In Arkansas, a private school that enrolls more than 80 students is automatically moved up by one classification in all sports.
3	 Following regular season competition in California, sections within the state association determine where each team moves on to 

play in state tournaments.
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4	 California, Florida, and New Jersey double the total enrollment of  single-sex schools.
5	 Connecticut and Minnesota chose to not indicate the number of  public and private school members.
6	 Connecticut has a state tournament success factor that impacts classifications of  schools that draw from outside their district — 

charter, magnet, parochial, vocational technical, vocational agricultural and inter-district magnet schools -- or those which have 
project choice programs, for boys and girls soccer and boys and girls basketball.

7	 Georgia has separate playoffs for public and private playoffs for all sports within their smallest classification, Class A.
8	 In Illinois, a 1.65 enrollment multiplier is implemented, but there are waivers that can be granted to schools that meet specific 

criteria.
9	 Indiana enacted a tournament success factor for all of  its sanctioned team sports in 2012.
10	 The Iowa High School Athletic Association (IAHSAA) only governs boy’s athletics; the Iowa Girls High School Athletic Union 

(IGHSAU) governs girl’s athletics.
11	 In 2013, Louisiana passed legislation that split the state’s high school football playoffs into select and non-select brackets.  The 

non-select (public) schools compete amongst five classes for five state championships while the select (faith-based, private, char-
ter, magnet, laboratory and dual-curriculum) schools compete for two state championships in two classes.

12	 In several states (e.g. Maine, Michigan, New Hampshire, New Jersey) schools can opt to compete in a larger class but must go 
through an application and review process.

13	 Massachusetts has individual sport committees made up of  athletic directors, principals, and other administrators that can con-
sider level of  play and whether or not to move a team up or down a classification.

14	 New York has 11 sections that each have a “Classification of  Non-Public Schools Committee” that can determine a non-public 
school’s classification based on overall success.

15	 Rule 14 Section 1 of  Oklahoma’s “Rules Governing Interscholastic Activities in Senior High Schools” details the reclassification 
process for member schools.  If  a member school meets three or more of  the following four stipulations, it will be moved to a 
higher classification.
	  i.) has the ability to decline admission or enrollment to a student, even if  the student and the student’s parents (or custodial 
parent or court-appointed guardian with legal custody of  the student) reside within that school’s public school district or desig-
nated geographic area; 
	 ii.) the school is located within a fifteen (15) mile radius of  a school placed in the 5A or 6A classification 
	 according to ADM (i.e. enrollment); 
	 iii) fewer than twenty-five (25) percent of  the children enrolled at the school in grades nine through twelve 
	 qualify for free or reduced lunches; 
	 iv) the school’s ADM in grades nine through 12 has increased by fifty (50) percent or more over the previous three school 
years.
Also, if  a school finishes among the top eight within their class three or more times over a five-year period in a specific sport, 
that specific sport team will remain in that class regardless of  enrollment.

16	 Oregon implements an enrollment subtractor.  The number of  students who receive free and reduced lunch is multiplied by .25 
and then that number is subtracted from the total enrollment of  students.

17	 Rhode Island began new realignment guidelines in 2014-2015 with a formula that considers win/loss percentage and enrollment 
when classifying schools in the sports of  baseball, boys and girls basketball, fast pitch softball, field hockey, football, boys and 
girls lacrosse, boys and girls soccer, boys and girls tennis, boys and girls volleyball, and wrestling.  

18	 Tennessee classifies schools into Division I and Division II.  Division II exists for schools that give need-based financial aid to 
varsity athletes.  Many private schools have opted to play in Division II, however, private schools can compete in Division I but 
must be subjected to a 1.80 enrollment multiplier for classification.

19	 In Texas, private school members are automatically placed into the largest classification in the state, 6A.
20	 Maryland, South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia noted that single or multiple athletic associations with high or solely private mem-

bership exist within their state.  Only the member state associations identified by the National Federation of  State High Schools 
were contacted for this study.

Literature Review
Despite substantial investment by stu-

dents and adults in high school athletics 
(Miracle & Rees, 2010), the national pop-
ularity of  highly commercialized sport di-
mensions (e.g., college sport, professional 
sport) has generated much more academic 
attention. If  the millions of  stakeholders 
within interscholastic sport are to bene-
fit from empirical research, data must be 
relevant to desired outcomes. Thus, un-

derstanding the theoretical and practical 
frameworks surrounding these issues, as 
well as revisiting the baseline data estab-
lished one decade earlier (Johnson et al., 
2015), will accentuate the need for updat-
ed information and trend identification 

within the interscholastic sport space. 

Theory of  Distributive Justice
When concepts of  fairness and jus-

tice are applied to sport outcomes, it is 
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assumed competition is balanced. This 
sentiment is shared by state athletic as-
sociations and the National Interscholas-
tic Athletic Administrators Association 
(NIAAA), who emphasize sportsper-
sonship, integrity, honesty, and dignity 
(Blackburn et al., 2025). These ideals are 
echoed in many state athletic association 
missions, but the context of  each state 
creates unique challenges for determining 
what is fair. “It seems every state and ev-
erybody wants what is perceived as a level 
playing field, but no one seems to have an 
agreed-upon definition of  a level playing 
field” (Brocato, 2013, para. 20). 

	 The theory of  distributive justice 
(Beauchamp, 1991; Frankena, 1973) has 
been effectively used to frame interscho-
lastic competitive balance relative to the 
public/private debate (Johnson et al., 
2014; Johnson, Forsyth et al., 2019; Scott 
et al., 2019). At its core, distributive jus-
tice refers to benefits or burdens distrib-
uted in a way that is fair and consistent for 
participants. A comparative component is 
essential to determine that one party is 
not receiving undue advantages or pun-
ishments that would disrupt justice. This 
concept often reflects policies where rou-
tine evaluation of  disbursements occur. 
For example, comparisons of  enrollment, 
sport rules, recruiting, and transferring 
are reviewed by state athletic associations 
to ensure all schools are participating at an 
appropriate level with adequate resources. 

The second component of  distributive 
justice is scarcity for a benefit. If  scarcity 
of  an outcome is established, and com-
parisons are made to ensure participants 

are not receiving undue benefits or bur-
dens to access that outcome, distributive 
justice is assumed. This theory applies to 
interscholastic sport because the scarcity 
of  a state championship is assured by only 
one winner, and comparative policies are 
in place to ensure schools have a relatively 
equal opportunity to earn that champion-
ship. 

As one might expect, there are differ-
ent perspectives about what is a benefit 
or burden, what is scarce, and what is fair 
or plentiful. Within the theory of  dis-
tributive justice, there are three compet-
ing perspectives that help to frame these 
definitions. A libertarian perspective would 
suggest limited rules and freedom to make 
choices are paramount for all participants. 
For interscholastic sport, this perspective 
would suggest all schools operate as they 
see fit, and the spoils go to the most suc-
cessful. An egalitarian perspective would 
agree with the libertarian perspective only 
if  the qualities of  the group are relative-
ly equal. So, if  a specific type of  school 
(e.g., private schools) was found to have 
inherent advantages, an egalitarian per-
spective would suggest rules in place that 
neutralize such advantages. The utilitarian 
perspective advocates the greatest good 
for the greatest amount of  people relative 
to a cost/benefit analysis. If, for example, 
most students attend public high schools, 
it could be argued policies should benefit 
those schools. 

The different distributive justice per-
spectives are particularly relevant to the 
public/private debate because private 
schools have been found in some states 
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to have a much higher percentage of  state 
championships than their percentage of  
representation (Johnson et al., 2014; Scott 
et al., 2019). Whereas a libertarian per-
spective would defend consistently suc-
cessful private schools for attracting and 
developing student-athletes, an egalitarian 
perspective would argue the most elite 
and successful private schools often have 
inherent advantages such as admission 
autonomy, facilities, academic perfor-
mance, and financial resources (Epstein, 
2008; Johnson et al., 2014; 2019). It is 
this perspective, combined with unusually 
high tournament success, that has fueled 
some public high school stakeholders to 
be critical of  private school success (St-
offer et al., 2021). In turn, these perspec-
tives sometimes influence interscholastic 
competitive balance policies aimed at pro-
moting fairness and equity within compe-
tition. 

Competitive Balance
Competitive balance strategies have 

been widely utilized through a variety of  
perspectives within the sport industry. In 
their discussion of  this ideal, Zimbalist 
(2002) noted, “There are as many ways to 
measure competitive balance as there are 
to quantify the money supply” (p. 112). 
One common lens through which these 
efforts have been examined is via an eco-
nomic perspective, as financial-focused 
policies (e.g., free agency, roster limits, 
revenue sharing, salary caps) aim to create 
a level playing field. Across the rules that 
have been developed by sport leagues, Fort 
and Quirk (1995) found that only revenue 
sharing and salary caps had an impact on 

competitive balance. With organizations 
looking to expand while still maintaining 
competitive balance, examining team-spe-
cific and league-specific variations in win-
ning percentage has helped to analyze 
sport economics (e.g., free agency, league 
expansion) and compare changes across 
eras (Humphreys, 2002). As policies have 
evolved, new methods have helped estab-
lished this balance, such as leveraging col-
lective bargaining agreements (Bognar et 
al., 2024), giving organizations more flex-
ibility to fill roster needs (Ge et al., 2025), 
and reimagining the design of  postseason 
play (Lenten, 2015).

Over time, these policies have received 
further scrutiny. Núñez-Pomar et al. (2018) 
analyzed five sport management journals 
and noted the prominence of  competitive 
balance as a key consideration within the 
existing literature, especially as it related 
to assessing policies, its relationship with 
positive outcomes, and the need to receive 
support from stakeholders. Shortly after, 
Doria and Nalebuff  (2021) highlighted 
the uniqueness of  sport in justifying the 
need for competitive balance. While other 
industries feature organizations striving to 
eliminate competition, the sport industry 
takes steps to minimize inequality among 
teams. This is in part because achieving 
competitive balance has a demonstrated 
positive effect on fan attendance (Levin, 
2009; Levin & Bailey, 2012). Two types 
of  measures have been utilized to deter-
mine the success of  competitive balance. 
The first is a static measure, which looks 
at equity within a single season, while dy-
namic metrics consider the changes in 
team performance across multiple sea-
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sons (Doria & Nalebuff, 2021). Through 
the intentionality that has been dedicated 
to this pursuit within North America, sev-
eral sports have experienced a noted in-
crease in achieving competitive balance, 
including baseball (Ge et al., 2025), foot-
ball (Lenten, 2015), and hockey (Bowman 
et al., 2018).   

To ensure meaningful competitive bal-
ance strategies are in place, there must 
also be a consideration of  their potential 
impact on stakeholders, as certain policies 
could adversely affect athletes due to the 
performance of  previous teams. For ex-
ample, if  an athletic program is moved 
into a higher classification based on past 
tournament success, it is the future ath-
letes who must take on this heightened 
competition regardless of  their abilities 
(Johnson et al., 2015). Further, how fans 
respond to rules and restrictions should 
help inform whether continued reliance 
on them is in the best interest of  the gov-
erning body (Fort & Quirk, 1995; Zim-
balist, 2002). Késenne (2015) reaffirmed 
this perspective, noting that from a wel-
fare point of  view, the interests of  all 
stakeholders should be represented with-
in competitive balance decisions. At the 
high school level specifically, parents have 
expressed concern for the perceived dis-
proportionate success of  private schools. 
They believed that competitive balance 
policies should minimize the advantages 
they felt were afforded to them (Stoffer et 
al., 2021). 

Within the present landscape of  the 
high school sport segment, economic 
policies found in professional sport, such 
as instituting a salary cap or free agency, 

are not feasible. However, the desire to 
facilitate fairness still exists, thus leading 
to alternative means of  establishing bal-
ance within competition. For many state 
associations, multiple strategies have been 
combined to analyze the characteristics 
of  their member schools and pinpoint 
concerns through policy implementation 
(Johnson et al., 2015). With varying avail-
able approaches, Zimbalist (2003) posit-
ed, “In the end, it may be that the best 
measure of  competitive balance is a mul-
tivariate index, that it is nonlinear or con-
strained, and/or that it differs league by 
league” (p. 163). Ultimately, for each high 
school state association to ensure fairness 
within its competition, they must identify 
the policy that best meets their realities.

Interscholastic Competitive Balance
State athletic associations are govern-

ing bodies that determine the appropriate 
policies to ensure fair competition and 
have the power to structure their post-
season tournaments as they see fit. The 
structure of  tournaments is largely depen-
dent on how individual schools or teams 
are classified relative to other schools in 
the state, ensuring the comparative com-
ponent of  distributive justice theory. It is 
comparative policies that often consid-
er the alleged advantages of  private high 
schools (e.g., Epstein, 2008; Johnson, For-
syth et al., 2019; Porter, 2019; Scott et al., 
2019), with five types of  competitive bal-
ance policies typically found within inter-
scholastic sport. 

Enrollment Classifications. The 
most common competitive balance poli-
cy in interscholastic sport is the division 
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of  schools into enrollment classifications, 
which generally ensure that programs 
with a similar range of  possible athletes 
based on school enrollment are compet-
ing against each other. Some states refer to 
these groups of  schools as divisions, while 
others refer to them as classes. Regardless 
of  the terms, the goal is for enrollment 
parameters to “eliminate large schools 
with deep athletic talent pools dominating 
much smaller schools with shallow talent 
pools” (Johnson et al., 2015, p. 37). 

Findings from a decade earlier demon-
strated every state utilizing enrollment in 
some form, with 17 states having enroll-
ment classifications for all sports (John-
son et al., 2015). Some states held on 
to historical precedents and kept single 
classes for a few select sports. Typically, 
enrollment classifications do not consid-
er whether a school is public or private, 
but there have been some states attempt 
to intertwine enrollment with other pub-
lic/private concepts (Popke, 2012; Porter, 
2019). These attempts have generally been 
unsuccessful, in part because other poli-
cies that specifically target private school 
dominance have been more successful.  

Multipliers. Almost exclusively aimed 
at private schools, multipliers applied to 
enrollment create an elevated number 
from which classification decisions are 
made. Epstein (2008) noted that “the un-
derlying motivation for the multiplier is 
to give an artificial advantage to bound-
ary schools to compensate for real or 
perceived illicit recruiting that is not ade-
quately or effectively policed” (p. 3). Mul-
tipliers have had mixed results with some 
states seeing reduced state championships 
for private schools, while others reported 

no impact (Epstein, 2008). Lawsuits have 
also emerged to challenge multipliers for 
unduly targeting private schools (Epstein, 
2008). 

	 The results from the Johnson et al. 
2015 analysis found that eight states had 
some form of  multiplier, ranging from 1.3 
to 2.0. Of  the eight, three states applied 
the multiplier to single-sex schools (i.e., 
California, Florida, and New Jersey). As 
Johnson et al. noted, the challenge with 
multipliers is rooted in the egalitarian per-
spective of  distributed justice, as specific 
schools are targeted for their characteris-
tics. This allows private schools to claim 
unjust practice and seek legal recourse 
(James, 2013). Moreover, struggling pri-
vate schools with little athletic success or 
resources could be doubly impacted hav-
ing to face greater competition in higher 
classes.  

Separate Playoffs. The most direct 
method for nullifying assumed private 
school advantages is to create a separate 
classification based on public or private 
status instead of  enrollment. This option 
is often proposed but routinely defeated 
by state associations in fear of  a new gov-
erning body emerging as direct competi-
tion (Monahan, 2012). If  this sort of  com-
petition were to happen, different policies 
on recruiting, training, transfer status, and 
eligibility could be created, upending the 
competitive balance that already exists 
(Popke, 2012). These fears, as well as po-
tential litigation and competition for re-
sources, caused Wisconsin (Christi, 2000) 
and Maryland (Epstein, 2008) to elimi-
nate separate playoffs in 2000 and 2005, 
respectively. 
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In 2015, Johnson et al. found that 
Georgia, Louisiana, New Jersey, and Ten-
nessee were the states with a separate 
playoff  structure for at least one sport. 
Additionally, Maryland, South Carolina, 
Texas, and Virginia had separate govern-
ing bodies for private schools leading to 
a different tournament altogether. Thus, 
eight schools had separation in postsea-
son tournaments based on public/private 
status. 

Success Factors. The legal risks of  
using multipliers and separate playoffs, as 
well as potential competition for resourc-
es that come with competing governing 
bodies, gave way to a new competitive bal-
ance solution known as ‘success factors.’ 
Instituted more than a decade ago, this 
strategy generally eliminates an evaluation 
of  public and private status while instead 
focusing on the level of  success (Porter, 
2019). A formula is used to determine if  
a team has had greater success, typically 
in postseason play, than their enrollment 
would predict without determining what 
those reasons could be. In concept, a 
team that has a disproportionately high 
or low amount of  success can be moved 
up or down in enrollment classification to 
face appropriate competition (Johnson et 
al., 2014; 2023). Typically, success factors 
apply only to team sports (e.g., basketball, 
volleyball) and do not apply to individual 
sports (e.g., gymnastics, tennis). 

Success factors had only recently been 
in existence during the initial assessment 
of  competitive balance factors (Johnson 
et al, 2015). Indiana had the first policy 
that used a two-year scoring structure 
to grant points based on how far a team 

advanced in the state tournament, which 
would then affect that individual team’s 
classification for the following two-year 
time period. Rhode Island used a combi-
nation of  overall winning percentage and 
enrollment with a weighted division cal-
culation to reclassify (RILL, n.d.), while 
Connecticut used a success factor for pri-
vate schools with voluntary participation, 
and sport-by-sport metrics for success 
thresholds. It was predicted by Johnson et 
al. these types of  policies would likely be 
adopted more widely as state associations 
attempted to avoid unduly targeting of  
private schools. 

Socioeconomic Factors. Somewhat 
similar to success factors, socioeconomic 
factors consider financial resources rath-
er than success in reclassifying programs. 
The rationale of  implementing a policy 
based on socioeconomic metrics is logical 
considering financial resources are one of  
the most impactful variables for compet-
itive balance (Epstein, 2008; Hall, 2023). 
Metrics such as the number of  free or re-
duced lunches or total dollars per student 
can be used to determine schools most 
likely to have discretionary funds avail-
able to support athletics. Those schools 
would then be perceived as having greater 
opportunities and resources that would 
lead to athletic success given this financial 
advantage (Yost, 2012). Hall (2023) high-
lighted the growing issue of  poverty and 
its impact on interscholastic athletes, ex-
plaining that 17% of  public schools have 
at least 75% of  students qualify for free or 
reduced lunch, which is up from only 3% 
in 2000. As Johnson et al. (2015) wrote, 
“If  wealth can be shown as a factor more 



Journal of  Amateur Sport     Volume Eleven, Issue Two     Johnson et al., 2025     38

important than public or private desig-
nation, using wealth as a primary factor 
could be an effective solution” (p. 43). 

In 2015, Johnson et al. reported that 
Oklahoma and Oregon were the only two 
states that implemented socioeconomic 
factors. In Oklahoma, if  fewer than 25 
percent of  enrolled students qualify for 
free or reduced lunch, they would move 
up a classification. This rule implies that 
more affluent families would justify a high-
er sport classification, presumably due to 
more readily available resources and the 
advantage that accompany such resources, 
which could contribute to greater athletic 
success. Oregon’s approach also used free 
and reduced lunch, but it multiplied stu-
dents who receive free or reduced lunch 
by .25 and subtracted that number from 
total enrollment to arrive at a refined en-
rollment number for classification pur-
poses. 

Method
Between March 15 and April 19, 2025, 

a partial replication (Morrison, 2021) of  
Johnson et al. (2015) was conducted. The 
NFHS directory of  National Federations 
of  State High Schools was utilized to 
confirm the 51 full member associations, 
which included all state associations and 
the District of  Columbia. The affiliated 
associations within NFHS were not in-
cluded in the analysis. Given the vast im-
provement of  online resources made read-
ily available by state associations since the 
2015 study, the first layer of  data collec-
tion occurred through each association’s 
official website. If  information could 
not be ascertained through the website, a 

second layer of  data collection occurred 
through direct emails or phone calls to the 
state association personnel. When direct 
contacts were made, high-ranking lead-
ers at state associations (e.g., directors of  
membership) provided the data. All data 
were accumulated through official web-
sites or direct contacts. Data collection 
was completed by a secondary researcher 
and confirmed by the primary researcher. 
This validation resulted in 100% inter-rat-
er reliability. There were no states with 
missing data. 

Data types were consistent with data 
in Johnson et al., (2015) so that compari-
sons could be made. No additional types 
of  policies were added. The total number 
of  high schools, public schools, private 
schools, the nature of  classifications (i.e., 
single or multiple), separate playoffs, mul-
tipliers, and legislation (i.e., success and/
or socioeconomic factors) were collected. 
Data analysis first consisted of  isolating 
the 2025 data to describe the current state 
of  interscholastic competitive balance 
policies. Second, data from 2025 were 
compared to data found by Johnson et al. 
in 2015. The comparisons included fre-
quencies to identify trends. 

Finally, as an additional layer of  analy-
sis to identify potential trends in the 2025 
data, two geographical variables were 
collected. The total land in square miles 
was collected for each state (https://
www.census.gov/geographies/refer-
ence-files/2010/geo/state-area.html) to 
evaluate if  state size impacted policy. The 
National Interscholastic Athletic Admin-
istrators Association (NIAAA) geograph-
ic sections were also collected, which are 
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divided into eight regions of  the U.S. that 
could help discern if  specific parts of  
the country are partial to specific types 
of  policies (NIAAA, 2025). To assess re-
lationships among square miles and the 
other variables, correlations were con-
ducted. Pearson correlations were used 
for normally distributed continuous vari-
ables (member total, public total, private 
total, % of  private, and sq. miles), and 
Point-biserial was used when dichoto-
mous variables were included (separate 
playoffs, multiplier, legislation). To as-
sess relationships among regions of  the 
country and policy types, chi-square Fish-
er-Halton Exact Tests were conducted. 

Results
The results from the 2025 data can be 

seen in Table 2, as well as the additional 
subscript information directly following 
the table. For ease of  table comparison 

between the two timeframes, data are pre-
sented in the same structure as the data 
from 2015 (Table 1). Noteworthy findings 
from 2025 include a total of  19,738 mem-
ber schools (16,978 public, 2,760 private) 
across all 51 state associations. All states 
used multiple enrollment classifications, 
with 34 states having a single class for at 
least one sport. There were 20 states that 
utilized some form of  multiplier, most 
of  which applied to private same-sex 
schools. Three states have implemented 
separate playoffs organized by their state 
association, but six states have addition-
al private schools that are not included 
in the state athletic association totals be-
cause a separate governing body exists for 
those schools. There are 17 states with 
some form of  success or socioeconom-
ic formula applied with varying levels or 
triggers based on state association policy. 

Table 2

NFHS State Association Data - 2025

State Members Public Private Class Separate 
Playoffs Multiplier Legisla-

tion

Square 
Miles NIAAA 

Section

Alabama 424 370 54 All 
Multiple No Yes (1.35) Yes1 50,645 3

Alaska 218 209 9
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No Yes2 570,641 8

Arizona 282 255 27
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes (2.00)3 No 113,594 7

Arkansas 298 278 20 All 
Multiple No Yes (2.00)3 Yes4 52,035 6

California 1,633 1,243 390
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No Yes5 155,779 7
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Colorado 368 239 129
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes (2.00)3 No 103,642 6

Connecticut 190 173 17 All 
Multiple No No Yes6 4,842 1

Delaware 61 42 19
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes (2.00)3 No 61 2

D.O.C. 56 39 17
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No No 1,949 2

Florida 756 547 209
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes (2.00)3 No 53,625 3

Georgia 455 412 43
Single 
and 

Multiple
Yes Yes (3.00) Yes7 57,513 3

Hawaii 130 96 34
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No No 6,423 7

Idaho 170 154 16
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No No 82,643 8

Illinois 804 590 214
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes (2.00)3 Yes8 55,519 4

Indiana 409 334 75
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No Yes9 35,826 4

Iowa
(IAHSAA)10 367 314 53

Single 
and 

Multiple
No No Yes11 55,857 4

Kansas 349 321 28
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No No12 81,759 5

Kentucky 290 235 55
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No No 39,486 2

Louisiana 426 332 94 All 
Multiple No13 Yes (2.00)3 No 43,204 3

Maine 151 124 27
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes (2.00)3 No 30,843 1

Maryland 200 200 0 All 
Multiple No14 No No 9,707 2

Massachusetts 382 341 41
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No Yes15 7,800 1

Michigan 752 648 104
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No No 56,539 4
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Minnesota 501 417 84
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes (2.00)3 Yes16 79,627 5

Mississippi 213 206 7 All 
Multiple No Yes (2.00)3 No 46,923 3

Missouri 593 523 70
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes (2.00)3 Yes17 68,742 5

Montana 182 172 10 All 
Multiple No No No 145,546 8

Nebraska 309 269 40 All 
Multiple No Yes (2.00)3 No 76,824 5

Nevada 125 107 18 All 
Multiple No No No 109,781 7

New Hampshire 89 80 9
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No No 8,953 1

New Jersey 440 368 72
Single 
and 

Multiple
Yes Yes (2.00)3 No 7,354 1

New Mexico 158 143 15
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes (1.30) No 121,298 6

New York 786 710 76
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No Yes18 47,126 1

North Carolina 442 439 3 All 
Multiple No No No 48,618 3

North Dakota 171 156 15
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No No 69,001 5

Ohio 818 696 122
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes18 Yes19 40,861 2

Oklahoma 482 458 24 All 
Multiple No No Yes20 68,595 6

Oregon 299 245 54 All 
Multiple No Yes (2.00)3 Yes21 95,988 8

Pennsylvania 780 629 151
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No Yes22 44,743 2

Rhode Island 54 44 10 All 
Multiple No No Yes23 1,034 1

South Carolina 225 220 5 All 
Multiple No14 Yes 

(3.00)24 No 30,061 3
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South Dakota 176 160 16 All 
Multiple No No Yes25 75,811 5

Tennessee 450 364 86
Single 
and 

Multiple
Yes No Yes26 41,235 3

Texas 1,552 1,550 2
Single 
and 

Multiple
No14 No Yes27 261,232 6

Utah 160 143 17 All 
Multiple No No Yes28 82,170 7

Vermont 63 50 13
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No No 9,217 1

Virginia 316 315 1 All 
Multiple No14 Yes (2.00)3 No 39,490 2

Washington 411 337 74
Single 
and 

Multiple
No Yes (2.00)3 Yes29 66,456 8

West Virginia 107 99 8
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No Yes30 24,038 2

Wisconsin 594 513 81
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No Yes31 54,158 4

Wyoming 71 69 2
Single 
and 

Multiple
No No No 97,093 8

Additional Subscript Information Relating to Table 2.  

Note: Numerous state associations distinguish public charter, magnet, university, American Indian reservation and town academy etc. 
schools differently regarding public or private status. The numbers reported in Table 1 are shown based on how each NFHS member 
state association classifies a school with selective enrollment.

Subscript Information:

1	 Alabama implemented a Competitive Balance Factor for private schools in 2023.
2	 In 2019, Alaska implemented a “Check System” for the sport of  basketball to determine classification. All statewide boarding 

schools and schools within 25 miles of  the municipalities of  Anchorage, Fairbanks, Soldotna and Wasilla are moved up one 
classification from where they participated in the previous cycle. 

3	 Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Delaware, Florida, Illinois, Louisiana, Maine, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska, New Jer-
sey, Oregon, Virginia, and Washington double the total enrollment of  single-sex schools. Missouri only applies this to single-sex 
sports, such as football.

4	 In Arkansas, a private school that enrolls more than 80 students is automatically moved up by one classification in all sports.
5	 Following regular season competition in California, sections within the state association determine where each team moves on to 

play in state tournaments.
6	 The CIAC Board of  Control gives the committee of  any team sport the option to use the “success in tournament” factor for 

tournament placement. This factor will be applied to all schools (charter, magnet, parochial, vocational technical, and those that 
have project choice programs) that draw more than 25 gender-specific students from outside their district. 

7	 Georgia has separate playoffs for public and private schools for all sports within their three smallest classifications, Class A, Class 
AA, and Class AAA.
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8	 In Illinois, a 1.65 enrollment multiplier is implemented for non-boundary schools (schools not limited to students within a 
specified area, or boundary), but there are waivers that can be granted to schools that meet specific criteria. A non-boundary, sin-
gle-sex school will have both multipliers applied to their enrollment count. The IHSA noted that not every non-boundary school 
is private, but the vast majority are.

9	 Indiana enacted a tournament success factor for all of  its sanctioned team sports in 2012.
10	 The Iowa High School Athletic Association (IAHSAA) only governs boys’ athletics; the Iowa Girls High School Athletic Union 

(IGHSAU) governs girls’ athletics.
11	 Iowa uses an enrollment subtractor for football only. The school’s number of  students on free and reduced lunch is multiplied by 

.40 and that number is subtracted from the school’s total enrollment.  
12	 The KSHSAA has proposed an enrollment multiplier for private schools that consider geographic, socio-economic, and champi-

onship factors.
13	 In 2017, the LHSAA implemented the select and non-select playoff  format in basketball, baseball, and softball. In 2022, the 

LHSAA changed the definition of  “select” schools to include charter schools, magnet schools, and schools with open enrollment 
parishes.

14	 Maryland, North Carolina, Mississippi, South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia noted that single or multiple athletic associations with 
high or solely private membership exist within their state. Only the member state associations identified by the National Federa-
tion of  State High Schools were contacted for this study.

15	 Massachusetts has individual sport committees made up of  athletic directors, principals, and other administrators that can con-
sider level of  play and whether or not to move a team up or down a classification.

16	 Minnesota subtracts 40 percent of  the free/reduced lunch count reported to the Minnesota Department of  Education for each 
school. Additionally, a school can “opt-up” to a higher classification in any activity sponsored by the school. Schools can only 
appeal to play in a lower classification if  certain conditions are met. 

17	 In 2020, Missouri implemented a “Championship Factor” for all private member schools.
18	 New York has 11 sections that each have a committee that is dedicated to determining the classification of  non-public schools 

within their section.
19	 Ohio implemented a competitive balance factor in 2019 for all member schools in football, soccer, volleyball, basketball, baseball, 

and softball. Broken down into “Tiers”, multipliers of  0,1,3 (football only), and 7 (rest of  applicable sports) are used on the total 
number of  students per team that meet certain criteria. 

20	 Rule 14 Section 1 of  Oklahoma’s “Rules Governing Interscholastic Activities in Senior High Schools” details the reclassification 
process for member schools. If  a member school meets three or more of  the following four stipulations, it will be moved to a 
higher classification.

i.)  	 has the ability to decline admission or enrollment to a student, even if  the student and the student’s parents (or cus-
todial parent or court-appointed guardian with legal custody of  the student) reside within that school’s public school 
district or designated geographic area; 

ii.) 	 the school is located within a fifteen (15) mile radius of  a school placed in the 5A or 6A classification according to 
ADM (i.e. enrollment); 

iii) 	 fewer than twenty-five (25) percent of  the children enrolled at the school in grades nine through twelve qualify for 
free or reduced lunches; 

iv) 	 the school’s ADM in grades nine through 12 has increased by fifty (50) percent or more over the previous three 
school years.

Also, if  a school finishes among the top eight within their class three or more times over a five-year period in a specific sport, 
that specific sport team will remain in that class regardless of  enrollment.

21	 Oregon implements an enrollment subtractor. The number of  students who receive free and reduced lunch is multiplied by .25 
and then that number is subtracted from the total enrollment of  students. If  the school’s free lunch percentage exceeds the state 
average, the number of  students is multiplied by .40.

22	 The PIAA uses a Competition Classification Formula that uses enrollment, tournament success, and the number of  athletic 
transfers on a team to determine classification.

23	 The RIIL has a committee composed of  principals that classify schools on whatever basis they see fit.
24	 South Carolina implemented a multiplier for out-of-zone students in 2023.
25	 South Dakota uses an enrollment subtractor. The percentage of  students who receive free and reduced lunch is multiplied by .30 

and then that percentage is subtracted from the school’s total student enrollment. 
26	 In 2018, the TSSAA unanimously approved a complete separation of  public and private school playoffs. Public, charter, and 

magnet schools compete in Division I, while private schools compete in Division II.
27	 In Texas, private school members are automatically placed into the largest classification in the state, 6A.
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28	 Utah only allows schools with at least 50 percent of  their student body on free and reduced lunch to appeal to play in a lower 
classification. Any school can appeal to play up in classification.

29	 Washington uses Direct Certification (process used to determine a student’s eligibility for free or reduced lunch) to adjust 
enrollment for classification purposes. A school with a direct cert rate greater than the statewide average will have an enrollment 
reduction that matches the percent greater than the statewide average up to 40 percent. 

30	 The WVSSAC uses a classification model that considers enrollment, location, and economics to give each school a total score, 
and that score determines their classification.

31	 Wisconsin implemented a competitive balance plan in 2024 for every sport except track & field and swim & dive. Schools have 
the right to appeal their assigned classification, and the WIAA will make a final determination based on the following factors.

i.)	 prior year out-of-building student percentage on rosters or historical movement of  student-athletes;
ii.)	 socioeconomics of  the school’s population;
iii.)	 demographics of  the school’s population;
iv.)	 competitive history and balance;
v.)	 geography;
vi.)	 school’s enrollment trends;
vii.)	 student participation rate in WIAA-sponsored activities;
viii.)	 admission policies of  the school concerning enrollment. 

After 2025 data were established, a 
comparison of  2015 and 2025 data was 
conducted to determine trends (see Table 
3). The total number of  member schools 
at NFHS state associations across the 
U.S. increased by 668 schools. Because 
Minnesota and Connecticut did not 
provide specific public and private totals 
in 2015, they were removed on the sec-

ond line of  the 2025 public and private 
total comparisons shown in Table 3. The 
numbers for 2025 with two asterisks are 
the numbers with these states removed. 
This removal allowed accurate trends to 
be established. Without Connecticut and 
Minnesota included, total public schools 
increased by 515 (3.24%), while total pri-
vate schools increased by 171 (6.87%). 

Table 3

Trends in Interscholastic Competitive Balance: 2015 vs. 2025

Year
Total

Schools

Total 
Public

Schools

Total Private
Schools

Multiplier
Separate
Playoffs

Success
Factors

Socioeconomic
Factors

2015 19070   15,873*   2,488* 8 4 3 2

2025 19738
16,978

    16,388**
2,760

    2,659**
20 3 8 9

Total 
Increase

668 515 171 12 -1 5 7

Percent 
Change

+3.50% +3.24% +6.87% +150% -25.00% +167% +350%

* In 2015 Connecticut and Minnesota did not supply the number of  public and private schools but did supply the total number of  
schools. 
**Public and Private Schools with Connecticut and Minnesota removed to draw accurate comparisons.  
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Regarding specific competitive bal-
ance policies, the number of  states that 
used some form of  multiplier increased 
from eight to 20, indicating a 150% in-
crease. The number of  states that had 
separate playoffs decreased from four to 
three and was the only type of  competi-
tive balance solution that decreased from 
2015 to 2025. Associations using a suc-
cess factor increased from three to eight, 
a 167% increase. Similarly, socioeconomic 
factors increased, but more so than suc-
cess factors. There are currently nine so-
cioeconomic factors compared to two in 
2015, a 350% increase. 

To determine if  significant relation-
ships existed between variables, as well 
as evaluate any geographical patterns, 
correlations coefficients were calculated. 
Table 4 displays the correlation matrix 
among all variables except NIAAA sec-
tion. The highest correlation coefficients 
occurred among total members & total 
public (.985), total members and total 
private (.712), and total public & total 
private (.581). There were no significant 
relationships among any variable and geo-
graphical square miles. For the second 
geographical variable of  NIAAA section, 
Chi Square analysis revealed no significant 
relationships among separate playoffs and 
NIAAA section, x2 (1, 51) = 5.73, p = .476; 
multipliers and NIAAA section, x2 (1, 51) 
= 7.25, p = .426; or legislation (success or 
socioeconomic) and NIAA section, x2 (1, 
51) = 3.40, p = .905.

      

Discussion
Facilitating positive outcomes for stu-

dent-athletes through their participation 

represents a core tenet of  meaningful 
high school athletic programs (Blanton 
et al., 2024). This updated examination 
of  competitive balance solutions in high 
school athletics offers governing bodies 
and interscholastic sport stakeholders 
insight into how equity is pursued. This 
decade-long comparison can facilitate 
internal evaluations by state associations 
on how their policy can be adapted in 
the pursuit of  fairness. In doing so, these 
governing bodies can ensure that they 
are upholding the mission of  high school 
athletics through competitive balance that 
contributes to meaningful experiences for 
student-athletes and interscholastic sport 
stakeholders. The following discussion 
outlines the presence of  varying compet-
itive balance policies within the United 
States and details the implications within 
high school athletics via their use.

Competitive Balance Policies
The number of  schools who are mem-

bers of  their specific NFHS state associa-
tion has grown by 3.50% over the previous 
decade, with a 3.24% increase specifically 
for public schools and a 6.87% growth 
in private schools. The increasing mem-
bership in NFHS state associations has 
aligned with the rising use of  competitive 
balance policies. With more members to 
govern, state associations recognize the 
importance of  promoting fairness as a 
key tenet of  competition, especially with 
a growing number of  private schools. Ac-
cording to the National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics (NCES), the number of  
private high schools now represents ap-
proximately 13% of  all secondary and 
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Table 4
C

orrelations A
m

ong M
em

bers and Policies

Total
M

em
bers

Total
Public

Total
Private

%
Private

Separate
Playoffs

M
ultiplier

Legislation
(success or socio-

econom
ic)

Square
M

iles

Total
M

em
bers

1.00

Total
Public

.985
(<

.001**)
1.00

Total
Private

.712
(<

.001**)
.581

(<
.001**)

1.00

%
Private

.076
(.595)

-.045
(.753)

.546
(<

.001**)
1.00

Separate
 Playoffs

.047
(.742)

.043
(.763)

.047
(.743)

.045
(.752)

1.00

M
ultiplier

.022
(.877)

-.009
(.950)

.142
(.321)

.193
(.175)

.129
(.365)

1.00

Legislation (suc-
cess or socioeco-

nom
ic)

.395
(.004*)

.397
(.004*)

.251
(.075)

-.037
(.794)

-.088
(.538)

.103
(.471)

1.00

Square
M

iles
.221

(.119)
.253

(.073)
.054

(.706)
-.252
(.074)

-.100
(.485)

-.103
(.474)

 .170
(.233)

1.00

*=p<.05; **=p<.01
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high schools in the U.S. (NCES, 2023). 
Thus, a breakdown of  the shifts in com-
petitive balance solutions demonstrates 
how policies have evolved. 

Enrollment Classifications
The most common competitive bal-

ance strategy is the use of  enrollment 
classifications, which divide schools into 
specific classes predominantly based on 
the number of  students. This approach 
establishes a setting in which schools are 
competing against others of  similar sizes, 
aligning with the utilitarian perspective of  
distributive justice. Over time, the grow-
ing differences in structure and division 
within enrollment policy can call into 
question their fairness and equity. Of  the 
51 NFHS state associations, 17 states cur-
rently utilize enrollment classifications for 
all sports administered by the governing 
body. For the remaining 34 associations, 
some sports fall under a single class, while 
others utilize a multi-class structure to di-
vide schools. 

Despite 17 states still using enrollment 
classifications for all sports, specific states 
have adapted their policy to change how 
they approach these classifications. Five 
states (i.e., Georgia, Idaho, Kansas, Ten-
nessee, and Texas) moved from having 
classifications for every sport to a com-
bination of  multi-class structures for 
some sports and a single class structure 
for others. In contrast, five different states 
(i.e., Maryland, Nebraska, Rhode Island, 
South Carolina, and South Dakota) made 
the transition to have all sports compete 
within a multi-class system. Even in states 
who did not change whether a multi-class 
system was used in every sport or some 

sports, policy adjustments have been 
made in pursuit of  competitive balance 
needs. In Georgia, the 7A classification, 
which was reserved for the state’s biggest 
schools, was removed to increase compe-
tition by merging it with the 6A classifica-
tion (Townsend, 2024). Conversely, within 
specific sports in West Virginia (e.g., boys 
and girls basketball, volleyball), a fourth 
class was added to the previous three-
class system to further divide schools 
(The Intelligencer, 2023). As individual 
states continue to fine-tune their compet-
itive balance policies, specific priorities re-
lated to athletic experiences are the basis 
for enrollment classification decisions.

As suggested by the continued re-
structuring and evolution of  enrollment 
classifications, this approach has limita-
tions when used as the single competitive 
balance solution. For instance, private 
schools tend to be smaller in size and 
are often placed in classes that align with 
smaller public schools. However, these 
private schools have inherent advantages 
over smaller public schools (e.g., recruit-
ing flexibility, financial health) that can 
lead to disproportionate postseason suc-
cess compared to their overall represen-
tation in the state (Johnson et al., 2019). 
Additionally, there does come a point 
where certain public schools are so large 
that they maintain a talent pool edge over 
others in their classification, including pri-
vate schools (Johnson et al., 2014). Given 
these realities, states who rely solely on 
enrollment as their means of  classifying 
schools could fail to account for import-
ant differences (e.g., public vs. private, so-
cioeconomic factors) that can have a no-
table impact on competition.
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Multipliers
As a growing number of  states have 

committed to competitive balance solu-
tions beyond enrollment, the use of  mul-
tipliers has increased since 2015 and now 
range between 1.3 and 3.0. This means, for 
example, if  a state uses a 2.0 multiplier for 
its private schools, then a private school 
with 1,000 students would be classified 
based on an enrollment number of  2,000 
students (2.0 x 1,000). Utilizing this type 
of  strategy aims to minimize the advan-
tages of  private schools that might not be 
captured within a pure enrollment classifi-
cation system (Epstein, 2008). Given this 
intentional targeting of  private schools to 
neutralize a perceived edge over public 
schools, multipliers represent an egalitar-
ian strategy of  distributive justice by cor-
recting any disadvantages experienced by 
public schools. 

In the original analysis provided by 
Johnson et al. (2015), eight states utilized 
some type of  multiplier. Today, 20 state 
associations rely on a multiplier to im-
pact enrollment classifications, represent-
ing the second most common competi-
tive balance strategy. This 150% increase 
highlights the strengthening perspective 
of  states on the need to artificially inflate 
certain schools’ enrollment numbers for 
classification. Doubling the total enroll-
ment of  single-sex schools exists as the 
most often used form of  this multipli-
er. Three states (i.e., California, Florida, 
and New Jersey) relied on this approach 
a decade ago, but this number has now 
jumped to 16 states increasing enrollment 
classifications based on single-sex settings 
by doubling the total enrollment when 

calculating the number used for classifi-
cation purposes. For example, Delaware’s 
policy states that “single gender schools 
have their enrollment doubled to de-
termine their final enrollment number” 
(DIAA, 2025, para. 1). 

Two states, Alabama and New Mexi-
co, continue to use a blanket enrollment 
multiplier specifically for private schools 
in their state, at 1.35 and 1.30 respective-
ly. Unique to New Mexico, this multipli-
er applies to all sports except football 
(NMAA, 2025). Other state associations 
have decided to target their multiplier for 
specific students, such as South Carolina, 
who uses a multiplier of  3.0 for students 
attending a school beyond their geograph-
ical area (SCHSL, 2023). This 3.0 multipli-
er, which is also used by Georgia, embod-
ies the largest number used across state 
associations, whereas in 2015, multipliers 
did not exceed 2.0. As evidenced by the 
range of  multipliers, a universal format 
does not exist for multiplying enrollment 
classifications. 

The effectiveness of  multipliers con-
tinues to be in question, as private schools 
experience sustained success despite 
these manipulated enrollment numbers 
(Epstein, 2008; Johnson et al., 2019). Al-
though implemented to create more equi-
ty in competition, questions persist related 
to how multipliers can be used in isolation 
to pursue balance. These considerations 
include what the appropriate multiplier 
number should be, how to ensure private 
schools without a tradition of  success are 
not adversely affected (James, 2013), and 
how to articulate a formula that achieves 
the desired goals of  a multiplier without 
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creating unfairness in competition (Ep-
stein, 2008; Johnson et al., 2017). More-
over, these considerations must also ac-
count for the potential legal challenges of  
targeting specific types of  schools (James, 
2013; Johnson et al., 2017). Therefore, 
multipliers continue to evolve to account 
for specific factors (e.g., consistent suc-
cess or socioeconomic features) in con-
junction with enrollment.

Separate Playoffs 
The continued disproportionate suc-

cess of  private schools heightens atten-
tion on the public versus private school 
debate (Johnson et al., 2019). While hav-
ing separate governing bodies works for 
some states (e.g., Maryland, Texas), the 
decision for the sole governing body in 
a state to implement separate playoffs is 
another approach that has been imple-
mented. Of  the competitive balance solu-
tions examined in this updated analysis, a 
separate playoff  structure represents the 
one policy that has experienced a decline 
over the past decade. In Johnson et al.’s 
(2015) seminal study, four state associa-
tions (i.e., Georgia, Louisiana, New Jersey, 
and Tennessee) relied on a public tourna-
ment and a private tournament. Since this 
time, Louisiana has instead implemented 
two different categories of  schools (i.e., 
select and non-select), with select schools 
including charter schools, magnet schools, 
and schools with open enrollment parish-
es. This change led to nearly even numbers 
between select and non-select schools to 
create greater parity within the state’s two 
playoffs (Coppage, 2023). 

For the three states still governing 
separate public and private school play-
offs, policy adjustments have leaned fur-
ther into minimizing potential negative 
effects of  postseason dominance by pri-
vate schools. Tennessee initially classified 
schools into either Division I or Division 
II, with Division II reserved for schools 
who provided need-based financial aid 
to varsity athletes. In this system, private 
schools could still choose to compete in 
Division I with a 1.80 enrollment multi-
plier attached. In 2018, the state associ-
ation unanimously approved a measure 
that fully separated public and private 
school playoffs (Hargis, 2018). Further, 
at the time of  the Johnson et al. (2015) 
study, Georgia limited the separation of  
public and private playoffs to just its low-
est classification (i.e., Class A). That has 
since expanded to include separate play-
offs for each of  its three smallest classi-
fications: Class A, Class AA, and Class 
AAA (Young, 2023). For those states with 
separate playoffs, these policy evolutions 
demonstrate further commitment to en-
suring distinct structures for public and 
private schools. 

Another example of  an egalitarian 
perspective, separate playoffs aim to elim-
inate unfair advantages contributing to 
postseason success for private schools by 
grouping them into their own individual 
tournament. However, the low number 
of  state associations utilizing this solution 
suggests it is not viewed as the ideal ap-
proach. Legal concerns have emerged that 
could result from this structure, particu-
larly from private schools who feel un-
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fairly targeted by these policies. There are 
also economic concerns, as multiple post-
season tournaments increase the finan-
cial demands of  state associations. Some 
states, such as Ohio, have expressed inter-
est in this solution but refrain from pursu-
ing it in fear of  private schools ultimately 
deciding to establish their own state asso-
ciation (Monahan, 2012). Not only would 
playoff  structures likely change, but sep-
arate governing bodies could lead private 
schools to attract more public-school ath-
letes (Popke, 2012). While separate play-
offs can distinguish public schools from 
private schools within postseason play, 
the legal and ethical concerns tied to such 
a policy continue to be a deterrent for 
most states.

Success Factors
Multipliers and separate playoffs ap-

ply policies to entire groups, often pri-
vate schools. These types of  solutions 
fail to account for nuanced contexts that 
adversely impact experiences. Instead of  
merely being public or private, success 
factors represent a more tailored policy 
that makes decisions based on athletic 
performances of  individual teams. The 
type of  success used can vary depending 
on the state, as Connecticut and Indiana 
utilize a tournament success factor (TSF) 
that evaluates postseason performance, 
while Rhode Island considers overall win-
ning percentage. 

Five additional states have since incor-
porated their own type of  success factor 
into their classification process, bringing 
the total number currently using this pol-

icy to eight. With a 167% increase, trends 
are moving toward a more specified ap-
proach to competitive balance. In some 
states, such as Wisconsin and Arkansas, 
success factor points are applied to both 
public and private schools. Similar to In-
diana’s TSF (Johnson et al., 2014, 2023), 
Wisconsin’s policy, passed in 2023, ex-
amines previous postseason success and 
assigns points based on how far a team 
advances in tournament play (e.g., four 
points for a state championship, three 
points for state runner-up). If  a team 
earns six points over a three-year window, 
it moves up one division for the next year. 
At the point in which a team falls below six 
points over a three-year timeframe, it then 
returns to its previous division (Kinnard, 
2024). For others, a success factor is re-
served for private schools. This is the case 
for Alabama, in which teams from private 
schools earn points based on their finish 
over a two-year period. For teams earning 
more than four points in single-sex sports 
(e.g., football, volleyball) and more than 
seven points in coed sports (e.g., basket-
ball, soccer), they will be moved up one 
class during the next classification cycle 
(AHSAA, 2023). 

The Pennsylvania Interscholastic Ath-
letic Association incorporated success 
into its competition classification formu-
la, realizing that “there is general view 
that enrollment numbers may not clear-
ly indicate equal competition factors and 
there should be additional items that are 
needed to be considered in the classifi-
cation process to keep athletic compe-
tition in balance” (PIAA, 2023, para. 1). 
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Thus, the governing body introduced suc-
cess points, where success in post-regu-
lar season play is rated on a scale of  one 
point (i.e., qualification to an entry level 
inter-district championship contest) to 
four points (i.e., qualification to a final 
inter-district contest). Teams achieving at 
least six points over a two-year period are 
eligible to move up a class during the next 
cycle (PIAA, 2023). In this instance, the 
success factor exists as just one piece to 
the overall equation of  the classification 
formula.

As the decade-long trend reveals, there 
has been greater investment in targeted 
strategies that focus on individual team 
success. Not only does this approach en-
sure competitive balance by moving top 
teams up in classification, but it also pre-
vents unjust effects on unsuccessful pri-
vate schools. Despite their utility, howev-
er, Johnson et al. (2023) noted that success 
factors have a primary flaw in punishing 
athletes who are forced to play up after a 
talented group of  their predecessors has 
done well. To counter this limitation, 
Johnson et al. (2023) recommended a his-
torical analysis of  program success to de-
termine if  the success was isolated or if  
a pattern of  achievement exists beyond a 
rare wave of  talented athletes. Doing so 
“would largely eliminate the biggest criti-
cism of  the policy, while still reclassifying 
schools with the greatest amount of  re-
cent and historical success. In essence, the 
TSF would transform from a short-term 
blunt instrument into a more sensitive his-
torical application” (p. 51). Continuing to 
monitor how states account for this issue, 
while promoting fair and equitable com-

petition, will be important in the ongoing 
evolution of  success factors.   

Socioeconomic Factors
The ability of  athletic programs to be 

successful is in part dependent upon ac-
cess to valuable resources (e.g., facilities, 
equipment) that can be a differentiator 
among schools (Yost, 2012). A decade 
ago, only two states (i.e., Oregon and 
Oklahoma) had socioeconomic measures 
as a part of  their classification system. 
That number has risen to nine states, rep-
resenting the competitive balance solution 
with the largest increase (350% growth) 
since the original analysis by Johnson et 
al. in 2015. Thus, incorporating econom-
ic realities into the classification process 
appears to be a growing priority for state 
associations.

Certain states have identified specific 
sports in which socioeconomic factors 
matter. In Iowa, schools with a high per-
centage of  students receiving free and re-
duced lunch have historically struggled in 
football compared to similar sized schools. 
The policy implemented by the state as-
sociation reduces 40% of  a school’s free 
and reduced lunch count from its total 
enrollment and reclassifies the football 
team based on this new number (Kenne-
dy, 2023). This formula resembles the one 
implemented by the Minnesota State High 
School League, who applies their policy to 
all sports by subtracting 40% of  the num-
ber of  students on free and reduced lunch 
from a school’s total enrollment for classi-
fication purposes (MSHSL, 2025).

Given the varying impact of  funding/
resources by state, socioeconomic formu-
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las can vary greatly. South Dakota utilizes 
an enrollment subtractor where the per-
centage of  students receiving free and 
reduced lunch at a school is multiplied 
by 0.30. The new percentage is then sub-
tracted from the school’s total enrollment 
to provide the number used for classifica-
tion purposes (SDHSAA, 2022). In Utah, 
schools with at least 50% of  their student 
population on free and reduced lunch can 
appeal to be moved down a class (UH-
SAA, 2025). Regardless of  the specific 
formula, accounting for economic factors 
aims to address competitive concerns that 
come from an imbalance of  resources 
(Epstein, 2008; James, 2013). 

Similar to success factors, socioeco-
nomic factors align with the libertarian 
perspective of  distributive justice by fo-
cusing on the key elements of  the individ-
ual school when adapting established clas-
sifications. As schools move up or down 
classes based on these contexts, this more 
fairly targets individual teams based on 
their unique characteristics, who are bet-
ter prepared for specifically applied clas-
sifications (e.g., athletic success, financial 
concerns) rather than broadly determined 
ones (e.g., being a private school). Chal-
lenges still exist within these more tai-
lored policies, such as determining the ap-
propriate measure when adjusting based 
on socioeconomic factors (e.g., free and 
reduced lunch count). Unintended con-
sequences could also arise when schools 
are in a particularly wealthy or poor area 
if  the policy cannot be flexible to unique 
situations. With the trend moving toward 
more precise competitive balance solu-

tions, however, examining their effective-
ness will help to understand their impact. 

Relationships. Assessing relationships 
for additional insight into competitive 
balance policies also revealed noteworthy 
results. From a geographical perspective, 
neither region of  the country nor size of  
the state was related to any type of  policy 
or public/private membership. This result 
suggests that specific competitive balance 
polices are not generally reliant on how 
sparsely situated schools are, or the loca-
tion within the U.S. More important than 
geographical considerations was the total 
number of  high schools in the state asso-
ciation. 

Both total members (.395) and public 
members (.397) were significantly related 
to some type of  legislation at p<.001 level. 
These results suggest that the more high 
schools in a state, the more likely the state 
is to have some kind of  success factor or 
socioeconomic policy. For example, 11 of  
the top 14 states with the most schools 
had a policy that impacted schools for 
their success or wealth. This result is even 
more glaring when combined with the 
167% increase in success factor policies 
and 350% increase in socioeconomic pol-
icies since 2015. Thus, it appears the more 
schools there are, the more individual 
characteristics impact their ability to com-
pete, and an increased need for a policy to 
counteract such differences. This trend is 
likely to continue, especially in the wake 
of  the COVID-19 pandemic and world-
wide recession that uniquely impacted the 
resource profiles of  school districts. 
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Limitations
The purpose of  this study was to pro-

vide an updated examination of  the com-
petitive balance policies implemented by 
state athletic associations. While this re-
search identified policies a decade apart, 
it did not fully capture the nuanced logic 
that led to each policy decision, especially 
when states have different priorities and 
philosophical approaches. For example, 
states with a lower proportion of  private 
schools may be less likely to incorporate 
separate playoff  structures. As such, it 
was beyond the scope of  this study to 
examine state-specific contexts, which 
would have provided additional insight 
into the evolution of  certain competitive 
balance solutions. Moreover, the fact that 
geographical variables did not yield sig-
nificant results suggests other contextual 
reasons for specific policies (e.g., political, 
social, educational) that could be explored 
through future research.    

Second, some states could have passed 
multiple changes to their policies over the 
previous decade. Since this examination 
provided a snapshot of  policy at two dis-
tinct points in time, only those changes 
are represented. Thus, this research does 
not highlight how many policy changes 
have been made by each state over the 
last decade, nor the justifications for mak-
ing these policy changes. This limitation 
could influence how trends are perceived 
if  multiple policies had been created or 
eliminated. 

Finally, the omissions of  two states 
from Johnson et al.’s 2015 study neces-
sitated the 2025 data be reported in two 
different ways (see Table 3). A decade ago, 

Connecticut and Minnesota did not share 
the total number of  public and private 
schools, so direct comparisons could not 
be made. While the data for Connecticut 
and Minnesota is provided in 2025, and 
trends are observable for the other 49 
state associations, the missing data from 
these two states in 2015 is a limitation. 

Suggestions for Future Research
This updated examination establishes 

an important foundational analysis of  the 
present competitive balance solutions in 
high school athletics, as well as the policy 
trends that have occurred over the last de-
cade. To build on these findings, investi-
gating state-by-state contextual decisions 
would provide details for different pol-
icy types. For example, using qualitative 
measures that explain why certain state 
associations have implemented specific 
solutions could be especially beneficial 
for states considering a particular policy. 
Additional research could also examine 
the motivations and justifications guiding 
state-specific decisions to certain compet-
itive balance strategies. Moreover, insight 
on how states with multiple governing 
bodies function could help states with 
questions about facilities, scheduling, and 
officials.   

While this research captures the com-
petitive balance solutions that have been 
implemented and the trends in their us-
age over time, a valuable follow-up study 
could examine the effectiveness of  poli-
cies in upholding the ideals of  fairness 
and equity in high school athletics. These 
strategies strive to contribute meaningful 
participation experiences, which empha-
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sizes understanding the solutions that 
are most effective. Developing param-
eters would inform decision makers on 
policy construction and implementation. 
This would further strengthen the current 
study’s results by moving beyond policy 
identification and trends and into a model 
of  best practices.

Conclusion
Ensuring fair and equitable participa-

tion experiences has been a focus of  high 
school athletics within the U.S., especially 
as the disproportionate success of  private 
schools garners greater attention from key 
stakeholders. Johnson et al. (2015) con-
ducted the first national analysis of  com-
petitive balance policies, which included 
classifying schools based on enrollment, 
applying enrollment multipliers, using sep-
arate playoff  structures for public and pri-
vate schools, introducing athletic success 
factors, and accounting for socioeconom-
ic factors. This study offered a contempo-
rary analysis of  policy trends over the pre-
vious decade and highlighted an increase 
in the use of  multipliers, success factors, 
and socioeconomic factors. State associ-
ations have demonstrated a willingness 
to implement policies focused on small-
er and more specific groups of  students 
as opposed to those broadly focused on 
enrollment or school type. In fact, these 
types of  policies have more than doubled 
in the past decade with more than half  of  
the states opting for some form of  new 
policy that impacts enrollment classifica-
tions, and larger states more likely to im-
plement a success or socioeconomic fac-
tor. Identification of  these trends can help 

inform the decisions of  state associations 
as they continue to modify competitive 
balance policy.  
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