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Abstract
The purpose of this qualitative study was to build knowledge about the characteristics, impact,
and phenomenology of reclassification as an athletic strategy in the sport of American football.
On the basis of 14 findings, numerous themes relevant to the practice of reclassification were
identified. First, parents were found to be aware of the existence of the relative age effect, which
was the rationale for the strategy of reclassification. Second, parents discussed reclassification as
part of an overall strategy of academic competitiveness. The literature review of the study
described reclassification in terms of empirical and theoretical knowledge about the relative age
effect. The study’s findings suggested that student-athletes and their parents will likely take
advantage of the policy of reclassification to take better advantage of the relative age effect.
Reclassification was discussed in terms of its relation to U.S. American educational policy, and

appropriate recommendations were made to various stakeholders.
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Chapter 5. Conclusion
Introduction

The previous chapter of the study contained a detailed presentation of the study’s
findings. The purposes of the fifth and concluding chapter of the study are to: (a) discuss the
findings of the study in light of past theories and empirical findings; (b) acknowledge the
limitations of the study; (c) present suggestions for future scholarship; (d) present suggestions for
parents and other stakeholders; (e) discuss the implications of the findings for various audiences;
and (f) offer a summative conclusion to the study. Each of these purposes has been addressed in
a separate section of the chapter.

Relation of the Findings to Theory and Empirical Findings

Chapter two, the review of literature, contained an overview of several empirical findings
that identified a relative age effect in sports (Bar-Eli, Plessner, & Raab, 2011; Bergeron et al.,
2015; Cobley, Baker, Wattie, & McKenna, 2009; Guttenberg, 2014; Helsen, Van Winckel, &
Williams, 2005; Hirose, 2009; Kannus et al., 1995; Rees et al., 2016; Schilling et al., 2002;
Wattie, Schorer, & Baker, 2015). The relative age effect is such that even small periods of time
(such as a single year) can confer a significant athletic advantage on young athletes (Bar-Eli et
al., 2011; Bergeron et al., 2015; Cobley et al., 2009; Guttenberg, 2014; Helsen et al., 2005;
Hirose, 2009; Kannus et al., 1995; Rees et al., 2016; Schilling et al., 2002; Wattie et al., 2015).
Thus, for example, the difference between an athlete of 15 and an athlete of 16 might be
substantial. The theoretical foundations of these empirical findings are well-understood and can
be summarized from three perspectives.

First, the typical human developmental process means that young athletes will experience

rapid changes in the growth of lean body mass and height (Bar-Eli et al., 2011; Bergeron et al.,
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2015; Cobley et al., 2009; Guttenberg, 2014; Helsen et al., 2005; Hirose, 2009; Kannus et al.,
1995; Rees et al., 2016; Schilling et al., 2002; Wattie et al., 2015). For example, puberty is likely
to coincide with both marked increases in the cross sections of skeletal muscles and in height,
and these physical challenges are likely to confer advantages in such athletic endeavors as
sprinting, cardiovascular endurance, strength, and power. Second, for athletes of a younger age,
accumulated practice reaps substantial benefits in the early stages of an athletic career; therefore,
one of the advantages possessed by, for example, an athlete of 16 compared to an athlete of 15 is
the accumulation of added training time.

Third, from the perspective of overall athletic development, there is an interaction
between physical and cognitive maturation (Bar-Eli et al., 2011; Bergeron et al., 2015; Cobley et
al., 2009; Guttenberg, 2014; Helsen et al., 2005; Hirose, 2009; Kannus et al., 1995; Rees et al.,
2016; Schilling et al., 2002; Wattie et al., 2015). From the perspective of a sport such as
American football, which was the focus of the current study, athletes have several dimensions. In
the physical dimension, athletes must possess attributes such as speed, strength, and height (Bar-
Eli et al., 2011; Bergeron et al., 2015; Cobley et al., 2009; Guttenberg, 2014; Helsen et al., 2005;
Hirose, 2009; Kannus et al., 1995; Rees et al., 2016; Schilling et al., 2002; Wattie et al., 2015). In
the cognitive dimension, athletes must be able to demonstrate their physical qualities on the field
of play by knowing, and carrying out, what is required of them at any given moment (Bar-Eli et
al., 2011; Bergeron et al., 2015; Cobley et al., 2009; Guttenberg, 2014; Helsen et al., 2005;
Hirose, 2009; Kannus et al., 1995; Rees et al., 2016; Schilling et al., 2002; Wattie et al., 2015).
Thus, a good football player, like a good player of any other sport, is one who possesses both

purely physical attributes, and a drilled and refined cognitive awareness.
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The findings of the study indicated that the relative age effect is uniformly understood by
the parents of football players. The practice of reclassifying young football players—in other
words, the practice of having young football players repeat the 8" grade in order to enter the
world of high school football one year older than they would otherwise have been—is a
deliberate attempt to take advantage of the relative age effect.

In terms of the relative age effect, the parents surveyed in this study can be classified into
three categories. One group of parents—the largest group—believed in the relative age effect and
wanted their children to be able to take advantage of it. Another group of parents—a slightly
smaller one—believed in the relative age effect but did not want their children to take advantage
of it, because of their belief that redshirting would come at the expense of academics. A third
group of parents—the smallest one—believed in the relative age effect, but rejected the idea that
their children needed to profit from it, as they already believed their offspring to be ahead of
their peers in terms of physical qualities.

Thus, regardless of their position on reclassifying, each parent in the sample
demonstrated explicit or implicit awareness of, and belief in, the relative age effect. In this
context, the study was an important identifier of the relative age effect in American football in
particular and in youth sports in general. One of the ways in which previous scholars have
measured the existence of a relative age effect is to measure young athletes themselves—for
example, in measures of cross-sectional muscle size or through subjective ranking of a player’s
performance (Bar-Eli et al., 2011; Bergeron et al., 2015; Cobley et al., 2009; Guttenberg, 2014;
Helsen et al., 2005; Hirose, 2009; Kannus et al., 1995; Rees et al., 2016; Schilling et al., 2002;
Wattie et al., 2015). However, the existence of a relative age effect can also be measured through

the beliefs of stakeholders in youth sports, and parents in particular. The near unanimous
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popularity of the practice of redshirting, and a unanimous hardening of the belief that redshirting
was a means of allowing young football players—particularly those that are trained and coached
well—to become even better (in terms of both their physical attributes and accumulated
experience), indicated the extent to which parents of football players believe in a relative age
effect in this sport.

The findings of the study were not unexpected. The review of literature in the second
chapter of the study had already established that the relative age effect appeared to exist in many
sports, and that there were good theoretical reasons, based in both the physiological and training-
related aspects of sports science, for explaining the existence of a relative age effect (Bar-Eli et
al., 2011; Bergeron et al., 2015; Cobley et al., 2009; Guttenberg, 2014; Helsen et al., 2005;
Hirose, 2009; Kannus et al., 1995; Rees et al., 2016; Schilling et al., 2002; Wattie et al., 2015).
The findings of the study are complementary to existing findings of, as well as theories related
to, the relative age effect. Then, a unique contribution of the study is—and has been from the
start—to establish the degree of parents’ belief in relative age effects in the sport of football.

Overall, the findings of this study should be interpreted in light of the theory of planned
behavior. The study found that parents engaged in long-term planned behavior in order to take
advantage of the relative age effect through the policy of reclassification. It implies that parents
viewed the football careers of their sons not as a temporary hobby but as a serious athletic
endeavor for which a long-term plan was necessary. The long-term planning of parents appears,
in this respect, to have been influenced by social cognition related to the observation of other
parents and their reclassification experiences, inputs from coaches, intrafamily consultation and

other factors.
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Summative Conclusion

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the phenomenon of reclassification,
or redshirting, in the context of American football. After a qualitative interview of 14 parents, the
following findings emerged. First, in response to the first research question of the study (Is there
academic growth while classifying?), it was found that academic growth was a minor theme in
the findings. Most parents who participated in this study were not as concerned with academic
growth as a motivator for the reclassification decision as they were with purely athletic reasons.
Among the few parents or guardians whose comments were relevant to the first research question
of the study, there was mixed evidence, with one parent believing that reclassification would
impede academic development of her son by not exposing him to age-appropriate material and
concepts, while another parent believed that reclassification could be a step towards academic
mastery.

Next, in response to the second research question of the study (Is there athletic growth
while reclassifying?), it was found that parents were in near unanimous consensus that there was,
in fact, athletic growth while reclassifying. Athletic growth was identified as belonging to the
domains of both physical development and accumulated skill. Parents were obviously aware that
reclassifying would give their offspring an extra year to develop purely physiological qualities,
such as height, weight, muscle mass, and so forth. In addition, parents were also aware that
reclassification would allow their sons to build sport- and position-specific motor skills and
accumulate specific expertise that would benefit them over the course of their football careers.

In response to the third research question of the study (Is reclassifying a long-term or a
short-term strategy?), it was found that parents were in unanimous consensus that reclassifying

was a long-term strategy. Several parents identified college scholarships as the eventual goal.
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In response to the fourth research question of the study (Does the use of the reclassifying
strategy affect athletes’ motivations for athletic achievement?), it was found that no parents or
guardians made direct references to motivation.

In general, the results of the study can be explained through the larger themes of social
systems thinking and long-term competitive thinking, both of which are accommodated by the

single explanatory category of planned behavior.
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