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Preface
It was a Saturday morning, one of many on which my son accompanied me on my jaunts around town, “running errands” to take care of things that fell between the gaps of the day-to-day grind of the regular work week, that he first expressed sincere interest in playing college football. He was probably an eighth-grader at the time, and having a successful season as a kicker for his middle school team, something fairly unusual for that position at that level. I still recall the precise intersection through which I was driving when he asked if I thought he might be “good enough” to play football in college.
In response, I told him that based on how he had performed so far, there was no reason to think that he could not play college ball some day. He seemed to have the potential at this point, I said to him, but he would have to continue to work hard and develop his talents and skills. After all, quite a few people have talent in different areas, but they have to continue to develop that talent over many years to get the most out of their potential and become successful with it. He thought he could do that, he said, and I pledged to help him.
Thus began our efforts, small at first but growing larger and more intense with each passing year, to learn more about the college football recruiting process. Unfortunately, through the years, we found surprisingly little authoritative information, but quite a bit of hearsay and outdated and less-than-accurate information on the subject. Weeding through that forest of thoughts and ideas, and finding and consulting with an expert or two in the field, we were able to piece together a clearer sense of how the process works. By the time my son was a senior starter for a district championship team, we had developed a clear plan of action to promote his skills and abilities. We would document his success, with statistics and video, and contact coaches at colleges.
Looking back on our efforts, we made some mistakes, but we also did many things right – such as posting video of his game-day performances on the YouTube video-sharing website and setting up his own personal website with links to his YouTube video and other information, all at no cost to us – even before many other recruits had picked up on this and other new technologies as a good way to promote a high school player.
Over the following years of high school, we went to instructional camps to develop his technique, summer statewide competitions and winter and spring national competitions to see how he stacked up against other kickers and punters from across the country, and various types of college camps to gain exposure. We learned how to compile statistics, videotape his games, and contact college football programs – all in an effort to document his success as a high school punter and kicker on freshman, junior varsity, and varsity football teams and ensure that college coaches were aware of it.
By the time my son reached high school graduation, he had attracted the interest of a considerable number of football programs at almost every level, from Division I to Division III. He exchanged personal emails and/or phone calls with coaches at schools in the Big 12 Conference, the Big Ten Conference, the Southeastern Conference, the Atlantic Coast Conference, the Big East Conference, Conference USA, the Western Athletic Conference, and others. Many wanted more video, and we complied. Many invited him to their kicking camps, and we went to some of them. He made unofficial visits and official visits. He received hand-written notes from a coach or two. Ultimately, even after a highly successful high school senior year on the field, my son didn’t get a scholarship offer to a Division I football program, which was his goal.
But after an official visit to one of those Division I football programs with a strong tradition and a new coach, he received one of several “recruited walk-on” offers – an offer whereby coaches invite you to join the team, but without an immediate scholarship. Looking at the roster of current players at his position, playing for this university seemed to offer a good opportunity to play in a game relatively early in his college career and soon earn a scholarship, so he accepted the offer.
After a year with that program he had begun to resent the amount of time required to play at the Division I level. With that, as well as some coaching changes and NCAA rule quirks that in effect kept him from suiting up even for home games, he realized that he would probably enjoy the collegiate game much more at a Division III institution – one in particular that had also recruited him out of high school. There would be no chance for a scholarship, since Division III institutions cannot award those. But there would be the very appealing prospect of having more fun playing college football in a successful but considerably less-time-demanding program, and at an institution with a reputation for stronger academic programs as well. So he transferred to a Division III school for his second year of college.
It’s been a long process, and most of the time, quite a bit of fun, although he had begun to tire of going to camps and competitions every summer in high school. Sometimes the process was frustrating, with little response to our considerable efforts. Sometimes it was very satisfying, with our efforts producing recognition and interest, and sometimes appearing to arise out of nowhere.
Certainly, there have been high points and low points. But through it all, we tried to remember the words of Chris Sailer, a nationally recognized evaluator of high school and junior college punters, kickers, and long snappers. Throughout the recruiting process, he said, high school student-athletes and their parents should “never get too high, and never get too low.” We found that to be great advice.
This book summarizes and analyzes what we learned and continue to learn from coaches about the football recruiting process. Much of it is based on what experience taught us, what we learned from other potential recruits, and insights from recent college players, but that is supplemented with what college and high school coaches and recruiting consultants and other knowledgeable people have told us as well.
Written with the high school football player and his parents in mind, this volume is designed to provide a readable, informative, and down-to-earth look at the process of recruiting, in hopes that others can benefit from what we learned in the absence of needed and readily available written information on the topic.
Insight into the football experience for college players is also provided – the positives as well as the negatives. Most of us recognize the positives as we watch the college game in all of its glory on Saturday afternoons, but sometimes we fail to fully recognize that these few hours of weekly glamour, especially in Division I football, are backed by months and months of hard work and near total commitment to the team and the game. For many – perhaps most – players, that’s a worthwhile and valuable tradeoff, but for some, it isn’t. For that reason, all potential college recruits should approach participation in college football with their eyes wide open, knowing what to expect and what not to expect.
Some recruits and parents might be looking for a step-by-step guide to recruiting, laying out with great certainty and precision exactly how they should go about getting recruited successfully. No doubt such a simplistic approach has great appeal. But for every bit of conventional knowledge about how the recruiting process “really” works, there are many “ifs,” “ands,” and “buts” – making the “cookie cutter,” one-size-fits-all approach to recruiting inappropriate for most recruits. There are simply too many variables, and too many different situations, and too many college football programs – from NCAA Division I to junior colleges – to allow easy answers to every recruiting question. So instead of a definitive step-by-step process, this book offers insights and guidelines, with a caution to use them only as insights and guidelines, for developing a plan to serve the individual potential recruit and his needs and abilities.
To be sure, however, the recruiting process continues to evolve, taking advantage of new electronic technology tools as they become widely available and provide new ways to communicate with and learn about recruits. No doubt even newer technologies will spawn more changes in the recruiting process in years to come. Within the past few years alone, college coaches have led the way in taking quick advantage of e-mail, social networking sites, Twitter, and other cutting-edge applications as they become widely used by the nation’s high school students – the demographic group that includes the football players those colleges want to recruit. Community, business, and political leaders, as well as others who strive to attract and enroll into the nation’s colleges and universities more students of all kinds (in addition to athletes) would be wise to note, study, and consider these applications to attract any and all students to college.
Although much effort was focused on ensuring that the information in this book is as accurate as possible, changes in NCAA recruiting rules and regulations since publication are possible – and perhaps probable. New technologies and other developments occasionally lead to changes in regulations, so the NCAA itself is the best source for the most updated and recent information about them.
Ray Grasshoff
Austin, Texas
Chapter 1
Divisions I, II, and III … What’s the Difference?
Any high school student-athlete who wants to play football in college will soon run into people who toss out the terms “Division One athlete” or “good enough for Division One,” or perhaps the arguably less-desirable phrase “not a Division One player.” Others will talk about a high school student-athlete as a good fit for a “Division One Double-A program” or a “Division Two” program.
Seldom in your high school football career will you hear that someone would be a great “Division Three” player, although playing at that level is another good option, as many high school athletes learn. The terms “Football Bowl Subdivision” and “Football Championship Subdivision” are also heard, especially in formal communications involving the NCAA or athletic conferences.
So what do these terms mean? Is there any logical or reasonable pattern to it all? How can you sort it out?
These terms refer to the football program classification hierarchy developed by the NCAA, represented today by Division I, Division II, and Division III. Some of the nation’s smaller collegiate football programs are members of another, smaller organization – the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics. In addition, there is the National Junior College Athletic Association, which counts junior college football programs among its members. But the NCAA is a considerably larger organization than either of those, with a much wider range of programs based on size and resource. So the NCAA dominates discussions of college football, including its organization and structure.
Although designed by the NCAA to organize football and other college athletic programs at NCAA-member institutions into reasonable and fair groupings based on common criteria, many people find some of the organizational structure to be confusing. Changes in some of the terms have been enacted by the NCAA in recent years, but many people who work in college football find the changes more difficult to remember and simply refer to the divisions by their previous names. As a result, there are new formal, official names for some of the organizational structure, but those tend to be used only in official NCAA communications – not by the people who work in and around football programs on the nation’s college and university campuses. Confusion generally reigns for people who hear the various terms for the first time, and that group no doubt includes a large number of high school student-athletes and their parents.
The recent history of today’s nomenclature for the various levels of NCAA collegiate football began in 1973, when the NCAA started using Roman numerals to delineate the different divisions. With that change, there became a Division I, a Division II, and a Division III. In 1978, football’s Division I was divided into two categories – Division I-A (“Division One-A”), comprised of what is generally considered major football programs, and Division I-AA (“Division One-Double-A”).
In 2006, the NCAA replaced the Division I-A and Division I-AA designations with new terms. Division I-A became the “Football Bowl Subdivision” and Division I-AA became the “Football Championship Subdivision,” and together they continue to comprise Division I of the NCAA. So currently, NCAA college football programs belong to either the Division I Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS), the Division I Football Championship Subdivision (FCS), Division II, or Division III.
Each division or subdivision is made up of football programs with similar characteristics. In brief, some of the most noticeable characteristics, for football players, include:
Division I Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) – These programs must average 15,000 people at every football game (averaged over a rolling, two-year period) and must play at least 60 percent of their games against other Bowl Subdivision teams. They can have no more than 85 football players on athletic scholarships per year. Notably, those scholarships are all “full-ride” awards, paying for all of the student-athlete’s college costs (tuition, fees, books, food, and room).
In 2009, there were 120 Division I Football Bowl Subdivision programs. Examples of prominent members include the University of Texas at Austin, University of Florida, University of Southern California, Ohio State University, Louisiana State University, University of Alabama, and many other colleges and universities considered to have top-level football programs.
Of all the different classifications, only Division I Football Bowl Subdivision competition does not end the regular season with a playoff system that produces a national champion based solely on one-on-one games.
Division I Football Championship Subdivision (FCS) – There are no minimum attendance requirements for these schools’ football games, but they must play more than 50 percent of their games against other Championship Subdivision teams or against Bowl Subdivision teams. These programs are also limited to 63 scholarships per year, and most often those are not “full-rides,” meaning that players can – and usually do – receive partial scholarships of different amounts, depending on a particular team’s approach to dividing up those awards. For example, a Division I FCS program might have 50 players on full scholarships, with the remaining 13 scholarships split among another 25 or so players.
In 2009, there were 125 Division I Football Championship Subdivision programs. They include those at Appalachian State University, Texas State University-San Marcos, University of Montana, College of William and Mary, University of Northern Iowa, and California Polytechnic State University (Cal Poly), as well as Harvard, Yale, and all of the other Ivy League schools.
Division II – These programs, which are usually at smaller universities, have no minimum attendance requirements for football games, and are limited to 36 football scholarships, which usually are not “full-ride” awards to players.
“No one is on full scholarship,” says Todd Ivicic, Defensive Coordinator at Division II’s University of the Incarnate Word in San Antonio, Texas. He previously coached at Tarleton State University, Stephen F. Austin State University, Sam Houston State University, and Blinn College, all in Texas.
“You can’t have [players receiving] full scholarships if you want to compete successfully” in Division II, he notes. In other words, awarding such a limited number of full scholarships would not allow this program – or many others at the same level – to attract the number of good athletes needed to be competitive.
Division II programs are usually large enough to have considerable expenses, but they often face challenges in obtaining adequate revenues. That’s because their gate receipts are generally small compared to Division I programs and they have little access to television broadcast payments.
In 2009, there were 146 Division II football programs. Examples include Abilene Christian University, University of Minnesota Duluth, Carson-Newman College, Grand Valley State University, Pittsburg State University (Kansas), and Humboldt State University.
Division III – These programs “place special importance on the impact of athletics on the participants rather than on the spectators,” according to the NCAA. They offer no athletic scholarships, and athletic departments are funded in the same way as other parts of the college or university.
In 2009, there were 239 Division III football programs. Examples include Trinity University, Carnegie Mellon University, University of Chicago, Rhodes College, Kenyon College, University of Mary Hardin-Baylor, Mount Union College, and Whittier College.
Just as each NCAA level of college football has different characteristics, so does the football experience for players at the different levels tend to be different.
Broad generalizations about these differences can be misleading when you take a look at individual programs, but typically there is a great, even tremendous, expectation from fans, boosters, and others for Division I Football Bowl Subdivision programs to field winning teams year after year. Attention from the sports news media is often intense as well. As a result, many Division I FBS coaches are under considerable pressure, and so are their players.
It’s much the same for many Division I Football Championship Subdivision programs as well, although they tend to have smaller fan bases and often face less attention from the sports news media, which often reduces the pressures they face.
And continuing with these generalizations, Division II programs and their coaches and players tend to face less intense broad-based pressure from fans, boosters, and others than do Division I programs and their coaches and players. Division III programs tend to face even less of that type of challenge.
Chapter 2
Why Do You Want to Play College Football?
If you are a high school football player who wants to continue playing at the next level, most likely you dream of playing for a powerhouse Division I team. Many other high school athletes want the same thing. But probably few of you have really thought hard about why – why you want to play college ball. That’s worth considering intently, because it could be a key to your success as an athlete and as a student in college.
Is it because you had fun and recognition in high school and want that to continue? Or is it that you think you might be good enough to play in the NFL some day and want to shoot for that dream? Or is it that you want to go to college, and a football scholarship can pay for that? Or is it something else, or a combination of these and other things?
For most high school athletes, it’s probably a combination of reasons, maybe all of the above and more. That’s great, because having many motives, or at least more than one motive, can keep you going through the bad times as well as the good times. If only one thing provides your motivation, you’ll find yourself in trouble if that one thing doesn’t work out for you.
Look at it this way. Say your only motivation to play college ball is to continue that great amount of fun you had with it in high school. Of course, “fun” can mean different things to different people. But let’s say it means running around on the field with a bunch of guys that you’ve grown up with, practicing a couple of hours after school a few days a week, battling other guys – most of whom were not especially fast or strong, at least compared to your speed and strength – on other teams every week. It also meant getting quite a bit of praise and recognition from your friends and family for a good catch or hit that you make, but without much strong criticism of those that you don’t make. Maybe you’ve even beaten a rival team a few times, which is incredibly fun in itself.
All of that is a great experience, and one that many former high school players look back upon with tremendously fond memories for the rest of their lives. As long as they remember those times, they don’t hesitate to tell anyone who will listen. Having that kind of fun is great, and not a bad reason to play football in high school.
Many college coaches also look back fondly on their early coaching jobs at high schools. Spike Dykes, former Texas Tech head football coach, famously noted this in a well-traveled quote attributed to him following a big Tech win over – depending on the source – the University of Texas Longhorns or the Texas A&M Aggies. Perhaps he said it more than once after a big Tech win.
Asked if the win was the biggest ever for him, Dykes reportedly responded that no, it wasn’t. He recalled his high school coaching days at Coahoma, Texas in the mid-1960s, when his team beat the team from Aspermont, Texas – a really big win that meant just as much or more to him and the players he coached on the field that day. That’s the sort of thing that happens across the country on high school football fields every week in the fall.
No doubt there’s a great element of this kind of satisfaction in college ball, too. But other aspects of your college football experience could overshadow that much of the time, especially in the beginning. College coaches’ jobs and careers depend on their win/loss records, and they are under intense pressure from fans and alumni to produce solid wins followed by championships. That makes every workout and practice hard and intense for you throughout the year, even in the summer. And the other players that you work against in practice – and in games – are all good athletes, certainly faster and stronger than almost all of the guys on the other teams you went against in high school. The guy on the other side of the ball is just as likely to punish you – perhaps more so – every day in practice as you are to get a good hit on him. And that’s not all.
Like other college players, new college football players who are just out of high school put in tremendous amounts of time and effort every day, the same as other players on college teams. But most freshmen never so much as walk on the playing field during college games. Same goes for a surprising number of second-, third-, fourth-, and even fifth-year players, too. Giving up that much of your time and working so hard physically with nothing to show for it in terms of playing time is not much fun for many people, especially when it continues for a year or more. For some, just being part of a college football team, whether they play in games or not, is good enough, making all of the time and hard work worthwhile. And that’s great for them. But for many others, unless they have other motivations for playing college football, they will be tempted to leave college football to others.
Having only a single motivation – maybe you just want to play football to continue having the same kind of fun you had with it in high school – could be a sign that you are looking at football only in the present, rather than in both the present and the future. Looking at the future says more about what football can do for you in the long run, beyond just the present game day or even the current season. The future is more about higher-level expectations and goals – things that will be of great benefit when your playing days are over.
Another emotional pressure point for many high school athletes is the now-or-never aspect of playing college football. They must either decide to pursue playing college football at this point in their lives or say goodbye to it forever. Probably there are a small number of students who have given it up after high school and returned to it in college, but those would have to be the extreme exceptions. For almost every graduating high school player, a decision not to pursue football in college means that he will never put on pads again.
A good way for you to sort out your thoughts and feelings in this area is to talk to someone who has been there – someone who is playing college football now or has done so recently. They’ve already experienced what you want to experience, and can give knowledgeable insights and answer your questions about it, based on that experience. You can ask them what they enjoyed about the experience, and you should also be certain to ask them what they didn’t enjoy about it. Ask lots of questions, and take their words to heart.
But how do you find that person? Unless you know someone in that situation, your high school coach might be the best source for information about getting in touch with the right person. Talk to your coach, and chances are he’ll know – or will know someone who knows – the most appropriate college athlete, or recent college athlete, for you to talk with.
Other clues and insights might be available from formal studies of what college football players think about the experience, but not much data is available on the topic. One fairly recent study, funded by the NCAA and published in September 2006 under the title National Study of Student Athletes Regarding Their Experiences as College Students, offers some hints, although it surveyed college athletes in not only football, but in other sports as well.
For this study, 930 male and female student-athletes who had completed at least 85 semester credit hours of college work (meaning that all of them were at least near the end of their junior year, and some could have been well beyond that) at 18 Division I institutions responded to a wide range of questions offered by University of Nebraska researchers. The researchers were Josephine “Jo” Potuto, a law professor, faculty athletics representative, and member of several prestigious NCAA committees, and James O’Hanlon, an education and human science professor – certainly no lightweights.
The study offers many findings, as well as the results of responses to specific questions, and picking a few of them for inclusion here could very easily produce out-of-context conclusions that might not be accurate, depending on who is doing the interpreting. So high school student-athletes and their parents and others interested in the college athletic experience should review the study (available on the NCAA website at www.ncaa.org) themselves.
But that said, some examples of interesting findings can be offered:
“An overwhelming majority of student-athletes believe … that their college experience is well-rounded even though, as is evident from responses to other survey questions, they recognize that they are precluded from having all the experiences they would like while in college,” was one.
“The survey results show that over 60 percent of the surveyed student-athletes see themselves more as athletes than as students,” was another.
Also, as the study itself notes, it has limitations – including the fact that “student-athletes with negative perceptions may be among those who dropped out of college or athletics before attaining 85 credits and thus are not represented in the survey responses.” In other words, any student-athletes who became disillusioned with participating in intercollegiate sports probably left those college athletic programs before they would have been surveyed for this study. Their responses and thoughts – which might reasonably be expected to be more negative than for players who are now at least late-in-the-year juniors and are close to completing their eligibility – might have produced very different results. Resources limited the scope of this study, says Potuto, but if done again, she would hope to survey student-athletes earlier in their college careers.
It’s important to think about and contemplate the college football experience so that you have some idea about what you expect to gain from it. There’s no right or wrong answer. But you must be fair to yourself, and those around you, and that means going into college football with a clear head about it – what it means for you now, what it could mean for you in the future, and what it doesn’t have any hope of meaning for you, now or in the future. Go into it with your eyes wide open.
Consider what you hope to accomplish by playing college ball. In other words, at the end of the day – after you’ve completed your eligibility to play in college – where do you want to be in your life? What do you expect to have accomplished at that point, and where do you expect to go from there?
At a minimum, you should expect to have a college degree – or be well on your way to getting one – by the time your football eligibility is completed. In fact, there’s no good excuse if that’s not the case, since college football programs usually provide many kinds of academic support for their football players. That’s one of the great, unheralded benefits of being a member of a football team in college. Football programs must ensure that their players make adequate academic progress because the NCAA, which oversees intercollegiate college football and other sports, can issue some fairly severe penalties if they don’t meet the progress requirements (See Chapter 4).
So if you don’t have a degree by the time your college eligibility is completed, or if are still a long way from getting one, you’ll have missed out on the one thing that everyone should expect to earn in college – football player or not. And you’ll have also missed out on one of the greatest opportunities available to young Americans today.
If earning a degree isn’t at the top – or at least very near the top – of your list of things you hope to get out of college, it certainly should be. Sure, it would be nice to be drafted into the NFL as a first-round pick and get a big, fat pro football contract, but that’s not going to happen for the great majority of college players – even those who make it to the NFL. Most pro salaries are not as high as people think they are (more on that in just a bit), and pro careers are very short, averaging about three and one-half seasons, according to the NFL Players Association. For you and anyone else, whether playing football or not, a college degree is the single most important thing to get out of college. That’s a given, and it should be your goal.
Why is a college degree so important? Primarily, it gives you a credential indicating that you probably have a higher and broader level of knowledge, skills, and resulting judgment than someone without a degree. It also proves that you have the personal dedication and perseverance to achieve passing grades in academic courses over several years. And therefore it sets you up for many more future opportunities compared to those who don’t have one. So don’t take the value of earning a degree lightly.
Those opportunities pay off in quite a few ways, but money illustrates it the best for many of us. According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau, people with a bachelor’s degree earned about $50,000 annually on average in 2004, the latest year for which data is available, compared to about $28,000 annually on average for those who have only a high school diploma. (And in case you want to carry this a bit further, note that someone without even a high school diploma earned only about $18,000 on average that year, while someone with a doctorate earned about $75,000 on average.) Over a lifetime, that’s quite a difference in income levels based on educational attainment, and worth considering for anyone who wants future success.
Clearly, earning a degree is worth the effort. But maybe you’re counting on getting a big NFL contract, so that degree isn’t such a big deal. Think again.
“Players with degrees earn 20 to 30 percent more than players who don't have degrees,” says the NFL Players Association’s website. “They also have a career that lasts about 50 percent longer” than pros without a degree. “While there is not one answer for why players with degrees have stronger careers, one theory is that players who show the intelligence, concentration, and mental discipline to complete a degree show these qualities on the field more.”
But degree or not, astronomically high salaries and signing bonuses most quickly come to mind when we think about NFL players. We’ve all seen those headlines, and fairly often. But no one writes headlines about the majority of pro football players who make considerably less than those unbelievably high amounts.
Indeed, according to the NFL Players Association, the highest paid players in the league can make many millions of dollars per year, but most players make much less than that.
And yes, first-round draft picks are well rewarded, and if you are good enough to be one of those top, top players coming out of college every year, good for you. But most rookie pro football players don’t come close to getting the signing bonuses and salaries that those top fresh-out-of-college guys reap.
“First-round draft picks will sign contracts with large salaries and bonuses. Most rookies, however, will not,” wrote Jason Cole, a certified financial planner and managing director of Philadelphia’s Abacus Wealth Partners, in the April 21, 2008 issue of Sports Business Journal.
Cole points to information from the National Football League Players Association. The NFLPA has compiled the average guaranteed dollars for players selected in each round of the 2008 NFL draft. The numbers might surprise most people who assume that a player in the NFL is enormously rich. In reality, most are not.
In the 2008 draft, a first-round player received an average of $11.9 million in guaranteed base salary and signing and other bonuses. The average guaranteed amount a player can hope to get drops off tremendously with each lower round – to $1.9 million for the second round, $668,000 for the third round, $432,000 for the fourth round, $166,000 for the fifth round, $89,600 for the sixth round, and $46,400 for the seventh round.
Of course, most of us have seen news reports of players signing multi-year contracts for much more money than those amounts. In fact, publicized accounts of players signing contracts for tens of millions of dollars are not rare. The fine print of those contracts, however, will show that only a part of those sums are guaranteed. Chances are good that a player won’t see it all, and maybe not much of it.
Primarily, that’s because NFL salary contracts are usually backloaded, meaning that the player’s annual take is less in the early years of his career. So a $12 million, multi-year contract might pay $2 million the first year, $3 million the second year, and so on to maybe $8 million in the final year of the contract (hypothetical numbers to illustrate the point, and are not based on any specific player contract). Remember, though, that the average NFL career is only a bit over three years. And when a player is cut by a team, the base salary is eliminated as well – no matter how many years are left on the initial contract.
For that reason, NFL players try to get as much money as they can in so-called guaranteed income, and most of that comes in the form of various bonuses. For example, there are signing bonuses for signing a contract, reporting bonuses for reporting to summer camp on time, and other bonuses for things like showing up for camp in top form and reaching certain performance thresholds (such as a certain number of catches for receivers) during the season. Bonuses, however, are spread evenly over the length of a player’s contract, and the total amount of remaining bonus money must be paid to a player in the same year if he is cut from the team.
Of course, even the lower income amounts for later rounds of the NFL draft are well above the U.S. poverty level or are at least above the level of many middle-class incomes, and some are above the level of many people who might be considered rich, as well. But they are not at the level – particularly for the later draft rounds – that would allow most players to buy the types of houses and cars and otherwise exaggerated lifestyle that are commonly touted by news headlines and television entertainment shows. Those tend to focus on only the highest-profile NFL players and their contracts, not the many others. And remember, again, that most NFL careers last only a few years.
Getting drafted by an NFL team does not guarantee that you’ll make the team roster, either. For the five NFL drafts from 2004 through 2008, an average of 37 drafted players annually – or about 15 percent of the players drafted – didn’t make their teams’ opening day rosters, according to Colin Lindsay of Great Blue North Draft Report, an online source of comprehensive information on the NFL draft. You can’t make any kind of NFL salary if you aren’t on the roster of an NFL team.
“Not surprisingly, the majority of the released draft picks were selected in the later rounds,” says Lindsay. In contrast, all 99 players taken within the first three rounds of the 2008 draft made their respective team's opening day roster.” So for the best opportunity at ensuring your chances of making an NFL team, you’ve got to be one of the top 100 players – of the more than 13,500 college seniors playing football in a given year.
But let’s say you are one of those top players, or that you otherwise make the roster of the NFL team that drafts you. Chances are that you still won’t “have it made” financially, especially without some financial discipline that might be hard to maintain.
"We have had players go through all of their money in two years and have nothing left,” said Steve Piascik of Piascik & Associates, a tax accounting firm that handles finances for more than 70 professional athletes, as quoted in the June 21, 2004 Washington Post.
Others agree.
Pro players have “costs to replace tires or rims when they grow out of the current ones or want the latest craze,” says financial planner Cole. But he also points out additional, more legitimate costs that new players don’t often anticipate, too.
“Other expenses not planned by players include relocating expenses when they switch teams and costs to hire professional trainers in the off season,” Cole says.
But you, or your son if you’re a parent, are not someone who would throw away that much money that quickly, right? Most of us believe that. But even so, you would still face quite a few challenges before you can think of yourself as financially set for life. You would need a good plan for hanging on to your money and managing it well, and you would have to stick to that plan.
For example, players can “maximize their 401(k) plan, maximize their after-tax IRA contribution, invest their kids’ college funds into 529 plans, buy permanent life insurance,” and take other measures, says Cole.
If you, as a high school football player who wants to make it big, don’t have any idea what those terms mean, that’s another great reason to get your degree in college. It will put you on the right road to knowing about these things … or at least how to find out what you need to know about these vital financial tools, even if you don’t make it into the NFL.
But let’s say you do make it to the pros.
“Being prudent in the early years is crucial to achieving ultimate off-the-field success. Rather than spending, athletes need to save,” Cole says. There are quite a few ways to do that.
“A rookie who receives a $1 million signing bonus and a starting salary of $295,000 will net about $1.2 million – before any spending and after fees taken by a business manager, agent, taxes, social security and union dues – over the average NFL career of 3.3 years,” says Cole.
“If the player earned 7 percent on investment savings while spending $100,000 after taxes per year during his 3.3-year career, he’d accumulate $1 million at retirement. This will create an annual income stream of $40,000 (with annual cost-of-living increase) if he wants his money to last for the rest of his life. But if he continued to spend $100,000 after taxes and had no other earned income, he would run out of money after only nine years.”
Clearly, considering the relatively short average NFL career and the less-than-astronomical salaries and bonuses for most veterans and/or rookies, and the peer, friend, and even family pressure to spend rather than save, most professional football players will not get rich.
For most, only if they make good financial decisions will they be able to generate a low-to-moderate income stream for the future. That’s the reality of the NFL experience, but it doesn’t make nearly as good a headline as the multi-million dollar, renegotiated contract signed by last year’s Super Bowl-winning quarterback.
So with NFL careers so rare, especially long NFL careers, and if the money doesn’t quite live up to the hype for even those few years for most players, you must make sure that you have something else that you can really count on – such as a college degree – when you complete your eligibility to play college ball.
“There are over 400,000 student-athletes, and just about every one of them will go pro in something other than sports,” says the NCAA, a thought it expresses on its website and during commercial breaks during television broadcasts of many collegiate football games. That well-advised premise – that nearly all college football players will be turning pro in something other than football – deserves a lot of your thought. Get your degree, no matter what else you do in college.
Chapter 3
Be Realistic … and Honest
Only a small percentage of all high school football players ever step on a college football field as a college football player. Mostly, that’s due to the much smaller number of teams at the college level, and therefore the much smaller number of players needed at that level. The NCAA has compiled estimates from several sources over recent years to illustrate this point.
Nearly 1.1 million high school student-athletes play football every year at American high schools. By the time they are high school seniors, an estimated two-thirds of those kids have dropped football as a sport, leaving approximately 306,000 kids playing football in their final year of high school. Across the country, there are about 17,500 freshman roster positions on NCAA collegiate football teams every year. In other words, only about 5.7 percent – or approximately one in 17 – of high school senior football players are needed to play football in college the next year. Those aren’t great odds.
Even after high school football players join college football teams, a substantial percentage of them leave college football programs before they’ve completed their college eligibility. They make that decision for any number of reasons, including academic problems, injuries, disciplinary actions, or just plain fatigue with the football experience. In fact, those 17,500 freshmen who join college football teams every year drop in number to an estimated 13,600 by the time they are seniors – a reduction of about 23 percent.
So at the end of the day, when you look at the number of student-athletes who are still playing football by the time they are college seniors, the figure comes to approximately 1.2 percent of all of the kids who played high school football. Put another way, nearly 99 percent of high school football players will not be playing football by the time they could be college seniors.
On the other hand, thousands of recent high school graduates really do find spots on college football teams across the nation every year. Not all of those college players get full-ride scholarships or any athletic-based financial aid at all. Many don’t get any of those benefits, but instead pay for their college experience themselves, usually with the great help of their parents or other types of financial aid that they obtain for something other than athletic prowess. With college costs as high as they are now, it’s virtually impossible for any student, much less a non-scholarship football player facing the time demands of that sport, to work his or her way through college.
Making college football dreams, hopes, and aspirations come true begins with having what it takes – academically as well as athletically – to go to college and become part of a college football team. Make no mistake, different programs have different levels of needs and requirements, but all base their decisions on some combination of athletics and academics.
The first step is graduating from high school. That means, at a minimum, that you must take the right high school courses, pass them, and get a diploma. No legitimate college in the country will accept you for enrollment, star athlete or not, without a high school diploma or its equivalent. High school dropouts need not apply.
Beyond simply earning a high school diploma, many colleges and universities have certain minimal academic requirements, and so does the NCAA. Again, even if you are a star athlete who plays a position of great need at a certain college or university, the school will not accept you if you don’t meet these minimum academic requirements. They will simply move on to the next player on their list. It happens.
Coaches move on to other players for other reasons, too. In fact, given two or more players of roughly the same size and skill, they must decide which one – or maybe two, depending on the position – to offer a scholarship. To make that decision, coaches use many criteria in addition to academics.
Often, they depend on character issues. Things like demonstrated leadership skills on and off the field are big. All other football skills being the same, a player who has been a team captain, or a class officer, or an active and regular participant in a volunteer effort in the school or larger community will often get the call over a player who has none or considerably fewer of those experiences. That’s because college coaches like to have players who will represent their football program well, and if a student athlete has previously made the extra effort to contribute to his team and others by doing more than hitting hard and running fast on the football field in high school, there’s a good chance he’ll do good things and stay out of trouble in college.
That’s not to say that student athletes without those leadership, volunteer, and similar experiences in high school can’t or won’t pursue them in college and stay out of trouble too, because most do that. But when college coaches look at student athletes coming out of high school, they tend to play it safe, so to speak, and look at known factors rather than unknown factors. What you’ve already done in high school is a known factor; what you might do in college is an unknown factor.
Other known factors include your height, weight, speed, and strength. No matter how much you want to play football for a top-level Division I program, that almost never happens unless you have certain physical characteristics, depending on the position you play. Offensive linemen must be big people, in both height and weight, and they must be strong. But have great speed? Not quite so much, although very helpful. They need size to push defensive players out of the way and create opportunities for running backs to carry the ball for yardage, or to block defensive players who want to sack the quarterback on pass plays. But much of their work takes place within only a few yards of play, and no one expects them to have the team’s best time in the 40. So for players at that position, weight and height are big factors in whether they will ever have a chance – much less succeed and have much playing time – as a college football player.
But compared to those offensive linemen, defensive backs must be fast to quickly cover large areas of the field, usually to keep the other team’s receivers from catching a pass. So for defensive backs, speed is a higher priority than for offensive linemen. And without enough speed for that position, you won’t be a very successful defensive back, and won’t get much playing time at a Division I Football Bowl Subdivision program. Each other position on the field – including quarterback, running back, receiver, defensive lineman, linebacker, and even kicker and punter has its own similar basic physical needs.
So how much weight, height, speed, quickness, strength, explosiveness or other physical attribute is enough to play successfully at each position? That depends. If you hope to play at a top-level Division I Football Bowl Subdivision program, you almost always need top-level physical characteristics. For example, as a group, their offensive linemen are the heaviest and tallest (and probably the strongest and the fastest, although stats to calculate those are not readily available).
To illustrate this point, take a look at the height and weight of offensive linemen at the different levels of competition, from Division I Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) to Division III, for fall 2009 in Texas. Texas has 10 Division I FBS programs, five Division I Football Championship Subdivision (FCS) programs, seven Division II programs, and nine Division III programs, representing a good sample at each level.

Team rosters are readily available on each program’s official website and served as the source for this information. If you’re interested in other positions, you could compile the same statistics for it.
Clearly, in Texas, the average offensive lineman at a Division I FBS or FCS program is heavier than the average offensive lineman at a Division II program. And the average offensive lineman at a Division II program is heavier than the average offensive lineman at a Division III program.
Also, the average offensive lineman at a Division I FBS program is taller than the average offensive lineman at a Division I FCS program. And the offensive linemen at Division I and Division II programs are taller than the average offensive lineman at a Division III program.
Still another measure is the percentage of offensive linemen weighing 300 or more pounds at each level. At Division I programs (both FBS and FCS) in Texas, the average is 42 percent. But the average drops to 33 percent at Division II programs, followed by 18 percent for Division III.
Again, these relative heights and weights aren’t surprising, but merely represent the reality of player size and weight at different levels. Likewise, there are similar differences in the physical traits among players at other positions at each level. Recognizing these differences is important for any high school player who wants to play in college.
Given these numbers and what they suggest – that a player should have certain minimum physical attributes if he expects to have a very good opportunity to play at the higher levels of competition – a player and/or his parents might decide to “pad” a player’s height, weight, or some other physical measure. Such a misguided effort will fail, college coaches are quick to point out. That’s a mistake.
“Don’t lie about your stats. It doesn’t look good,” says Kendal Briles, recruiting coordinator for the offense at Baylor University. Briles also coaches inside receivers at Baylor, and he played at the University of Texas and the University of Houston in the early and mid 2000s.
His point is a good one. It’s hard to believe that coaches won’t question the character of prospects who falsely embellish anything about themselves. That’s a mark against them when it comes to making decisions about which recruits to offer scholarships.
Briles and others point out that embellished stats are fairly easy to identify. Before you are offered a scholarship, a college coach will have plenty of opportunities to study you. Even without a measuring tape, scale, set of weights, or stopwatch, their experience in recruiting makes them a good judge of potential players’ physical measures.
“I’d say 88 percent of (players’) size is inflated,” says University of the Incarnate Word Defensive Coordinator Marc Ivicic, probably making a point based on his experience rather than offering the results of a scientific study. But it’s an observation that every potential recruit should heed.
“I like to size up a guy” through meeting or watching a prospect in person or watching video of him, says Ivicic. He’s not alone in that approach.
“What they look like on film is very important,” adds Southern Methodist University (SMU) Defensive Line Coach Bert Hill. Hill had previous college coaching stints at Texas A&M University, Ohio State University, Nicholls State University, and Auburn University.
“When you look at film, you can guesstimate what his time is,” he says, based upon his years of experience in looking at prospects.
Studying this data, it might be easy to conclude that football coaches – especially those at the Division I programs (both FBS and FCS) – have minimum height, weight, and other physical requirements before they’ll begin to consider a prospect. That’s sometimes the case, but not always.
“(We have) no minimum height and weight, but there are ideals,” says Tim Cassidy, Associate Athletic Director for Football and Recruiting Coordinator at Texas A&M University. Cassidy’s experience includes similar positions at the University of Florida and University of Nebraska.
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