         What’s the difference and what kind of school is right for me?

Why would an athlete sign with a D1 school, a D1AA school, a D2 school, a NAIA school or a D3 school?  
D1 member institutions have to sponsor at least seven sports for men and seven for women (or six for men and eight for women) with two team sports for each gender. There are also contest and participant minimums for each sport, as well as scheduling criteria. For example, for sports other than football and basketball, Division I schools must play 100 percent of the minimum number of contests against Division I opponents.

D2 institutions have to sponsor at least five sports for men and five for women, (or four for men and six for women), with two team sports for each gender. There are also contest and participant minimums for each sport but they are not as stringent as for DI schools. Division 2 teams usually feature a number of local or in-state student-athletes. Many Division 2 student-athletes pay for school through a combination of scholarship money, grants, student loans and employment earnings.

D3 institutions have to sponsor at least five sports for men and five for women, with two team sports for each gender. There are minimum contest and participant minimums for each sport. Division 3 athletics features student-athletes who receive no financial aid related to their athletic ability and athletic departments are staffed and funded like any other department in the university. D3 athletics departments place special importance on the impact of athletics on the participants rather than on the spectators. Unique from the D1 and D2 levels, D3 institutions can contact prospective recruits by phone or mail at any point in high school.

Be aware that at the D1 and D2 levels, athletics will be a huge part of your student life and you may have limited availability to college life outside of your respective sport. If sports have been an integral part of growing up, and you want to continue playing in college while receiving a first-rate education, a D3 school may be the right fit for you.

The NAIA is the National Association for Intercollegiate Athletics. It offers fewer sports and recruiting restrictions than the NCAA, but its level of play is similar to that of the NCAA II division. There are close to 300 schools in the NAIA, including Azusa Pacific University, Fisher College, and Eastern Oregon University. Schools that are part of the NAIA tend to be smaller in campus size and student enrollment, making this division a good choice for students looking for a supportive environment both on and off the playing field.

Tips
Of schools with a NCAA affiliation, only Division I and Division II schools may offer athletic scholarships. Division III schools — the most prestigious institutions — are precluded from offering athletic scholarships. Schools with other affiliations, such as NAIA, offer athletic scholarships according to the policies of the associations to which they belong.

Softball/Soccer/Volleyball/Lacrosse: The NCAA allows each Division 1 program 12 scholarships for female athletes. Coaches can “share” their allocation between a larger number of players. For example they can divide “12″ scholarships between a larger number of players and provide 25 partial instead of 12 full ride scholarships.

Good to Know: High school volleyball players should consider playing club volleyball because the high school season coincides with the collegiate season; most coaches actively recruit during the club season. A lot of college coaches search for prospective players at Junior Olympic Tournaments, national qualifiers and regional tournaments.

Good to Know: There is often more money available from June 15th-July 31st than there is April 1 to June 15th as schools are reacting to players lost to the draft, transfers, ineligibility and other attrition.

