January 20, 2011 - Gender Equity – Title IX Goes Too Far

The headline today is similar to one I have seen hundreds of times over the past three decades – ‘The University of Delaware’s Men’s Cross Country and Track Teams are Reclassified to Club Status to Comply with Gender Equity Issues.’   I’m not overly alarmed specifically with this university, though Vice-President Joe Biden, a 1965 Delaware graduate, probably is concerned.   What troubles me is the ongoing dismantling of men’s athletic teams at our universities to comply with Title IX which was enacted in the early 1970s to address gender equity disparity on the federal level.   While most will agree that increasing opportunities for women is good, a high percentage of the public opposes discontinuing men’s teams just to be in compliance.

To understand how Title IX is complied with, we need to know about its requirements.    Title IX of the Education Amendments Act, signed into federal law in 1972, bans gender discrimination in schools, whether it be in academics or athletics. In order to conform to the law, universities must satisfy one of three tests for participation: proportionality, continued practice of program expansion, or history of accommodation.   In other words, an institution must either: 1) Provide participation opportunities for women and men that are substantially proportionate to their respective rates of enrollment as full-time undergraduate students; 2) Demonstrate a history and continuing practice of program expansion for the underrepresented sex or 3) Fully and effectively accommodate the interests and abilities of the underrepresented sex.
Universities during the past few decades added sports as suggested by the second test and strove to comply with the third test.   But in many cases the first test was very difficult to achieve, especially with the large amount of participants in men’s football.  There was an amendment proposed in the early 1970s by Senator John Tower that would have eliminated revenue-producing sports from the equation, but it did not pass.   Now there is a demographic shift that is combining with the current economic downturn to eliminate even more men’s sports teams.
More women are going to college and their percentage of the student population has increased from under 50% to over 50% at many universities.   Economic realities often prevent adding more women’s teams, so men’s teams are cut to conform to the proportionality test.   It’s hard to believe, but over 100 universities have eliminated men’s cross country, indoor track, golf, tennis, rowing, outdoor track, swimming and wrestling.  Bowling Green State University cut the track program that produced 1972 Olympic 800 Meter Gold Medalist Dave Wottle.   The University of Miami eliminated its great diving program that included Olympic gold medalist Greg Louganis.   UCLA has been forced to eliminate its once prolific men's swimming and gymnastics programs.   The Boston University football team, a perennial powerhouse in Division I-AA, was terminated in 2000.   The number of college wrestling teams has shrunk by about a third.

Not only are existing men's teams being slashed, but adding any new ones has become a daunting proposition.   This means that growing sports like ice hockey, which requires at least twenty roster spots, are being suffocated.  By eliminating hundreds of swimming, diving, wrestling, track and gymnastics teams, Title IX has virtually guaranteed the United States a nosedive in the medal standings in future Olympics.   It is a shame that so many athletes are being deprived of an opportunity to compete, and since there are no professional leagues for these sports, college is the only place where they can develop their talent.

So what do we do?   First we should reconsider the Tower amendment which was proposed in the 1970s.  Eliminating the revenue sports, particularly football, from the equation would prevent as many as five men’s sports from being cut at most schools.  Second, we should determine if the intent of Title IX has been satisfied and now we are going way beyond the objective of the law.  It is one thing to provide equal opportunities by adding women’s sports.  But it is another to accomplish the goal of a law enacted nearly four decades ago by decreasing athletic choices for men.   It is time in Congress for reasonable people to have a reasonable discussion and to arrive at a reasonable answer.
