Michigan-led bipartisan bill aims to bar college athletes from employee status amidst record NCAA settlement
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A bipartisan bill introduced by House Republican Conference Chairwoman Lisa McClain of Michigan and Oregon’s Rep. Janelle Bynum seeks to reshape the landscape for college student-athletes by prohibiting them from being classified as employees of their universities. Dubbed the "College Student-athlete Protections and Opportunities through Rights, Transparency, and Safety (College SPORTS) Act," this legislation aims to create a consistent national framework governing athlete compensation, particularly as it relates to their name, image, and likeness (NIL).
The timing of this bill is significant, coming just days after U.S. District Judge Claudia Wilken approved a landmark $2.8 billion settlement relating to athlete compensation. This settlement, the result of protracted legal disputes, allows universities to compensate athletes not only for past commercial use of their likenesses from 2016 to 2024 but also for future opportunities. It paves the way for schools to share substantial revenue—up to $20.5 million annually—with their athletes, representing a major evolution in how college sports operate financially. 
In discussing the motivation behind the College SPORTS Act, McClain stressed the need to protect student-athletes’ “economic freedom,” asserting that their dedication deserves tangible rewards. "In America, hard work and talent should be rewarded," she stated, underscoring a view that student-athletes enrich the collegiate sports environment through their commitment. The bill also introduces several notable provisions aimed at supporting athletes, including allowing them to utilise scholarships for a decade after leaving school, ensuring medical costs for sports-related injuries are covered for at least two years post-graduation, and implementing safeguards against exploitation by agents.
NCAA President Charlie Baker has advocated for supportive federal legislation following the recent court ruling, emphasising the importance of maintaining the amateur spirit of college sports. He argues that preventing the classification of athletes as employees serves their interests, allowing them to focus on their studies while enjoying the rights to their NIL. Furthermore, Baker asserts that federal oversight is essential to harmonise the varying state laws that govern athlete compensation, providing a stable framework for future developments.
Contrastingly, some critics are concerned this bill might shield universities from accountability and reduce the bargaining power of student-athletes. A consideration to keep in mind is that in previous instances, such as a Michigan Senate bill passed in late 2020, similar measures have sought to prohibit collegiate athletes from unionising, limiting their capacity to negotiate for better terms regarding their financial and medical compensation.
The unfolding landscape of college athletics is increasingly influenced by external financial players, notably private equity firms eager to capitalise on recent changes in legislation. These firms see potential in the growing revenue models for college sports, facilitated by the new settlement and its defined compensation parameters. As the legal framework for athlete remuneration expands, continued legislative discussions like those surrounding the College SPORTS Act will be essential to clarify the future of student-athlete rights and compensation.
In summary, as Michigan legislators push for protections for student-athletes, the implications of the new legal landscape remain under scrutiny. The intersection of legislative action, judicial decisions, and financial interests presents a complex tableau that will shape the future of college sports, particularly regarding the balance between maintaining amateur status and recognising the economic contributions of student-athletes.
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