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So You Want to Be a College athlete, 
huh?

W hat does it take to compete in college sports? 
First, you must have the talent to play on the 
college level. Regardless of the sport, the game 
is most likely faster and requires more athleti-

cism than high school. Second, you must have good work 
habits, maturity, and self-discipline. Coaches look at your 
academic performance in high school as much as they look 
at your skills on the field or court. If a player applies him 
or herself in the classroom, the academic success should 
follow in college. If you have the talent to play collegiately, 
you need to take the initiative to market yourself to college 
coaches. While NCAA Division I is obviously the most 
competitive,  competition is high at all levels in college with 
even NCAA Division III, NAIA, and NJCAA/junior college 
sports offering a very competitive game. College coaches 
are looking for the player who shows determination, dedi-
cation, and passion. They want a team player who’s willing 
to go the extra mile, is mentally tough, able to perform 
under pressure under pressure, and has respect for their 
teammates and for the coaching staff.

Being tactically aware in your respective sport is also 
a huge bonus. College coaches want to see a player who 
understands what’s happening on the field or court and 
makes the correct decisions for his or her team. Physical 
speed, size, and prowess are all keys that a college coach 
is looking for. Agility, quickness, strength, power, and any 
specific skills required for a given sport are all tangibles that 
a college coach will seek so that they know that you can 
compete at their level. Psychologically, can you handle pres-
sure? Do you have a will to win? Are you fearless? Are you 
afraid of physical contact or the demands and challenges of 
your sport? These and other questions must be answered. 
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Being a college athlete requires a huge time commit-
ment. Besides the 20 or 30 hours a week that you’re going 
to spend in each class each week, you need to account for at 
least 20 hours of team activity, as well. This can include team 
and individual practices, strength & conditioning sessions, 
and other formal requirements. If you are injured, treatment 
and rehabilitation time will need to be factored in, too. On 
top of that, you will have time committed to travel to and 
from games or contests, too. In short, being an effective 
student athlete requires you to be able to manage your time 
wisely if you are to have any chance at log-term success.

Can playing athletics help you get into a better school? 
To a certain degree, the answer would be yes. Playing a 
sport can help you get admitted into a school. Additional 
support from a coach can help a player in admissions, how-
ever, players simply must have the test scores and grades to 
at least be on the bubble for that school’s requirements. A 
coach only has so much leverage with the admissions office 
and the less they have to use this, the better. Coaches won’t 
recruit a player with mediocre grades when it could affect 
the coach’s graduation rate or their own job stability. 

That said, if a player has average grades, a coach can 
provide some support to the athlete to help them in the 
admissions process. College admissions officers and admis-
sions panels want to see that your grades are consistent and 
that you’ve been working hard in high school. The student 
with a solid 3.0 grade point average (GPA) is perceived 
more favorably than someone with lower grades, as aver-
ages below that threshold tell the coach that the student 
might be someone who has the ability but may not have the 
discipline or motivation as a higher-achieving student. 

On the other hand, GPA isn’t always the ONLY factor 
that gets considered. However, the closer you are to that 3.0+ 
threshold, the better. A student-athlete with lots of outside 
responsibilities, who is a high performer athletically, and 
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who steadily plugs away at their grades can still be a worth-
while addition to any college and college athletics program. 
However, the better the grades, the less the amount of sup-
port the college coach has to use with admissions.

DiviSionS of College SportS

What’s the difference between NCAA Division I, 
NCAA Division II, NCAA Division III, NAIA, and NJCAA/
junior college? NCAA Division I is what most athletes are 
familiar with and the level that most competitive aspire to. 
Talent or overall potential is what typically distinguishes a 
“D1” athlete from those at lower divisions. The Division I 
player is required to play their game and a much higher 
pace or a more competitive level. 

NCAA Division I, NCAA Division II, NAIA, and 
junior colleges all offer athletic scholarships, but NCAA 
Division III does not offer financial aid in the form of grants, 
loans, and awards specifically for athletics. The 351 Division 
I programs represent 32% of all NCAA athletics programs 
and typically require a larger time commitment from the 
player with some exceptions. For example, in Ivy League 
schools, there are restrictions placed on season length, 
practice time, and other factors. Athletes can easily  spend 
two to three hours per day training or doing other activities 
associated with the team. While in years past, summer was 
frequently viewed as “off time,” in modern, competitive D1 
sports there really is no off season. In Division I athletics, 
you are expected to train and/or compete year-round.

Meanwhile, the commitment required of athletes at 
the NCAA Division II, NCAA Division III, NAIA, and junior 
college levels are still significant, but not to the extent of the 
NCAA Division I level. The 308 Division II programs repre-
sent 28% of all NCAA programs, while Division III includes 
the largest number of programs (443 member schools, 40%). 
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While there are certainly some lower-division programs 
that expect similar commitment from their athletes as D1 
programs, such is highly dependent upon the institution, 
team, and coaching staff. The key to making an informed 
decision regarding where to focus your attention is to do 
your research, talk to current and former coaches and ath-
letes, and learn as much as you can about the program you 
are considering.

While there are no scholarships or grant-in-aid 
available strictly as a result of athletics participation at the 
NCAA Division III level, there are other financial incentives 
available for capable students, making it a viable option for 
some athletes. The NCAA estimates that 80% or more of all 
Division III athletes receive non-athletics-based aid. Here 
again, being a capable student with a high GPA will almost 
always be a massive asset to any student athlete hoping to 
play at the collegiate level and will open up opportunities 
for merit-based academic awards that those with poorer 
grades just won’t be able to compete for. Considering that 
there is anywhere from $10-$100 of academic merit-based 
scholarship money available for every $1 of athletic schol-
arship money available, being a good student will help you 
regardless of what level you hope to compete.
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2
THE RECRUITING 
TIMELINE

The reCruiTing Timeline
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it’S all aBout timing

A natural question many prospective student athletes 
tend to ask is when should you start narrowing 
your choices and contacting colleges? The recruit-
ing process has now started so early that many 

athletes are committing by the end of their sophomore year 
or early part of their junior year. Many parents and athletes 
believe that they have plenty of time but often conclude that 
they should have started sooner. 

If you have a number of schools that you’re consider-
ing, it’s best to start the college visit process as soon as pos-
sible, preferably as a freshman or early in your sophomore 
year. Visiting schools will give you a better idea of what you 
want. Factors that should be weighed include small versus 
large school, urban versus rural or suburban, and schools 
that offer academic programs that are of interest to you and 
your future goals. Develop a list of colleges you’re interested 
in. Don’t worry if your list is unreasonably long; you want 
to make sure certain you are not writing off any possibilities 
early in the game. Keep in mind that you should be happy 
with the school that you ultimately choose, not just the 
coach or the program. 

Although you are an athlete, a key question that 
you should ask is what you enjoy most about a particular 
school. Even if you only play travel sports and don’t intend 
to play competitive sports at your high school during your 
freshman year, you should start thinking about colleges in 
the ninth grade. You are considered a prospective student 
athlete and can be identified and evaluated by college 
coaches in most sports. 

Make a list of your top schools and do your research 
on them academically, athletically, and socially. Gather 
information on the head coach such as name, email address, 
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mailing address, phone number, and info about the school’s 
program. Draft a letter of introduction along with your re-
sume to send to coaches. You may not get responses during 
your freshman year, but you will likely be on the coach’s 
radar and in their database. While a scholarship offer at this 
point would be highly unlikely, what you send in is at least 
being reviewed. 

Your goal during your sophomore year is to start to 
make a name for yourself on the field or on the court. At the 
same time, if possible, take the time to schedule meetings 
with coaches from programs you are most interested in. 
Watch the teams and learn more about the programs from 
the perspective of the athletes. Visiting schools can also help 
you get a feel for the campus and the city. 

Being proactive can pay huge dividends. Contacting 
coaches—especially at smaller institutions that have more 
limited recruiting budgets—and invite them to see you play. 
Review eligibility requirements and register as a prospective 
student athlete with the NCAA Eligibility Center (https://
web3.ncaa.org/ecwr3) at the end of the school year. Junior 
year is when most coaches should have seen you play and 
will begin to show interest if they are seriously considering 
you for their program.

Depending on the sport, if you’re recruited by fall of 
your junior year, you’re on their list of impact players in 
January. If they’re looking to fill roster spots that are open, 
you may or may not be on their list of top recruits for your 
senior year. The fall is the last chance to get recruited by 
most colleges unless you are a winter or spring sports—most 
likely Division III schools (or on rare occasions, Division I or 
Division II programs where they’ve had players move on to 
the professional ranks or have attrition through a prospects 
who have changed their mind or transfers). 

At this point, most D1 schools have already commit-
ted their available scholarship dollars, so if you wait too 
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long, you run the risk of missing out on the best opportu-
nities. The most important thing for the aspiring student 
athlete to remember is that the recruiting process starts 
early. It is dependent on what division and to some degree 
the size and prestige of the conference in which the school 
participates. In most of the bigger “Power Five” Division I 
programs, recruiting begins much earlier and it’s not un-
usual for top schools with excellent programs to get a verbal 
commit before players even enter into their junior season. In 
some cases, offers and subsequent verbal commitments can 
occur as early as freshman year in some sports. However, 
the NCAA adjusts the opportunity to do this on almost a 
yearly basis as they continue to try to pursue the right bal-
ance as to what is in the best interest of the student athlete.

On the other hand, smaller programs at the NCAA 
Division III or NAIA level are more likely to pursue athletes 
well into their senior season. Now, the further along that you 
get into your high school career, the more money that will 
be committed to particular incoming groups. That doesn’t 
mean that scholarship money is totally dried up, but most 
schools—especially the most competitive ones—have al-
ready made their decisions for recruiting classes earlier and 
earlier. Although again there are no athletic scholarships 
available, Division III schools usually select their athletes in 
the fall of their senior season for fall sports, winter for win-
ter sports, and in some cases waiting until spring for spring 
sports. This allows scholarship-caliber athletes the oppor-
tunity to explore all their options and make an informed 
decision before opting to attend a smaller non-scholarship 
program.
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get Your prioritieS Straight

What should be the most important factor in choosing 
a college? The number one priority should be to get a qual-
ity education. Look for a school that meets your academic, 
athletic, and social needs. If you were injured and couldn’t 
play, would you still be happy attending that school? Your 
primary reason for going to college is to get a degree and set 
yourself up for a successful life as an adult. 

Find a campus you love and where you can see 
yourself attending the next four years. Does the school have 
your major or area of interest? Remember, you’re a student 
first and an athlete second. Although a coach is important, 
the coach or coaches should not be the main factor in your 
choice of schools. You want someone who will motivate 
and challenge you and be a great mentor. Get to know the 
coach’s personality, communication style, and philosophy. 
Do you prefer a coach who is more of a disciplinarian or 
more nurturing? What competition level do you want to 
play at? These are all important considerations when mak-
ing the final choice.

In short, the prospective student athlete would be 
well served to remember that as tempting and alluring as 
a chance to play beyond high school may seem, it really is 
just one of a myriad of other factors that should all weigh 
in when making that final decision. What is more, it is also 
reassuring to know that our society’s most successful peo-
ple almost universally agree that there is not necessarily one 
“right” choice to be made regarding where to go, but rather 
a wide array of pathways to reach the intended destination. 
By focusing on the truth that “success” depends more on 
who you become along the journey and less about where 
you go, you can be free to weigh your options and make the 
decision that is best for you in that pursuit. 
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3
GETTING STARTED

geTTing sTarTed
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Y et another commonly asked question is how big 
should your potential list of schools be? Before you 
make your list, be honest with yourself and assess 
your strengths and weaknesses. Draft a list of about 

20 colleges that interest you. It may include schools in your 
area or schools that have a particular major you’re interested 
in. It might even include schools that you know very little 
about. The list may be long, but in the early stages, you don’t 
want to eliminate anywhere that may seem interesting. It is 
usually pretty telling to ask yourself if you would still want 
to go to that college even if you didn’t play sports.

Once you’ve developed a large “master list” of 
all potential schools, you can further divide it into three 
groups. The first group consists of your “dream” schools, 
the second group is composed of more realistic schools that 
you would likely be accepted into academically and could 
compete athletically, and the third list would be your fall-
back schools. For each school on the list, create a sheet that 
has the contact information for the coach of the team you 
are interested in playing with. Lists should also include the 
academic program or programs you are most interested in 
and any specifics with respect to admissions requirements. 

other ConSiDerationS

There are a number of other factors you should con-
sider when picking a school besides your first priority of 
getting a great education. Do you want a large or a small 
campus? Do you prefer an urban or a rural environment? 
How far do you want to be from home? What is the stu-
dent-to-faculty ratio? What is the graduation rate for the 
team you are considering? How is transportation to the 
school? Will you be driving or flying? All of these can be real 
deal breakers or deal makers that can significantly impact 
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how enjoyable your time there can feel and also how good 
of a fit a particular school and program might be.

You aren’t done asking questions yet, though. Other 
considerations might include the quality and availability of 
campus housing. Also consider what the campus meal plan 
like is like, what the climate or weather you prefer and the 
“feel” of the social environment in and around campus? Do 
you meet the academic requirements to get in? What should 
you be considering regarding the athletic program? Do you 
want to play at a school with a winning tradition? Would 
you be in a position to get a lot of playing time early in your 
career? Would you be happy here even if you were sitting 
on the bench or not playing much? Did the coaches seem 
friendly and honest and supportive of their athletes? Would 
you still select the college if it had a different head coach? 
Are you open to playing at a Division I, Division II, or Divi-
sion III school? Are you willing to play at an NAIA or junior 
college? These are all important additional considerations.

You might also want to consider smaller, lesser known 
institutions. If you’re a good player and you’re looking for 
a scholarship opportunity, this might be an easier way to 
go. These schools are always looking for talented athletes, 
but most high-level athletes forego them to pursue more the 
greater prestige (and potentially larger dollar-value scholar-
ships) associated with Division I opportunities. However, in 
many cases, smaller schools can still have great programs—
even beating some Division I programs periodically. 

What’s the best way to research the athletic program? 
Often players will contact the coach and know nothing 
about the program, the coach, or their style of play. Do your 
research online about each individual school and look at 
their statistics over the past several seasons. Look at their 
record, paying special attention to the athletes who have 
played the most. Consider not just the overall roster, but 
also its specific makeup of freshmen, sophomores, juniors, 
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and seniors. This can tell you if there a high turnover rate 
of players who transfer out and possibly what your chances 
are for competing for playing time early. Is the roster re-
ally large? Does the coach stick with the same players or 
frequently shakeup the lineup with players who weren’t 
starting initially? It is recommended to go see the team play 
to see if the coach in your and their style of play matches 
what you’re looking for.

aSking for help

How can your high school or club or travel coach 
help you in college recruitment? The coaching community 
is actually fairly tight knit and you should ask your high 
school and/or travel/ club coaches who they know well 
in their network. Their recommendation is always a great 
door opener.

Ask your coach for an honest appraisal of what 
level of school they think you can realistically compete. 
This will help you further refine your list of schools that 
you might want to attend from an athletic point of view. 
College coaches value the opinion of lower-level coaches in 
the recruiting process, however, don’t rely on your current 
coach or coaches to do your recruiting for you. 

You alone should be responsible for your recruit-
ing process. Coaches can make a call on your behalf, but 
ultimately getting recruited is up to you. Are you being 
realistic about your abilities? One of the critical first steps 
is to identify the right academic school for your academic 
and athletic abilities. Target schools where you have the 
best chance to compete for a spot on the team and receive 
a potential scholarship or some sort of university funding. 
Shooting too high or being unrealistic can ultimately lead to 
disappointment and a somewhat painful facing of reality.
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If you only look at schools above your talent level, 
you may be able to play at top schools without having an 
elite resume, but don’t expect to be heavily recruited. What 
do you want from your college experience? If you have the 
necessary tools to play at the Division I level, ask yourself 
if you really want to devote that time and that level of 
dedication. If you had to sit on the bench for a few years at 
the Division I level, consider whether you think you might 
be better off actually playing at a lower level where your 
contributions could make an impact and you could enjoy 
the experience of playing. Also beware: sometimes schools 
have been known to recruit a player just to keep them off 
the market for other coaches.
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4
WHAT COLLEGE 
COACHES LOOK FOR 
IN A RECRUIT

whaT College CoaChes look for
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When a college coach walks up to a field or court, 
one of the first things they notice is how hard a 
player works or how competitive they are. They 
want to see a player compete with great energy 

and enthusiasm. They expect performance at a high level. 
They expect players to already know how to play hard, 
and they want to know that a player can compete and will 
give their best effort against the best possible competition 
because that’s what they will be stepping up to. 

College coaches look for an athlete who isn’t afraid of 
competition and who shows potential for continued devel-
opment through high-level coaching. Specifically, college 
coaches will also be looking for a player who’s strong in 
four key areas: 1. Physical development; 2. Technical/tacti-
cal skill; 3. Practical skill; and 4. Psychological development.

First, physical development includes such mea-
surables as speed, strength, power, agility, and whatever 
specific physical requirements are involved in that. Athletes 
can get all the private instruction that they want on skill de-
velopment, but if they don’t match up physically with other 
collegiate athletes, opportunities to play at college level will 
be limited. Next, technical skill relates to how sound the 
athlete is in their skill-related areas. Coaches who love to 
match wits with opposing coaches and out strategize oppo-
nents are highly tactical and love players who understand 
the principles of their respective sport. 

Practical skill is based on decision making and 
intellect, and is—at least in some ways—a combination of 
the physical and tactical components. Lastly, psychological 
development will dictate if an athlete is mentally tough or 
relentless in pursuit of specific goals and in doing what is 
necessary to succeed. Is the athlete competitive or do they 
give up under competition? Is the athlete disciplined and 
focused? Does he or she have a strong work ethic? Some 
coaches will come see players before games and see how 
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they prepare or stick around after games to see how they 
handled either winning or losing. Can the player handle 
adversity while maintaining a good attitude? Are they emo-
tionally tough or do they mentally break down whenever 
adversity strikes? 

it’S alWaYS perSonal

What personal qualities to college coaches look for in 
student athletes? College coaches look for clues to see what 
kind of person a potential recruit might be. A great deal of 
emphasis is placed on character. How does that athlete treat 
their teammates and their coach? What kind of attitude do 
they have on the field toward the officials? How do they 
treat their parents? Does a prospective athlete consistently 
give complete effort? Are they honest, reliable, and dedicat-
ed? Are they coachable? Are they mentally tough? Are they 
a leader? 

On the other hand, the college coach is also always 
on the lookout for potential red flags. Does the athlete en-
gage in risky behavior—whether on the field/court or off? 
Something that can easily be now thanks to social media 
is the character of person. Does your social media convey 
that you are the type of person who would represent the 
program and the university well? Recruits who make poor 
decisions stand out from ones who don’t. Don’t let bad 
personal choices hurt your opportunity to get an athletic 
scholarship. 

As an athlete, you represent the school and are held 
to a higher standard. You can’t control the people around 
you, but you can control how hard you work in the choices 
you make. Ultimately, the one thing that you have complete 
control over is yourself. 
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graDeS matter

How important are grades to a college? Grades are a 
lot more important than you may think. Academics play a 
large role in the recruiting process, but the criteria will vary 
school to school based on the institution’s relative academic 
strength. Your respective sport may help get you in the door, 
but it won’t get you in by itself. Coaches expect good grades 
from you and those grades can make the difference between 
getting denied admission, getting through admissions, or 
getting accepted along with an offer for financial aid due to 
your academic success.

For most schools, an athlete who has poor grades 
likely won’t be recruited at all. You have to be prepared to 
work hard academically if you want to have opportunities 
athletically. Coaches want reasonable assurance that their 
athletes will not develop academic problems down the road, 
might become ineligible, or potentially never gain eligibility 
to begin with. 

Having good grades in high school shows that you 
are prepared and more likely to work hard. Besides offer-
ing partial athletic scholarships, some institutions may 
supplement an athletic scholarship package with academic 
scholarships. Good grades mean greater college choices 
and likely more options and your tuition costs will likely be 
much lower each year. As discussed previously, Division III 
institutions don’t offer athletic scholarships, so your grades 
are at least as important as your athletic skills during the 
recruiting process. 

Even if you are incredibly talented, poor grades 
can prevent you from getting a scholarship. Coaches want 
someone who can pass admission standards, even with 
verbal commitments early on. Recruiting offers can be with-
drawn due to low grades. Additionally, standardized test 
scores through the ACT or SAT must be solid if you want to 
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play for a top program with high academic standards. Even 
if your goals involve schools with more relaxed standards, 
the better the score, the higher the likelihood that you will 
be admitted, and the higher the likelihood that coaches can 
count on you and would be willing to invest more to have 
you on board.

 keeping in touCh

When a college coach comes across an athlete who 
has talent, academic credentials, and the potential to make 
a difference on their team, then that player is usually added 
to a master recruit list or a recruiting board in the office. 
These resources are updated constantly until the recruiting 
class is finalized. This list is usually organized by position 
and is what turns off a college coach from recruiting player. 

There are a few things that will turn off coach from 
pursuing a player. First, asking about being given scholar-
ship when the coach doesn’t even know you is a common 
mistake. You need to demonstrate that you can actually 
earn and deserve a scholarship before you should ask for 
one. Another is the athlete who over-exaggerates his or her 
skills and abilities . Additionally, sending out generic mass 
emails is a mistake. Contact should be personal and aimed 
at establishing a relationship first. Parents who get involved 
too heavily in the recruiting process for the player can be a 
major negative factor for most coaches, as is the high-main-
tenance player who thinks they’re better than anyone else, 
has a bad attitude, and isn’t respectful of the team concept. 
As discussed in the last chapter, inappropriate social media 
is an increasing concern, too.

exerCiSing Caution

What should you be careful of when dealing with a 
college coach? A good coach will be upfront with you about 
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the possibility of playing for their team. After they have 
seen you play, they should be able to tell you where you 
stand and how you stack up against their existing talent. 
They may even make you a scholarship offer.

It is telling if a coach gives straight, no-nonsense 
feedback versus another who is vague, evasive, and 
non-committal to your questions. It’s sometimes hard to 
ask a series of specific questions of the coach, but you’ll be 
happy you did, as the coach will have to be more specific 
in their response. The last thing you need is to have a coach 
stringing you along, then at the last minute, decides they 
don’t need you and you’re left with no other options. 

Always Auditioning
Why do college coaches attend pregame and war-

mups? Some coaches will watch warmups to see how 
a player works and how competitive they are. Do they 
improve approach warmups with intensity and dedication 
or just go through the motions? College coaches want to 
see a player who treats practice in warmups with the same 
competition and intensities they do a game situation. 

Also, it’s important to understand that solid prospects 
will usually be discovered despite the teams they play on 
rather than because of them. You don’t have to be on a high-
ly successful travel team or club to be recruited (although 
sometimes, if the coach has a solid relationship with the 
club it can help). Just remember that college coaches recruit 
players, not teams. They do care about how competitive you 
are and the quality of the opponents you face because they 
want to be able to measure you to see how you compete 
against the highest level of competition. In a sense, then yes, 
if you are a part of a successful team, there are likely more 
opportunities to be seen because there are more players on 
your team usually being recruited. However, it’s how you 
play that determines whether a coach is interested. 
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What exactly is a recruited student athlete? NCAA 
rules state that an athlete becomes student ath-
lete recruit when they receive a telephone call 
from an NCAA member institution coach, make 

an official visit, have an off-campus meeting with a coach, or 
have signed a national letter of intent. That said, you might 
wonder when you should start contacting college coaches. 

The latter part of your freshman year is a great time 
to start contacting college coaches. A student athlete offi-
cially becomes a prospect starting in ninth grade. According 
to current NCAA rules, as a student athlete, you should 
make certain that when you contact a coach, you have 
their correct information. College coaches can change jobs 
frequently and nothing turns off a college coach more than 
you sending a letter that hasn’t been properly addressed to 
them. If you want to be important to them, they have to 
perceive that they are important to you. 

timing iS everYthing

When should you contact a college coach about an 
upcoming visit? It’s very important that you give a coach 
adequate notice that you would like to visit. Start by calling 
the coach and discussing the possibility of a potential visit. 
You should ask what dates would work best for them and 
if they can take time to meet with you. The NCAA has strict 
recruiting rules that limit communication and are these 
rules change frequently as the recruiting landscape evolves. 
As a result, you need to be sure to stay aware of these rules 
which frequently dictate when a coach may and may not 
contact you.

Recruiting rules at the Division I level vary somewhat 
by sport, so it is a good idea to do your research early to 
find out what is and is not allowed. Rules for most sports 
currently state that coaches are allowed to contact your high 
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school, travel team, or club coaches anytime to indicate that 
they’re interested in you as early as your freshman and 
sophomore years with the exception of softball, where this 
practice is not allowed. That said, direct contact with you 
is typically prohibited at this time. Division I or Division II 
coaches can’t call you, email you, or have any contact with 
you off their campus. You can receive brochures for camps 
and questionnaires as well as non-athletic institutional 
publications, but personalized recruiting materials are 
prohibited. You can make as many unofficial visits as you 
want and you may call the coach at your expense; however, 
college coaches can’t return those calls should you leave a 
message.

Similarly, they can’t email you and you can talk to 
a college coach only when you’re visiting their campus. 
Official visits are not allowed. This all changes during your 
junior year, though. You can receive letters and emails from 
college coaches interested in recruiting you beginning Sep-
tember 1 or your junior year. Coaches can provide informa-
tion about their programs and their school and you can still 
call the coach at your expense, however, at this point rules 
stipulate that they still are not allowed to return your calls. 

You can make as many unofficial visits as you want. 
On the other hand, official visits are restricted to the junior 
and senior years only (a recent change; previously official 
visits were only allowed during the senior year) and are 
defined as in-person contact between you, potentially your 
parents or guardians, and the coaching staff. Up to five 
official visits are allowed during your senior year and you 
can only take one visit per school. 

College coaches are allowed to formally evaluate you 
more than seven times during your senior year. Division II 
rules are very similar to Division I rules, but in Division III 
you may be able to receive printed recruiting materials at 
anytime. There are no formal rules to prohibit when coach-
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es can start to send you letters if they’re interested in you. 
However, in most cases, Division III coaches will not send 
mail until the end of the junior year. 

If you are considering an NAIA member school, the 
recruiting process is generally much less restrictive than 
NCAA rules. Like Division III, NAIA recruiting typically is 
focused on the junior and senior years of high school when 
it becomes apparent that a particular athlete has talent but 
isn’t likely to land a Division I offer so that the coach or 
coaching staff doesn’t invest a lot of time in an athlete who 
ends up being talented enough to play at the highest levels. 

It’s What You Say…AND How You Say It
What should you say in your first email to a college 

coach? First, as described previously, don’t send out a 
mass email, but personalize your message with the college 
coach’s name, why you’re interested in the school’s pro-
gram, and why you think you’d be a good fit. You should 
let the coach know of your upcoming schedule and invite 
them see you compete. Make sure your first contact is well 
written, concise, and tells the coach that you are interested 
in the school and their program. Your tone should be formal 
and all words should be spelled properly and articulate. 
Remember to spell check and have a trusted proofreader 
give it a read before you send it off. Remember: you only 
have one chance to make a positive first impressions. Show 
the coach you’ve done some research and are taking the 
recruiting process seriously.

What additional information would a coach like to 
see? Most would like to see your high school transcript, 
your standardized test scores, and any objective info you 
might have about your ability as an athlete from third party 
sources (including honors/awards, etc.). Any metrics that 
might help them understand where you fit in in relation 
to your ability to play in their program can be helpful, 
including combine performance and/or a highlight video. 
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Worthwhile videos can certainly get coaches interested in a 
potential player, but if you want to send one, it needs to be 
well produced—no shaky camera work, no theme music, 
and limit the gimmicks—coaches want to see highlights. 

That said, there are some things you can do to help 
the effectiveness of your tape. Graphic techniques that 
identify you before the start of a given clip are helpful. 
Coaches have limited time, lots of videos to view, and can 
only spend so much time watching film, so make sure to 
show your very best plays. Be sure to include a variety of 
things that illustrate your ability as a player. If it’s going 
to be an effective recruiting tool, avoid common mistakes 
like zooming out so far that it is difficult to see what you’re 
actually doing or zooming in too close where the viewer 
can’t see context of play. Don’t send highlights of just you 
doing one particular thing. Instead, portray a well-rounded 
overview of your ability.

Who to talk to

Is it best to talk to the head coach or assistant coach-
es? Most likely it will be an assistant coach who is in charge 
of the initial recruiting. Find out who they are and send 
them your information. Once they’ve seen you play and 
feel you could potentially be a good fit for their school, the 
head coach may elect to come see you play. Whether it is the 
head coach or an assistant, they will typically contact your 
high school or travel/club coaches to let them know they’re 
interested in you and to ask you to call them. 

A college coach will come see your game specifically 
to watch you play so they can evaluate you in person and 
learn more about you as an athlete. Unless you’re getting 
handwritten letters from coast to coast, chances are you’re 
not being actively recruited. Getting information about 
attending summer camps does not constitute serious inter-
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est, as these are used to generate revenue just as much as 
they are used for recruiting. Unless the camp is specifically 
marketed as an “invite-only” or “elite” opportunity, pretty 
much any camper who pays the fee can attend. 

Prepare to Qualify
How will the college go about pre-qualifying you for 

the program? In addition to your athletic ability, coaches 
want to make sure that you have the other abilities that 
would allow you to enroll so that they do not waste your 
time recruiting you. If you do not meet their school’s aca-
demic standards, they will ask to see your high school tran-
script, PSAT, SAT, and ACT score reports can be reviewed 
by admissions counselors to see if they can or should pursue 
a deeper recruiting relationship with you. 

College coaches contact more high school prospects 
than they make offers to, so just because a coach seems in-
terested, you have to realize there are probably many other 
prospects they are recruiting, as well. As tempting as it 
may be to believe, merely getting letters in the mail doesn’t 
necessarily mean you’re being actively recruited. Coaches 
will send out letters of interest to see which athletes might 
be interested in reciprocating that interest in their school. 
However, it’s only the first step in a very lengthy process. 

If you received general recruiting material from the 
school, chances are that you’re not high on their list. The 
more personalized the material or the contact, the more 
interest the coach is showing. Handwritten letters are cer-
tainly a good sign. While an invitation to summer camps 
doesn’t constitute serious interest, it can provide you with 
an opportunity to showcase yourself in front of the people 
you want to be recruited by, and since you’ll be competing 
against other athletes who they may already be following, 
this can be especially helpful if you play at a smaller school 
against lesser talent. You need to follow up with a college 
coach to indicate mutual interest. If you’re receiving letters 
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and not responding, they will assume you’re not interested 
in move on.

praCtiCe makeS perfeCt

What questions should you ask a college coach on the 
phone? A good rule is to practice what with schools that are 
on the bottom of your list first. This will help you become 
more comfortable talking so that later on when you speak to 
your top schools, you’ll be more poised and polished. Show 
enthusiasm about the program and strive to speak with 
confidence—even if you’re nervous. Try to lose the “um-
mms” and hesitations and incomplete answers. Make a list 
of things you want to ask a coach so that you don’t forget. 
Sample questions could include: “Are you recruiting for the 
position that I play?” or “How many recruits from my class 
are you looking to sign?” Others might include: “What’s 
your recruiting timeline?” or “Is there a good time to visit 
your school and meet with you?” Just like you should never 
ask about salary for a job right off the bat, it is considered 
poor etiquette to ask a coach about athletic scholarships 
without first indicating the interest you have in being on 
their team. How much contact should I maintain with a 
college coach?

Once you establish interest in particular program 
with the coach, you should stay in touch with them at least 
once a month to let them know your upcoming schedule 
and anything else of importance relating to your athletic 
and academic career. If you’re contacting them more often 
than that, you may come across as overbearing or desper-
ate. It’s important to keep the coach notified or your playing 
schedule so that they can come watch you play if they want, 
but don’t overdo it. In addition, keep the coach updated 
with your high school transcripts, your standardized test 
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scores, and any other information that will help them better 
evaluate you through the recruiting process. 

referralS anD QueStionnaireS

How important are your high school club or travel 
coaches’ recommendations? If the college coach is contact-
ing your coach to ask about you, you are most likely on 
their list of athletes to potentially evaluate. They want to 
find out more about you as an athlete, about your character, 
and about your work ethic. 

If you receive a questionnaire from the college coach, 
that tells you you’re on their radar but not necessarily a seri-
ous recruit yet. Whether you are interested in that particular 
school or not, you should probably fill it out and return it. 
Completing a questionnaire also shows the coach you are 
really interested in playing and can help keep the door open 
should that school make its way up your list over time. No 
college contacts should be totally ignored. The coaching 
world is small and word travels fast—you never want to 
give anyone the opportunity to say something bad about 
you. 

If you’re absolutely not interested in the school, it 
is okay let the coach know. Don’t ignore them. It’s a polite 
thing to be honest. Let that coach know that you appreciate 
their interest, but you are looking elsewhere. This will save 
them time and allow them to move onto the next recruit. 

On the other hand, if you ARE interested, in addition 
to sending the college coach your completed questionnaire, 
send them any other complimentary information that will 
help them better evaluate you. Upon receiving and review-
ing your questionnaire, the college coach will determine if 
you meet the program’s requirements for grades or qualifi-
cations to continue the conversation. 
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a WorD aBout reCruiting ServiCeS

Should you use recruiting services to help you with 
college coaches? There are numerous recruiting services 
available, and simply put, some are better than others. Find 
out exactly what is offered and do your research. Do they 
offer services that you could do yourself? Will they provide 
referrals for previous clients?

Be aware of any that guarantee you a scholarship. 
Reputable services will be upfront with you and tell you 
straight up that there are no guarantees. Be cautious of or-
ganizations that profess to know “secrets” of the recruiting 
process—because there aren’t any. If you decide to use a 
recruiting service, understand they’re just most likely going 
to help you do things you could do yourself, so if you’re 
doing it as a means of efficiency, that is one thing. If you’re 
doing it as a magic bullet solution, that is another. Most col-
lege coaches are not arbitrarily looking for talent, so there’s 
no point using a recruiting service that just post a profile of 
you. Coaches want to have direct contact so they can make 
the narrowing and filtering process easier. 
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When should you start your college visits? It’s 
best to start college visits as early as the spring 
of your freshman year, particularly if you’re not 
certain the type of school you want to attend. 

Just seeing the campus will give you a feel for that type of 
school and whether or not you could see yourself attending. 
In addition, if you have a large number of schools you’re 
considering, it’s best not to cram those visits into a short 
time span later in your academic career. 

Ideally, you should contact the coach about a poten-
tial upcoming visit as early as possible with several dates 
when you can come. Ask the coach for an in-person meeting 
and generally try to give them as much advanced notice as 
possible. Calling coach a week before is considered poor 
form and will likely result in you not getting to meet with 
them should you decide to go after all. 

unoffiCial viSitS

An “unofficial visit” is a trip to a college or university 
at your own expense that can be taken anytime. Coaches are 
not allowed to reimburse you for any of the costs of an un-
official visit, but the athletic department can sometimes give 
you tickets to a sporting event. The main benefit in making 
an unofficial visit is that it’s a great way to learn about the 
school, the coach, and their interest in recruiting you. 

There is no limit to the number of unofficial visits 
you can take at your own expense. It is usually best to try 
to schedule your unofficial visit during the coach’s off-sea-
son because college coaches are particularly busy with 
the team/athletes in-season. During an off-season visit, a 
coach will have more time to meet with you, show you the 
campus and facilities, and potentially be better able to help 
you understand whether or not their program and their 
university is a good fit for you. The unofficial visit is a great 
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opportunity to see the campus and decide whether or not 
you think it’s a good fit, too. Ideally, you can schedule a 
face-to-face meeting with the head coach, but in many cases 
it will be an assistant coach will be meeting with during the 
first visit. 

It’s best to try to schedule unofficial visits during your 
freshman and sophomore years. If the coach is interested in 
you, they’ll find the time to meet with you. It’s not unusual 
for a potential recruit on an unofficial visit to spend a good 
part of an entire day with an assistant coach. Tours could 
consist of visiting athletic facilities, meeting with academic 
advisors, seeing the campus, and understanding more 
about the university as a whole. 

Bring a photocopy of your transcript and your test 
scores, as the coach will most likely want to see your grades 
to see if the school’s a good academic fit for you. After 
meeting with the coach, you should have good feel for their 
interest level as well as whether you think the particular 
school can be a good fit for you. If the coach or his or her 
designee (assistant coach, etc.) doesn’t seem to want to 
spend time with you or he or she cuts the meeting short, it’s 
reasonable to assume you’re not high on their potential list 
of serious recruits. 

offiCial viSitS

An “official visit” is a visit by a potential student 
athlete to an institution that has expressed interest and pays 
for most aspects of the trip as allowed by recruiting rules. 
Official visits provide for free transportation, lodging, and 
meals for the recruit and parents while they’re on the visit. 
Official visits can be no longer than 48 hours. 

Many times, the prospective student athlete will stay 
with a member of the sport team that is recruiting him or 
her. If a coach wants you to come out for an official visit, it 
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usually means you are high on their list of recruits. Official 
visits are tightly regulated and the NCAA Eligibility Center 
and it is important to be aware of when they can be taken 
for each respective sport. 

A prospect is allowed a maximum of five official visits 
to NCAA Division I and Division II schools and may only 
visit a particular school one time. There is no limit to the 
number of visits allowed at the Division III or at the NAIA 
level. Although rules previously stipulated that official 
visits were only allowable after September 1 of the senior 
year, that limitation has recently been changed to following 
September 1 of the junior year of the prospective student 
athlete.

During the viSit

NCAA rules do not permit tryouts with a team during 
any visit. The college coach can watch you practice, but only 
on your own or with your own club or high school. On the 
other hand, NAIA schools allow you to come out and train 
with the team to see if it’s a fit. 

It is important to come prepared and know what 
questions to ask a college coach during a visit. First, it may 
be best to consider the questions you shouldn’t be asking—
namely, anything that is readily available online following 
a quick Google search. Questions worth posing include 
what style of play do you prefer? What do you look for in 
a potential recruits? How many roster spots do you have 
available? Of those, how many are in my position? 

You might also consider asking any of the following: 
What are your recruiting priorities for the upcoming year? 
How many of your seniors are graduating? Is it typical for 
a freshman to start? How often do new players compete for 
playing time in your program? What’s a typical day for a 
student athlete during the season or during the off-season? 
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What are the training expectations? What does your off 
season program look like? What’s a typical year for your 
program? What’s your practice schedule? What’s the best 
way to be evaluated by your staff? What characteristics are 
important to you in players? What’s a typical day of practice 
look like?

Other questions may be geared less to the sport and 
more toward the overall college experience. Do athletes 
room together? Is tutoring provided to athletes if they 
need help? Is there a mandatory study hall? Do you have 
academic advisors? What’s the average GPA of the team? 
What’s the graduation rate of your athletes? What are the 
popular majors of players on the team? Am I allowed to 
make up tests or classes that I missed because of the game 
schedule?

Lastly, if the coach knows more about you and/or 
if they’ve seen you play, you could ask questions like the 
following: Where do I stand on your recruiting board? What 
do you consider my strengths and weaknesses? Where 
would you see me fit in on your roster? How likely am I to 
be red-shirted? When do you expect to make a decision on 
an offer for the people you’re considering? At my position, 
how do you see me fitting into your program? Am I under 
consideration for an athletic scholarship?

You should also be prepared for questions that the 
coach or coaches might ask you during the visit, too. Some 
of the following are most common: Why do you want to 
play for me? What major are you considering? Have you 
seen our team play? How much do you know about our 
team? Do you know about our level of play? Do you think 
you have the ability or skills to play for us? What kind of 
impact could you make on our team? What other schools 
are you considering? What other schools are recruiting you? 
Do you have a preferred position? Where does our school 
rank on your list? What are your grades? What are your test 
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scores? What about our school is interesting to you? What 
would you consider your strengths to be? How was your 
season? 

When answering these and other questions, it is im-
portant that you are honest while still being respectful. It is 
always better to leave a good impression and to provide the 
coach with whatever information you can in order to best 
might help them determine if you would be a good fit for 
their program. In the process, you are more likely to be able 
to decide if the school, athletic department, team, and coach 
would be a good fit for you.
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While there are a number of things a potential 
recruit can do to enhance their standing with 
coaches and recruiters, there are also several 
things that will undoubtedly harm their stand-

ing, too. The first one is pretty obvious: obnoxious parents. 
College coaches understand that with the athlete they’re 
recruiting, they’re also getting the parent or parents, so they 
don’t want the headaches overbearing parents bring with 
them.

Instead, coaches want athletes who can be mature 
and come in and compete and reach their highest level of 
their potential without interference from parents. Many 
overbearing parents seem to behave as though they are their 
child’s sports agent. However, it is abundantly clear that 
coaches would much rather to speak with and hear from 
prospective student athletes themselves rather than hear 
scripted answers provided second hand through parents. 

An overbearing, controlling parent can certainly hurt 
a player’s chances of being recruited. A parent’s primary job 
is to offer support for their child. An athlete who is consid-
ering athletics participation after high school and is taking 
part in the recruiting process should get the opportunity to 
learn and grow from the experience of recruiting. 

Next, while high-maintenance parents are certainly a 
red flag, so too is the high-maintenance “dive” persona of 
the athlete him or herself. This is an individual who conveys 
the sense that they think they’re better than everyone else. 
They’re not a team player. They are strictly an individual. 
They take no personal responsibility for anything. They 
don’t handle adversity well and are not somebody that the 
coach necessarily thinks would fit in well in a team setting. 
These individuals are usually world-class excuse makers. 
Never bash a past, present, or future teammate, coach, 
official, or anyone else. Keep your comments positive. Take 
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responsibility for your own personal shortcomings and take 
ownership of your mistakes. 

A third common mistake is sending out mass emails 
or mass form letters. If you’re serious about a college, 
make the effort to send something personal to prospective 
coaches. Do your homework and give each message in-
dividual attention. Keep in mind that in the case of many 
scholarships, you are asking for a sizable investment from 
the school and indirectly from the coach. Your attention to 
detail and willingness to send personalized communication 
shows a prospective coach that you understand the value of 
their time and are mindful of the importance of professional 
etiquette in the process.

Yet another big mistake is being ignorant about the 
school or program that you are asking about. If you are 
approaching a coach about playing for their team, you 
absolutely should know some basic information about the 
school, the coach, and the program. Do your research and 
impress your recruiter with knowledge that comes from 
doing your homework and showing you are reciprocating 
their interest in you.

Fifth, poor grades are an almost instant red flag. If 
you are not a high-level elite athlete and your grades are 
sub-par, it is extremely difficult to convince recruiters that 
you have all the tools necessary to be successful athletically 
and academically. Recruiting is a costly and time-intensive 
process. Coaches don’t want to have to replace recruited 
student athletes who fail to make grades. They would much 
rather see their athletes succeed on the court/field and in 
the classroom. You should be able to handle the discipline 
of schoolwork and practice and illustrate that by keeping 
up your grades. Being a student first and an athlete second 
gives the coach the security to know that you will stay eligi-
ble and that you are responsible.
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 Finally, social media can be good for creating aware-
ness of you, your skills and abilities, and your character 
when managed appropriately. However, when handled 
inappropriately, it is amazing how quickly a negative social 
media post or questionable or unsuitable photo can com-
pletely derail a potential student athlete’s opportunities. It 
is important for you to avoid making controversial posts 
or sharing questionable photographs. Avoid publicly criti-
cizing teammates, opponents, coaches, teammates, or really 
anyone. Stay positive and market yourself as a model citizen 
and a good teammate. Consider social media your ability to 
“brand” yourself and become known as a brand of student 
athlete that coaches are looking for to solve problems for 
them rather than create them. 

Also be aware that in this day and age, just because 
you don’t post it doesn’t mean that your personal behav-
iors can’t come to light in other ways. Simply expect that 
everyone in your social circles has access to social media 
and a video camera on them at all times. Make sure that 
you are not doing anything that could potentially up online 
that would lead a coach to second guess whether or not you 
would be a sound representation of his or her team and 
institution. Be a positive role model on and off the field.
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With your academic aptitude being of particular 
importance, it is critical to be sure that you do 
all you can to do your best both in classes and 
on standardized tests. The best time to start 

taking standardized tests is during your sophomore year. 
Besides familiarizing yourself with the pace and format of 
the test, you will have a base for speaking to coaches who 
want to see some type of score before they start to seriously 
recruit you. 

In order to play sports competitively in college, 
you need to make sure that you understand the difference 
between taking the classes needed to get a high school di-
ploma and completing the classes you need in order to get 
into college. Unfortunately, in most states, they aren’t the 
same, and while you may be right on track to graduate, you 
could potentially be deficient in one or more core classes the 
NCAA specifies that you need in order to play collegiately. 
For example, elective classes certainly can be applied to 
your high school graduation requirements. However, they 
may take up valuable space in your schedule while not 
counting toward NCAA requirements. 

You will need to consider which high school classes 
are offered at your school and compare them to the required 
course specified by the NCAA. For example, in Division I 
and Division II, you will need 16 core classes: four years 
of English, three years of math, two years of natural or 
physical science, one extra year of English, math or science, 
two years of social science and four years of additional core 
classes to meet eligibility requirements. One thing you’ll 
want to check is to make certain that the high school classes 
you take meet the NCAA’s eligibility standards. 

While guidance counselors who deal with relatively 
higher numbers of student athlete recruits more frequently 
at larger high schools may be more familiar with the NCAA 
standards, oftentimes smaller schools may not be as well 
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staffed or have reason to be familiar since so few students 
actually go on to play collegiately. Frequently, remedial or 
lower division classes taught at a slower pace are not suit-
able substitutes even if the subject matter is the same.

StanDarDizeD teSting

There are options when it comes to standardized 
testing and the preference of one test over another is fairly 
individualized. The two most commonly cited standardized 
tests are the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the Amer-
ican College Test (ACT). There are several  advantages to 
taking the SAT. This test generally assesses your reasoning 
and verbal abilities and was originally designed as test of 
overall academic ability. The SAT has 140 questions plus 
a required essay. The total testing time is 3 hours and 45 
minutes and the questions get harder as you progress. You 
are given 25 minutes to write an essay. The test is offered 
seven times per year and technically there is no limit to the 
number of times a student can take the exam.

Random guessing will hurt your overall score on the 
SAT. Generally, if you do well in English, you should do 
well on the SAT. If you plan on taking an early test, then the 
SAT may be a better choice as it tends to be more intuitive, 
whereas the ACT is more curriculum-based. Generally, stu-
dents take the SAT beginning in their junior year preceded 
by a Pre-SAT (PSAT) their Sophomore year. The PSAT is only 
offered once per year and technically is open to students of 
any age. 

The other primary alternative is the ACT. It is widely 
accepted that this test measures more of what you’ve learned 
in school and doesn’t have as many theoretical questions. 
It is designed as an achievement test. The ACT has 215 
questions plus an optional essay. The total testing time is 
3 hours and 25 minutes. The questions are generally at a 
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constant level of difficulty. Since there are more questions in 
less time, obviously the ACT allows less time per question 
than the SAT. However, if you answer incorrectly, you are 
not penalized. You are given 30 minutes to write an essay. 
Generally, if you do well in math and science, you would 
probably prefer taking the ACT which is all multiple choice.

There are certainly significant differences between 
the SAT and the ACT. The ACT has a science section with 
questions on biology, chemistry, Earth science, and physics. 
The science section is meant to assess your ability to read 
and understand graphs, scientific hypotheses, and research 
summaries. The ACT also has a few questions that will 
require trigonometry, while the SAT does not. You should 
understand how to use sin and cosine and be comfortable 
with basic geometry.

Essay prompts for either test tend to present a broad 
issue that you need to write about using examples from 
history, literature, and personal experience. You may be 
asked to take a stand on a controversial issue and explore 
the counterargument as part of your essay. Meanwhile, the 
SAT’s critical reading section places more emphasis on vo-
cabulary than the ACT’s English sections typically require. 
Some students find that the ACT seems somewhat easier if 
they have good language skills. 

Scoring for the two assessments is completely differ-
ent, as is reflected in their average scores. For example, the 
section average for the SAT is usually around 500 out of 800 
possible, while the ACT average is around 21 out of a possi-
ble 36. ACT test scores are scaled, so it’s difficult to get a per-
fect score on it. Test scores are no longer accepted indirectly 
from your high school transcripts and official score reports 
must be directly sent from the testing agency to the NCAA 
or NAIA for the purposes of qualifying academically.



54  |  Game Plan  

aDvanCeD CourSeWork

Many schools offer honors or advanced placement 
(AP) classes, and these offerings can be beneficial to the pro-
spective student athlete in many ways. While you don’t need 
to take all AP or honors classes, successfully completing at 
least some helps you show that you can handle higher-level 
classes and that you aren’t afraid to challenge yourself. At 
the same time, in doing, you are preparing yourself for the 
more rigorous academic environment in college. 

Simply put, when it comes to college admission, all 
grades matter. Many student athletes wrongly believe that 
just because they are going to play sports in college their 
academic achievement (or lack of) doesn’t matter as much. 
Such could not be further from the truth.

Athletic ability can certainly give your chances of 
admission a bit of a boost, but grades are still the foun-
dation. Admissions offices want to see if a student athlete 
can maintain good grades while competing athletically. If 
you’re a poor student in high school, chances are you will 
not succeed in college. Institutions want to know that a 
student athlete is making an effort with their studies and 
that they have all the tools necessary to succeed. You don’t 
necessarily need to be a 4.0 GPA student, but you should 
be challenged and you should be preparing to have a more 
rigorous academic environment. 

In college, some admissions officers work directly 
with the athletic recruitment process and will pre-qualify 
prospective student athletes based on their grades and test 
scores. Pre-qualifying is defined as making certain that a 
prospective student’s academic accomplishments meet 
the school’s published requirements for admission before 
the coach/recruiter proceeds with an athlete any further. 
Sometimes a coach can provide additional support in 
the admissions process and help a questionable or weak 
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academic applicant get through if they’re borderline, but 
unless you are an elite prospect, it is best not to rely on such 
special circumstances. Instead, you’re far better off to take 
care of business in the classroom and let your academic 
achievements speak for themselves.



56  |  Game Plan  

9
COMMONLY ASKED 
QUESTIONS AND 
CLOSING THOUGHTS

CommonlY asked QuesTions & 
Closing ThoughTs



 Commonly Asked Questions & Closing Thoughts  |  57

Q: What is the NCAA? 
A: NCAA stands for he National Collegiate Athletic Asso-
ciation. The NCAA was founded in 1906 and oversees the 
majority of college athletics, serving as the governing body 
for over 1300 colleges, universities, conferences, and related 
organizations. The NCAA is made up of three classifications 
with or which are Division I, II, and III with each division 
having its own set of rules regarding personnel, recruiting, 
eligibility, amateurism benefits, financial aid, and playing 
and practicing in and off-season. Classification is based 
roughly on school size and each division has conferences for 
regional league play. Only Division I and Division II schools 
can offer athletic scholarships. The NCAA dictates the max-
imum number of scholarships that a school can provide in 
any given sport. While Division III member schools do not 
offer any scholarship funding for athletics participation, 
many Division III schools are private liberal arts institutions 
that routinely award financial aid and potential merit mon-
ey for students who also have athletic talent. 

Q: What are the NCAA rules regarding recruiting? 
A: In order for a student-athlete to be part of a college 
team, they have to qualify through the NCAA. You must 
be considered an amateur. You must qualify academically. 
College-bound student athletes must participate in amateur 
sports as long as they do not receive expenses in excess of 
travel, lodging, and equipment. For practice and competi-
tion, the NCAA doesn’t give any leniency for not knowing 
the rules. 

Q: What is the NCAA Eligibility Center (formerly known as 
the Clearing House)?
A: The NCAA Eligibility Center makes certain that qual-
ified student athletes meet all academic and amateur 
status requirements to participate in collegiate competition. 
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Amateur status means you have not been paid to play and 
have not benefitted directly or indirectly as a result of your 
participation in a given sport. Your high school GPA and 
test scores must meet NCAA standards. It’s a sliding scale, 
so the higher GPA, the lower your standardized test scores 
can be. You also need to submit transcripts that show you 
have taken enough of the correct courses. 

Q: When should I register with the NCAA Eligibility Center?
A: Athletes should register online with the NCAA Eligibility 
Center in the beginning of their junior year in high school 
(https://web3.ncaa.org/ecwr3). 

Q: How do I register at the NCAA Eligibility Center? 
A: Click the “REGISTER” link to enter your information 
as an NCAA college-bound student athlete. You then need 
to click the “new account” button at the top right of the 
screen. You must provide a valid email address to create the 
account and start the registration process. Make certain that 
you use an email address that will stay with you even after 
you complete high school (gmail or other private account). 
In the next section, you will need to give your name, ad-
dress, date of birth, and gender in the section called “my 
coursework.” You will need to enter the name and location 
of the high school you currently attend. If you attended 
more than one high school, you will need to have that infor-
mation ready, as well. In the section titled “my sport,” you 
will select the sport that you plan to participate in if at the 
Division I or Division II level. The NCAA Eligibility Center 
will ask you about the high school or club teams you’ve 
been a part of and the events you’ve participated in during 
your high school career. You will be asked to answer several 
questions about your sports participation history to give 
the NCAA a better idea of your amateur status and identify 
any potential issues that might conflict with NCAA rules 
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such as salary for participating in athletics, prize money, 
contracts with a professional team, tryouts or competition 
with professional sports team, benefits from an agent or a 
prospective agent, agent representation, and delayed initial 
full-time college enrollment to participate in an organized 
sports competition. Request final amateur certification on 
or after April 1 for fall enrollment or October 1 for spring 
enrollment after graduation. Ask your high school guidance 
counselor or registrar to send your final transcript to the 
Eligibility Center with a proof of graduation.

Q: What are my options if I am a qualifier? What if I am 
classified as a non-qualifier?
A: If you are a Division I qualifier, you will be able to re-
ceive a scholarship during your first year of college practice 
and compete for your college during the first year and 
play four seasons of your sport provided you continue to 
maintain eligibility year to year. If for some reason you 
become a non-qualifier, you will not be able to receive an 
athletic scholarship your first year. Although you can still 
receive need-based financial aid and you won’t be able to 
participate or compete with compete for the institution you 
are attending. In the first year of school, you will send in 
a one-time registration fee of $65. You must pay online by 
credit card debit or check. The NCAA will then check that 
the courses you have taken to this point match your school 
and your school’s list of NCAA courses. 

Q: What happens if you take the ACT or SAT after you 
already registered with the NCAA Eligibility Center?
A: You’ll need to be sure that your new scores are forward-
ed to the NCAA for consideration. Use Code 9999 as the 
score recipient. You need to ask your high school guidance 
counselor or registrar to send an official transcript to the 
eligibility center. After completing your junior year, if you 
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have attended more than one high school, the NCAA will 
require official transcripts from all high schools attended. 
The Eligibility Center does not accept faxed transcripts or 
test scores during your senior year. 

Q: Do NCAA requirements apply if I want to play at a 
Division III school?
A: Division III student athletes are not certified by the NCAA 
Eligibility Center and there are no initial eligibility require-
ments in this division since each school gets to set their 
own admission standards. Division III has shorter playing 
seasons and fewer practices. There’s also no red shirting or 
out-of-season games and the focus is on in-season regional 
non-conference and in conference play.

high SChool verSuS travel/CluB partiCi-
pation

The roles of high school, travel, or club participation 
are widely debated with strong proponents of one model 
over the other in multiple directions. That said, some sports 
lend themselves well to college coaches recruiting student 
athletes during in-season high school sports while others do 
not. For example, college and high school basketball seasons 
occur concurrently, making it difficult for a basketball coach 
at a college to see a tremendous amount of high school 
games while also preparing his or her team for their own 
games. As a result, summer leagues and AAU tournaments 
can offer that same coach with a talent-rich pool of potential 
student athletes to observe and recruit at a time of the year 
that is not as demanding from a coaching perspective. 

Some college coaches will place a lot of importance 
on high school play. Others may place more emphasis on 
club or travel teams. College coaches want to see the athlete 
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compete at the highest level possible and in high school 
sometimes that is the case—especially in sports like football 
where high school football is the number one measure of 
a performance evaluation. However, in some high schools, 
competition is inconsistent and an individual’s high perfor-
mance may be hard to fully assess since opponents are of 
relatively low ability. 

In those circumstances, alternatives such as club 
and travel teams or athletic testing combines can provide a 
another window for the college coach to view the potential 
college athlete. Coaches prefer to see a player showcase 
themselves competing against other high performing ath-
letes at the relatively same age so they can measure how 
a particular prospect will likely match up competing at a 
higher level. Coaches at local or smaller colleges might be 
able to attend high school games, but this is oftentimes chal-
lenging for college coaches to leave their own team during 
an in-season time to watch a high school game. As a result, 
alternatives like travel tournaments, summer programs or 
showcases, as well as at their own camps or other schools’ 
camps are especially helpful.

Some college coaches have a preference between club 
and travel versus high school participation, but this varies 
by each individual coach and his or her recruiting network. 
Playing for a club or travel organization will likely give 
you an advantage in the recruiting process over student 
athletes who only play in high school simply because you 
have more opportunities to be seen playing against a higher 
caliber of competition and this will allow you to develop 
both your skills and experience. However, this doesn’t 
necessarily mean you shouldn’t play for your school at all. 
Many college coaches think highly of high school program 
simply from their own personal experiences and their belief 
that there is something to be said for a player representing 
their school, competing for their communities, not playing 
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in an environment that is more self-serving and can be ma-
nipulated quite as easily as travel or club settings.

College coaches can typically call your club, travel, or 
a high school coach for a reference on you if they’re seriously 
interested in recruiting you as a player. College coaches place 
a lot of weight on the opinion of your coaches who can give 
them an honest evaluation about who you are as an athlete, 
student, and person. You shouldn’t expect these coaches to 
give you an amazing recommendation if it is not deserved, 
as his or her reputation is on the line with the college coach. 
If this coach is not truthful, it hurts their credibility with 
future recruits for college. Most college coaches will prefer 
talking to a club, travel, or high school coach about your 
skills, attitude, and work ethic rather than reading a letter 
of recommendation. Remember to keep your current coach 
updated on your progress with college recruiting.

other faCtorS

Private instructors for skill and performance have 
become an increasingly prominent factor in the sports 
landscape. Many young athletes enlist the help of a skill 
development coach or a performance coach or both .The 
advantage is that a skill development coach or performance 
coach will assist in the acceleration of the progress for that 
athlete, both because they will not be working entirely in a 
team environment where the coach-to-athlete ratio is much 
different and there will be more emphasis placed on the 
individual. Athletes need skill development. Coaches can 
address weaknesses and shortcomings in the on-the-field or 
court athletic prowess. 

At the same time, performance coaches allow the 
athlete to become bigger, faster, stronger, more agile, and 
become more injury resistant. Overall, this allows the athlete 
to potentially compete at a higher level. At the same time, 
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private instructors and performance coaches often have 
experience at the collegiate and professional levels them-
selves and the well-established network that comes along 
with it, meaning their clients may potentially gain access to 
additional opportunities based upon their recommendation 
to a college recruiter or coach.

Many college coaches put together a summer camps 
to generate revenue. Most likely there will be many play-
ers attending. You will need to be one of the best players 
at camp if you hope to take advantage of the opportunity 
to get noticed. The advantage of attending these summer 
camps is that the college coaches will usually get to see you 
participate over a several-day span and multiple games. 
It is also not unusual for some Division I camps to have 
coaches from other universities assisting as well, so you get 
the opportunity for cross recruitment. The players at that 
Division I program that one coach may pass on could be 
the same ones that a Division II or Division III coach would 
love to have on their team. 

Larger camps create bigger opportunities. Likewise, 
showcases and private clinics can be a useful way to get 
yourself in front of a college coach without having to attend 
multiple-day camps. Many college coaches like the fact that 
they are able to see multiple players compete against one 
another at one location at a time and in time. Since these 
events tend to be fairly regionally-based, coaches can be 
fairly certain that the athletes attending are at least some-
what interested in their school, and such a setup makes it 
easy for coaches to assess speed, agility, quickness, power, 
and strength. If you are truly an elite athlete and able to 
show it, you should be able to get a coach’s attention in this 
environment. 

However, just because you’ve been invited to one 
of these camps, clinics, or showcases does not necessarily 
mean that you are a serious prospect. These are often used 
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as moneymakers and an opportunity to participate does not 
necessarily mean that you will be a qualified player at the 
next level. Instead, most college coaches prefer to recruit 
players from camps. There are many college coaches who 
recruit players from camps because this setting  illustrates 
both that the player is interested in a particular institution 
and it allows the coach to do a more in-depth evaluation not 
only of the athlete’s athletic ability, but of their personality, 
work ethic, and attitude.

Another way of getting noticed by a particular insti-
tution is to attend one of their own prospect or showcase 
camps. Showcases are a major way of getting a college 
coach interested in you. It’s of major importance to get them 
to see you play so that may they may evaluate and consider 
you for their program. You must get yourself on a college 
coach’s radar at the schools you’re interested in or they 
will not even know you exist. Even if you attend multiple 
showcases each year, if you don’t stand out and the coaches 
do not know you attend, they may not know who you are 
and you won’t really create the interest you want so that 
they will come see you play later in the year. 

Since the level of competition is often strong at the 
better showcases, a coach gets to see you in a more com-
petitive environment. They get to evaluate your size, ath-
leticism, style, play speed, power, any other technical skills 
that may have an impact on your ability to play at their 
level. Most showcases are usually invitational. The idea is to 
allow people to come who will play at a high level to create 
a more inviting environment for coaches to be motivated 
to attend. College coaches can literally watch hundreds of 
prospects during a showcase weekend, so if you are trying 
to generate interest from a multitude of coaches, it is best to 
reach out to individual coaches well in advance to let them 
know that you’ve been invited and will be participating. 
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If a coach a seriously considering you for their pro-
gram, expect to see them in the stands or on the sidelines 
observing you during the showcase. They may opt to watch 
some of the games that you participate in or the other op-
portunities where you can showcase your skills and talents. 
It’s important to find out if the college coach will be there 
so that your so that any coach or evaluator will be able to 
provide information or evaluation necessary to help the 
college coach make their decision. 

During the showcase, coaches will get to see you play, 
perform in tests, and complete other evaluations that will 
give them a better understanding of your potential impact 
for their team. To be successful in this environment, you 
have to learn to ignore the coaches being on the sidelines. 
You have to relax and focus on simply putting your best 
foot forward and participating at the highest possible level. 
If you make a mistake, don’t dwell on it. College coaches 
know that everyone makes them, but they also know the 
players that can handle pressure and adversity are the 
ones that will thrive at the next level. Remember, you’re 
always on display, whether it’s on the field, during warm 
ups, on the court, and even walking in the parking lot. Be 
professional. Don’t give anybody an opportunity to form a 
negative impression of you.

final thoughtS

Chances are, if you are reading this resource, you 
are already in a select group of student athletes who 
might someday get the relatively rare opportunity to play 
the sport you love beyond high school. While earning an 
athletic scholarship is certainly a worthwhile goal that can 
serve you well for a lifetime, don’t lose sight of the fact that 
your decision to go to college or not and specifically where 
you choose to go if you do decide to move forward is an 



important but not irreversible one. The best you can do is 
quite literally the best you can do, so pursuing your options 
and making an informed decision is a process that is best 
approached in likely the same way you attack your sport: 
with research, preparation, and lots of hard work. 

Do your best. Seek wise counsel. Trust your instincts. 
And above all else, relentlessly pursue excellence in all you 
do.

Good luck!










