
MMEEDDIICCAALL  HHAARRDDSSHHIIPP  WWAAIIVVEERRSS  VVSS..  RREEDD  SSHHIIRRTTIINNGG    

Many student-athletes have had the unfortunate experience of a severe injury during an 
athletic practice or competition and found themselves having to pursue a medical 
hardship waiver in order to preserve that season of eligibility. When a medial hardship 
waiver is granted, the student-athlete is given an additional year of competition 
eligibility. Receiving a medical hardship waiver is commonly known as a "medical red 
shirt year" or "red shirting." However, a medical hardship and a red shirt season are not 
the same. The following is a brief list of rules and regulations regarding the two 
situations:  

Q. What is the definition of a medical hardship? What are the conditions that must occur 
in order to request a medical hardship?  

A. A medical hardship is defined as an incapacity resulting from an injury or illness that 
has occurred during practice or competition. A student-athlete will not be charged with 
the loss of that season of competition eligibility by the conference or the Student-Athlete 
Reinstatement Committee if all the following criteria are met: 
1. The incapacitating injury or illness occurs in one of the four seasons of intercollegiate 
competition at any two-year or four-year collegiate institution; 
2. The injury or illness occurs prior to the completion of the first half of the playing 
season that concludes with the NCAA championship in that sport and results in 
incapacity to compete for the remainder of that playing season; and 
3. The injury/illness occurs when the student-athlete has not participated in more than 
two contests or dates of competition, or 20% of the institution's completed contests or 
dates of competition in the student-athletes sport (whichever is greater.)  

Q. The term "red shirt" is not used in the NCAA compliance manual. Where did this term 
originate and why is it used?  

A. The term "red shirt" actually originated on the football field. In the past, at the 
beginning of each season, coaches would decide which student-athletes would be 
permitted to compete during the season, using a year of eligibility, and which ones would 
only be permitted to practice. The ones who did not compete during the season preserved 
a year of eligibility. These student-athletes wore red jerseys at practice so the coaches 
could easily identify which student-athletes were not going to compete that year.  

Q. How many years of eligibility are student-athletes permitted?  

A. A student-athlete shall not engage in more than four seasons of intercollegiate 
competition in any one sport. A student-athlete must complete his/her seasons of 
participation within five calendar years from the beginning of the term in which the 
student-athlete first registered for a minimum full-time program of studies in a collegiate 
institution.  For female student-athletes who become pregnant during their collegiate 
careers, they are granted six calendar years in which to engage in four seasons of 
intercollegiate competition. 


