
For the consideration of the OSAA Reclassification Committee and Executive Board, 

The following rationale and classification proposal is meant to give Oregon a beginning road map towards 
staying the course and retaining the current 6-classification model through the 2026-2030 time block. The 
included proposal is built on a shared experience that spans the full run of what the state has to offer, from 
communities in the smallest and most remote of farming areas to neighborhoods in the largest of 
metropolitan areas. The following rationale is meant to show the processing, priorities, and outline results 
of what a reclassification process that puts kids first and acknowledges the primary function of high 
school athletics could and should produce.  

Disclaimer: This proposal is meant to be a starting point for discussion. While we believe in what we have 
put forward in its totality and have utilized input from individuals spanning the full range of schools in the 
state of Oregon, this proposal is meant to be a template for coaches and administrators to respond to and 
give input on as the process unfolds in the coming months.  
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Pillar One: ‘Participation is the Point’ 
 
The rebuild of the Wells Football program has revolved around one central premise: ‘Participation is the 
Point’. A returning rate of players that is above replacement–bringing in more kids than you lose, keeping 
the ones you have and encouraging new ones to join–is the measure of a successful program, not wins and 
losses. Throughout this experiment, which is now entering its sixth year, universal truths have come to the 
forefront that have now informed the included classification proposal: Kids have a positive experience 
when they’re getting fed, having fun, being with their friends, feeling like they are making progress, and 
have a shot to compete. Kids have a negative experience when they’re not having fun, are overworked, 
feel stuck in the mud, and have no reasonable shot at success. The point is not for the coaches to be 
successful, the administration without headaches, or the bus driver to have a short commute home: We all 
serve to provide kids with an experience that they will carry with them their entire lives and play a part in 
making them the best humans they can be. The way we approach that, with a prime directive set in 
expediency or with a commitment towards equity and fair play, is paramount to the success of that 
mission.  
 
Of that list of positive and negative influences, there is only one that is inarguably within the direct daily 
influence of the OSAA: Access to a fair shot to compete. The OSAA can’t guarantee kids a post-game 



meal or compel coaches statewide to stop doing conditioning drills in mid-season practices, but it can 
ensure that kids from Astoria to Jordan Valley and Brookings to Joseph get a fair shot to compete against 
their peers. Fair competition is the main driver of participation that the OSAA can have a positive 
or negative influence on. 
 
 
Pillar Two: Why do we have Classifications in the first place? 
 
The OSAA has gone under four different iterations of classification systems: Two classes (‘A’ and ‘B’), 
Three classifications (2A, 1A, and B), Four classifications (Initially 2A, 1A, 2B, and 2B, then later on 
3A-1A and B), then Six classifications (our current 6A-1A system today). Each expansion has been 
driven by the same premise: More opportunity, not less. More equitable access to fair competition, not 
less. A recognition of our ever-expanding range of schools and communities, not contracting. The OSAA 
has steadfastly expanded to where it is today because, simply, it has been the right and moral thing to do 
and has been what best served kids. Equity, not expedience. 
 
The bell curve of enrollment and support capacity within Oregon High Schools is today at a point that 
dictates six distinct enrollment brackets and classifications. Contracting to five classifications or less from 
the current six would be to ignore this circumstance and retreat from the premise of growing opportunities 
and perennial access to fair competition for kids that the OSAA has stood on since its inception.  
 
Has there been a sudden decline in the total number of schools the OSAA governs? No, in fact there has 
been a steady increase in recent years with the ever-growing pool of private schools coming into the fold 
and the introduction of schools based in southern Washington. Has there been a decrease in the unequal 
allotment of resources and support from school to school in Oregon, such that the gap between the 
average school with 500 attendees has the same baseline of an average school with 175? No, in fact the 
gap has arguably widened in the last decade. Has the current system created severe harm on the part of 
schools and kids, who are not subject to geographic isolation, in the form of being placed into leagues and 
classifications that do not fit their capacities? Widely, no.  
 
To contract from the current model when no prerequisite shrink in the number of schools the OSAA 
serves has occurred would be to ignore the central premise that has guided it–and the kids it serves–for 
the last century. Trading bus mileage and administrative burden for athlete and coach-based burdens in the 
forms of inequitable access to fair competition and the removal of a core pillar in rates of player retention 
would definitively be a reversal, if not a betrayal, of this premise. This is notwithstanding the inherent 
inequity this shift would bring: This new burden will not be felt by the most well off in each current 
classification, but by the least well off and the most disadvantaged. To shrink classifications would be to 
create a “crunch” effect that, no matter where you draw the new enrollment brackets, would create 
predetermined winners and losers (or at least predetermined frontrunners and underdogs) where their 
inception was entirely avoidable.  
 
If no distinctions between schools were necessary, we would have no classifications to begin with. It is 
because there are distinctions between towns like Adrian and Amity, Amity and Astoria, and Astoria and 
Albany that we create classifications to ensure access to fair competition. If we agree to that premise, then 



a natural extension to the need for six classifications (In general: One each for large cities, small cities, 
large towns, medium-sized towns, small towns, and unincorporated communities) is self-evident, and the 
harm reducing to five or fewer would bring becomes undeniable.  
 
If a budget is a show of priorities, so is a reclassification proposal. What does the OSAA care about 
most? Who does the OSAA care about most? A just classification system would put kids and their 
experience, not adults and their workloads, first.  
 
Our Proposal: Reform, not Revolution 
 
In conjunction with our fully outlined classification brackets and league structures, we put forward the 
following suggestions on how to improve the current system. We advocate staying the course, but we also 
recognize the need for adaptation within the existing framework: 
 
1 – Remove, where appropriate, the varied weighting of out-of-classification contests in order to 
incentivize local non-league play by choice. The kernel of truth in the average argument for shrinking 
down to 5 classifications is a simple one: Some schools endure regular travel that is a heavy burden to 
bear. This is a fact that many schools and kids live with and is one that should, within reason, be a topic of 
classification restructuring and league allotment. However, this burden does not necessitate the shrinking 
of classifications because while reducing to five classifications would help some schools travel less, this 
is due to the compelled competition with schools of much different circumstances rather than the 
competition with those schools being chosen. It will help relieve the travel burden placed on small and 
large schools alike if schools of different sizes are incentivized to play each other in limited circumstances 
without forfeiting, fully, the premise of fair competition. Coaches and Athletic Directors know how to 
evaluate matchups and the pros and cons of scheduling a larger/smaller local school rather than a peer 
school a distance away. By removing a mechanism in the rankings that is meant to increase the weight of 
a win or loss for corresponding teams in those matchups, schools will be less incentivised in many 
circumstances to choose the road trip to a peer school over the non-peer local school. This will create in 
some measure the effect that many 5-class advocates desire without a wholesale revamp of our 
state's modus operandi.  
 
Which leads to point 2: 
 
2 – Smaller leagues, not larger ones. If a main concern of travel is “maintaining the ‘student’ part of 
‘student-athlete’”, then it is logical to create more opportunities for local non-league play, not less. 
Reducing league sizes allows for geographic and size peculiarities to be broadly alleviated in most 
circumstances by local scheduling of non-league contests by athletic directors. In many senses, while 
larger leagues are in general more stable and tend to facilitate the greatest year-to-year assurances, smaller 
leagues allow the greatest amount of flexibility and leeway for administrators and coaches to meet their 
kids where they’re at and meet the challenges of their specific school. Schools like Gaston, whom under 
any classification proposal are going to be pinned as either the easternmost school of a league based in the 
northwest corner of Oregon or the westernmost school of a league centered around the Portland-metro 
area, would benefit from more opportunities to schedule schools in each league near them, they would 
burdened by those game slots instead being filled with compelled and mandatory games against league 



opponents much further away. There is a balancing act to be had between equitable access to fair play 
and travel burdens. While equitable access to fair play must always win out, smaller leagues allow 
for schools to have the greatest amount of flexibility in making that happen with fewer miles logged.  
3 – The growing disparity between private and public schooling in interscholastic athletics–the elephant 
in the room–has to be addressed. The resource bases, support capacity, and enrollment base of most 
private schools have led to a situation today where, even following ADM calculations, private schools 
cannot be assessed as peers to public schools of similar enrollments. It has been observed and documented 
time and time again that private schools are, as a consequence of their funding and enrollment capacities, 
in general capable of much more than their size would suggest if they were public. Because of this, 
equitable access to fair play opportunities is being limited for public school students, especially in certain 
classifications and certain sports. In our proposal, we put forward a general rule that if a private school is 
in the top 2/3rds of its classification following ADM computation, that school is moved up one 
classification for participation. 
 
As an example, if a private school has an enrollment of 250 students following ADM computation, that 
school would ordinarily be placed in 3A. However, in our proposal, since that school would be the 10th 
largest 3A school (and solidly in the top 2/3rds of enrollment for 3A), that school would move up to 4A.  
 
This ensures equitable access to fair play, recognizes the growing importance of addressing the 
disparities between public and private education, and allows for classification and league allotments 
to be more uniform. 
 
4 – “Trust Bust”: Prevent the “SEC-ization” of the Three Rivers League. One of the fires raging in 6A at 
the moment concerns the image of the TRL and its influence on the Portland-Metro area as a whole. 
While recruiting violations are difficult to document and prove after the fact–despite the best efforts of 
those who have seen their schools turned into feeder programs for one or multiple TRL schools–the 
fundamental pillar of the recruiting issue in the metro area revolves around one premise: The TRL is 
where you play if you as an athlete have aspirations. Not one specific school in the TRL–though some 
have a heightened sense of prestige if one attends there versus another–but rather the collective. Short of a 
full-scale recruiting crackdown that the OSAA may understandably not fully have the resources or 
logistics to see through, the best weapon against the growing monopoly over access to fair competition is 
to remove the allure of the TRL by disbanding it.  
 
Our proposal splits the current TRL into three parts: 
 
Tigard and Tualatin to the Pacfic Conference 
West Linn, Oregon City, Lake Oswego, and Lakeridge, to the newly formed “PacValley” Conference 
St. Mary’s to the (restructured) Portland Interscholastic League 
 
This does two things: 1) Removes the allure of the TRL as Oregon’s “Super Conference”, thus reducing 
those schools' practical recruiting capacities and encouraging students to remain at their home school, and 
2) Facilitates a return to a situation where Oregon has regional and league parity–both in on the field 
success and off the field support capacity–between its 6A schools. The current model is facilitating 



exponential growth in the TRL’s influence and prestige while eroding the capacity of the other 6A 
schools, meant to be peers, to compete. 

Where other points in this proposal deal with the current state of affairs and the base essentials of 
high school athletics, this and the rule put forward concerning private schools seek to address the 
growing issues that may not be front of mind today, but could be the main point of discussion if left 
unaddressed by 2030. 

Conclusion: An open mind, not an open soul 

1 – Adopt some of this proposal or none of it, whatever course you chart hold fast to the core values of 
high school sports. To place budgeting or travel convenience above–nonetheless significantly 
above–access to fair competition and opportunities for kids is to forfeit the moral high ground and the 
goodwill that sustains this institution across generations. Fatigue makes cowards of us all, and expediency 
makes faint hearts of the strongest among us. Do not let noise or convenience lead this process; Stand on 
principle. 

2 – Remember that persistence does not make someone right. Just because an idea is repeated often does 
not make it wise. Just because something feels inevitable does not make it so. Evaluate in earnest, weigh 
every voice and every number, and ask what gives kids their fairest shot. If this is truly about students, 
then students must remain the center of the process. Adults can carry heavier loads, adults can wait for 
better solutions; But students only get one chance to belong, to compete, to grow, to have an experience 
that will shape them for the rest of their lives. 

3 – If the OSAA is to be a steward of this system and not merely a manager of its logistics, then it must 
lead with vision and conviction. Stability is not inaction; It is a firm stance on what matters most. Equity 
is not idealism; It is the practical foundation of participation. If the road forward is difficult, then it is all 
the more important that it be just. 

There are moments when governance becomes guardianship—this is one. 

Thank you for your consideration. 

Potential FAQ’s 

Q: Washington has 6 classifications, and they have a much larger population than us. Wouldn’t this 
suggest we should have fewer than 6 classes?  
A: The argument that Oregon should have fewer classifications because Washington has six is misguided. 
Washington is significantly larger and could justify having seven or eight classes based on its population 
and school diversity. Oregon, by contrast, has a much wider distribution of school sizes across a smaller 
population base, making classification equity even more critical. 



Q: Wouldn’t shrinking to 5 classes increase competition and parity? 
A: While the idea seems logical at first—fewer classes, more competition—the data tells a different story. 
As of 2022, Washington had a 4-year repeat champion rate in basketball of 58% with six classes, and 
Oregon, with a smaller population, saw a 46% rate under the same structure. More classes ensure apples 
compete against apples; forcing competition between apples and bowling balls just means the bowling 
balls win more often. When classifications are reduced, dominant programs are concentrated, not 
challenged. The result is more repeat champions, not fewer. These trends show how the “rich get richer” 
when divisions shrink. The playing field becomes structurally less inclusive, not more competitive. 

Q: What would “remove, where appropriate, the varied weighting of out-of-classification contests 
in order to incentivize local non-league play by choice” actually look like rule-wise? 
A: This will require wider exploration from the Rankings committee. The aim is to lessen the “lose-lose” 
dynamic for larger schools when playing a smaller one. You “lose” if you win, because you are supposed 
to and in theory gain nothing, and you “lose” if you lose because you lost to a smaller school. While this 
is misguided in some circumstances–sometimes there is a smaller local school that will be more 
competitive than the larger school a drive away–it does have truth behind it. There should be an expressed 
desire by the rankings committee to reduce this calculus while maintaining ranking integrity.  

One specific example could be eliminating the “one classification away” stipulation on ranking formulas 
for the Colley, and including all contests in the RPI. Another example could be adding a multiplier, much 
like the .8 number for a road loss versus 1.2 for a home loss, that represents incentivized/subsidized 
out-of-classification ply (within 35 miles, as an example). 

Q: Would breaking up the TRL actually impact the recruiting issue, or just give those schools a 
monopoly in their new leagues? 
A: When schools mutually benefit from a system that is in place, there is no incentive to report on one 
another or act as a check on the influence of others through official channels. After all, as a coach you 
have to share an all-league meeting with the coach(es) you would be reporting on. When schools are 
separated from one another and put into different leagues, the impermissible influence schools in league 
A are utilizing is to the detriment of league B. Separate the powers into different leagues, and the powers 
can again check each other and play a direct role in combating this growing issue.  

Q: There are numerous teams in my league that play down for football, which means we would 
have to play many more non-league games than we can fill. What is the remedy for this? 
A: Football will, no matter the classification structure, require additional support and consideration when 
structuring. Our proposal is not a football-specific proposal, but one that is meant to set out base 
classification and league designations for the coming time block. Much like our suggestion pertaining to 
league size: More special districts, not less, is the answer.  

Q: Where does the drop-down system fit into all of this? 
The drop-down system, if the OSAA desires to continue using it, is easier to facilitate in a 6-class system 
since the classification the school would be moving into would not include schools with potentially 
40%-33% of its enrollment in its league. If Klamath Union wished to continue playing down in football, 
as an example, in a 5-class proposal they would be joining a league of Bonanza and Lost River rather than 



one of Lakeview and North Valley. If the OSAA wants to continue being a proponent of equity with the 
drop-down system while maintaining access to fair play, a 6-classification structure is more conducive to 
that aim. 








