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INTRODUCTION

“The beauty and joy found in sports, whether playing or
watching, is something that benefits and unites everyone,
regardless of religion, ethnic group, nationality, or disability.”
- Pope Francis1

Prospective intercollegiate student-athletes must meet
specific prerequisites before earning eligibility from the National
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). The NCAA prioritizes the
academic nature of intercollegiate sports and requires that
student-athletes meet initial academic eligibility standards.

A consistent theme researchers found in surveying student-
athletes with learning disabilities2 is that college athletes with
these disorders “wanted to learn, felt like they could learn, and had
developed strategies to assist them in being successful in the
classroom.”3 Yet, some prospective student-athletes with learning
disabilities face barriers to the next chapter of their athletic careers
because of the NCAA’s initial academic eligibility procedures.4 The
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current model for initial eligibility carries with it the ghosts of the
NCAA’s agitated past concerning disability rights and a substantial
risk of further stigmatizing individuals of diverse learning abilities.

To receive accommodations, student-athletes with learning
disabilities fulfill a separate process to gain eligibility if they do not
meet the NCAA’s baseline standards. This process meets the
statutory demands of the Americans with Disabilities Act.5 That
does not mean that the NCAA should maintain its current system.
Disability scholars and advocates encourage institutions to create
intrinsically inclusive systems and structures that all participants
can use regardless of disability status.6 The NCAA could alleviate
these hardships for student-athletes with learning disabilities by
heeding disability scholars and advocates who have developed
broader accessibility guidelines than the ADA requires.

This Article argues that the NCAA should go beyond the
minimum standards set out by the ADA in the NCAA’s initial
academic eligibility process. To do this, the NCAA should use
universal design for learning principles.

This paper contends that separating students with learning
disabilities from their peers in the eligibility process further
stigmatizes people with disabilities and places a disparate hardship
on prospective student-athletes with learning disabilities.
Implementing a model with features of universal design would
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mitigate these struggles and place student-athletes with learning
disabilities on a level of academic playing field.

Part I of this Article documents the NCAA’s past of avoiding
the responsibility to accommodate student-athletes with learning
disabilities. Part II explains how the NCAA’s current system
hinders the association’s goals and presents a new initial eligibility
review model grounded in universal design principles. Finally, Part
III explains how this approach will benefit student-athletes with
learning disabilities and allow the NCAA to fulfill its commitment
to diversity, equity, and inclusion.

I. THE NCAA AND STUDENT-ATHLETES WITH LEARNING

DISABILITIES

Learning Disabilities and Student-Athletes

The term learning disability arose in the 1960s,7 but
professionals struggled for decades to adequately define what
constitutes a learning disability.8 Scholars characterize learning
disabilities as a range of disorders that “have a neurological basis
and are intrinsic to the individual” and encompass “a discrepancy
between [academic] ability and achievement.”9 Meanwhile, the
federal government offers the following definition of learning
disability:

Specific learning disability means a disorder in one or more of
the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in
using language, spoken or written, that may manifest itself in the
imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to do
mathematical calculations, including conditions such as perceptual
disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and
developmental aphasia.10
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Students with learning disabilities struggle to focus, fulfill
academic responsibilities, and perform certain cognitive tasks.11

Specific learning disabilities include dyslexia (affecting reading),
dyscalculia (affecting mathematics), dysgraphia (affecting writing),
Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD), and Autism Spectrum Disorder.12 While a
student with a learning disability may do fine in one subject,
another subject may pose a specific challenge to him or her because
of the student’s disability.

With adequate support, students with learning disabilities can
succeed in the classroom.13 Some accommodations burden the
student more than others. For instance, separating K-12 with
disabilities from their peers who are do not have disabilities is
impermissible when the school can facilitate blended learning
environments.14 Integrating students, regardless of disability
status, is the best practice in all educational settings.15

The NCAA’s History of Learning Disability Litigation

Before the NCAA will grant eligibility, student-athletes must
present sufficient academic credentials. Unless identified as a
satisfactory “student,” an individual may not be an “athlete” at the
college level.

Courts extolled the NCAA’s significant interest in preserving
academic integrity in intercollegiate athletics.16 As such, the NCAA
enjoys substantial deference in creating academic eligibility
standards for student-athletes. With rising concerns of academic
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fraud and recruiting scandals in the 1970s and 1980s,17 the NCAA
tightened its rules, leading to legal claims from student-athletes
with learning disabilities. To understand the significance of
learning disability inclusion within the NCAA, it is instructive to
explore the association’s past treatment of student-athletes with
learning disabilities who sought eligibility.

Constitutional Concerns: Parish v. NCAA

At its outset, the NCAA deferred to universities and colleges
to admit student-athletes to their schools.18 The NCAA shifted
gears in 1964, adopting the “1.6 Predictor Rule,” which outlined
specific requirements for aspiring student-athletes based on the
likelihood a student would retain a 1.6 grade point average (GPA)
in college.19

As Congress passed the first significant piece of legislation
addressing disability rights, the Rehabilitation Act of 1973,20 the
NCAA faced a judicial challenge regarding the “1.6 Predictor Rule”:
Parish v. NCAA.21 Robert Parish failed to meet the standardized
testing score requirement, although he maintained the
organization’s requisite 1.600 college GPA.22 The NCAA suspended
Parish because of his inadequate test score.23 Parish filed a lawsuit
alleging that the rule violated the Equal Protection Clause of the
U.S. Constitution.24

The NCAA won its case since its eligibility requirements had
a rational relationship to a legitimate purpose: “[E]ensuring that
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the athlete be an integral part of the student body and to maintain
intercollegiate athletics as an integral part of the education
program.”25 With the Parish ruling, the court cemented that
student-athletes had no constitutional basis to bring claims against
the NCAA for disability discrimination.

The “1.600 Predictor Rule” did not survive long after Parish,
26 leaving a vacuum for academic eligibility standards.27 A
significant number of student-athletes floundered academically
during this time.28 To improve student-athlete graduation rates,
the NCAA and university officials created new guidelines for
eligibility under Proposition 48 in 1983.29 The NCAA narrowed its
requirements further in 1992 under Proposition 16.30

Adoption of the ADA: Ganden v. NCAA

With its new rules, the NCAA’s courtroom battles with
disability causes of action reemerged. This time, new federal
disability legislation tested the legitimacy of the NCAA’s initial
academic eligibility requirements: the Americans with Disabilities
Act,31 enacted in 1990.

The tides risked turning for the NCAA’s eligibility procedures
when Chad Ganden, one of the fastest swimmers in the United
States at the time, caught the attention of recruiters at Michigan
State University (“MSU”) in 1996.32 Because of his disability,
Ganden took remedial courses that failed to meet the NCAA’s
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eligibility standards.33 Ganden brought an ADA claim against the
NCAA to gain eligibility.

Under the ADA, both public and private entities that operate
as places of public accommodation must not discriminate on the
basis of disability and must provide reasonable accommodations for
people with disabilities.34 The court rejected Ganden’s claim,
finding that lowering the minimum GPA requirement for Ganden
would “fundamentally alter” the nature of the “privilege of
participation in intercollegiate swimming.”35

The aftermath of Ganden v. NCAA prompted a tidal wave of
change for the NCAA’s eligibility rules and procedures regarding
prospective student-athletes with learning disabilities. In 1997, the
Department of Justice Civil Rights Division concluded that the
NCAA had not properly accommodated student-athletes with
learning disabilities.36 The NCAA later altered its rules to
accommodate student-athletes with learning disabilities, taking
incremental steps toward inclusivity for individuals of different
intellectual abilities to meet the minimum standards demanded of
the ADA.37

NCAA as a Public Accommodation: Bowers v. NCAA

Soon after Ganden, the NCAA attempted to rid itself of
disability litigation once and for all. The NCAA saw their chance to
escape ADA regulations in Bowers v. NCAA.38 Michael Bowers, a
promising football prospect, had been in special education courses
since the second grade.39 He earned admission to Temple
University through a regular admissions process but without
eligibility status from the NCAA.40 Bowers sued the NCAA under
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the ADA and asked for a preliminary injunction that would forcethe
NCAA to grant him eligibility status to play football and allow him
to receive an athletics scholarship from the university.41

The NCAA argued that it was not a public accommodation
under the ADA since “it does not own, lease or operate a place of
public accommodation,” and was thus not subject to the ADA.42

The court held that, because the NCAA exhibited significant power
to control, manage, or regulate places of public accommodations and
participation standards—such as academic eligibility
standards—the NCAA fell within the ADA’s scope.43 Further, the
court distilled that the ADA’s prohibition against discrimination
extended beyond physical disabilities.44

These cases set the groundwork for the NCAA’s current
academic eligibility process. The NCAA must abide by the
standards of the ADA as it is a public accommodation and is not
required to adjust its initial academic eligibility requirements if
such a change would “fundamentally alter” its rules.

The NCAA’s insistence on creating stringent academic
guidelines and exclusionary waiver process for EIDs illustrates that
being inclusive to student-athletes with learning disabilities is an
exception, not the norm within the organization. Even though it
abides by the ADA, the imposition of the NCAA’s exacting academic
standards leaves little room for students with learning disabilities
to demonstrate their competencies in the classroom and “on the
field.”

Current NCAA Initial Academic Eligibility Standards

The NCAA has specific standards for academic eligibility for
student-athletes intending to play at Division I or II member
institutions. Student-athletes must complete core secondary
education classes with a certain GPA to qualify for student-athlete
status at these institutions.45
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The NCAA sets the following eligibility requirements for
student-athletes aspiring to compete at Division I and Division II
institutions: graduating from high school; completing a minimum
of 16 core courses for Division I or II; earning a minimum
requirement grade-point average in core courses; and requesting
final amateurism certification from the NCAA Eligibility Center.

For student-athletes attending Division I schools, additional
requirements include: earning a 2.3 grade-point average in core
courses; meeting an increased sliding-scale standard that evaluates
both standardized test scores and grade-point averages; and
successfully completing ten of the sixteen total required core
courses before the start of their seventh semester in high school,
with seven of the ten courses must be successfully completed in
English, math, and science.46

Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the NCAA made
standardized test scores optional for the 2020-2021 academic year.
As of 2023-2024, the no-test policy remains in effect.

The NCAA’s strict academic standards give the institution the
power to decide not only a student-athlete’s athletic prospects but
future academic prospects. When denying a student the
opportunity to play at the intercollegiate level, the NCAA
effectively states that the student would fail at “balancing both
academic and athletic demands.”47 Nevertheless, students with
learning disabilities succeed in the classroom when institutions
provide proper learning accommodations and environments.48

Although higher education institutions require independent
admissions processes, the NCAA has the ultimate say in whether a
student is eligible for collegiate play. The NCAA holds firm that
student-athletes must meet its standards unless they meet specific
criteria to receive disability waivers. The burden lands on student-
athletes with learning disabilities to seek accommodations from the
NCAA during this process.49
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Disability Waivers

Rather than adapting the existing eligibility model to include
all individuals, the NCAA’s current model for accommodating
student-athletes with learning disabilities is a case-by-case
analysis. In limited circumstances, the NCAA provides Education-
Impacting Disability (EID) waivers to students with documented
disabilities.50

The NCAA’s definition of a disability differs from the ADA,
which defines a disability as “a physical or mental impairment that
substantially limits one or more major life activities, a record of
such an impairment, or being regarded as having such an
impairment.”51 To contrast, “the NCAA defines a disability as a
current impairment that has a substantial educational impact on a
student’s academic performance and requires accommodation.”52

In ascertaining whether a student-athlete may receive an EID
waiver, the NCAA performs an in-depth review of documentation
of official diagnosis and written statement to note the initial onset
of the symptoms, severity, and potential educational impact.53 The
NCAA grants EID waivers on a case-by-case basis.54

An integral aspect of this review is the student-athlete’s
disclosure of his or her specific impairment, but this component is
a voluntary aspect of the waiver process. Some students decide not
to disclose their impairment because of concerns about
discrimination in the classroom or on the field. A report from the
U.S. Government Accountability Office noted that, though a school
would best accommodate students with disabilities when such
impairments are disclosed, some students choose not to reveal
“‘hidden disabilities,’ such as learning disabilities…because they
want a fresh start in higher education without the label of having
a disability.”55
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The NCAA has acknowledged the GAO’s findings.56

Nonetheless, the EID waiver process depends substantially upon
the association receiving voluntary disclosures from student-
athletes. As the GAO’s report noted, student-athletes may hesitate
to share their ability status for various reasons.

The combination of this case-by-case analysis system and
reliance on voluntary disclosures risks underinclusivity for
student-athletes seeking EID waivers. Without these waivers,
potential collegiate student-athletes with learning disabilities who
choose not to disclose are left with no athletic prospects, and they
lose higher education opportunities tied to intercollegiate athletics.

Negative Impacts of Exclusionary Criteria

Student-athletes with learning disabilities who choose to
prove initial academic eligibility still face challenges. The NCAA’s
process focuses not on what student-athletes with learning
disabilities can achieve but on what they have not, serving as an
example of exclusionary criteria in practice.

Exclusionary criteria that people with disabilities face can
adversely affect their sense of self.57 Systems that rely on
exclusionary criteria that concern ability status and allow for
discretionary exceptions single out individuals of different abilities.
These differences become the “elephant in the room” and define
individuals with disabilities not by what they can achieve but by
what they cannot.58 This process defines student-athletes by the
skills they lack, not the skills they possess athletically or could
achieve with adequate support from disability services at higher
education institutions.

Learning disabilities do not always result in students failing
intellectually, even if traditional classroom indicators do not reflect
students’ potential. For example, students with learning
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disabilities that impact reading and writing skills tend to possess
strong visual and spatial reasoning skills.59 While most academic
assessments can quantify one’s ability to read and write
proficiently, few consider an individual’s capacity to understand
how objects relate in two- and three-dimensional planes.

Instead of focusing on how student-athletes struggle, the
NCAA should extend opportunities for affordable higher education
and college play by prioritizing the areas in which student-athletes
succeed. The waiver process and initial academic eligibility
guidelines are potentially underinclusive as they do not allow
student-athletes to demonstrate nontraditional forms of
intellectual competency.

Beyond risking under inclusivity, exclusionary criteria that
disproportionately affects those with disabilities promotes ableism
and stigma against people with disabilities.60 These factors weigh
heavily on individuals with disabilities, affecting their senses of
self.61 Further, stigmatization engenders social isolation that leaves
people with disabilities at higher risk of depression and anxiety.62

Pushing exclusionary processes upon student-athletes with
learning disabilities unfurls the risk of these negative outcomes.

Student-athletes with learning disabilities who are qualified
to play at the college level and have been accepted to higher
education institutions should be able to continue enjoying the
benefits of sport. The benefits of sports range from physical, social,
emotional, and cognitive advantages for participants of all abilities.
Participating in sports provides people with disabilities with an
identity separate from their disability; a person is not merely a
person with a disability but an athlete.

That idea has been recognized on the international stage. The
United Nations adopted the U.N. Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in 2006, establishing the right to
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sport, recreation, and play as international human rights law.63

While Americans have no right to intercollegiate sport, the
sentiment that individuals with disabilities should enjoy the same
opportunities in sports is a worthy cause that international policy
supports.64

II. APPLYING UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING TO NCAA
ELIGIBILITY

“S p o r t  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  c l u b s  a n d  g o v e r n i n g  b o d i e s  a l s o  h a v e  a 
u n i q u e  r o l e  t o  p l a y  t o  p r o t e c t  h u m a n  r i g h t s  b y being inclusive
and making sure that athletes in all their diversity take part
in events.” - United Nations65

While the NCAA sought to satisfy the statutory demands of
the ADA by granting EID waivers on individualized bases, that
solution fails to wholly address the needs of student-athletes with
learning disabilities. The NCAA circumscribes the opportunities for
student-athletes with learning disabilities to learn both in post-
secondary classrooms and within the course of athletics. Further,
the NCAA’s current policy undermines its own commitment to
promoting diversity and inclusion.

After illustrating how the NCAA’s initial eligibility process
hinders the NCAA’s organizational goals, this part recommends a
pragmatic and inclusive approach inspired by the tenents of
universal design for learning.

Limiting the Learning Experience of Intercollegiate Sports

The NCAA maintains that the educations of student-athletes
are not confined to traditional post-secondary courses. The NCAA
posits that participating in intercollegiate sports falls within
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student-athletes’ education: “[i]ntercollegiate athletics programs
shall be maintained as a vital component of each institution’s
broader educational program.”66 Within this framework, the
education of student-athletes encompasses a range of learning that
occurs both in traditional university classrooms and while carrying
out the responsibilities of participating in their sports.

Student-athletes who fail to gain initial academic eligibility do
not only lose the privilege of playing their sports. The NCAA
precludes these individuals from the learning that occurs when
participating in athletics, all while touting these informal lessons
as “a vital component” of educational programs.67 If a member
institution admits a student-athlete with a learning disability
under its usual admissions standards,68 that student deserves the
opportunity to maximize their learning opportunities both in the
classroom and on the playing field.

Despite the NCAA’s compliance with the ADA concerning its
initial academic eligibility standards, this discrepancy between the
NCAA’s rhetoric and the practical effects of solely relying on EID
waivers as accommodations for student-athletes with learning
disabilities highlights the need to substantially change this policy.
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The NCAA’s Commitment to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion

The NCAA articulates that the organization “is committed to
diversity, equity and inclusion” and “shall create diverse and
inclusive environments.”69 Disability advocates highlight how
disability policy is concomitant with diversity, equity, and inclusion
efforts.70 The NCAA has not made an expressed commitment within
its legislative texts to promote disability. While the NCAA’s manual
focuses explicitly on fostering inclusive spaces for race and gender,
disability advocacy is invisible.71 Instead, the word “disability” is
mentioned only in three contexts: institution-provided insurance,72

calculating the cost of attendance,73 and accommodations for
academic eligibility requirements.74

Disability scholars distinguish accommodation from inclusion.
The term “accommodation” encompasses modifications or
adjustments to barriers.75 The need for accommodations arises
after inaccessible systems or structures have been put into place.
Often, individuals with disabilities who seek accommodations must
do extra work to gain equal footing by undergoing complex
processes. As recounted in Part I, the NCAA instituted eligibility
standards without athletes with disabilities in mind. Simply
gaining accommodations necessitated lengthy legal battles between
the NCAA and student-athletes.76 As the NCAA’s eligibility model
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currently stands, student-athletes with learning disabilities must
perform extra tasks to obtain EID waivers.

Inclusion is not the same thing as accommodation. While
disability accommodations adjust systems or structures to permit
individuals with disabilities to participate in them, disability
inclusion creates systems or structures with accessibility in mind.77

For the NCAA to fully align with its commitment to diversity,
inclusion, and equity, it must reimagine its systems and structures
to provide equal access for all student-athletes without requiring
those with disabilities to do extra work.

Universal Design for Learning

Universal design for learning constitutes a “framework to
improve and optimize teaching and learning for all people based on
scientific insights into how humans learn.”78 More specifically,
universal design for learning requires that “educational products
and environments meet the needs of potential students with a wide
variety of characteristics.”79 Universal design is an ongoing process
that institutions take on over the course of providing services to
individuals. The system set into place is meant to be malleable,
adjusting its processes based on user feedback.80

Universities and colleges have seen a dramatic uptick in
attendance for students with disabilities, including learning
disabilities.81 As such, universities and colleges across the nation
have updated their pedagogical standards to be more accessible for
students with learning disabilities, encouraging professors to share
campus resources relating to disability services, provide multi-
modal methods of learning materials, design distance-learning
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options, and allow students to complete assignments in various
methods (delivering an oral speech, written explanation, or
videotaped presentation).82

The Center for Universal Design at North Carolina State
University developed guidelines to aid institutions in properly
implementing universal design policies and structures.83 The
following section of this Article employs these standards to
reimagine the NCAA’s eligibility process in an inclusive manner.
Universal design guidelines include the following: equitable use;
flexibility in use; simple and intuitive use; perceptible information;
tolerance for error; low physical effort; and size and space for
approach and use.84 Guidelines Six and Seven refer predominantly
to physical design choices, which is beyond the scope of this Article.

“Show Us Your Success”: A Model for Initial Academic
Eligibility

Separating users based on ability status unnecessarily
stigmatizes individuals of different intellectual abilities. The
current NCAA initial eligibility review targets individuals with
EIDs. While this current accommodations process seeks to be
inclusive for student-athletes with learning disabilities, by merely
adhering to the minimal standards of the ADA and singling out
students with learning disabilities, the NCAA has failed to fulfill
its commitment to instituting fair and inclusive practices. Because
of the effects of stigmatization on people with disabilities,85 the
NCAA should go beyond a separatist approach, instead
implementing a system intrinsically accessible to student-athletes
with learning disabilities that effectively measures the academic
success of all prospective collegiate players.

“Show Us Your Success” serves as a recommended initial
academic eligibility model for the NCAA. This procedure
reimagines the initial eligibility certification process under
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universal design principles. These principles and their
recommended guidelines allow prospective student-athletes with
learning disabilities to prove their academic affinities alongside
their peers, limiting unnecessary segregation within the initial
eligibility process.

This model allows prospective student-athletes to submit one
of the following to the NCAA to certify their initial academic
eligibility:

1) GPA with core classes as defined by NCAA Bylaws 14.3.1.3
or 14.3.1.3.1.2,86

2) standardized test scores, or

3) a narrative essay/audiovisual submission describing the
student’s efforts in the classroom and barriers upheld by
traditional learning environments.

This model assesses a student-athlete’s competencies based on
the evaluation that the student-athlete believes best represents his
or her academic strengths. The first option encapsulates the
assessment the NCAA typically uses; student-athletes with a 2.3
GPA in core classes, including remedial course options, can submit
their high school transcripts to gain eligibility. Student-athletes
with ACT or SAT scores that earned them admission into the
member institution they aspire to play at can submit that score,
even if they tested with accommodations such as extended time.
Note, however, that the NCAA would not require the standardized
test submission. Finally, the third option expands inclusivity in the
initial eligibility review process by permitting student-athletes to
advocate for the privilege of participating in intercollegiate sports
through a narrative written or audiovisual essay.

The NCAA could certify the legitimacy of written essays by
requiring the student-athlete to sign an honor code. Breaking the
honor code by cheating on this essay would completely bar
student-athletes from eligibility in college. The NCAA High School
Review Committee currently investigates the validity of secondary
coursework,87 and it could take responsibility for probing suspicious
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written essays that generative AI appears to have written or do not
reflect the student-athlete’s personal experience.

Many higher education institutions recognize video essays
recognized as equivalents to written essays.88 A scholarly
audiovisual essay requires students to outline arguments, draft a
script, and articulate their arguments orally. Speaking without
preparation does not constitute a scholarly video essay. Typically,
a five-minute video essay amounts to 750 to 1,000 words; a 10-
minute video essay usually has 1,200 to 2000 words.89 For the
NCAA to retain its interest in maintaining academic integrity,
NCAA committee members will grade student-athletes using this
option by assessing the organization of their essay, communication
skills, and substance of their essay attesting to their academic
abilities.

“Show Us Your Success” has been thoughtfully designed to
align with the NCAA’s commitment to inclusivity.90 Below, this
Article explains how the relevant guidelines of universal design
apply to this recommended model.

Equitable Use

The first guideline of universal design is “Equitable Use.”91 A
necessary goal of any system should be making a process useful and
marketable to people of diverse abilities. Provisions within this
guideline encourage institutions to “provide the same means of use
for all users: identical whenever possible; equivalent when not” and
“avoid segregating or stigmatizing users.”92 Under this guideline,
the system should ensure privacy and be appealing to all users.
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In this case, the NCAA must tailor its eligibility requirements
to be identical for all prospective student-athletes when possible.
Under the “Show Us Your Success” approach, all individuals will
have the opportunity to submit either their GPA with core classes
pursuant to NCAA Bylaws 14.3.1.3 or 14.3.1.3.1.2,93 standardized
test scores, or a narrative essay/audiovisual submission that attests
to the student’s commitment to performing proficiently in the
classroom amid barriers to learning.

When an identical approach is not applicable, an equivalent
approach should be. Since the “Show Us Your Success” approach
includes the option to submit a student’s GPA in core classes
labeled “remedial” or “special education,” prospective student-
athletes with learning disabilities will have an equivalent, though
not identical, pathway to eligibility.

Provision 1b of universal design encourages institutions to
avoid segregating and separating students of different abilities
when possible.94 By requiring student-athletes with learning
disabilities to obtain proof of their EID as a separate provision of
the NCAA Bylaws,95 the NCAA has ostensibly alienated
prospective student-athletes with diverse learning abilities as
different. Under the “Show Us Your Success” approach, all
prospective student-athletes will be subject to these same
requirements, limiting the risk of stigmatization for those with
learning disabilities while expanding inclusivity.

Disclosing one’s disability status can be an intimately personal
decision. Researchers estimate that the figure of 19% of
undergraduate students with disabilities falls short of the true total
of students with disabilities since some students purposefully do
not disclose their disability status for fear of discrimination or
societal stigma.96 By limiting the reasons prospective student-
athletes would have to disclose their ability status since all
individuals would be subject to the broadened standards, the “Show
Us Your Success” approach protects the privacy of students with
disabilities who are hesitant to share this information.
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To be appealing to all users, the NCAA must ensure it properly
disseminates its updated requirements in messaging that signifies
all prospective student-athletes fall under this process. Online
resources, traditional marketing, and information disseminated
through secondary institutions should highlight the inclusive
nature of the NCAA’s updated eligibility standards.

Flexibility in Use

Flexibility in use means that a process accommodates a wide
range of individual preferences and abilities.97 As relevant to the
initial eligibility standards, institutions should provide a variety of
methods for users (Provision 2a) and allow for adaptability for
different users’ paces (Provision 2d).98

The “Show Us Your Success” model takes inspiration from
Provision 2a by providing individuals with three options to attest
to their academic eligibility. Should a student feel he or she is best
represented academically by his or her GPA in core classes
(whether those classes are “remedial” or not), that student may
submit his or her GPA to the NCAA.

In the event a student who experiences distractions in the
classroom (such as a student with ADHD or ADD) in core classes
has achieved a standardized test score that best represents his or
her academic performance, he or she may submit that instead. For
students who feel that neither their core GPA nor standardized test
scores adequately reflect their ability to learn, a narrative written
essay or audiovisual essay may be used to prove their academic
abilities and commitment to learning at the postsecondary level.

The current NCAA Bylaws seemingly adhere to 2d, which
requires institutions to provide adaptability to different users’
paces. NCAA Bylaw 14.3.1.3.1.1 allows prospective student-
athletes to complete one core course the year after graduating high
school to satisfy the minimum GPA requirement. For students with
EIDs, the NCAA grants them up to three core courses student-
athletes may completed in that time frame.
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Simple and Intuitive Use

System use should be easy to understand, regardless of the
user’s experience, knowledge, language skills, or current
concentration level. For individuals with learning disabilities,
implementing provisions under this guideline allows for
independent use, serving as a tool of empowerment and de-
stigmatization.

Provision 3a of universal design suggests that organizations
“eliminate unnecessary complexity.”99 Unfortunately, the NCAA’s
current eligibility scheme hosts extensive complex components,
specifically for students with learning disabilities. The NCAA’s
current eligibility processes require students with learning
disabilities to navigate a complicated process to verify their EIDs
and apply for waivers if their experiences have not met the
organization’s academic standards. The “Show Us Your Success”
approach limits the risk of unnecessary complications for
prospective student-athletes with learning disabilities.

This guideline further recommends implementing a consistent
approach that levels users’ expectations, as set forth in Provision
3b.100 All individuals have the same requirements wherever
possible. “Show Us Your Success” applies consistently for all
students and generally does not separate students with learning
disabilities; setting consistent expectations for users of the NCAA’s
initial eligibility application fulfills this guideline.

As specified under Provision 3c, any system should
intrinsically accommodate a wide range of verbal, written, and
language skills.101 Instituting these accommodations within a
system saves individuals from barriers to access. Under “Show Us
Your Success,” the audiovisual narrative essay option would bypass
possible language and literacy barriers for otherwise eligible
student-athletes.

Under the fourth provision of this guideline (Provision 3d),
designers arrange information with the salient pieces at the
forefront of an organization’s materials. The NCAA should arrange



2025] Show Us Your Success 137

102 Id.

promotional materials and website pages for prospective student-
athletes accordingly.

Finally, Provision 3e encourages organizations to seek
feedback on their processes. A system should provide opportunities
for participants to share about their positive, neutral, and negative
experiences when undergoing that system. In the context of the
NCAA, the association should seek consistent feedback from all
student-athletes who undergo the eligibility process.

Perceptible Information

A design should communicate necessary information
effectively to users of all abilities. Pathways to meet this guideline
include: using different modes of communication to present
essential information; ensuring materials are not only written but
designed to be easy to digest for people with visual or audio
impairments; and providing compatibility with various techniques
for people with sensory limitations to use.102

To ascertain a prospective student-athlete’s eligibility under
“Show Us Your Success,” prospective student-athletes will certify
their academic eligibility through submitting either their core
courses GPA, standardized test scores, or a written or audiovisual
essay. The NCAA should present important information in different
formats, employing a variety of communicative modes, including
pictorial, written, and audiovisual options for disseminating
essential information, such as eligibility standards. That
information should be easy for prospective student-athletes of
different abilities to read and/or hear.

Tolerance for Error

Universal design guidelines for learning recommend that
systems expect some level of error for users and mitigate negative
outcomes of user mistakes. In the context of the NCAA’s eligibility
process, the NCAA’s High School Review Committee should employ
an assumption of good faith in student-athletes submitting
applications.
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As a “fail safe” option for student-athletes with learning
disabilities, the NCAA should continue permitting waivers for
academic eligibility for students with EIDs. While adhering to
general universal design principles encourages the NCAA to not
treat individuals with disabilities differently through its eligibility
process, certain exceptions may be necessary for maximum
accessibility. The goal of universal design is to mitigate the need
for exceptions. This model would serve that intention.

Further, this waiver process will be less time-intensive and
financially demanding than the NCAA’s current practice. If a
prospective student-athlete has third-party documentation from a
secondary school, such as an Individualized Education Plan (IEP),
that should carry heavy weight in determining whether he or she is
entitled to a waiver under “Show Us Your Success.” If the student-
athlete does not have access to documentation but would only be
eligible under “Show Us Your Success” with a waiver, the NCAA
should have a diagnosing practitioner available to certify that the
student needs this accommodation, removing the cost for the
student and his or her family in retrieving documentation.

Creating an aspect of this revised eligibility model that
addresses “tolerance for error” poses problems, nevertheless.
Disclosure would remain a major concern as students may fear
ramifications of stigma. This Article recommends that the NCAA
certify to students using this option that all disability-related
documents will be confidential. Students can share their disability
statuses to the member institutions and athletic departments at
their own discretion.

This “fail safe” option should rarely need to be used in this
eligibility scheme but exists to appease the fifth principle of
universal design. The NCAA should devote most of its resources
dedicated to initial eligibility reviews to upholding a system that is
as inclusive as possible while adequately assessing student-
athletes’ academic capacities.

Adapting the NCAA Regulatory Framework

The NCAA need not abandon its regulatory scheme to
implement the “Show Us Your Success” initial academic eligibility
framework. While this modification would constitute a substantial
shift from the association’s current practices, the end result would
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potentially alleviate bureaucratic stress on the organization.
Further, the NCAA’s landmark changes from past learning
disability litigation would continue to be honored within the “Show
Us Your Success” model.

NCAA Governance Structure

The NCAA is divided into divisional cabinets;103 this Article
focuses on the Division I and Division II cabinets and
subcommittees responsible for initial academic eligibility
procedures. Unlike the current initial eligibility model, “Show Us
Your Success” hinges on the principle that all prospective student-
athletes should undergo the same assessment process to certify
their scholastic capabilities before earning NCAA eligibility.
Guided by the current separatist approach, both the Division I and
Division II cabinets exert resources that the “Show Us Your
Success” could preserve in this streamlined approach.

The Division I Academic Cabinet is responsible for “all
academic matters” and oversees five committees.104 Of these, three
committees—the High School Review Committee, Student Records
Review Committee, and Initial-Eligibility Waivers
Committee—operate in an entangled process to certify prospective
student-athletes’ initial academic eligibility.105

The High School Review Committee reviews and determines
the validity of high schools and the academic credentials of
potential student-athletes.106 The High School Review Committee
currently seeks to confirm whether “unconventional academic
policies” or “transcript irregularities” at high schools violate NCAA
policies.107 Post-Ganden, this committee is responsible for
overseeing high schools adhere to the “core course” requirements of
NCAA Bylaw 14.3.1.3.108 The High School Review Committee will
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investigate instances of cheating for written essays and continue
assessing the legitimacy of high school “core courses.”109

The Student Records Review Committee overlaps by
determining policies for reviewing a prospective student-athletes’
academic credentials and/or initial-eligibility waiver.110 The
Student Records Review Committee reviews transcripts and
determines the validity of a prospective student-athlete’s academic
credentials.111 This committee would see the most significant shift
under the “Show Us Your Success” model.

Under “Show Us Your Success,” the Student Records Review
Committee would determine whether a prospective student-
athlete’s credentials are sufficient to earn eligibility by assessing
either a “core courses” GPA, standardized test score, or narrative
essay that can be submitted in written or audiovisual formats. To
streamline this process for the Student Records Review Committee,
students would submit their credentials into a specified online
portal: one for transcripts that attest to a student’s GPA, one for a
standardized test score, one for written essays, and one for video
essays. The review committee could divide itself into four
subcommittees that review submissions for each portal. Further, a
computer algorithm could assess the standardized tests and
transcripts, leaving more staff available to evaluate the academic
strengths of the essay submissions.

Finally, the Initial-Eligibility Waivers Committee—which
spans both Division I and Division II—determines whether a
prospective student-athlete has an EID, reviews waiver
applications, and makes all final decisions for waivers.112 “Show
Us Your Success” will save the NCAA resources within this
committee. While “Show Us Your Success” includes a “fail-safe”
opportunity for initial eligibility waivers, the goal of the model is to
avoid needing waivers. The NCAA can downsize the scale of this
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committee’s operations and divert resources to save time and
money.

The Division II Cabinet has a significantly broader structure
than its Division I counterpart. As noted above, the Initial-
Eligibility Waivers Committee oversees both Division I and
Division II waiver applications. Other academic issues for Division
II student-athletes fall under the Academic Requirements
Committee. The capacious nature of this committee would likely
allow it to thrive under the “Show Us Your Success” model. The
Division II Academic Requirements Committee, like its Division I
equivalent, could review eligibility applications using algorithms to
assess the positive data of standardized test scores or GPA
submissions while diverting remaining resources to the normative
essay applications.

The NCAA possesses the requisite resources to carry out the
“Show Us Your Success” model. This new structure would continue
to allow the NCAA to realize its goal of prioritizing the academic
success of student-athletes while foregoing unnecessary
stigmatization and exclusionary criteria. Implementing a radical
structure of initial academic eligibility falls outside the scope of
what the ADA requires. Nonetheless, the NCAA should make its
decisions not based on minimal compliance but maximum
inclusivity. As an organization that has publicly aligned itself with
values of diversity and inclusion, creating systems that intrinsically
include those with disabilities must be a priority.

III. LIVING UP TO ITS OWN STANDARDS

“As one of its core values, the NCAA believes in and is
committed to an inclusive culture that fosters equitable
participation for student-athletes … In further recognizing and
acting upon this value, the NCAA is increasing efforts to
provide opportunities to student-athletes with education-
impacting and physical disabilities.” -NCAA113

Implementing “Show Us Your Success” would be a
monumental shift for the NCAA. This change would yield
substantial benefits for student-athletes with learning disorders
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and constitute a new era for the NCAA: one of true inclusivity that
deserts its ableist history.

Benefits to Student-Athletes with Learning Disorders

Utilizing a universal design model tackles the problems
associated with the current NCAA initial eligibility review. In
avoiding stigmatizing processes and presenting opportunities for
all student-athletes to display their academic capacities, “Show Us
Your Success” serves as the ideal model to balance the NCAA’s
interest in promoting academics with learning-impaired student-
athletes’ interests having more inclusive opportunities to enter the
world of intercollegiate athletics.

The intrinsically inclusive nature of this recommended model
mitigates the risks of further stigmatizing learning disorders. Since
all prospective student-athletes will have the opportunity to attest
to their academic ability to perform at the college level—either with
or without accommodations—the separatist process of granting
individualized waivers will not be the automatic approach to
accommodating students with disabilities. Indeed, this model seeks
inclusion, not mere accommodation.

Student-athletes with learning disabilities will save
significant amounts of time, effort, and, for some, money spent on
preparing documentation of their disability. Because disclosure will
not be necessary under this model, student-athletes with expired
documentation or inadequate documentation under the current
NCAA standards will not have to retain services from a physician
or expert practitioner.

Student-athletes will have a major positive shift in identity as
a result of this change. Rather than being defined by their
limitations, student-athletes with learning disabilities will display
what they can achieve academically. As classroom motivation and
confidence are intertwined,114 this will have a secondary effect of
improving academic success for students with learning disabilities.

While NCAA member institutions would maintain the
responsibility to adhere to their typical admissions requirements
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for student-athletes with disabilities, the perks of NCAA eligibility
for student-athletes with learning disabilities who had been
accepted and deemed eligible would be monumental. As the NCAA
boasts, student-athletes receive many tangible and intangible
benefits to participating in intercollegiate sports.115 From opening
the doors to a college education, athletics scholarships, to NIL
earnings, student-athletes with learning disabilities who would slip
through the cracks absent a universal design model would gain
substantial opportunities because of their NCAA eligibility status.
These examples, along with the physical, social, emotional, and
cognitive advantages to college athletics, would be available to
student-athletes with learning disabilities without the burdens of
undergoing extra requirements because of their disabilities.

NCAA’s Diversity Initiatives and Disability Inclusion

While the NCAA has publicly embarked on a mission to foster
inclusivity for student-athletes with disabilities,116 the current
process depends on accommodations, not intrinsic inclusion.
Meeting the minimum requirements of the ADA may ensure
compliance but leaves ample opportunity for the NCAA to expand
its accessibility efforts. After decades marred by disability rights
litigation—with the NCAA fighting in the courts to avoid
accommodating student-athletes117—the NCAA owes this radical
shift in policy not only to student-athletes with disabilities but to
itself. If the NCAA wants to fully align with its values, it cannot
merely heed to the ADA’s bare minimum standards.

Consigning itself to these minimum ADA standards is at odds
with the NCAA’s value of diversity, equity, and inclusion. Like
many organizations in the United States, 118 the NCAA claims to
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prioritize diversity while trailing in disability rights initiatives. The
NCAA should not end its efforts to include student-athletes with
learning disabilities with the EID waiver process. The universal
design for learning model of “Show Us Your Success” serves as a
substantially more inclusive alternative that still assesses
students’ capacity to succeed in a college classroom setting.

Meaningful diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts require
thoughtful, significant campaigns that engender access for those
with disabilities. Well-designed online posters119 and blog posts
only go so far in tangible disability inclusion efforts. Though NCAA
has made a commitment to diversity and inclusion, the
organization has not codified a commitment to accommodating
different abilities in its bylaws.120 The NCAA’s actions—and
inaction—demonstrate that disability inclusion has not made its
way to the top of its priorities.

As it stands, the NCAA meets the minimum guidelines
demanded of the ADA and publishes content that signal diversity,
inclusion, and equity for disabled athletes is one of its major goals.
Asking student-athletes with learning disabilities to complete more
work than their peers through the EID waiver process to prove their
academic eligibility may meet the bare minimum, but it is not a
process that is intrinsically inclusive.

The ADA requires places of public accommodation to provide
accessible alternatives. Relying on alternative forms of access
indeed promotes accessibility but only in a limited manner. The
underlying structures of systems not designed with disability in
mind then depend on separatist approaches to accommodate those
with disabilities.

A fully realized approach to disability policy focuses not merely
on accommodation but inclusion. Inclusive disability policy,
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contrary to accommodations-based approaches, asks the questions
of universal design: Can all individuals, regardless of ability status,
enjoy this system or structure? In doing so, that policy has created
an intrinsically inclusive space.

Intrinsically inclusive processes do not separate users based
on abilities. All users can take advantage of such processes
regardless of ability status. “Show Us Your Success” rests on the
belief that accessibility for those with disabilities does not
necessitate separating them from their peers. Unlike the current
NCAA initial academic eligibility scheme, this recommended model
does not rely on exclusive systems that reinforce stigmatization.121

Further, the “fail safe” waiver that the fifth principle necessitates
will be more accessible as it accepts IEPs or requires the NCAA to
connect students with a pro bono diagnosing practitioner.

Learning disabilities are examples of diverse abilities that, in
some settings, serve as inhibitors to success; in other contexts,
learning disabilities bring strengths that neurotypical individuals
may not have.122 The problem is not students with learning
disabilities; it is the structures we have retained that disadvantage
them. Adopting “Show Us Your Success” as its initial academic
eligibility framework would cement the NCAA’s commitment to
diversity and disability inclusion.

NCAA Retains Academic Integrity

The first principle listed in Article 1 of the NCAA Bylaws
reads: “The Primacy of Academic Experience.”123 Within this
principle, the NCAA hands the responsibility of “establish[ing] and
maintain[ing] an environment in which a student-athlete’s
activities are conducted with the appropriate primary emphasis on
the student-athlete’s academic experience” to member institutions.
Above all else, the NCAA sets forth that a student-athlete’s
“academic experience” the quintessential goal of intercollegiate
athletics.
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The NCAA’s long established interest in protecting the
academic sanctity of intercollegiate sports is valid. In its quest to
set rigid initial academic eligibility standards, the NCAA created
more barriers for student-athletes with learning disabilities that
inhibit this goal.

The NCAA’s current model poses limitations of access to
affordable higher education for student-athletes with learning
disabilities that student-athletes without learning disabilities do
not face. Whether arising from the lack of documentation for an
EID, insufficient materials provided for a NCAA disability waiver,
or the wish to not disclose their disability, some student-athletes
with learning disabilities fail the case-by-case criteria of the
NCAA’s current initial academic eligibility model. Without
eligibility to play their sport to subsidize their education, “the
primacy of academic experience” is wholly denied to them.

Further, stigmatization—which exclusionary criteria can
cause—can lead to worsened academic performance for students
with disabilities.124 Should a student-athlete obtain a disability
waiver, the side effects of stigmatization such as anxiety and
depression could negatively impact their grades.125 The NCAA’s
current policy places academic hurdles for student-athletes with
learning disabilities before and during the start of their collegiate
careers.

“Show Us Your Success” forestalls the negative side effects of
the NCAA’s current separatist approach to eligibility and expands
access to higher education opportunities for student-athletes with
learning disabilities. Colleges and universities will still have the
ability to vet applicants based on academic qualifications. If a
higher education institutions concludes that an applicant with a
disability is “otherwise qualified”126—meaning he or she meets the
essential requirements of admission with or without reasonable
accommodations127—that student should be afforded the
opportunity to attend and play their desired sport at that school.
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Indeed, universities and colleges that accept students into
their programs provide accommodations for eligible students with
disabilities, including learning disabilities. As stated in its first
principle, member institutions are responsible for establishing and
maintaining atmospheres that place a “primary emphasis on the
student-athlete’s academic experience.”128 “Show Us Your Success”
gives the NCAA ample opportunity to vet student-athletes for
academic achievement without overstepping into what it has
designated is member institutions’ responsibilities.

This does not mean that the NCAA forfeits its value of
academic integrity. Should a student fail to maintain academic
eligibility while in college—including students with learning
disabilities utilizing member institution’s services—then it is clear
that the demands of both sport and learning are too much for that
individual. The NCAA, however, should not be overbroad in
limiting access through initial academic eligibility, as many
students with learning disabilities may succeed both academically
and in their sport.

In tandem with collegiate admissions policies, the “Show Us
Your Success” NCAA model will safeguard academic standards in
intercollegiate sports. College athletics is capacious enough to
permit student-athletes with learning disabilities to learn with
appropriate accommodations and participate in their sports at the
post-secondary level.

CONCLUSION

This Article has sought to achieve four purposes. First, the
Article explained the history of the NCAA’s fraught relationship
with disability rights concerning student-athletes with learning
disabilities. Second, it lay out the concerns of relying solely on the
ADA’s minimum guidelines for accessibility in initial academic
eligibility. Third, it proposed an initial academic eligibility process
inspired by universal design for learning principles to mitigate the
adverse effects and concerns of the NCAA’s present approach.
Finally, it illustrated how this approach would not only benefit
student-athletes with learning disabilities but permit the NCAA to
align more fully with its values.
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