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I.

INTRODUCTION

Parents nowadays choose from countless options when it comes to where their children’s
education. Maybe they live in an area with a history of having an exceptional school district and
choose public education. Or the parents go the private school route, whether it be for religious
reasons or not. Some parents prefer to educate their children themselves and they decide to
homeschool. Each type of school has its own unique set of pros and cons that must be weighed.
Homeschooling, arguably, comes with many more potential pros and cons, especially when it
comes to interaction with other children. One of those in particular is whether or not one’s child
will want or will be able to participate in extracurricular activities similar to public school
children or even with the public school children. This becomes especially concerning
considering how much kids love after-school activities.1
Although numerous extracurricular activities exist, sports are a particular activity
children and parents may want access to. Athletics, especially in Illinois, can be a hot button
issue.2 That brings about the question of whether or not homeschooled children should be
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allowed to compete alongside their public school counterparts. Arguments can and have been
made for both sides. Yet, those in charge, the ones making the actual decisions, in my opinion,
would be hard-pressed to argue against allowing homeschooled children to play in public school
athletics. That is assuming, of course, that those in charge heavily weigh the potential benefits
and/or harms to the students themselves. The allowance of homeschooled children in public
school athletics seems to benefit both the homeschooled and public school children.
This article argues that courts and legislatures should explicitly allow homeschooled
children to participate in public school athletics by examining the current laws, specifically with
regards to Illinois public education, concerning homeschooled students and their participation in
public school athletics, the arguments against allowing homeschooled children to participate in
public school athletics and then an analysis on why homeschooled children should be allowed to
participate in public school sports and the benefits to the children, both public and
homeschooled, and how participation causes no disruption or excessive burden on the current
public school system.
II.

THE LAW OF HOMESCHOOL PARTICIPATION IN PUBLIC SCHOOL
ATHLETICS

Across the country, non-public schooled children have been trying to gain access to a
wide variety of public school offerings and activities over the years.3 These attempts stem from a
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lack of extracurricular activities available to non-public schooled children, particularly
homeschooled children. The United States is seeing a phenomenal growth in the number of
homeschooled students.4 With that growth will come an ever-increasing number of requests for
access to public school activities5, particularly with regard to athletics. As many as 81% of home
educators want their children to participate in extracurriculars at public schools.6.
The constitution of every state provides for a public education system available to all the
children of that state.7 Furthermore, Courts generally recognize the constitutional right to choose
homeschooling. 8 Although the allowance of homeschooling can be traced back to religious
reasons, nowadays many courts recognize that the “right should be afforded equally to parents
who choose home education for secular reasons.”9
In recent years, states have begun enacting various statutes directly addressing a
homeschooled student’s right to participate in public school sports.10 Under such statutes,
homeschooled children generally have to meet certain conditions before being allowed to
participate: 1) the student must be legally registered under the home school law; 2) the student
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must meet all the eligibility requirements of a public school student (but for full-time
attendance); and 3) the student’s test scores or periodical academic reports must be submitted to
the public school.11
Illinois does not explicitly allow homeschooled students to participate in public school
athletics:
Public schools have no obligation to make extracurricular activities, including
athletics, open to students attending private schools. In addition, many Illinois
public elementary and high schools belong to intramural sports organizations, i.e.,
the Illinois Elementary School Association (IESA) or the Illinois High School
Association (IHSA). Both organizations have specific bylaws that limit the
conditions under which home-schooled students may participate in interscholastic
athletics.12
The IESA Handbook, School By-Law 2.036 states:
Students who are receiving their education through home schooling may be
eligible at the public school at which the student would regularly attend,
providing they are in full compliance with the following requirements: all
eligibility By- Laws other than the attendance By-Law, the home schooled
student's work must be accepted by the school district in which the student resides
and be granted credit toward graduation by that school district, the school district
shall establish a method to monitor the academic performance of the home
schooled student on the same basis as for students in regular attendance at the
school, and the school certifies that the student is meeting the minimum academic
eligibility standards for participation. The school at which the student will
participate is required to keep all records to verify compliance with these
requirements in the event the IESA is required to rule on the eligibility of the
home schooled student.13
According to the IHSA Handbook, Athletic By-law 3.010:
A student must attend a member school and may only represent in interscholastic
competition the member school the student attends. For purposes of this by-law,
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the term “attend” shall mean that the student is enrolled at the member school,
and is taking at, or under arrangements approved by the member school, a
minimum of twenty five (25) credit hours of work for which credit toward high
school graduation will be granted by the member school upon the student’s
completing and passing the courses. The school which enrolls the student shall be
exclusively responsible to verify the student’s compliance with all of the
eligibility requirements of all IHSA by-laws.14
According to the Illustrations for Section 3.010 of the By-laws:
HOME SCHOOL STUDENT ELIGIBILITY
Q. May a student who is home schooled, participate on a high school team?
A. Yes, provided the student is enrolled at the member high school, the student is
taking a minimum of twenty five (25) credit hours of work at the member school
or in a program approved by the member school, and, the student must be granted
credit for the work taken either at the member school or in a program it approved.
The student must also pay applicable tuition and fees at the member high school.
(By-law 3.011)15

Although Illinois does not have a statute in place that openly allows homeschooled
children to participate in public school athletics, they are allowed under certain circumstances.
III.

ARGUMENTS AGAINST ALLOWING HOMESCHOOLED CHILDREN TO
PARTICIPATE IN PUBLIC SCHOOL ATHLETICS

Although this article does not delve into every possible argument against participation, it
does attempt to discuss some of the main topics. One argument is that homeschooled children
only want certain aspects of the public school system or simply want the best aspects of it
without dealing with everything else.16 The argument is that either you’re all in, or you’re not in
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at all.17 Some “view homeschool participation as granting homeschoolers the untethered freedom
to determine when and how they will use the public education system.”18 However, those
arguments don’t usually tend to go into much detail as to why that is, or should be, the case.
Others argue that “[a]llowing homeschool students to play sports would shortchange the
public school students who work hard for grades. As one Virginia high school league said,
homeschoolers would be “playing by a different set of rules.””19 The IHSA mandates that, in
order to participate in athletics, a student “shall be doing passing work in at least twenty five (25)
credit hours of high school work per week.”20 If public school students are required to meet
certain educational standards in order to be allowed to participate in athletics then shouldn’t
homeschooled children as well? Ensuring homeschooled students meet certain standards and
prioritize academics over athletics seem to be valid objectives.21 That should be the goal
regardless of whether the student is educated in a homeschool setting, public school, private
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school or any other imaginable type of school. The issue that arises though is how that can be
done, which leads to the next opposing argument.
Public schools and their supporters claim an already limited amount of resources would
be increasingly depleted if homeschoolers participated in public school athletics.22 Additionally,
homeschooler participation would create an administrative inconvenience and burden.23 With
additional student-athletes, schools may have to take on some additional expenses as well as
providing adequate faculty to supervise the extra children. Some argue this creates an
“unreasonable burden on them” and an “administrative nightmare.”24 Others state that “because
funding laws generally ignore homeschoolers, requiring public schools to allocate scarce fiscal
resources to support homeschoolers’ access to athletics and activities would provide
homeschoolers with an unfair advantage-in essence, homeschoolers would receive the benefits of
each educations alternative’s positive features.”(which coincides with the above stated argument
regarding cherry picking).25
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Additionally, with an influx of homeschooled athletes there is concern public school
students might lose their spots on a team.26 Don’t the public school children have the right to be
on the team instead of homeschoolers? Also, homeschooled children have the opportunity to
participate in other, non-public school funded, athletic events and teams.27 There are various
sports leagues comprised of only homeschooled children as well as park districts and various
“club” type teams that are available to all children, regardless of the type of school they attend.28
Instead of crowding out the public school children and burdening the system, opponents believe
homeschoolers would be better off in a league of their own.
IV.

WHY HOMESCHOOLED CHILDREN SHOULD BE ALLOWED TO PARTICIPATE
IN PUBLIC SCHOOL ATHLETICS
Just as with the opposing position, the arguments in favor of allowing homeschool

participation are numerous as well. Unlike the opposing side however, a look at the proparticipation arguments shows a desire to do what is best for the children themselves. The
argument regarding the added burden and expense that the school district would incur seems a
bit far-fetched. Although there likely will be some additional costs, it would not be overly
difficult or costly as there “already exists in every state a ready-made institutional system
designed specifically to deliver the benefit of public education to all children residing within the
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state.29 Furthermore, it is safe to assume the actual number of homeschooled students of the same
exact age, trying to gain access to the same exact sport, at the same exact school would be
limited. Because of the typically limited number of players on any given team, the addition of
homeschoolers trying out would not actually increase the number of players on a team. As a
result, schools would not need to hire any additional staff to supervise the players. Also,
homeschooled children would likely be brought to and from games and practices by their
parents, eliminating the need to provide transportation to and from a child’s home. The parent
would also bring their homeschooled child to the school so that he or she can ride the bus to and
from an away game if necessary.
Furthermore, the additional costs would fall well short of the potential cost of providing
full-time education the homeschoolers are free to demand at any time.30 Homeschooled students
actually represent a net monetary savings.31 The parents of homeschooled children continue to
pay taxes at the same rate as other citizens32, yet they are being declined full access to the public
education system that their money funds.
The argument that homeschoolers should not be allowed to participate in public school
sports because of the idea of “cherry picking” seems to be based more on their own contempt for
homeschooling than any sort of legitimate basis. The main argument is simply that it is not fair to
let homeschoolers participate; yet those opponents don’t seem to base this on anything and
overlook the unfairness of excluding homeshooled children. Why is it not fair? Homeschoolers
deserve access just as much as any other child. It seems nothing more than discrimination to
prohibit homeschooled children from public school athletics for this reason. Opponents making
29
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this argument are essentially saying “you can’t play because you’re a homeschooler.” That is
clear-cut discrimination. The argument that separate leagues and club teams are available for
homeschooled children takes the discrimination even further.
Homeschool children will also not crowd out the public school children. As noted above,
only a limited number of homeschoolers per school district would likely come forward and tryout for a team. Additionally, a homeschooled child will have to try out just like everyone else so
just as without any homeschooled children the best players will be selected for the team. If
someone’s public school son or daughter does not get chosen for the team, the same argument
the opponents make for exclusion can be made here: there are plenty club teams and park district
teams they can play on. More importantly though is that these additional athletes can, and likely
will, positively impact a team.33
Are opponents simply afraid of homeschoolers being too good? As is apparent from the
Illinois multiplier rule,34 public schools don’t enjoy losing to their non-public counterparts. But
being too good should be no reason for complete exclusion.
One of the key arguments centers around academic standards. Public school students
must be passing all of their classes35, and thus brings about the question regarding how to ensure
homeschooled children learn up to the required level. It’s clear some sort of testing or monitoring
system needs to be implemented to guarantee fairness, but the argument may be blown a bit out
of proportion. According to research, homeschool students enjoy higher test scores and an
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overall higher level of educational success.36 A 1997 study of 5,402 homeschooled students
showed that homeschooled students outperformed their public school counterparts by 30 to 37
percentile points in all subjects.37 Another study showed that homeschooled children do well at
college and score higher on the ACT than public school students.38 Just because homeschooled
children do not sit in a classroom all day long with their peers does not mean they are not
learning at the same or higher level or that they are not also putting in the effort. Particularly
when one looks at the requirements for public school student-athletes it becomes apparent that
homeschooled children are already way above the required standard: a public high school student
in Illinois only needs to be passing a class and not excelling or even doing well in it.39 With the
implementation of some sort of testing and monitoring system homeschooled children would be
able to show that they meet the standard for participation in Illinois athletics.
Also, homeschooled children deserve a chance to earn a college athletic scholarship just
as much as pubic school children do. Denying them access to public athletics excludes them
from this opportunity. Particularly with the rising costs of a college education, athletically
inclined homeschooled students should have this chance.
The ultimate reason for allowing homeschooled children to participate in public school
athletics is for the socialization of the students, both homeschoolers and public school children.
Allowing access to public school athletics would “benefit parents, students and society in general
by promoting more complete, effective educational choices and opportunities for all students.”40
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This opportunity would give homeschoolers a better opportunity to establish and maintain
relationships with others, become accepted members of society and cooperate with others.41 It
allows the children to work as a team, learn the idea of winning and losing and how to get over a
tough defeat. Additionally, public school students have a chance to interact with children with
different values and ideas. All sides will benefit from increased interaction between diverse
people.
V.

CONCLUSION

The opposing arguments, although many, seem to fall short of the intended objection:
doing what is best for the children. The arguments against allowing homeschooled children to
compete in public school athletics seems to come from a place of animosity and discrimination.
It’s as if people feel some sort of disdain towards the homeschooled children because they have,
in the eyes of the opponents, turned their nose up to public education. But, clearly the
homeschooled children fighting for access public school sports have done nothing of the sort.
They want to be a part of the public school system, to an extent. Why shouldn’t they be allowed
to participate? Statistics show that homeschooled children excel in schoolwork so it’s not as if
they’re getting a free pass to play sports without having to put the academic work in. Society as a
whole should embrace homeschool participation in public school athletics as another great way
to diversify our educational system and give the children a better opportunity to understand and
learn from one another.
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