
 

PART 1 – WHY COLLEGE SWIMMING 

College swimming is a unique opportunity to experience college and get a degree.  There are wide range of swimming 

programs throughout the country with varying levels of commitment, competition and support.  Over 600 schools offer 

swimming programs to over 24,000 varsity swimmers throughout the country.  Most schools also offer competitive 

swim clubs – intramural versions of varsity programs – to students who don’t wish to make the commitment to varsity 

swimming, but want to stay in the water.   

Some benefits of collegiate swimming include:  

 Peer support 

 Coaches support 

 Encourage academic achievement – swimming is a non-revenue sport, athletic departments expect swimmers to 

maintain a high GPA 

 Academic support & resources, medical services and support staff 

 Swim parents are immediately connected to their athletes closest peers 

 Swimmers make desirable employees because of their work ethic 

What does college swimming look like: 

 Number of hours allowed and session dates are determined by the division of the school: NCAA D1, D2 & D3, 

NAIA, NJCAA, etc. 

 The university provides resources to the program 

 Team size can range from 10-40 athletes and can be separated by gender or combined as one team 

 In the NCAA swimmers have a set season (usually starting a week after classes begin through a championship 

meet in March).  Activity is limited to 20 hours per week.  Outside of the season the coach can only require 8 

hours of activity until the summer when they can host their own cub swimming programs 

 Most programs use their full 20 hours as swim practice and/or weight sessions 

 Each season usually consists of 6-13 dual meets, a late fall invitational meet, a conference championship meet 

followed by a divisional championship 

 In the summer teams vary on what they require.  Highly competitive programs will have their own club team in 

the summer months.  Other schools will recommend club programs to help athletes get ready for the next 

season 

PART 2 – FINDING THE RIGHT FIT 

The first step as a student athlete is to begin researching schools, and look for a school that fits what you want 

academically, athletically and environmentally.  There are many options that offer a unique experience as a student-

athlete.  The most important part in finding the right fit is becoming self-aware of your interests, learning styles, 

motivation, values, living preference, social tendencies, etc.  This can be a fluid process and you may find that what 
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you want will change over time.  Work with your parents, teachers and coaches to answer the questions below to 

help you figure out what you are looking for out of the college experience. 

Family and Character Values: 

 What values do you strive to live by?  What environment do you need to be in to uphold these values? 

 Where is your key support group located?   

 Are you comfortable with being away from home? 

 What role do finances play in your decision? 

Academic Values: 

 How do you learn best?  

 Do you do well in big learning environments or small? 

 Have you identified a field of study you are interested in?   

 How would that field of study blend with your swimming commitments? 

 Are you self-sufficient with your studies or do you need guidance and reminders along the way? 

Athletic Values: 

 How do you learn to trust a coach and what gives you confidence? 

 How important are teammates to you? 

 What do you struggle with in practice and meets? 

 What are your long and short term goals? 

 Do you thrive in a highly competitive environment? 

 Do you prefer to contribute to the team indirectly or do you love to be the star swimmer? 

PART 3 – HOW TO SEARCH FOR AND COMPARE SCHOOLS 

There are many search and comparison tools available to you – and it can be overwhelming at times.  Here are a few 

suggestions on where to start:  

 US News Education (www.usnews.com/education) and College Board (www.collegeboard.org) – both sites 

have search tools that can help you filter and sort by a large number of categories.  This is a good starting 

point.  Get a feel for what you like and how it affects cost, athletics, etc. 

 College Swimming website (www.collegeswimming.com) – this site offers team profiles, rankings, times and 

more. This site will give you a good feel for how you fit athletically into swimming programs across the 

country.  Look at the depth chart for a school and look at conference meet results.  This will give you a good 

feel for the times a coach is looking for.  

 Take a Trip – visit college campuses.  Most schools offer a quick tour and give highlights and information 

about the school.  Don’t limit your options just because you have not heard of a school before 

 Talk to other people (teammates, former teammates, coaches, teachers, etc.).  Ask specific questions about 

the school (why did you choose it, what did you like about it, what were some of your favorite classes?).  

Learn about what is available. 

 Follow some of the teams you are interested in on social media – this will give you an inside look at the 

team’s culture. 

http://www.collegeswimming.com/


The goal as you look is to compare schools – looking at all of the components that make up a school – to determine 

which the best fit is for you.  As you start on this journey your likes and dislikes will become more obvious.  

 

PART 4 – WHAT SHOULD I BE DOING NOW? 

1. 10TH GRADE – Make a long list of schools (15-20) 

 The parts above should help you in this process 

 Start to learn what options are available to you – liberal arts, engineering, big school, small school, big city, 

small town, close to home, far from home, etc. 

 ESTABLISH & MAINTAIN A GOOD GPA – This has to happen NOW! 

2.  11TH GRADE – Shorten the list 

 Get ready for recruiting and communication 

 The goal by the spring is to shorten your list to 5-8 schools 

 Take standardized tests – ACT & SAT (and report those scores to NCAA) 

 Register with NCAA Clearinghouse (www.eligibilitycenter.org) 

 Colleges can start communicating with you – initially by email only.  Take advantage of this with the schools 

you are interested in and let them know your interest.  SWIMMERS SHOULD BE DOING THE 

COMMUNICATION, NOT PARENTS. 

 Market Yourself – especially for your reach schools.  You can fill out an online questionnaire to let schools 

know you are interested in them.  You can also send in updated times, test scores, and any other exciting 

information throughout the year 

 Send out videos of your races 

 Before beginning your senior year – know the admissions policies and financial cost for your top choices 

3.  12TH GRADE – FINAL CHOICE 

 Visit teams and compare your top choices 

 Senior year will not look the same for all student-athletes.  You can take up to 5 official recruiting visits and 

unlimited unofficial visits where you can spend time at practice and with the team.  Your recruiting visit is 

very much an interview – how you conduct yourself on this trip will be very important to the team and the 

coaches. 

 To accept a scholarship you will sign a National Letter of Intent (NLI) – but many athletes walk on by giving a 

verbal commitment and completing the application process.  

PART 5 – THE RECRUITING PROCESS – FROM A COLLEGE COACH’S PERSPECTIVE 

No two college coaches will approach recruiting exactly the same.  All are governed by strict rules regarding when, 

how often and even why they can speak to or contact you.  However, all coaches have a similar goal: to bring in the 

best student-athletes for their program.  Here are some pointers from the coach’s perspective:  

 Coaches are not just looking for fast swimmers –  they want student-athletes that are a good fit for the team 

and the school 

 Coaches will use USA Swimming database to get an idea of your times.  They will also contact club coaches 

and use these resources to create a list of recruitable athletes.  

http://www.eligibilitycenter.org/


 Recruiting services are not always easy for college coaches to work with 

 Coaches will stop recruiting an athlete who is rude, self-centered, disrespectful or undisciplined.  A recruited 

student athlete is also being interviewed by the coach.  Coaches are looking for an athlete who will add to 

the program both in and out of the pool. 

 Coaches are looking for athletes to take ownership of the recruiting process – they do not want to hear from 

parents.  

 Grades are very important and often poor grades are a deal breaker for a coach 

 Coaches talk to hundreds of recruits each season – be respectful of their time but persistent.  Find a way to 

stand out by speaking confidently, replying quickly, and being honest.  

Scholarship 

 Money for each school is limited by the NCAA, division and the school itself.  Many programs do not offer 

full scholarships.  Division 1 men’s programs can distribute 9.9 scholarships to the whole team and women’s 

programs 14.5.  Be realistic about what to expect.  

 Scholarships are awarded on achievement, not potential.  Best times that score at conference championship 

meets are key. 

 Scholarships can be athletic, academic, or both 

 If you find a school that is a great fit – have a discussion about the importance of scholarship with your 

family 

PART 6 – THE RECRUITING PROCESS FROM A STUDENT ATHLETE PERSPECTIVE 

The NCAA deems any student who is eligible to compete in NCAA athletics a “recruitable student-athlete”.  This 

applies to ANY student who is looking to compete in college sports. Here are some things to be aware of during the 

recruiting process 

 Get your information out there – make sure up to date contact information is on your NCAA eligibility center 

profile.  Create an up to date profile on collegeswimming.com.  Put together a one page resume that 

includes pictures, times, GPA, test scores and all other important information 

 Don’t be afraid to make contact – reach out to your top choices via email or completing an online 

questionnaire.  This will ensure coaches have your contact info and know you are interested.  Make it easy 

for coaches.  

 Respond to all programs – even if you are not interested, answer and return calls and emails quickly.  

Coaches talk to each other and a polite athlete is highly sought after.  

 Plan ahead and talk about scholarships – know what you and your family are looking for and be respectful in 

letting a coach make an offer.  Your goal is to find the best fit – not the most money 

 You have to apply and be accepted – keep track of application deadlines, processes and ask any questions 

you have early.  Maintain a good GPA. 

Recruiting Visits 

 Whether official or unofficial – visit schools to meet coaches and athletes and to experience the school.  

REMEMBER THIS IS AN INTERVIEW. 

 Many college will begin to set up visits starting July 1st before your senior year.  Knowing which schools you 

would like to visit will help you in this process.  



 DO NOT DRINK! – The consequences and bad reputation you can create could cost you scholarship and 

admission into a choice school.   

 Be prepared with questions (See below for a list of questions) 

 Most schools will offer you a chance to swim on your trip – coaches are not allowed to watch or coach you, 

but some may make note of whether or not you choose to swim.  It is suggested to bring a workout or some 

guidelines with you and take advantage of the opportunity to get a feel for the pool.   

 The most important thing is to learn about the school, coaches, and team.  Do they value the same things 

that you do?  Do their goals align with yours?  Are you inspired and motivated by them? 

 Ask yourself – what can I add to this program?  How can help this team reach its goals? 

 Send a thank you note/email after you have visited a school – this is another way you can set yourself apart 

from other recruits. 

 Have an idea of the costs of the school – this will help you be able to talk to the coach about scholarships.   

Questions to Ask a College Coach 

 What is your training philosophy?  How do you construct and organize your practices/groups? 

 Is it ok if I have never lifted before?  Will I go straight into heavy lifting? 

 Do athletes get their own dorms?  Do we usually room with another swimmer or athletes? 

 If speaking to an assistant – what is the head coach like?  What is their personality on deck?  

 Is academic support provided for athletes? 

 What kind of swimmers are you looking to bring in? (i.e. distance, IM, sprint, etc).  

 How can I add value to your program? 

 What are the team goals for the next five years?  How can I contribute to these goals? 

 Does the head coach plan to stay at the college? 

 Does the team do things together outside of swimming? 

 Do you have scholarship money available to swimmers?  (or are you a fully funded team) 

 How long have you been coaching?  How long have you been at your school?  

 What is the highlight of your coaching career so far?  

 What motivates you to continue to coach? 

 

 


