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Imagine the NCAA as the Department of Education and Congress for intercollegiate athletics. In 
Higher Ed Athletics, higher education and NCAA policy wonk Travis Smith tackles the 
intersection of research and policy in higher education through the lens of NCAA governance. 
Smith specifically focuses on the research infrastructure of the approximate 350 NCAA division 
one institutions and how it has led to the creation of data-driven standards, measurements, and 
policy, stemming from an academic reform initiative led by university presidents and 
chancellors. 

Smith gives an inside take on the issues facing higher education through interviews with NCAA 
executives and university presidents. Higher Ed Athletics is not only an educational piece on the 
NCAA governance structure, but the case is made as to how this sample size of membership 
institutions and athletic conferences could be used as a training ground for potential policy 
changes in higher education in the near and distant future. Straightforward, functional and fair, 
Higher Ed Athletics is a must-read for institutional presidents, provosts, and higher education 
experts involved in and tasked with shaping policies that significantly improve student outcomes 
in higher education. As innovation continues to be a national buzzword across higher education 
perhaps the industry will consider taking a look at the democratic process of the NCAA that 
shows collaboration and competition actually can coexist. 
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1. The DoEd and Congress of Intercollegiate Athletics 
The National Collegiate Athletic Association is essentially the Department of Education 
and Congress for intercollegiate athletics. While NCAA schools must abide by federal, 
state and institutional policy, the NCAA is a membership-driven regulatory organization 
that uses a democratic process of working groups, research, and committees to vote on 
their own bylaws. Chapter one introduces the NCAA governance structure, compares it to 
Congress, and gives an inside look at the NCAA national office in Indianapolis and why 
President Mark Emmert compares his job to Secretary General of the United Nations. 

2. Data-Driven Policymaking Requires Data Collection Agreements 
The NCAA’s academic reform has shown significant returns on their investment due in 
large part because of its ability to mandate the collection of data from each institution. In 
doing so, the NCAA is able to provide visual and interactive charts in a program called 
the Institutional Performance Program, which allows institutions to see their academic 
data points in comparison to other institutions across their athletic conference and the 
entire NCAA division. Chapter two provides the inside story of how the NCAA Research 
department operates and why it is so critical in the legislative process to make data-driven 
decisions centric to hot topics like transfer policy and degree completion. 

3. NCAA Initial Eligibility Process Could Revolutionize Higher Ed Admissions 
A popular topic of discussion about what’s wrong with higher education is the 
admissions process and lack of transparency in decisions. The NCAA created their own 
initial eligibility standards and the Eligibility Center, which is the centralized location for 
reviewing high school transcripts. Chapter three discusses how creating a higher ed 
version of the NCAA initial eligibility standards and Eligibility Center could assist 
institutions in revolutionizing the admissions process through a lottery system. A 
highlight of the chapter is how the NCAA has already done a lot of the upfront work 
through its high school review process and public database of approved coursework.  

4. NCAA Progress Toward Degree is a GPS Towards Graduation 
NCAA progress toward degree standards require student athletes to regularly earn a 
specific set of credit hours each semester and academic year, and requires a percentage of 
completion as they continue through college. This ensures student athletes are truly 
progressing towards a timely graduation when their eligibility to compete in sports 
expires. Chapter four introduces and explains in great detail how NCAA progress toward 
degree works and how it could be implemented across all of higher education. And in 
doing so,  it would limit wasted credit hours by only awarding financial aid for degree 
applicable credits and indirectly place significant upfront importance on choosing a major 
and completing a timely degree. 
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5. Tracking Transfers 
The transfer portal is a NCAA notification system in which a student athlete can enter 
their name and information into a database and indicate if they are wanting other 
institutions to contact and recruit him or her by providing a specific list of schools. In 
return, colleges and universities can continually seek out students that are looking at other 
options. Chapter five discusses the transfer portal as a potential improvement for how 
higher education tracks and recruits transfers. Schools could be more cost-effective in 
their marketing and recruiting budgets, and students would be able to see how their 
transcripts would apply towards a new institution before making an uninformed decision.  

6. Using the Single-Year Academic Progress Rate for Institutional Retention 
The Academic Progress Rate is one of the most talked about NCAA metrics yet the one 
most people do not really understand. The APR was created as a real-time graduation 
predictor to monitor both retention and progress towards a degree. Though often 
criticized, using the single-year APR method and applying it to different majors and 
colleges across a university could provide great insight to administrators. Chapter six 
explains the calculation of the APR and why it is an easy and extremely useful metric that 
institutions could adopt for their entire institution. The idea of using the APR as a 
potential state or federal data point to track for quality control and retention is discussed. 

7. Improving the Accreditation Model with Academic Performance Program Reviews 
In order to be certain that NCAA institutions are submitting data honestly and correctly, 
the NCAA conducts randomized internal data reviews throughout the year. Schools must 
submit paperwork and be open for interviews on processes and responsibilities. The team 
reviewing the documentation then checks for accuracy, any inconsistent and 
unintentional mistakes, and then provides a written detailed report back to the institution 
on its findings. This process has become important with the rise of online degree tracking 
software. Chapter eight outlines the process of the Academic Performance Program 
reviews and how it could work as a potential state or federal accountability review 
program, too. The case is made as to how the APP reviews could modernize the fragile 
accreditation model in higher education. 

8. What Would Need to Happen for Higher Ed to Consider Replicating NCAA Model 
The NCAA has an obvious advantage in its ability to create data-driven policies and 
procedures through a centric data submission partnership between institutions. This isn’t 
impossible for a group of institutions, or state and federal government to join together 
and implement some of these provenly successful academic standards and metrics. 
Chapter nine provides the realistic blueprint as to what would actually need to happen to 
begin onboarding the NCAA academic policies and procedures across higher education, 
beginning first with an antitrust exemption with Congress like the NCAA has received.  
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