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The Recruiting Roadmap
A grade-by-grade plan to play college football: NCAA, NAIA, or JUCO
	READ THIS FIRST
This is the master overview of the OA Guardians college-recruiting series. If you only read one document, read this one. It tells you what to do, in what year, to give yourself the best chance to play at the next level. The other seven documents go deep on each topic.



The Honest Starting Point
Roughly 7% of high school football players go on to play in college at any level (NCAA, NAIA, or NJCAA), and only about 2% reach NCAA Division I. Those numbers sound discouraging, but here is the truth that matters more: most players who do play college football were not the obvious blue-chip recruits in 9th grade. They put in three or four years of deliberate work — on the field, in the classroom, on film, and online — and they got themselves seen.
College football is not just FBS scholarships on TV. There are over 800 college football programs across NCAA D1 (FBS and FCS), D2, D3, NAIA, and the NJCAA junior college system. There is a fit for almost every player who is willing to put in the work. This series will show you how to find that fit.
The Three Pillars
Every successful recruiting effort stands on three pillars. Weak in one and you will struggle. Strong in all three and you will get opportunities.
1. Academics
This is the single biggest factor that gets overlooked. Coaches cannot recruit a player who will not be admitted or who will not be eligible. A strong GPA and the right NCAA core courses literally open doors that talent alone will not. Strong academics also unlock D3, Ivy-style aid, and academic scholarships that stack on top of athletic aid.
2. Film and Verified Performance
Highlight film is your résumé. Verified measurables (height, weight, 40 time, etc.) are your references. Without them, coaches cannot evaluate you. Junior-year film is the most important piece of tape you will ever produce.

3. Exposure and Self-Marketing
College coaches have hundreds of players to evaluate. They will not find you on their own unless you are a top-100 recruit. Camps, combines, emails, social media, and unofficial visits are how you put yourself in front of them.
Grade-By-Grade Roadmap
The work is different in each year. Here is what to focus on in each grade, and roughly when.
8th Grade and the Summer Before 9th
1. Lift, run, and play. Build an athletic base. Do not specialize too early — multi-sport athletes tend to develop better long-term.
1. Start a clean digital footprint. Lock down or scrub anything embarrassing on existing accounts. Coaches search names.
1. Focus on study habits. The transition to high school grades is where many athletes fall behind early.
1. Understand the NCAA core-course list with your guidance counselor before you schedule freshman classes.
9th Grade — Build the Foundation
Football
1. Compete for varsity or top-level reps. Even a few varsity snaps as a freshman matters.
1. Keep ALL game film. Save sophomore-year clips because they will become part of your early highlight tape.
1. Get measured honestly: height, weight, 40, vertical, broad. Track in a notes file each season.
Academics
1. Target a 3.5+ GPA. Sophomore and junior GPAs are weighted heaviest by the NCAA Eligibility Center, but a weak freshman year drags everything down.
1. Take the right NCAA core courses (4 years English, 3 years math starting at Algebra I, 2 years science with lab, etc.). See Doc 4.
Off the Field
1. Clean up social media. Create a separate “recruiting” X (Twitter) account if you want — see Doc 6.
1. Start a recruiting binder or digital folder: stats sheets, transcripts, awards, headshot in uniform.



10th Grade — Get on the Map
Football
1. Earn varsity reps. Film matters now.
1. Build a basic Hudl profile with junior varsity and varsity clips. See Doc 5.
1. Attend 1–2 college camps over the summer. Pick schools that realistically recruit your level.
1. Attend a verified combine (Rivals, On3, 247, Under Armour, NUC, etc.) to lock in measurables. See Doc 7.
Academics
1. Take the PSAT as a baseline.
1. Stay on the core-course track. Algebra II, geometry, biology, chemistry, English II all count.
Recruiting Admin
1. Create a free NCAA Eligibility Center “Profile Page” at eligibilitycenter.org. (Free until you upgrade to a Certification Account later.)
1. Start a master list of target colleges (use realistic, reach, and safety tiers).
1. Email coaches a short introduction with your Hudl link, GPA, position, measurables, and a sentence on why their program. See Doc 5 template.
11th Grade — THE Year
	WHY JUNIOR YEAR IS EVERYTHING
Coaches make their initial cuts based on junior-year film. By signing day of your senior year, most scholarship offers have already been made. Treat junior year — and the spring/summer after it — like the most important nine months of your recruiting life. Because it is.



Football
1. Be the leader on your team. Coaches ask high school coaches about character before they even watch tape.
1. Build a polished junior highlight tape (3–5 minutes, best plays first, every clip spotlights you). Release it the day after your season ends — no later.
1. Camp circuit in the summer: target the schools at your level. Plan an itinerary of 3–5 college camps and at least one verified combine.
1. Show up to your team's 7-on-7 and showcase events if your position benefits.
Academics
1. Take the SAT or ACT in the spring. Take it again in summer or fall of senior year if needed.
1. Lock a GPA you can defend. Junior-year grades close out the “locked” GPA the NCAA uses for D1 eligibility.
1. Stay on top of your 10/7 rule — 10 NCAA core courses completed before senior year, 7 in English/math/science. See Doc 3.
Recruiting Admin
1. Upgrade to a full NCAA Eligibility Center Certification Account ($100 domestic). Pay the fee. Don't put it off.
1. Register with PlayNAIA.org if NAIA is a target ($100).
1. Mass email coaches at every level on your list. Position coach first, recruiting coordinator second, head coach last.
1. Take unofficial visits — you and your family pay your way, and you can take as many as you want at any time during junior year.
1. Track every interaction in a spreadsheet: coach name, school, date, response, next step.
12th Grade — Closing the Deal
Football
1. Senior film matters less than junior film for early offers but a strong senior season can move you up tiers or earn late offers.
1. If you don't have offers by December of senior year, pivot hard: JUCO, NAIA, D2, D3, or preferred walk-on. All are real paths.
Academics
1. Take the SAT/ACT one more time if it will help.
1. Have your high school send your final transcript to the NCAA Eligibility Center after graduation.
1. Complete the FAFSA on October 1. Do not wait — financial aid for some schools is first-come-first-served.
Recruiting Admin
1. Official visits can start August 1 before your senior year. You get 5 official visits paid for by schools.
1. Initial NLI signing period for FBS is typically late December (early signing day). Regular signing period runs into February.
1. If JUCO is the path, the NJCAA Letter of Intent has its own timeline — see Doc 8.
1. Submit college applications by each school's deadline (often Nov 1 or Jan 1). Athletic interest does not skip this step.



Critical Dates Calendar
	When
	What
	Why it matters

	Spring of 8th grade
	Schedule freshman courses with counselor
	Make sure freshman classes count as NCAA core courses

	Summer before 10th
	Start basic Hudl profile
	Coaches need somewhere to find you

	Summer before 10th
	Open free NCAA EC Profile Page
	Get into the system early

	Spring 10th
	Take PSAT
	Baseline for SAT prep

	Summer before 11th
	Verified combine + 1–2 college camps
	First real evaluation moments

	Spring 11th
	First SAT or ACT
	Test scores feed sliding scale

	End of 11th season
	Release junior highlight film
	Single most important piece of tape

	Summer before 12th
	Upgrade to NCAA EC Certification Account
	Required before signing

	Aug 1 before 12th
	Official visits become allowed
	Up to 5 paid visits

	Oct 1 senior year
	Submit FAFSA
	Aid offers depend on it

	Late Dec senior year
	Early NLI signing day (football)
	Most FBS scholarships sign here

	First Wed Feb
	National Signing Day (regular)
	Late offers and remaining classes sign

	After HS graduation
	Send final transcript to NCAA EC
	Required for certification




Realistic Family Conversation: Cost
Recruiting is not free. Families should plan for these line items so the money does not become the reason a player misses an opportunity:
1. Hudl subscription: usually covered by your high school team, but personal upgrades cost ~$15–30/month.
1. Combines: $50–$150 per event.
1. College camps: $50–$100 registration, plus travel/hotel. Budget $300–$700 per out-of-state camp weekend.
1. Recruiting services: optional and controversial — see Doc 5. Usually not worth it for most players.
1. NCAA Eligibility Center: $100 domestic, $160 international (subject to change — verify on the NCAA EC site).
1. PlayNAIA: $100 (subject to change).
1. SAT/ACT prep + test fees: $200–$1,000 depending on prep approach.
1. Highlight film editing: free on Hudl; $50–$300 if you hire a professional editor.
If the Big Schools Aren't Calling
Most recruits do not have FBS offers piling up. That is normal. Here are the realistic pivots:
1. JUCO (NJCAA or CCCAA): two-year programs that develop players and re-introduce them to four-year schools. The classic late-bloomer pathway.
1. D2 and D3: hundreds of programs, real football, often closer to home. D3 has NO athletic scholarships but academic and need aid frequently rivals D2 athletic packages.
1. NAIA: often overlooked, less restrictive recruiting rules, real scholarships, real pathways to pro tryouts and graduate work.
1. Preferred walk-on (PWO): you're invited to camp, you have a roster spot, you can earn a scholarship. Many starters at Power 4 schools started this way.
1. Prep school / postgrad: an extra year to add film, grades, and physical development. Less common in football than basketball but exists.




	OA GUARDIANS REMINDER
Talk to your high school head coach early and often. He or she is the single most important voice in your recruitment. College coaches call high school coaches. Make sure yours has good things to say.



What's Next
This document is the overview. The other seven guides in the series go deeper:
1. Doc 2: The Levels Explained — NCAA D1/D2/D3, NAIA, JUCO
1. Doc 3: NCAA Eligibility Center — how to register and stay eligible
1. Doc 4: Academic Game Plan — GPA, core courses, SAT/ACT
1. Doc 5: Highlight Film & Coach Outreach — Hudl, recruit profile, emails
1. Doc 6: Social Media Playbook for Recruits
1. Doc 7: Stats, Measurables, Camps & Combines
1. Doc 8: Visits, Offers, Financial Aid & Signing Day

This series is published by the OA Guardians Football program at OAguardians.org. Always confirm specific rules, costs, and deadlines with the NCAA Eligibility Center, NAIA, NJCAA, and the schools recruiting you — recruiting rules and fees do change.
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