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E v o l v i n g  
S t u d e n t - C e n t r i c  

P r a c t i c e s

SAINT FRANCIS 
UNIVERSITY (PA) 
MOVING FROM NCAA 
DI TO DIII ATHLETICS:

T R A N S IT I O N I N G  T O  D IV I SI O N  I I I  EXC ELL EN C E
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I f  the Lord does  not  
bu i ld  the  house, in  
va in do the  bui lde rs  
labor.  

Ps 127:1
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Headwinds in
Athletics

Advancing Our Mission: 
Reclassifying Athletics to 

NCAA Division III
Guided by our Catholic and Franciscan values, Sain t Franci s University  is committed to prov iding a 

support ive, en riching, and transformat ive exper ience for  every student. To better  al ign with this miss ion, the 
Board of Trustees voted  to begin the process o f reclassif ying our athlet ics  program from NCAA Div ision I to 

Div ision III ,  pr ior itiz ing student wel l-being and 
a balanced col lege experience.

Student Well-
Being & 
Balance

Mission
Alignment

Long Term
Sustainability
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Intercol legiate athletics is growing more complex, dr iven by 

changes. As the system becomes  more commercial , many D ivis ion 

I  schoo ls are shift ing resources away f rom academics to stay 

compet itive. Now is the time for  us to have the courage to make a 

miss ion-ali gned decisionуbefore the decis ion is made fo r us.

Staying True to Our 
Mission Amid Athletic 
Transformation
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St rateg ic  Quest ion :
DI I  o r  DI I I?
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By reducing travel demands, this change gives  
student -athletes more time and energy to devote 
to their studiesуreinforcing our commitment to 
academic success.

This change allows s tudent-athletes to spend 
less time traveling and more time engaged in 
academics , community, and campus lifeу
supporting their full collegiate experience.

Well -Being and Campus Life

Prioritizing 
Student -Athlete
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Sain t Francis Uni versi ty  takes great  p ride in  l ivi ng its miss ionу

from the responsible way we lead to the values we uphold . Our 

decision to reclassif y athletics reflects our i denti ty  as a Cathol ic 

and Franci scan inst ituti on, put ting  students first and align ing 

every aspect of campus li fe, i nclud ing athlet ics, with our purpose.

Rooted in Mission, 
Guided by Values
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This shift allows us to reinves t in what matters 
mostуstudent welfare, mission-aligned 
programs, academic excellence, and campus 
facilities that support the full student 
experience.

With external pressures  mounting and growing 
demands on campus resources, this proactive 
decision ensures we can prioritize what matters 
most and position Saint Francis University to 
thriveуacademical ly,  f inancially, and in 
alignment with our missionуfor  years to come.

Sustainable Future

Positioning SFU for a
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The announcement ref lects extensive research and thoughtful de l iberation, ensuring that 
the needs of  students remain at the foref ront of  our planning and commitment.   

Taking Bold Steps for 
a Stronger Future
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We examined the evolving athletics landscape, including antic ipated  NCAA reforms and 
ŊŸƻĲƖŰċŰĦĲШĦőċŰŊĲƚЯШƽŔƣőШċШĤƖŸċĬШƻŔĲƽШċĦƖŸƚƚШ?ŔƻŔƚŔŸŰШfќƚШƖĲƻŔƚĲĬШůŸĬĲũШċŰĬШŔƣƚШ
implicat ions, as well as perspectives from Divisions II and  II I and their respective 
conferences.

Broad Scope, Deep Insight
I

We dedicated significant time to developing several  comprehensive p ro formas that 
modeled var ious potent ial  changes, taking into account enrol lment t rends, the 
athletics operat ing budget , and  projected revenue impacts.

II

Our considerations extended beyond immed iate al ignment with peer conference 
schools to include antic ipated  shifts in the broader landscape, such as the potential 
closure of PSU branch campuses and its impact  on fu ture conference composition.

III
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Now that  the decision has been made, we recognize that  change b rings both challenges 
and opportunities. Our immediate prior ity  is to support  our students and athlet ics staff 
with compassion and understanding. By standing alongside them, we can help them 
navigate this transition and the choices that lie ahead .

Steps Ahead
I

Retent ion of our student-athletes and coaches is a top prior ity. It is essential that we 
actively help  them understand the opportunities available to them at Saint Francis 
Universityуboth in the short  term and as part of our long-term vision.

II

We are commit ted to defining and achiev ing a p remier Division II I athlet ics 
exper ience at Saint  Francis University through a bold, clearly communicated strategy. 
While internal discussions have begun, we wil l move quickly to establish a cross-
functional team to develop and implement  an action plan.

III
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The unpredictabili ty of  student-ath lete 
behaviorуl ike entering the  portal without 
transferringуmakes i t  d if f ic ult  to  forecast 
enrollment.

NCAA Division I transfer windows opened on a 
rol ling basis according to  sport. The  latest transfer 
window ended on June 27, 2025 (outdoor track) . 
SFU act ively manages the flu id nature o f transfe r 
students and will continue to  do so moving 
forward.  

in the Transition

Key Milestones
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Recogniz ing the importance of act ing now to shape a st ronger, more 

connected student  exper ience, we will  launch a cross-funct ional  

team to  p roactively  address key areas that defi ne campus l ife at SFU:

ÅFranci scan Presence

ÅAthletics and its i ntegrat ion with student  l ife

ÅCampus life, engagement, and student  well-being

ÅAcademic support and learning  env ironmen t

Charting a Course for 
DIII Excellence
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The road ahead will  focus on:

Åhig h-impact  p ract ices

ÅċШĦũĲċƖШċƖƣŔĦƨũċƣŔŸŰШŸŉШƽőċƣШћƓƖĲůŔĲƖќШ?ŔƻŔƚŔŸŰШfffШũŸŸťƚШũŔťĲ

Åa broad  rang e of student  acti vit ies in our new envi ronment

Åfaci lity enhancemen ts

Åheavy i nvolvement from curren t students 

From Vision to Action
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A Student Experience 
Reimagined

Facilities

High Impact Practices

Student Recreation

Student Involvement Opportunities

Student Spirit



17

The dual identity of being both a student and 
an athlete is  a defining strength of  the SFU  

communityуŸŰĲШƣőċƣШŔƚŰќƣШŊŸŔŰŊШċƽċǃЮШ

ƚШƽĲШůŸƻĲШŉŸƖƽċƖĬЯШƽĲќƖĲШĦŸůůŔƣƣĲĬШƣŸШ
reinforc ing that balance and making it an even 
more meaningful and integrated experience.
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Moving from NCAA D ivision I  to Division II I will  involve change. Practically speaking, a 
significant part of that  change requ ires moving away from a Talent Scholarship model  
that rewards athletic accomp lishment  with scholarship  dol lars.

Financial Aid Implications
1

Such a change involves determining how much dollars were spent  on such 
scholarships, how much of that is desired to be "saved," how much of that can be 
"reinvested" in other aid types, and how do we best spend those dol lars? 

II

III Given those moving targets, how do we estab lish reasonable goals and a plan to 
get there?
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So у what did we do?
ÅCreated new award populations, using non-athletic student 

enrollments currently to guide certain decision making.

ÅAlthough we won't be awarding athletic aid, we did 
develop a plan to track the aid spend on ourAthletes 
to ensure compliance with Division III rules.

ÅCreated awardpopulations to allow for strategies to 
accomplish other missional/institutional goals.

ÅEvaluated existingacademic and need level ranges for 
areas of opportunity to bestcontrol spending and maximize 
our return.

ÅTested various merit awardamount and need-based aid 
strategies in an effort to determinethe most desirable 
combination.
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Be ready to adapt. This is a big 
change, and the aid strategy 
will adjust as needed.

Created dozens of scenarios 
to find the right one.
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Run the race, 
so as to w in

1 Cor 9:24
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THANK YOU.
Fr. Malachi Van Tassell, T.O.R., Ph.D., President, Saint Francis University
Mr. Steve Soba, Vice President of Enrollment Management, Saint Francis University


