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Introduction

Scan the sports pages this time of year, or almost any time of year for that matter, and someone, somewhere, will make reference to athletic scholarships as “free rides” or “full rides”. Significantly, on a Website offering advice to high school football players about how to get recruited, the author notes, “College football is a ‘head count’ sport which means that the sports scholarships that are offered are ‘FULL-RIDE” (College Football Scholarships and Recruiting Information, n.d.).  In an article revealing the complexities associated with athletic scholarships, sports journalist Bill Pennington (2008) wrote, “Excluding the glamour sports of football and basketball, the average N.C.A.A. athletic scholarship is nowhere near a full ride….” (n.p.).  Although Pennington was attempting to contrast scholarships given to what are commonly referred to as “revenue-producing” athletes and “non-revenue producing” athletes his implication was off the mark from the standpoint that whether referred to as a “full ride” or “free ride”, neither exists for college athletes regardless of their sport.  

As a matter of record, NCAA regulations define an athletic scholarship, or what is called a full grant-in-aid as “financial aid that consists of tuition and fees, room and board, and required course-related books” (NCAA Staff, 2008, p. 171).   What this means is that the formula on which the athletic scholarship is based predicts that athletes, even the most highly visible and most successful, will not receive a full ride during their collegiate careers because of a gap between what the scholarship covers and what the cost of attendance (COA) at a given school is.  
In many respects, this defies logic and the concept of the full ride has taken hold among sportswriters, college sport fans, and most importantly, among college athlete recruits themselves.   Rather than receiving an all expenses paid college education, athletes who are the recipients of a full scholarship still have bills to pay associated with their schooling.  

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the shortfall between the cost of attendance at each NCAA Division I college and university and what a full athletic scholarship covers.   Several sources of information were searched in compiling the data used for this study.  Websites for each of the 336 NCAA Division I colleges and universities were accessed to identify cost of attendance information for the academic year 2008-2009.  Most frequently, cost of attendance data was found in the section of the Website for prospective students seeking admission information or in the section offering information about financial aid.  Data was also mined from the United States Department of Education National Center for Education Statistics (NCES).
Methodology
A data file for each school was created in an excel file with categories of expenses other than for room and board, fees, tuition, books, and other expenses.   The estimated scholarship shortfall represents the sum of expenses included in the COA that cannot be covered by a full grant in aid scholarship per NCAA rules.   .  The scholarship shortfall is an objective estimate of the expenses an athlete on full scholarship should anticipate and expect to pay.  
Fact Checking

When the database was fully compiled, the National College Players Association (NCPA) sent a copy of each institutional record on file to the director of athletics at each institution in the study to verify and fact check.   Of the 336 directors of athletics with whom the data were shared, 11 responded about the shortfall estimates reported.  Of those 11, four had general inquiries, four expressed concerns that were resolved through correspondence, and two did not respond when the NCPA sought great clarification.  One institutional representative did indicate disagreement with the reported estimates but did not provide any supporting data to refute the data as reported.  
Major Findings

Based on the estimated scholarship shortfalls across the 336 NCAA Division I colleges and universities included in this study, the average estimated scholarship shortfall was $2,763 per year.  Projected out over a four year period, a student on a full scholarship would bear of debt of $11,050.  Over a five year period of time, that debt would rise to $13,813.  

The data revealed that NCAA scholarship limitations can leave a full scholarship athlete with expenses ranging from as low as $200 up to $6,000 per year depending on the institution.  For athletes attending schools with the largest gaps, this means that their educational expenses will exceed $30,000 over a five year span of time.  
As Table 1. shows, the top ten schools with the largest estimated scholarship shortfalls include the University of Central Arkansas, Utah Valley State College, Miami University (Ohio), University of Tennessee (Knoxville), Charleston Southern University, the University of Louisville, Saint Louis University, East Tennessee State University, University of Missouri (Kansas City), and Indiana University-Purdue University at Indianapolis.  

Table 1.  

Top 10 Schools With Largest Scholarship Shortfall 
	Rank
	University
	1 Yr.
	4 Yr.
	5 Yr.

	1st
	Indiana University-Purdue University at Indianapolis
	$6,120
	$24,480
	$30,600

	2nd
	University of Missouri, Kansas City
	$5,930
	$23,720
	$29,650

	3rd
	East Tennessee State University
	$5,868
	$23,472
	$29,340

	4th
	Saint Louis University
	$5,613
	$22,452
	$28,065

	5th
	University of Louisville
	$5,391
	$21,564
	$26,955

	6th
	Charleston Southern University
	$5,283
	$21,132
	$26,415

	7th
	University of Tennessee, Knoxville
	$5,154
	$20,616
	$25,770

	8th
	Miami University (Ohio)
	$5,098
	$20,392
	$25,490

	9th
	Utah Valley State College
	$5,076
	$20,304
	$25,380

	10th
	University of Central Arkansas
	$5,011
	$20,044
	$25,055


The top ten schools with the smallest scholarship shortfall include the State University of New York at Binghamton, The Citadel, University of North Florida, University of Richmond, Tulane University, Providence College, College of the Holy Cross, Colgate University, Gardner-Webb University, and the University of South Carolina Upstate.  
Table 2

Top 10 Schools With Smallest Scholarship Shortfall 
	Rank
	University
	1 Yr.
	4 Yr.
	5 Yr.

	327th
	State University of New York at Binghamton
	$1,000
	$4,000
	$5,000

	328th
	The Citadel
	$1,000
	$4,000
	$5,000

	329th
	University of North Florida
	990
	$3,960
	$4,950

	330th
	University of Richmond
	$990
	$3,960
	$4,950

	331st
	Tulane University
	$936
	$3,744
	$4,680

	332nd
	Providence College
	$921
	$3,684
	$4,605

	333rd
	College of the Holy Cross
	$900
	$3,600
	$4,500

	334th
	Colgate University
	$875
	$3,500
	$4,375

	335th
	Gardner-Webb University
	$700
	$2,800
	$3,500

	336th
	University of South Carolina Upstate
	200
	$800
	$1,000


Implications
For so long, highly recruited athletes and many average Americans have been influenced by the idea that the athletes who generate the most income for NCAA Division I programs are minimally receiving an education at no cost to them or their family members.  When the schematic of the athletic scholarship, as constructed by NCAA regulations is examined more closely, it becomes clear that athletic scholarships do not constitute free rides to college.  

This mythology is regrettable because it calls into question the motives of those who have perpetuated this belief for so long while also demonstrating the degree to which the athletes around whom the college sport enterprise is built are trapped in a set of NCAA regulations that adversely affects them and prohibits them from advocating in their own best interest.  And advocacy these athletes need.

The financial aid process can be a daunting one for any young person and their family members going through college today,  For athletes from disadvantaged backgrounds whose families may not have had a great deal of experience with higher education, decoding what is going on can be particularly difficult and stressful.  To find out after an athlete has committed to a school that the scholarship does not cover all expenses can be devastating to a family of modest means.  Given the state of the economy, such a revelation has the potential to threaten the well-being of an entire family.  

With information, highly recruited athletes and their families will be better able to make choices and to assess their options.  

Will this information make the recruiting process more difficult for coaches?  Potentially.  However, in a college sport marketplace where college coaches are increasingly using sales approaches to persuade highly recruited athletes to commit to their institution (Tudor, 2009), empowering athletes with information that will allow them to ask questions and realistically understand what the financial obligations of being a scholarship athlete are seems only fair.  
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