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OUR NATION’S SCHOOLS REmAIN HIGHLy SEGREGATED 
ALONG RACIAL AND ECONOmIC LINES, and schools  
with high concentrations of minority and low-income  
students generally have fewer resources for academic  
and extracurricular activities.1  Opportunities to play  
sports, which provide valuable benefits, are diminished for 
all students at these schools, but are particularly limited for 
girls.  In fact, when it comes to girls of color and chances 
to play school sports,2 the reality is bleak: they receive 
far fewer opportunities—defined as spots on teams—
than white girls, white boys, and boys of color.3  It is an 
inequality that has gone largely undocumented due to 
limited research.  This report uses an innovative research 
strategy—identifying high schools where the student body 
is either 90 percent or more white or 10 percent or less 
white—to show the lack of sports opportunities on the 
basis of race and gender.  

While heavily minority schools4 typically have fewer 
resources5 and provide fewer spots on teams compared 
to heavily white schools, they also allocate those fewer 
spots unequally such that girls of color get less than their 
fair share.  So even though girls overall still receive fewer 
opportunities to play sports than boys, girls in heavily 
minority schools are especially shortchanged.  In  
fact, nationwide, 40 percent of heavily minority schools 
have large “female opportunity gaps,” compared to  
only 16 percent of heavily white schools (see box  
on page 2 for explanation of Title IX requirements and 
what constitutes a large female opportunity gap).  

These national inequities persist at the state level.  
Thirteen states have a substantial number (20 or more) 
of both heavily minority and heavily white high schools, 
which allows for a comparison of the relative opportunities 

Introduction and  
Executive Summary

METHODOLOGIcAL NOTE: 
Data on sports opportunities in high schools are  
National Women’s Law Center calculations based  
on the U.S. Department of Education’s Civil Rights  
Data Collection (CRDC) for school year 2011-2012.  
The CRDC data cover all of the nation’s public  
school students.6  

DEfINITIONS:
Girls/Boys of Color: Students who do not fall  
into the racial category of White. The CRDC data use 
seven racial categories: American Indian/Alaskan  
Native, Asian, Hispanic/Latino of any race, Black/  
African American, White, Native Hawaiian and other 
Pacific Islander, and two or more races. The CRDC  
data treat Hispanic as a racial category.

High Schools: Schools are included in NWLC’s 
calculations if they have a 10th grade, are co-ed,  
and provide interscholastic athletic opportunities.

Heavily White/Minority Schools:  
For this analysis, schools are defined as “heavily  
white” if 90 percent or more of enrolled students  
are white and “heavily minority” if 10 percent  
or less of enrolled students are white.7   
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TITLE IX REquIREMENTS:   
Showing that the percentage of spots on teams 

allocated to girls is roughly equal to the percentage 
of students who are girls is one way that a school 

can demonstrate compliance with Title IX.  The term 
“female opportunity gap” used in this report refers to 
the percentage point gap between the percentage of 
spots on teams allocated to girls and the percentage 
of students who are girls.  For example, if at School 

A, girls are 45 percent of all students but only get 35 
percent of all the spots on teams, then School A has 
a female opportunity gap of 10 percentage points.  

While there is no set gap that constitutes a violation 
of Title IX, gaps of 10 percentage points or more  

indicate that schools are likely not complying with the 
law.  See Office for Civil Rights, U.S. Dep’t of Educ., 
ClarifiCation of interCollegiate athletiCs PoliCy guidanCe: 

the three-Part test 4-5 (Jan. 16, 1996). 

offered to girls and boys in these schools. These thirteen 
states are Alabama, Illinois, Louisiana, Massachusetts, 
Michigan, Mississippi, North Carolina, New Jersey, New 
York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and Texas.  In all 
of them, a greater share of heavily minority high schools 
have large female opportunity gaps as compared to  
heavily white schools.

Focusing on the participation opportunities that schools 
choose to provide to girls is critical because the history 
of Title IX has shown that “If you build it, they will come.”  
While schools sometimes claim that girls are not interested 
in sports to justify their providing more opportunities to 
boys, courts have consistently rejected such stereotypes 
as contrary to the purpose of Title IX.8 

The systematic failure to treat girls, and especially girls of 
color, in an equitable manner deprives them of the many 
positive health, academic, and employment outcomes  
associated with playing sports.  It is vitally important— 
and legally required by federal civil rights laws prohibiting 
sex (Title IX) and race (Title VI) discrimination9—that  
states and school districts provide students with equal  
opportunities to play sports in school.  This report provides 
recommendations to help decision makers at the federal, 
state, and local levels fulfill their obligations to do so.  

KEy FINDINGS: 
•  42 percent of our nation’s public high schools are  

90 percent or more white, or over 90 percent minority.  

•  40 percent of heavily minority high schools have large  
female opportunity gaps compared to 16 percent of  
heavily white schools.

•  In 8 of the 13 states identified in this report, the  
share of heavily minority schools with large female  
opportunity gaps is more than double the share of  
heavily white schools with large gaps. 



NWLC & PRRAC

FINISHING LAST: GIRLS OF COLOR AND SCHOOL SPORTS OPPORTUNITIES   3

Girls of color are not receiving equal 
opportunities to play school sports.

FIGURE 1: GENDER DISPARITIES IN ATHLETIC OPPORTUNITIES  
AT HEAvILy WHITE & HEAvILy mINORITy HIGH SCHOOLS

GIRLS OF COLOR ARE DOUBLy DISADvANTAGED WHEN 
IT COmES TO OPPORTUNITIES TO PLAy SPORTS IN HIGH 
SCHOOL.  First, over 40 percent of our nation’s public  
high schools are either heavily white or heavily  
minority,10 and there are far fewer opportunities to play 
sports at heavily minority schools than at heavily white 
high schools.11  At the typical heavily minority high school, 
for every 100 students there are just 25 spots on sports 
teams.  By contrast, at the typical heavily white high 
school, for every 100 students there are 58 spots.12   

Second, while gender disparities are pervasive across 
schools,13 they are worse at heavily minority schools.  At the 
typical heavily white high school, girls have only 82 percent 
of the opportunities to play sports that boys have: for every 
100 female students there are 51 spots on teams, and for 
every 100 male students there are 62 spots on teams.14  But 
at the typical heavily minority high school, girls have only 67 
percent of the opportunities to play sports that boys have:  
for every 100 female students there are just 20 spots on 
sports teams, and for every 100 male students there are  
30 spots.15 

Source: NWLC calculations based on CRDC 2011-2012 data. Heavily white high schools have 
white enrollment of 90 percent or more. Heavily minority high schools have white enrollment of  
10 percent or less. CRDC data treat Hispanic as a racial category.
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Source: NWLC calculations using CRDC 2011-2012 data. Heavily white high schools have white enrollment of 90 percent or more.  
Heavily minority high schools have white enrollment of 10 percent or less.  "Large female opportunity gaps" are defined as Title IX 
gaps of 10 percentage points or greater. CRDC data treat Hispanic as a racial category.

LARGE fEMALE OPPORTuNITY 
GAPS=MANY LOST cHANcES 

TO PLAY SPORTS  
At the typical school with a large female opportunity 
gap (gap of ten percentage points or more), girls lose 

91 chances to play sports.  At such a school, the typical 
number of boys’ spots on teams is 185—twice the  
number of girls’ spots (92).  The typical enrollment 

for boys is 407—almost the same as girls’ enrollment 
(402).  For girls to have proportionally equal  

opportunities, the typical school with a large female  
opportunity gap would have to add 91 spots on teams 

for girls, bringing the total number of spots to 183.   
If the school did so, boys and girls would both have 46 
spots on teams per 100 students (as compared to the 

current situation, in which boys have 46 spots  
on teams per 100 male students and girls have  

23 spots per 100 female students).

These data show that girls of color are doubly  
disadvantaged because heavily minority schools have 
fewer overall athletic opportunities and fail to distribute 
those limited opportunities equitably between boys  
and girls.  As a result, girls at heavily minority high  
schools have:

•  Only 39 percent of the opportunities to play sports  
as girls at heavily white schools do. 

•  Only 67 percent of the opportunities to play sports  
as boys at heavily minority schools do. 

•  Only 32 percent of the opportunities to play sports  
as boys at heavily white schools do.16 

Looking at the data another way, heavily minority  
schools are more than twice as likely to have large female 
opportunity gaps—defined as a gap of 10 percentage 
points or more between the percentage of students 
who are female and the percentage of athletic spots for 
girls17—which is a strong indicator of lack of compliance 
with Title IX.  Forty percent of heavily minority high schools 
have large female opportunity gaps compared to 16  
percent of heavily white schools.   

FIGURE 2: PERCENTAGE OF HIGH SCHOOLS WITH LARGE FEmALE  
OPPORTUNITy GAPS IN SPORTS, By RACIAL COmPOSITION OF SCHOOL

Source: NWLC calculations using CRDC 2011-2012 data. Heavily white high schools have white enrollment of 90 
percent or more.  Heavily minority high schools have white enrollment of 10 percent or less.  “Large female  
opportunity gaps” are defined as Title IX gaps of 10 percentage points or greater. CRDC data treat Hispanic as  
a racial category.
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Source: NWLC calculations using CRDC 2011-2012 data. Heavily white high schools have white enrollment of 90 percent or more.  Heavily minority high schools have white 
enrollment of 10 percent or less.  States have at least 20 schools in each category. "Large female opportunity gaps" are defined as Title IX gaps of 10 percentage points or 
greater. CRDC data treat Hispanic as a racial category.

(At the typical school with a large female opportunity gap 
of 10 percentage points or more, girls lose 91 opportunities 
to play sports.  See box on page 4.)  This means that girls 
in heavily minority schools receive far less than their fair 
share of the already limited opportunities to play sports.

This troubling national picture is reflected in the thirteen 
states where there are a substantial number of both  
heavily minority and heavily white schools.18  In each of 
these states, the share of heavily minority schools with 
large female opportunity gaps is higher—more than double 
in 8 of 13 states—than the share of heavily white schools 
with large female opportunity gaps.19  Some mid-Atlantic 

states show the largest disparities between opportunities  
for girls of color and white girls.  In New York, for example, 
40.1 percent of heavily minority high schools have large 
female opportunity gaps, which is almost nine times larger 
than the share of heavily white high schools with such gaps 
(4.5 percent). In New Jersey, 47.4 percent of heavily minority 
high schools have large female opportunity gaps—more  
than seven times larger than the share of heavily white  
high schools with such gaps (6.5 percent).  The situation is 
particularly bad for girls of color in Alabama, Mississippi,  
and North Carolina, where about 80 percent of heavily  
minority schools have large female opportunity gaps.

FIGURE 3: PERCENTAGE OF HIGH SCHOOLS WITH LARGE FEmALE OPPORTUNITy  
GAPS IN SPORTS, By RACIAL COmPOSITION OF SCHOOL

Source: NWLC calculations using CRDC 2011-2012 data.  Heavily white high schools have white enrollment of 90 percent or more.  
Heavily minority high schools have white enrollment of 10 percent or less.  States have at least 20 schools in both categories.  “Large 
female opportunity gaps” are defined as Title IX gaps of 10 percentage points or greater. CRDC data treat Hispanic as a racial category.
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School-sponsored sports opportunities  
are particularly important for girls of color,  
yet schools are failing to provide them with 
equal chances to reap the many benefits  
of participation.

GIRLS OF COLOR ARE LESS LIKELy THAN WHITE GIRLS  
TO PARTICIPATE IN SPORTS OUTSIDE OF SCHOOL,20  
making school-sponsored opportunities that much  
more important.21  By not providing them with equal  
opportunities to play sports, schools are denying girls  
the health, academic, and economic benefits that  
accompany participation.22   

There are long-term health benefits of sports  
participation.  Playing sports decreases a young woman’s 
chance of developing heart disease, osteoporosis, breast 
cancer, and other health related problems.23  Female  
student athletes also exhibit more responsible social  
behavior than their non-athletic peers.  For example,  
studies have found that high school athletes are 25  
percent less likely to smoke24 and less likely to use 
cocaine (3.1 percent versus 7.2 percent) or psychedelic 
drugs (9.8 percent versus 18.1 percent).25  And female 
student athletes have much lower rates of both high-risk 
sexual behavior and pregnancy compared to their peers 
who are not athletes.26  A 1998 report found that high 
school female athletes were more likely to use a condom 
than non-athletes (53 percent versus 41 percent), and 
were less than half as likely to get pregnant as female 
non-athletes (5 percent versus 11 percent).27  In addition, 
girls who play sports report better body image and an 
overall higher quality of life, compared to girls who don’t 
play sports.28  According to a 2008 report, only 35 percent 
of female non-athletes reported having high body esteem, 
compared to 43 percent of girls moderately involved in 
sports and 54 percent of girls highly involved in sports.29 

By not providing girls of color  
with equal opportunities to play sports, 

schools are denying them the health,  
academic, and economic benefits  

that accompany participation.

With respect to obesity, research shows that women who 
were athletes while young had a seven percent lower risk of 
obesity 20 to 25 years later compared to those who were not.  
The study notes that “no other public health program can 
claim similar success.”30  This is significant because even 
though obesity rates have stabilized over the past decade, 
they remain extremely high for most children of color.31  In 
2013, 16.7 percent of African American and 11.4 percent of 
Hispanic high school girls were obese compared to 9.7  
percent of white girls and 2.1 percent of Asian American 
girls.32  High school boys’ obesity rates were generally  
higher than those of their female counterparts, except  
among African American youth: 16.7 percent of African  
American girls were obese compared to 14.8 percent of  
African American boys.33  These high obesity rates have  
dire health consequences, including increased risk for  
cardiovascular disease and diabetes, as well as a  
negative impact on self-esteem, relationships with  
peers, performance in school, and even earnings.34   
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While increasing physical activity is one of the keys to  
combating obesity,35 girls of color not only have unequal  
opportunities in terms of school-based sports, but also face 
obstacles to being physically active in their communities 
outside of school.  So it is not surprising that girls of color 
are less physically active than their white peers.  Over  
one-quarter of African American girls, one-fifth of Hispanic 
girls, and nearly one-fifth of Asian American girls report not 
being physically active for at least 60 minutes in the past 
week, while less than one-sixth of white girls do.36 

Many neighborhoods where girls of color are  
disproportionately concentrated have higher rates of traffic, 
crime, and other factors that limit opportunities for girls to 
take part in physical activities outdoors.37  Fewer parks, 
trails, bike paths, and recreational facilities also contribute 
to decreased physical activity.38  Other structural issues, 
such as inadequate housing and environmental factors,39 
can also lead to increased instances of asthma and  
obesity that negatively affect the ability of girls of color to 
take advantage of any physical activity opportunities.  

Providing school-based opportunities for girls of color to 
play sports is therefore critical.  In addition to the health 
benefits, playing sports leads to better academic and  
employment outcomes.  Although often overlooked,  
girls—particularly girls of color—drop out at high rates.   
In 2010, 22 percent of girls failed to graduate on time with 
a diploma, and the numbers were worse for girls of color: 
49 percent of American Indian female students, 34 percent 

of black female students, and 29 percent of Hispanic female  
students failed to graduate on time.40  Playing sports  
increases the likelihood that they will graduate from high 
school, have higher grades, and score higher on  
standardized tests.41  And girls of color who play on sports 
teams experience higher levels of self-esteem42 and are 
more likely to be involved in other extracurricular activities 
than minority girls who do not play sports.43  Not to mention 
that the availability of an athletic scholarship can dramatically  
increase a young woman’s ability to attend college and—if 
she gets multiple scholarship offers—her ability to choose 
from a wider range of schools. 

Beyond helping students stay engaged in school, playing 
sports also has a positive effect on employment outcomes.  
A study using state-level data concluded that an increase in 
female sports participation leads to an increase in women’s 
labor force participation down the road and greater female 
participation in previously male-dominated occupations, 
particularly high-skill, high-wage ones.44  That same study 
showed that being a high school athlete was associated 
with 11 to 14 percent higher wages for women, even when 
controlling for demographic factors (e.g., age, race), family 
background (e.g., parental education attainment, family 
poverty status) and school characteristics (e.g., dropout and 
attendance rates).45  In addition, more than four out of five 
executive businesswomen played sports growing up, and the 
vast majority reported that the lessons they learned on the 
playing field contributed to their success in business.46   

Girls of color not only have unequal opportunities in terms  
of school-based sports, but also face obstacles to being physically  

active in their communities outside of school.
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The disparate sports opportunities provided 
to girls at heavily minority versus heavily white 
schools raise questions under the civil rights 
laws prohibiting gender and race discrimination.  

mORE THAN 40 yEARS AFTER THE PASSAGE OF TITLE IX 
OF THE EDUCATION AmENDmENTS OF 1972, schools 
across the country continue to provide girls with fewer 
opportunities to play sports when compared to boys.  The 
typical high school provides girls with 75 percent of the 
opportunities provided to boys.47  And more than 50 years 
after the passage of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
over 40 percent of our nation’s public high schools are 
still either heavily white or heavily minority due to a variety 
of factors.48  Heavily minority schools tend to have fewer 
resources overall and provide fewer opportunities to play 
sports to their students, particularly girls.  These disparities 
between heavily minority and heavily white schools touch 
on both of these civil rights laws.  

Although Title IX has been credited with dramatically 
increasing female athletic opportunities, it has also been 
criticized for not benefitting girls of color as much as white 
girls.49  The available data, coupled with that presented 
in this report, support the need to increase opportunities 
for girls of color in particular.  For example, according to 
a 2008 nationwide survey of 2,185 students in grades 
3-12,50 girls of color are less likely to be athletes than 
white girls.51  Specifically, 36 percent of African American 
girls, 36 percent of Hispanic girls, and 47 percent of Asian 
American girls were non-athletes, compared to 24 percent 
of Caucasian girls.  

The differences in girls’ sports opportunities between 
heavily minority and heavily white high schools are borne 
out in the underrepresentation of women of color in college 
athletics.  Women of color make up 25 percent of female 
college students, but only 15 percent of female college  
athletes.52  By contrast, white women are 69 percent  
of the female student body and 77 percent of female  
college athletes; and men of color make up 22 percent of 

male college students and 22 percent of male college  
athletes.53  In addition, black women in particular are  
concentrated in two sports: Nine out of ten participate in  
basketball or track and field.54  This translates into fewer  
opportunities for athletic scholarships, especially since many 
colleges have added opportunities for women to play sports  
like volleyball, crew, and soccer.55   

While Title IX and Title VI provide protection from overlapping 
race and sex discrimination, the law has had trouble handling 
such claims of “intersectionality.”56  Courts have tended to 
break these types of claims into separate race and sex  
components,57 a practice that fails to account for and minimizes 
the unique harms and challenges that girls of color face.58   

States and school districts, however, through their decisions 
about how to distribute resources to local schools, are in a 
prime position to address the unique factors that lead to girls  
of color receiving the fewest sports opportunities.  The  
Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights, which  
enforces both Title IX and Title VI, recently issued guidance 
reminding states and school districts of their legal obligation 
under Title VI “to provide students with equal access to  
[educational] resources without regard to race, color, or national 
origin,” and specifically addressed the issue of cross-district 
resource disparities.  The guidance strongly encourages states 
and school districts to “take proactive steps to ensure that the 
educational resources they provide are distributed in a  
manner that does not discriminate against students on the 
basis of race, color, or national origin.”59  Because educational 
resources include extracurricular programs such as sports, the 
guidance supports increasing the quantity and quality of sports 
programs for students in heavily minority schools.  States and 
school districts must further focus on girls in these intensely 
segregated and often under-resourced communities, analyzing 
their participation rates and adding opportunities as needed to 
comply with Title IX. 
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Policymakers and communities must increase 
their efforts to ensure that girls of color receive 
equal opportunities to secure the advantages 
associated with playing sports.  

THERE ARE A NUmBER OF STEPS THAT FEDERAL,  
STATE, AND LOCAL POLICymAKERS AND COmmUNITIES 
SHOULD TAKE to increase opportunities for girls of color  
to play sports and gain the benefits that accompany  
participation.  The following list of recommendations— 
including expanding racially and economically integrated 
educational opportunities, stepping up enforcement of  
Title IX and Title VI, increasing data transparency, and  
addressing resource inequities facing communities of 
color—would help advance the ball.

FEDERAL POLICymAKERS
•  The Department of Education should investigate the 

states identified in this report (along with the schools in 
those states) under Title VI and Title IX to require them to 
provide equal athletic opportunities on the basis of race 
and gender.60  

•  The Department of Education should modify its  
Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) so that athletic 
participation data is collected not just by gender, but also 
by gender broken down by race/ethnicity, consistent with 
other key parts of the CRDC.  

•  Congress should pass the High School Data  
Transparency Act, which would require schools to make 
publicly available information on the number of female 
and male students and athletes, broken down by race/
ethnicity, as well as the expenditures by sports teams.

•  The Department of Education should increase incen-
tives for states to develop interdistrict school integration 
programs that will expand opportunities for all children to 
attend integrated schools (for example, by expanding the 
Magnet Schools Assistance Program and including diver-
sity priorities in the Department’s competitive grants).61 

STATE POLICymAKERS
•  States should take steps to provide equitable educational 

resources, including athletic opportunities, to all school  
districts in their state and ensure that differences in  
resources among districts do not result in discrimination  
on the basis of race, consistent with their obligations  
under Title VI.62   

•  States should fund magnet schools and other interdistrict 
programs to expand racially and economically integrated 
educational opportunities for more children.

•  States should monitor their school districts to ensure that they 
are providing equal athletic opportunities to boys and girls, 
consistent with their obligations under Title IX.  

•  States should assess barriers to girls’ sports participation, 
particularly in racially isolated schools, by analyzing girls’  
participation rates and working with schools to add new 
teams or spot on teams as needed.  

•  States should require schools to collect and make publicly 
available data on the sports opportunities and resources 
provided to boys and girls, broken down by race/ethnicity.63 

•  States should assess the availability of parks, recreation  
centers, and other athletics resources for their various  
communities and take steps to increase access where  
opportunities to be physically active are lacking—for  
example, through support for shared use initiatives that  
allow community access to school facilities.  

LOCAL GOvERNmENTS AND COmmUNITIES
•  Local governments should use funds from the federal  

Community Development Block Grant program to improve 
recreational facilities, parks, and play equipment,64  
particularly in low-income, racially isolated neighborhoods.
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•  Local governments in low-income and minority  
communities should review and change zoning laws to 
address infrastructure improvements and create areas 
that facilitate physical activity.65  

•  Local governments should institute policies to incentivize 
the development of parks, recreation facilities, or side-
walks and trails, such as allowing denser development in 
exchange for land set aside for public parks.66 

•  Communities with heavily minority high schools should 
partner with community-based and legal services  
organizations to secure more funding for physical  
activity resources and sports opportunities in school  
(for example, if a recreational facility is built in a heavily 
white area while a heavily minority community has  
significantly fewer recreational facilities, a Title VI  
challenge could be brought).67   

•  Communities should challenge the lack of access to 
public parks due to discriminatory siting of parklands or 
recreational facilities under the public trust doctrine—a 
common law doctrine requiring public entities owning 
and operating public parks to ensure equal access.68 

•  Communities should press local governments for  
improved designs and management of the built  
environment—including implementation of safety and 
violence prevention measures—to help increase physical 
activity in neighborhoods and parks.69 

•  Communities and local governments should enlist private 
sector support to strengthen youth sports leagues and 
similar activities for girls, to create a stronger youth  
pipeline for high school sports participation.70 

•  Communities should pool resources for the purpose  
of sharing the cost of sports equipment among all  
participants71 and providing community-financed  
transportation to and from sports facilities.72   

•  To counteract barriers to participation such as obesity, 
communities should structure recreational-level practices 
and competitions in a manner that leads adolescents to 
progressively develop their skills and improve their  
fitness level.73   

SCHOOL DISTRICTS
•  School districts should evaluate the athletic opportunities 

they provide to students and ensure that they are not  
discriminating on the basis of race or gender or both.  

•  School districts should survey their female students,  
especially girls of color who are still not receiving their fair 
share of opportunities, to find out what sports they are 
interested in playing.

•  School districts should pay special attention to the  
impact of discipline on girls’ participation in physical activity 
and sports.  The Department of Education has found a  
significant disparity in disciplinary action taken against  
minority girls (particularly African American girls) versus 
white girls, which can include barring participation in  
school-sponsored sports events.74   

•  To take advantage of the importance of role models in 
sports participation,75 schools should explore ways to  
expand parental involvement in girls’ sports activities76   
and increase the visibility of older female athletes from  
the community who can provide training and guidance.77    

•  Schools should partner with community-based nonprofit 
organizations to introduce girls to various sports and teach 
core skills outside of school that they can apply to school 
sports.78   

•  Schools, through concerted community outreach,  
should create a high profile for physical activity and ensure 
recognition of physical activity, sports participation, and 
achievement.79     

•  Schools should ensure that students receive 150 minutes of 
physical activity per week during physical education class, 
since research indicates that the opportunity to participate 
in physically active sports increases a child’s desire to play 
sports, which in turn affects future sports participation and 
overall rates of physical activity.80 

•  All schools receiving federal funding for school meals 
should fulfill their obligation to create and utilize school  
wellness policies and wellness policy councils, which 
should establish aspirational goals for and track girls’  
sports participation.81  

•  Schools should enter into joint use agreements with  
community organizations to provide additional space  
for physical activity, especially in communities where  
recreational facilities and parks are less common.82 
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Conclusion

GIRLS OF COLOR ARE FINISHING LAST WHEN IT  
COmES TO OPPORTUNITIES TO PLAy SPORTS IN  
SCHOOL and missing out on the lifelong benefits that  
accompany athletic participation.  While the playing field 
is far from level for girls in general, it is particularly uneven 
for girls in heavily minority schools.  Tackling the problem 
will require policymakers at all levels—federal, state, and 
local—and communities to work together to increase  
opportunities for girls of color to play sports and be  
physically active.  Doing so is not only required by 
law, but is also a critical investment in their future. 
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