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Visits, Offers, Financial Aid & Signing
From your first unofficial visit to signing day — and the JUCO / transfer plan B
	TRUTH
The closer you get to signing, the more important it is to slow down and read carefully. Offers, financial aid packages, and NIL contracts all have details that matter. Bring your parents, your high school coach, and ideally a third-party adult into every conversation.



Types of Offers
Committable Offer
1. The coach is actually offering you a scholarship and saying yes if you commit today.
1. Always ask directly: “Coach, is this a committable offer? If I say yes right now, do I have a scholarship?”
Verbal Offer (still non-binding)
1. All offers before you sign an NLI are technically non-binding.
1. Coaches can and do pull verbal offers. So can recruits — you can also decommit.
“Soft” or “Gray” Offer
1. Lots of programs hand out offers liberally to top recruits at camps.
1. Means “we're interested; come visit; don't sign anywhere yet.” It is NOT a committable scholarship.
1. Confirm with the position coach in writing whether the offer is committable.
Preferred Walk-On (PWO)
1. No scholarship at offer time, but a guaranteed roster spot and full team membership.
1. Can be converted to scholarship later (often after a year).
1. You pay tuition through a mix of family contribution, academic aid, financial aid, and federal loans.
Walk-On Tryout
1. Show up to open tryouts; no guarantees.
1. Most common at large FBS programs.


Verbal Commitment vs Binding
1. A verbal commitment is your public statement of intent.
1. It is NOT a contract. You can decommit. The coach can pull the scholarship.
1. Only the National Letter of Intent (NLI) — or, for JUCO, the NJCAA LOI — is binding.
1. Once you sign the NLI, your recruitment ends. The school can no longer contact you, and other schools must stop too.
Visits
	Visit Type
	Who Pays
	How Many
	Length
	When Allowed

	Unofficial Visit
	You and your family
	Unlimited
	Any length
	Anytime (HS junior year is when most happen)

	Official Visit
	The school (within NCAA limits)
	5 total (DI); 1 per school
	48 hours max
	Aug 1 before senior year through enrollment


What's included in an official visit
1. Round-trip transportation.
1. Lodging.
1. Three meals per day.
1. Tickets to a home game (if scheduled during a game weekend).
1. Reasonable entertainment within NCAA rules.
Smart visit prep
1. Bring a parent/guardian (the school can pay for theirs too on an official visit).
1. Plan questions: academic support, position depth chart, redshirt strategy, NIL collective, graduation rates, off-season schedule.
1. Meet the academic advisor and a current player at your position.
1. Eat in the cafeteria. Walk the dorms. Sit in a class if possible.
NCAA Recruiting Calendar
1. Quiet Period: coach can talk to you in person on their campus only.
1. Dead Period: no in-person contact at all (recruit or coach side). Visits paused.
1. Evaluation Period: coaches can watch and evaluate you in person, but no in-person recruiting conversations.
1. Contact Period: coaches can do in-person contact at school, at home, or off-campus.
Check the football-specific calendar each year on the NCAA website. The calendar drives when coaches can be aggressive and when they go dark.
Financial Aid Stack
	THE LESSON
At every level except FBS, your athletic scholarship is rarely a full ride on its own. The total package is a STACK: athletic aid + academic merit + need-based aid + outside scholarships + NIL. The smartest families maximize every layer.



Athletic Scholarships
1. Headcount sport (FBS): each scholarship must be a full ride.
1. Equivalency sports (FCS, D2, NAIA, NJCAA D1): coaches split their total scholarship budget across the roster. Most players get partial.
1. D3 / Ivy / Patriot Ivy / NJCAA D3 / CCCAA: zero athletic aid, but other aid layers can be very generous.
Academic Merit Aid
1. Most universities offer academic scholarships based on GPA and test scores.
1. Many of these stack on top of athletic aid (at D2/D3/NAIA in particular).
1. Ask the admissions office, not just the football office, for what's available.
Need-Based Aid (FAFSA)
1. File the FAFSA on or after October 1 of your senior year. Don't wait.
1. You'll need your family's prior-prior year tax info (e.g., 2025 taxes for a 2027 college start).
1. Each school will then send a financial-aid award letter that includes grants (free money), loans (must repay), and work-study.
1. D3 schools often have huge endowments that fund generous need-based packages — sometimes more than D2 athletic packages.
Outside Scholarships
1. Local civic groups (Rotary, Kiwanis, churches, employer scholarships).
1. Position-specific or sport-specific national scholarships.
1. Search using your high school counselor's scholarship list — they have one.


NIL (Name, Image, Likeness) — The Quick Version
	NIL IS LEGAL. PAY-FOR-PLAY (RECRUITING INDUCEMENT) IS STILL NOT.
NIL deals are signed between athletes and businesses/collectives to use their name, image, and likeness for marketing. Schools cannot pay you to attend. Collectives can pay you for your NIL after you enroll.



1. Coaches and collectives may discuss NIL value during recruiting, but specific “you'll get $X if you sign here” promises are recruiting-rule violations.
1. NIL income is taxable. The student-athlete is generally a 1099 contractor.
1. Read every NIL contract carefully. Many have exclusivity clauses or term lengths that outlast your college career.
1. Some states have stronger NIL frameworks than others. The NCAA's House settlement is reshaping this rapidly — confirm current rules each year.
1. NIL agents and reps exist. Be careful and consult your high school coach and family before signing anything.
The National Letter of Intent (NLI)
1. The NLI is your binding commitment to a school. When you sign, your recruitment ends.
1. Football has two NLI signing periods:
48. Early Signing Period: usually mid-December for FBS football.
48. Regular Signing Period: starts the first Wednesday in February (National Signing Day) and runs into spring.
1. You can only sign one NLI. Sign the one you intend to honor.
1. If you back out of an NLI, NCAA penalties can include lost seasons of eligibility at other schools.
The Junior College Pathway (JUCO)
1. Sign with an NJCAA D1 or D3 program out of high school (or California CCCAA).
1. Two seasons of football, then transfer to a four-year school.
1. Plan the academic path carefully:
53. Earn the right associate degree.
53. Take 24 NCAA-transferable credit hours per year.
53. Maintain a 2.5+ college GPA (varies by destination program).
1. JUCO athletes can sign an NJCAA Letter of Intent (NLI is NCAA-specific).
1. Best fits for JUCO: late bloomers, non-qualifiers, players from limited-exposure programs, and players who need a year to mature.

The Transfer Portal
1. Once you enroll, the NCAA Transfer Portal is the formal mechanism to be recruited by other schools.
1. Recent NCAA rule changes generally allow one transfer with immediate eligibility — but rules continue to evolve.
1. The portal opens and closes during specific windows each year (December and April/May for football).
1. Going into the portal is NOT a commitment to leave; you can withdraw if no offer materializes — but it sends a signal to your current staff.
Decommitment Etiquette
1. Tell the current head coach first, directly, by phone if possible.
1. Be honest about your reason without trashing the school or staff.
1. Make the public announcement after the private one.
1. Coaches talk. A clean decommit is remembered; an ugly one follows you.
Signing Day — What Actually Happens
1. Receive the NLI from the school (DocuSign or paper).
1. Read every line with a parent. Confirm: amount of athletic aid, room/board, books, length of scholarship.
1. Sign and have your parent/guardian co-sign (required if you're under 21).
1. Submit back to the school within 7 days of receipt.
1. Celebrate with your high school. Host a signing event if your school does them.
1. Send a thank-you note to every coach who recruited you — even the ones you turned down.



After Signing
1. Stay academically eligible. Senior-year grades still matter for the NCAA EC's final certification.
1. Send your final transcript to the NCAA EC after graduation.
1. Maintain your weight/conditioning per your new school's instructions.
1. Stay off recruiting social media — your recruitment is over. Don't engage with other programs.
1. Some schools want enrollees to attend summer enrollment / mid-year enrollment. Confirm dates.
Final Backup Plans
1. If you don't have a scholarship offer you can live with by signing day, take the PWO option at a school you love.
1. If no PWO fits, sign with a JUCO (NJCAA or CCCAA) and develop for two years.
1. If you don't get a JUCO offer, contact JUCO coaches directly through their roster pages — many JUCOs have late-spring open spots.
1. If football doesn't happen, take that energy and apply it to your degree. Plenty of student-athletes find a way back through tryouts, club programs, or the transfer portal after enrolling.
	OA GUARDIANS REMINDER
The journey doesn't end at signing day. It begins. The work that earned you a scholarship is the same work that will keep you on the field, in the classroom, and on track to graduate. Make us proud.



End of the OA Guardians College Recruiting Series. Questions? Talk to your position coach or head coach. We are in your corner.
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