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At youth sporting events, the sidelines have becom e the ritual com m unity m eeting place, 
w here fam ilies sit in row s of folding chairs aligned like church pew s. T hese congregations are 
diverse in spirit but unified by one gospel: heaven is your child receiving a college athletic 
scholarship.  
 
P arents sacrifice w eekends and vacations to tournam ents and specialty cam ps, spending 
thousands each year in this quest for the holy grail.   But the expectations of parents and 
athletes can differ sharply from  the financial and cultural realities of college athletics, according 
to an analysis by T he N ew  York T im es of previously undisclosed data from  the N ational 
Collegiate Athletic Association and interview s w ith dozens of college officials.  Excluding the 
glam our sports of football and basketball, the average N .C.A.A. athletic scholarship is now here 
near a full ride, am ounting to $8,707. In sports like baseball or track and field, the num ber is 
routinely as low  as $2,000. Even w hen football and basketball are included, the average is 
$10,409. T uition and room  and board for N .C.A.A. institutions often cost betw een $20,000 and 
$50,000 a year. “P eople run them selves ragged to play on three team s at once so they could 
alw ays reach the next level,” said M argaret Barry of L aurel, M d., w hose daughter is a 
scholarship sw im m er at the U niversity of Delaw are. “T hey’re going to be disappointed w hen 
they learn that if they’re very lucky, they w ill get a scholarship w orth 15 percent of the $40,000 
college bill. W hat’s that, $6,000?”  

 
W ithin the N .C.A.A. data, last collected in 2003-4 and based on N .C.A.A. calculations from  an 
internal study, are other statistical insights about the distribution of m oney for the 138,216 
athletes w ho received athletic aid in Division I and Division II. 

?  M en received 57 percent of all scholarship m oney, but in 11 of the 14 sports w ith m en’s 
and w om en’s team s, the w om en’s team s averaged higher am ounts per athlete. 

?  O n average, the best-paying sport w as neither football nor m en’s or w om en’s 
basketball. It w as m en’s ice hockey, at $21,755. N ext w as w om en’s ice hockey ($20,540). 

?  T he low est overall average scholarship total w as in m en’s riflery ($3,608), and the 
low est for w om en w as in bow ling ($4,899). Baseball w as the second-low est m en’s sport 
($5,806). 

 
M any students and their parents think of playing a sport not because of scholarship m oney, but 
because it is stim ulating and m ight even give them  a leg up in the increasingly com petitive 



process of applying to college. But coaches and adm inistrators, the gatekeepers of the 
recruiting system , said in interview s that parents and athletes w ho hoped for such m oney w ere 
m uch too optim istic and that they w ere unprepared to effectively navigate the system . T he 
athletes, they added, w ere the ones w ho ultim ately suffered. 

 
Coaches surveyed at tw o representative N .C.A.A. Division I institutions —  Villanova U niversity 
outside P hiladelphia and the U niversity of Delaw are —  told tales of rejecting top prospects 
because their parents w ere obstinate in scholarship negotiations.  “I dropped a good player 
because her dad w as a jerk —  all he ever talked to m e about w as scholarship m oney,” said 
Joanie M ilhous, the field hockey coach at Villanova. “I don’t need that in m y program . I recruit 
good, ethical parents as m uch as good, talented kids because, in the end, there’s a connection 
betw een the tw o.”  T he best-laid plans of coaches do not alw ays bring harm ony on team s, 
how ever, and scholarships can be at the heart of the unrest. W ho is getting how  m uch tends to 
get around like the salaries in a w orkplace. T he result —  scholarship envy —  can divide team s. 
T he chase for a scholarship has another side that is rarely discussed. Although those athletes 
w ho receive athletic aid are view ed as the ultim ate w inners, they typically find the dem ands on 
their tim e, m inds and bodies in college even m ore taxing than the long journey to get there. 
T here are 6 a.m . w eight-lifting sessions, exhausting practices, team  m eetings, study halls and 
long trips to gam es. T heir varsity com m itm ents often lim it the courses they can take. Athletes 
also share a frustrating feeling of estrangem ent from  the rest of the student body, w hich view s 
them  as the privileged ones. In this setting, it is not uncom m on for first- and second-year 
athletes to relinquish their scholarships. 

 
“Kids w ho have w orked their w hole life trying to get a scholarship think the hard part is over 
w hen they get the college m oney,” said T im  P oydenis, a senior at Villanova receiving $3,000 a 
year to play baseball. “T hey don’t know  that it’s a w hole new  m onster w hen you get here. Yes, 
all the hard w ork paid off. And now  you have to w ork harder.”  P arents often look back on the 
m any years spent shuttling sons and daughters to practices, cam ps and gam es w ith a changed 
eye. S w ept up in the dizzying pursuit of sports achievem ent, they realize how  little they knew  of 
the process.  
 
M rs. Barry rem em bers how  her daughter Cortney rose at 4 a.m . for years so she could attend a 
private sw im  practice before school. A  second practice follow ed in the afternoon. W eekends 
w ere for com petitions. Cortney is now  a standout freshm an at Delaw are after receiving a 
$10,000 annual athletic scholarship.  “I’m  very proud of her and it w as w orth it on m any levels, 
but not necessarily the ones everybody talks about,” M rs. Barry said. “It can take over your life. 
Getting up at 4 a.m . w as like having another baby again. And the expenses are significant; I 



know  I didn’t buy new  clothes for a w hile.  “But the hardest part is that nobody educates the 
parents on w hat’s really going on or w hat’s going to happen.” W hen they received the letter 
from  Delaw are inform ing them  of Cortney’s scholarship, she and her husband, Bob, w ere 
thrilled. L ater, they shared a quiet laugh, noting that the scholarship m ight just defray the cost 
of the last couple of years of Cortney’s youth sports sw im  career. 

 
T he paradox has caught the attention of M yles Brand, the president of the N .C.A.A.  “T he youth 
sports culture is overly aggressive, and w hile the opportunity for an athletic scholarship is not 
trivial, it’s easy for the opportunity to be overexaggerated by parents and advisers,” M r. Brand 
said in a telephone interview . “T hat can skew  behavior and, based on the num bers, lead to 
unrealistic expectations.”  Instead, M r. Brand said, fam ilies should focus on academ ics.  “T he 
real opportunity is taking advantage of how  eager institutions are to rew ard good students,” he 
said. “In A m erica’s colleges, there is a system  of discounting for academ ic achievem ent. M ost 
people w ith good academ ic records aren’t paying full sticker price. W e don’t w ant people to 
stop playing sports; it’s good for them . But the best opportunity available is to try to im prove 
one’s academ ic qualifications.” T he m ath of athletic scholarships is com plicated and w idely 
m isunderstood. 

 
Despite com m on references in new s m edia reports, there is no such thing as a four-year 
scholarship.  All N .C.A.A. athletic scholarships m ust be renew ed and are not guaranteed year to 
year, som ething stated in bold letters on the organization’s W eb site for student-athletes. 
N early every scholarship can be canceled for alm ost any reason in any year, although it is 
unclear how  often that happens. 

 
In 2003-4, N .C.A.A. institutions gave athletic scholarships am ounting to about 2 percent of the 
6.4 m illion athletes playing those sports in high school four years earlier. Despite the 
considerable attention paid to sports, the select group of athletes barely registers statistically 
am ong the 5.3 m illion students at N .C.A.A. colleges and universities.  

 
S cholarships are typically split and distributed to a handful, or even, say, 20, athletes because 
m ost institutions do not fully finance the so-called nonrevenue sports like soccer, baseball, golf, 
lacrosse, volleyball, softball, sw im m ing, and track and field. Colleges offering these sports often 
pay for only five or six full scholarships, w hich are often sliced up to cover an entire team . S om e 
sports have one or tw o full scholarships, or none at all.  T he N .C.A.A. also restricts by sport the 
num ber of scholarships a college is allow ed to distribute, and the num bers for m ost team s are 
tiny w hen com pared w ith Division I football and its 85-scholarship lim it.  A  fully financed m en’s 



Division I soccer team  is restricted to 9.9 full scholarships, for freshm en to seniors. T hese are 
typically divvied up am ong as m any as 25 or 30 players. A  m ajority of N .C.A.A. m em bers do not 
reach those lim its and are not fully financed in m ost of their sports. 

 
M s. M ilhous, w hose Villanova field hockey team  plays in the com petitive Big East Conference, 
m ust m ake tough choices in recruiting. T he N .C.A.A. perm its Division I field hockey team s to 
have 12 full scholarships, but her team  has few er. “I tell parents of recruits I have eight 
scholarships, and they say: ‘W ow , eight a year? T hat’s great,’ ” she said. “And I say: ‘N o, eight 
over four or five years of recruits. And I’ve got 22 girls on our team .’ ” T hat can m ean a $2,000 
scholarship, w hich surprises parents.  “T hey m ight argue w ith m e,” M s. M ilhous said. “But the 
fact is I’ve got girls getting from  $2,000 to $20,000, and it all has to add up to eight scholarships. 
It’s very subjective, and rem em ber, w hat I get to give out is also determ ined by how  m any 
seniors I’ve got leaving.” 

 
T w o Brothers, T w o S tories 
Joe T aylor, a soccer player at Villanova, received a scholarship w orth half his roughly $40,000 in 
college costs w hen he graduated from  a suburban P hiladelphia high school three years ago. He 
had spent years on one of the top travel soccer team s in the country, F.C. Delco, and had 
several college aid offers. “It w as still a huge dogfight to get w hatever you can get,” M r. T aylor 
said. “Everyone is scram bling. T here are so m any good players, and nobody understands how  
few  get to keep playing after high school.” 

 
In 2003-4, there w as the equivalent of one full N .C.A.A. m en’s soccer scholarship available for 
about every 145 boys w ho w ere playing high school soccer four years earlier. “T here’s a lot of 
luck involved really,” M r. T aylor said. “I can pinpoint a tim e w hen I w as suddenly heavily 
recruited. It w as after a tournam ent in L ong Island the sum m er after m y junior year. I scored a 
few  goals. T he Villanova coach w as there, and so w ere som e other college coaches. W ithin a 
couple of days, m y in-box w as full of e-m ails. I’ve w ondered, W hat w ould have happened if 
didn’t play w ell that day?” 

 
M r. T aylor has a younger brother, P at, w ho follow ed in his footsteps, playing on the sam e 
national-level travel team  and for the sam e O lym pic developm ental program . “He did 
everything I did, and in som e w ays I think he’s a better player than m e,” Joe said. “But you 
know , I think he didn’t have the big gam e w hen the right college coaches w ere there. He didn’t 
get the m oney offers I did.” P at T aylor is a freshm an at L oyola College in Baltim ore. T hough 
recruited, he did not m ake the soccer team  during tryouts last fall. “I feel terrible for him  —  he 



w orked as hard as I did for all those years,” Joe T aylor said.  T heir father, Chris T aylor, said he 
once calculated w hat he spent on the boys’ soccer careers. “T en thousand per kid per year is 
not an unreasonable estim ate,” he said. “But w e never looked at it as a financial transaction. 
You are m isguided if you do it for that reason. You cannot recoup w hat you put in if you think of 
it that w ay. It w as their passion —  still is —  and w e w anted to indulge that. “S o w hat if w e 
didn’t take vacations for a few  years.” 

 
P at T aylor, w ho started playing soccer at 4, said it took him  about a m onth to accept that his 
dream  of playing varsity soccer on scholarship in college w ould not happen. He looks back 
fondly on his youth career but also w ishes he knew  at the start w hat he know s now  about the 
process. “T he w hole thing really is a crapshoot, but no one ever says that out loud,” he said. 
“O n every team  I played on, every single person there thought for sure that they w ould play in 
college. I thought so, too. Just by the num bers, it’s com pletely unrealistic. “And if I had it to do 
over, I w ould have skipped a practice every now  and then to go to a concert or a m ovie w ith m y 
friends. I m issed out on a lot of things for soccer. I w ish I could have som e of that tim e back.” 


