College Athletics:
Tips for Students to Prepare for the Recruiting and Competitive Selection Process at the Next Level
 
Dear GMHS Student-Athlete:
 

The GMHS Athletic Boosters Association has prepared this outline for the student athlete who wants to participate in school team athletics at the collegiate level. While there are different levels of athletics in college, including school team sports, club sports, and intramural sports, this guide is focused on selective school team sports, in which participation is based on "making the team" through a competitive selection process that typically begins during your high school years.
 

This guide is not meant to answer all your questions but simply to identify some of the things you will need to consider as you move through the college selection process. Please seek advice from those who love you and want the best for you – it all starts with you, your parent(s) or guardian(s), and your high school coach – but the most important person in the process is you. Your success and satisfaction will be proportional to how much effort you put into the process – the more you put into it the more you will get out of it. Best wishes always! 
 
To succeed in the college selection process the student athlete should:
· Start early 

· Let others help you 

· Understand the college athletics recruiting process 

· Apply to appropriate schools 

· Prepare academically and athletically (develop great work habits!) 

· Promote yourself properly 

· Always maintain a positive attitude 

 
Prepare goals for each year of high school – this list will get you started!
 
Freshman Year
Work with your guidance counselor and develop a college-bound program that fits your abilities
Develop great study habits and learn time management discipline
Challenge yourself – Get your GPA off to a great start
Visit your parents/relatives alma maters
Attend games in your sport at a nearby college
Take Championship Training as a course – ask the GMHS Athletic Director
Create an off-season workout plan with the GMHS Trainer
 
Sophomore Year
Recommit to your studies – your GPA depends on it
Visit with your guidance counselor to make sure you are on track for college
Let you guidance counselor know you want to play ball in college
Study with your friends regularly, work with teachers in after school labs, hire a tutor
Take your PSAT
Start to think of target schools – Go visit 2 or 3 of them
Stay in touch with the GMHS Athletic Director – take Championship Training as a course
Continue to work with the GMHS Trainer
Attend a Christmas break camp
Attend summer camps, showcase camps, combines
 
Junior Year
This is a really important year for grades (your GPA!) – recommit to your studies
Work with your guidance counselor – start to become familiar with admissions requirements
Refine your list of target schools
Enroll in an SAT/ACT test prep program 
Talk to family members, teachers and neighbors about their college experiences
Read about selected colleges on-line – there is a lot of information there
Become familiar with the NCAA Clearinghouse
Attend games at the colleges in which you are highly interested
Ask school and summer-team coaches for letters of recommendation (to send to schools on your target list)
Make unofficial visits to the schools on your target list
Produce a highlight video when you are playing at your peak
Seek exposure by attending nationally recognized camps and by playing on high profile summer teams
Continue with GMHS Championship Training
Continue to work with the GMHS Trainer
 
Senior Year
Retake the SAT/ACT if you think you can improve your scores
Research college costs from the schools on your target list
Get teacher recommendation(s)
Apply to the schools on time – do not forget about the financial aid application
Make unofficial and official to the schools you are interested in
Make sure you are meticulous about your athletic work habits – during and after the season
Continue to work with the GMHS Athletic Director and Trainer
 
Tips for Parents
There is a fine line between staying out of the spotlight entirely and controlling your daughter’s or son’s destiny (making the process and the system work in favor of your family). But there are important things you can and should do. Here are a few:
· Communicate: Encourage family discussions – talk about dreams – share your college experiences and memories. Everything needs to be on the table: financial reality, small vs. large schools, distance from home, etc. 

· Discuss potential majors – take the time to learn together what the typical courses are that one could expect to take in college in a given major – taking a pre-college interest inventory can be a positive experience and a discussion starter. 

· Visit college campuses. Make a date!  Make it fun!  A day trip to a local college can be enlightening (we are lucky to have a lot nearby here in the DC area). Make sure when you visit a campus there is some alone time for your son or daughter (sometimes tours or visits with students can be arranged – leaving you to browse in the college bookstore just like old times!). 

· Temper reality – the purpose for college is school. The major league draft in any sport is possible for only a small fraction of all athletes. International athletes are recruited to the U.S. all the time – so, although the competition is high, there is indeed a college for your daughter or son. 
 
What to expect from your high school coach during the college search process
Most high school coaches are teachers. Their day begins well before the students by commuting to school, preparing for the day and teaching classes. There are office hours for advising, tutoring, grading tests and creating lesson plans. At some point in the afternoon the teacher-coach will trade the lesson plan for a whistle or stop watch. After practice is over it can be 5-6 o’clock and even later on game days. Coaches like to see their student-athletes succeed, but the reality is that their priority is as a teacher. It all depends on the coach but the reality is that the size of his or her college rolodex may be different than what you think it should be.
 
Not all high school coaches are familiar with the collegiate recruiting process or securing scholarships. But that does not mean your teacher-coach will not be helpful. It is easier for the teacher-coach to help a student-athlete who has done her or his homework and has prepared a refined list of target schools. It is mandatory that your daughter or son is fully engaged and prepared. It is your game plan – take as much responsibility as you can for your own future.
  
What are college coaches thinking?
A college coach is always looking for good players. Most of all they are looking for student-athletes who demonstrate a real upside, specifically: athletes who package ability with work ethic (in the classroom as well as on the field of play – they do not want headaches in their program).
 
You can help yourself greatly by targeting schools, and when you do please review the college’s athletic website. You may be surprised to see how many players are from local high schools. Except for the very top, nationally-recognized collegiate athletic programs you will usually see there is a strong regional flavor on the team. Give it a try – since we are located on the east coast look up a favorite college in California and observe what high schools the players graduated from.
 
College coaches are a fraternity – they know each other, talk to each other, and make recommendations to each other. By attending summer camps and participating on elite summer teams you begin to tap into that network. One targeted school on your list may be full of players at your daughter’s or son’s position – but if you make an impression at one of these summer camps, one college coach may recommend you to another coach. That is why it is so important to participate in summer exposure camps – especially in the geographic region where you want to go to school – summer exposure starts the process of getting you noticed.
 
College coaches like it when you come to them – it is expected. They can’t be everywhere. Did you know that D-III schools provide their coaches with a small, if any, travel budget?  The student-athlete must promote herself or himself to targeted college coaches – do not presume that college coaches will come to you. If you are attending a summer camp or playing in a tournament close to a college in which you are interested it is imperative that you notify that college coach ahead of time. And, follow up after the experience by email, asking the coach for advice regarding what areas of your game need improvement.    
 
Control What You Can; Don’t Worry About What You Can’t
 
Athletics
You can’t control your body size and how fast you grow, but there are other things you can control.
· Always maintain a positive attitude 

· Know your weaknesses – seek evaluation and advice 

· Work ethic – during both the season and off season 

· Nutritional regimen – a must! 

· Strength and speed program 

· Develop exposure to other coaches (especially in regions where you want to attend college). 

 
Academics
· The better your grades the more colleges will be able to recruit you 

· Increase your grades: hire a tutor – take SAT prep classes – take IB courses 

· Learn time management skills 

· Spend your summers productively 

· Develop other interests (after school activities, community volunteer initiatives, church youth group, etc). 

 
Chances of making it as a walk-on
The higher up on the competitive ladder your target college is, the harder it is to make the team as a "walk-on" – someone who was not recruited and likely is unknown to the college coaches. The premiere NCAA Division I programs recruit so heavily that those coaches know pretty much who will make the team – they focus recruiting on phenoms and specific skill players. But, if you have worked hard, gained the right amount of exposure, and have received excellent recommendations, a college coach may invite you to tryout as a “recruited walk-on.” That is when a college coach, for whatever reason, could not recruit you but likes your abilities enough to encourage you to try out. Again, this is dependent on you taking the initiative and creating great relationships – you cannot start too early in high school developing relationships and creating your opportunities.
  
Don’t be fooled – small colleges offer competitive play
Some high school student-athletes think that anything less than playing in the Big East or Atlantic Coast Conference would be a waste of time. It would be wrong and a strategic mistake to dismiss hundreds of potentially wonderful college opportunities based on this misperception. Develop a targeted list of colleges and visit them during your favorite sport season. You may be surprised to find that small college competition is a lot higher than you expect – you may be surprised to know that many small colleges do quite well when they “play up” (compete against bigger programs). Small college coaches, like their counterparts in the ‘big’ programs, only want student-athletes who are motivated and are willing-and-able to help the team win right now – a sense of urgency exists at all levels.
 
College Visits
· It is not too early to start – begin as early as 9th grade 

· Understand the difference between “Official and Unofficial” athletic visits 

· The best time to visit a campus is sometime in the middle of the semester (the beginning of a semester and at the end during finals are tough times to visit) 

· Create a journal for your visits so you can record your memories 

· While on campus: 

· Call ahead and schedule a tour 

· Schedule an interview with an admission counselor 

· See if you can meet with a student in your projected major 

· Sit in on a class 

· Eat in the cafeteria 

· Visit a dorm room 

· Ask for a copy of the campus newspaper 

· Arrange to meet the coach of your sport 

· Prepare a list of questions for the coach ahead of time 

· Ask the coach to tour the playing/training facilities 

 
Familiarize yourself with collegiate divisions
NCAA Division I (DI)
NCAA DII
NCAA DIII
NAIA
NJCAA DI
NJCAA DII
NJCAA DIII
 
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA)
Visit the “Sports & Championship” section to view your favorite sport
http://www.ncaa.org/wps/portal
 
While visiting the NCAA site familiarize your self with the NCAA Clearinghouse
http://www.ncaaclearinghouse.net/ncaa/NCAA/common/index.html
 
National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA)
http://naia.collegesports.com/
 
National Junior College Athletic Association (NJCAA)
http://www.njcaa.org/
 
Recruiting Services
There seems to be a cottage industry popping up across America of individuals and small companies who promise the “right” exposure to select college coaches on behalf of your daughter or son. You can expect to hear of a fee ranging from several hundred to a thousand dollars or more for such a service. But what do you get?  “Let the buyer beware” was coined for moments like this. 
 
Many of these recruiting services do a great job of bulk mailing to hundreds or every college in the country. It can be an impersonal way of doing business. The key to getting accepted is the relationship you have created. There is no shortcut. It is your job to do the comprehensive research, target the schools you are interested in, and create a strategy for who you want to help you contact certain coaches.
 
If you do decide to use a recruiting service put yourself in a prospective college coach’s chair and ask yourself these questions:
· Will the college coach know and respect the recruiting service person who has evaluated my daughter or son? 

· Does the recruiting company have a proven track record of success with placing student-athletes in schools in the region where you want to attend – better yet, has the recruiting service ever placed a prospect in the college that is #1 on your list? 

· Does the recruiting company have a reputation for representing all athletes (if the college coaches on your targeted list have never heard of the recruiting service in question, and yet the recruiting service says it is in contact with all colleges in America, what does that tell you?  No value for your investment!) 

· Will the recruiting company provide you with references from satisfied athletes and parents – with updated contact information (home phone numbers, etc) 

If you cannot answer these questions positively in your favor then don’t spend a dime. Save your time and money for college visits you identify as your priority.
 
Promoting Yourself
So, what do you need to do in order to successfully promote yourself?  What are coaches looking for anyway?  Well, to start with, coaches are inundated with game footage and all sorts of documentation.  Chances are the head coach probably won’t be the one looking at game footage – so much arrives at the athletic office that it will probably be an assistant coach doing the reviewing.  So, if you haven’t been recruited, how do you increase your chance of being noticed – what kind of package should you put together?  Many coaches would be appreciative of a package made up of three things:
         Video tape of game action – pick some of your best play, perhaps your best three quarters (or similar action depending on the sport).  One coach recently commented that if the first quarter looks good, then the second quarter would be reviewed, and then maybe the third quarter.  The three quarters could be from one game, or from three different games.
         Letter & Profile – The letter should be written by the player in her/his own words (why I am interested in this college, what I want to study, etc).  Profile summary: HS grades, scoring average, height, etc. (see below).  Parents: please refrain from doing this part (coaches can smell parental handiwork and oversight a mile away!); a personal note from the student will go further!
         Letter from head coach – The high school head coach could add to the packet by preparing an evaluation, sealing it and drop it into the envelop with the other two items mentioned above.  
 
Producing a Video Highlight
An added dimension in recent years is showcasing yourself by producing a highlight video or CD. The purpose is to enable the prospective college coach to have another opportunity to see who you are – what you look like in action. There is a lot of debate over game footage vs. practice footage. Sometimes it is too difficult to get game footage, so practice footage may work just fine. Remember: keep it short. You can get professional help to shoot the footage or to edit it – there are plenty of professionals in the area (you may even have a friend who can help!). Feature your best performance(s). Limit the cheesy and dramatic theme music and also the overly gratuitous voiceover comments (Great run!  What a stud!  Can you believe it!). Be sure to clearly label the tape: Suzy Smith’s 4-minute tape, position, address, phone # (A college coach may have dozens of highlight tapes on the desk – don’t let yours get lost in the stack). 
 
Player profiles
This may be a young athlete’s first taste of preparing a resume. The player profile can be a good way of succinctly presenting one’s self to a coach – on one sheet of paper!  Brevity and clarity count. The player profile can accompany the highlight video or CD and HS coach evaluation. Click here to view a sample profile – you can copy/refine/embellish as you see fit.
 
Refining Target List of Schools
Once you have prepared a personal packet (as mentioned above: game footage; letter & profile; HS coach evaluation), how should you go about refining your list of schools?  You can begin by taking the sport out of the school – for a few moments anyway!  Make a list including criteria such as:
· Size of school 

· Academic offering(s) 

· Proximity to home 

· Other criteria such as cost, etc 
Once you determine a list of about 20 colleges that meets your criteria, mail the packet to them.  You may hear back from only half of them; you have just reduced your targeted list from 20 to 10.  Now what you can do is ask your HS coach to call the college coaches from the 10 colleges that did respond in order to understand their real level of interest.  It may be that your list will be reduced again by half.  There!  Now you have gone from 20 targeted schools to 5 who have a real interest – that is your real universe!   
 
Timing of Recruiting
Please be aware that the big dogs eat first – D-I coaches get first choice, then D-II then D-III.  Typically, at the D-II and D-III levels, serious recruiting probably won’t occur until sometime during the senior year.  Therefore, the timing of your activity also is very important to the process.
· The spring semester of the junior year: an important time to develop a list of targeted colleges 

· The summer between the junior and senior year: an important time to participate in off-season exposure camps 

· When to mail your personal packet (game footage; letter & profile; HS coach evaluation) can perhaps be best determined by working closely with your HS coach. 

Once the senior year starts, if you have done all your homework, you are well on your way to talk intelligently and productively with college coaches who are interested in you!
 

This article was written by GMHS Booster member and parent David Schwengel. Contact David via email at dschwengel@starpower.net 
