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subdivisions based on participation in men’s football. The 
Football Bowl Subdivision (D1-A) includes roughly 120 
schools that vie for spots in the major postseason bowl 
games.10 The Football Championship Subdivision (D1-AA) 
includes approximately the same number of institutions, 
which play football at a slightly less competitive level and 
participate in less prestigious bowl games during the post-
season. The third subdivision (D1-AAA) includes universities 
that compete in D1 but don’t have football teams (for 
example, DePaul University, Fairfield University, and George 
Mason University). In the NCAA’s Division II (D2), univer-
sities grant athletic scholarships but the numbers allowed 
are smaller. This division also imposes different regulations 
on recruiting athletes and the length of athletic seasons. D2 
includes 291 colleges and universities. In Division III (D3) 
students are not offered athletic scholarships, their practice 
and competition seasons are shorter, and there are bans on 
“redshirting,” the practice of holding first-year athletes out 
of competition to provide them with an additional year of 
competitive eligibility. There are 439 colleges and universi-
ties that are members of D3.

We next look at the recent trend in spending on athlet-
ics for colleges and universities broken out by the division 
in which they compete. Given the highly competitive nature 

of D1 sports, one might expect to see the largest increases in 
athletics spending per student-athlete at D1-A universities. As 
figure 3 shows, however, that isn’t so. Between the 2003–04 
and 2011–12 academic years, the largest percentage increase 
in inflation-adjusted median spending per student-athlete 
was at D3 institutions without football teams, where athlet-
ics spending rose by 112 percent beyond inflation during a 
seven-year period that encompassed the Great Recession. 
Indeed, spending in D3 with football also grew more quickly 
than in the most competitive D1-A division. Part of the 
explanation for this counterintuitive finding is the increased 
emphasis being placed on athletics in D3 institutions as a 
mechanism to boost enrollments. According to the National 
Federation of State High School Associations, 7.7 mil-
lion boys and girls played high school sports in 2012–13.11 
Student-athletes who don’t have the ability to earn a schol-
arship in D1 or D2 institutions but want and can afford to 
continue playing their sport are prime targets for D3 college 
admissions officers and coaches.

Figure 4 compares increases in overall undergraduate 
enrollment by institutional type. Although it isn’t possible to 
map NCAA divisions precisely onto the institutional divisions 
in the chart, the majority of D3 colleges and universities are 
private four-year colleges. As figure 4 shows, the increase in 

Figure 4			
Percentage Change in Undergraduate Enrollment and Number of Student-Athletes, 2003–04 to 2010–11
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	 Note:  For institutions reporting athletics data in the selected years. The number of athletes is duplicated across all sports.				  
					   
	 Source: US Department of Education Equity in Athletics Disclosure Act website (http://ope.ed.gov/athletics), data files for the selected categories of institutions 
for 2003–04 and 2010–11. Tabulation by Saranna Thornton. 


