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The letters started in September 2002. Each day, a few new ones bearing little football helmets found their way to Rory Rushlow’s home in Nedrow, N.Y. Every touchdown her son Michael Hart scored for Onondaga Central High School that year brought more letters. By the end, she was familiar with the zip codes of most of the major universities in the country. 

As Hart’s team bulldozed its way toward the Class D (New York State’s small high school division) state championship, the letters began to pile up. By the end of the year, Hart had amassed a state-record 61 touchdowns and the letter-filled shoeboxes were piling up in his bedroom. 

He was causing a stir in more than just Central New York. Football fans with no connection to Onondaga traveled many miles just to see the star running back play. Hart signed autographs at the McDonald’s down the street and the Dinosaur Bar-B-Cue in downtown Syracuse. The mailman wanted to meet the high school football player who was causing such a bulge in his delivery bag. Storage boxes filled up rapidly as some universities sent letters on the same day – before kickoff and after time expired in the fourth quarter.

Why do these universities invest so much time and money in direct mail campaigns? Because during much of the recruiting process, which officially begins on the first day of the athlete’s junior year in high school, coaches are not allowed to make personal or verbal contact with the recruit. The process is broken down into stages: Between that first day of school and the last day of April, the only way to contact a player is via mail. During May of the athlete’s junior year, coaches are allowed one phone call. After that, they can’t pick up the phone again until the next September. That’s where the letters come in – in droves.

Jeremy Crabtree, the college football recruiting expert for the website Rivals.com, says that regular letter-writing is one successful strategy.

“The most important thing is being consistent, that appeals to a lot of the kids. If they get a letter every day, it makes an impact,” Crabtree said by phone from his office in Kansas. “If they get a handwritten note from the head coach, it makes an impact, because the head coach took the time to write something.”

Every Saturday that fall, Rutgers sent handwritten letters to Hart. In two separate letters postmarked Sept. 21, recruiting coordinator Mark D’Onofrio told Hart about what the team did in advance of its game against the University of Pittsburgh.

“We’re getting ready to land in Pittsburgh…a bus will pick us up on the runway and take us straight to Heinz field for a walk-through,” D’Onofrio wrote in the first letter. In the other letter, he told Hart about how pumped up the team was for the big game against the Panthers. The next Saturday, two more letters came from Knoxville, Tenn., where the Scarlett Knights were preparing for a game against the University of Tennessee. Other letters wished Hart and his family a happy Thanksgiving and reminded the honor student to work hard in school.

Crabtree says that there is usually a clear progression to the letters. Initially they will be form letters that tout some element of the program or highlight an upcoming game. Those letters will be followed by handwritten notes which signify that a school is really serious about the player. Ultimately, after months of courtship that includes on-campus visits and overnight stays, the letters will contain scholarship offers.

Top recruits like Hart can help a team immediately – which can result in a multi-million dollar paycheck if a school qualifies for a major bowl game at the end of the season. Consequently, spending thousands of dollars each year on postage and stationery seems like a reasonable investment. So far, the investment in Hart seems to be paying off for the University of Michigan. He has been the starting running back for the Wolverines since the third game of the season and has already set the new school rushing record for a freshman. After a dramatic triple-overtime win over in-state rival Michigan State, the team is currently ranked 10th in the nation.

While most high school football players are not phenoms who break national records like Hart, many are treated that way by the schools that pursue them.

Dominic Natale, an 18-year-old senior who plays quarterback at the Hun School in Princeton, N.J, recently made a verbal commitment to attend Michigan State. A move to a private high school where he knew he would play as a junior, work with a personal coach and strong performances at football camps last summer resulted in18 scholarship offers. 

He said that some schools would send him three letters per day, but it was the sincerity expressed in letters from the coaches at Michigan State that made the difference in the end. Since Hun is a boarding school, Natale would go home on the weekends and find a box full of letters waiting for him, but the ones from Michigan State made the biggest impact.
Even though Rushlow said she ultimately got fed up with all the letters, after six months without them, she reluctantly admits to liking the attention.

“Since Mike left for school, I don’t really get any mail at all. I wish I would get something.”

She won’t have to wait too long. Her younger son Chris, a 10th-grader, is following in Michael’s footsteps at Onondaga High School, so a new batch of letters will be arriving soon.

-30-

Friedell
3
Recruiting Letters

