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Extracurricular Participation and Student Engagement 

Overview 

Almost every high school in the U.S. offers some type of extracurricular 
activity, such as music, academic clubs, and sports. These activities offer 
opportunities for students to learn the values of teamwork, individual and 
group responsibility, physical strength and endurance, competition, diversity, 
and a sense of culture and community. Extracurricular activities provide a 
channel for reinforcing the lessons learned in the classroom, offering students 
the opportunity to apply academic skills in a real-world context, and are thus 
considered part of a well-rounded education. 

Is participation in extracurricular activities related to students' success 
in school? 

Students who compete in high school activity programs make higher 
grades and have better attendance 
A study of nearly 22,000 students conducted by a University of Colorado 
professor for the Colorado High School Activities Association which was 
released in the fall of 1999 indicates students who participate in some form of 
interscholastic activities have "significantly higher" grade-point averages 
than students who do not. 

In the March 1997 issue of School Counselor, 123 students involved in 
interscholastic soccer are analyzed. Results indicate that activity participation 
does not harm and may enhance academic performance. Male athletes 
showed in-season improvements in academic performance. 

In a comprehensive, statewide study of the academic performance of high 
school student-athletes in North Carolina over a three-year period, the North 
Carolina High School Athletic Association found significant differences 
between athletes and non-athletes. Five criteria were used, including grade-
point average, attendance rate, discipline referrals, dropout rate and 
graduation rate, for the 1994-95 academic year. 

Athletes 	 Non-athletes 
Grade-point average 	 2.86 	 1.96 
Average number of 
absences per 180-day 
school year 	  6.52 days 	 12.57 days 
Discipline referrals 	 30.51% 	 40.29% 
Dropout rate 	  0.7% 	 8.98% 
Graduation rate 	  99.56% 	 94.66% 
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A 1992 study by the Colorado High School Activities Association and the 
Colorado Department of Education revealed that Colorado high school 
students who participate in some form of interscholastic activity have 
"significantly higher" grade-point averages and better attendance. Of the 
students surveyed, the average participant's GPA was 2.96 (on a 4.0 scale), 
compared to 2.35 for the non-participant. In one school, participants had an 
average reading test score of 76.30, compared to 58.91 for non-participants. 
In another school, participants scored 16.17 on the math standardized test, 
compared to 13.31 for non-participants. A participant missed school an 
average of 3.59 days a year, while a non-participant missed 5.92 days. The 
survey showed that the larger the school, the more pronounced the 
differences in participant and non-participant test scores and attendance 
results. 

High school students who compete in activity programs in New Mexico had a 
2.80 grade-point average, compared to 2.00 for non-participants, according to 
a 1992 survey by the New Mexico Activities Association. The survey also 
indicated that more than 60 percent of the state's principals found that GPAs of 
at-risk students improved by being active in interscholastic activities. 

In a 1988 survey, John Chevrette and Kenneth Patranella concluded from an 
investigation in San Antonio, Texas, that educational outcomes related to 
scholastic performance are enhanced for those secondary students who 
participate in activity programs. A study of a high school population of 3,536 
students found that secondary pupils who participated in more than one 
activity during a semester tended to experience higher academic 
performance levels than other participants and non-participants. 

Students participating in a number of activities not only achieve better 
academically but also express greater satisfaction with the total high school 
experience than students who do not participate, according to a 1985 survey 
conducted for the NFHS by Indiana University. The grade-point average for 
"high activity" students was 3.05 on a 4.0 scale, compared to a GPA of 2.54 for 
"low activity" students. Researchers defined high activity as involvement in 
four or more activities, while low activity students were involved in one 
activity or none. 
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