Program Impact Assessment: The
Strategic ROI of the Division Il Wrestling
Model

By Coach Shan Al

1. The Macro-Landscape: Analyzing the Collegiate
Wrestling Funnel

The contemporary landscape of American wrestling is defined by a historic surge in participation
that has created a significant structural bottleneck for intercollegiate athletic viability. According
to recent NFHS data, total high school participation has reached a record 374,278 athletes. This
expansion is driven by a rebound in boys' participation, which topped 300,214 for the first time in
decades, alongside a massive 74,064-person surge in girls' wrestling. However, this burgeoning
talent pool faces a rigorous contraction at the collegiate level. The scarcity of varsity
opportunities necessitates a diversified institutional strategy, specifically a move toward the
Division Il model to ensure effective talent retention & developmental pathways.

The Competitive Funnel: 2024-25 Participation Data

Category

High School / Program
Metrics

Collegiate
Availability

Total HS Participants 374,278 —
Boys' High School Participation | 300,214 —
Girls' High School Participation |74,064 —
High School Programs 8,266 —




NCAA Division | — 77
NCAA Division Il — 72*
NCAA Division lll — 109-143
NAIA — 47-78
NCWA — 150-162

*Reflects growth trajectory through the 2026-27 season.

The "narrow funnel" effect is most acute within Division |, where only 77 schools sponsor varsity
men's wrestling. Attempting to secure a roster spot from a pool of over 300,000 boys creates a
"national bloodbath" of recruitment, where elite state-level talent is often sidelined by extreme
roster depth. Conversely, the 72 programs in Division Il represent a critical expansion of
opportunity. By offering a high-performance training varsity ecosystem with greater accessibility,
the Division Il model serves as a vital strategic alternative to the restrictive Division | bottleneck.

2. Institutional Philosophy: Defining the 'Middle Path'

The Division Il philosophy is codified by the "Life in the Balance" mandate, offering a
sophisticated alternative to the "all-or-nothing" intensity of Division | & the scholarship-restricted
model of Division Ill. While Division | programs often demand a near-professional, year-round
"grind" of 2-3 daily workouts, Division Il provides a realistic competitive structure that integrates
elite athletics with rigorous academic & social development. This "Middle Path" recognizes that
long-term student-athlete success is predicated on stability rather than attrition.

Core Pillars of the D2 Experience

e Competitive Balance: Provides a legitimate path to a National Championship &
All-American status without the extreme roster congestion that often characterizes the
top-tier D1 landscape.



e Institutional Environment: D2 programs are typically housed within mid-sized regional
or public universities, fostering smaller class sizes & more direct faculty engagement.

e Scholarship Accessibility: Utilizes a 9.0 scholarship equivalency limit that allows
institutions to provide meaningful athletic aid alongside academic & merit-based support.

From an institutional research perspective, this balanced approach serves as a deterrent
against "burnout." By prioritizing a manageable daily schedule, D2 programs enjoy higher roster
stability. This allows athletes the necessary bandwidth to mature physically & academically,
ensuring that the collegiate experience is a 4-year developmental trajectory rather than a
survival-based exercise.

3. Comparative Performance: D2 vs. The Collegiate Field

In the modern recruiting market, choosing Division Il is a "deliberate fit" and a strategic
positioning move for athletes who prioritize mat time & personal growth over divisional branding.

D2 vs. D1

While opt-in Division | allows 30 scholarships, all Division | programs have not opted in... In
many cases, Division II's 9.0 scholarship limit may be equivalent or match Division |
scholarships. On a percentage basis, this often results in a higher per-capita investment in the
individual athlete. Furthermore, while D1 rooms are often stacked with Olympic-level,
All-American, & multi-time state champs, the D2 model offers a more direct pathway to the
starting lineup, prioritizing actual competition over "bench-warming" at a blue-chip powerhouse.

D2 vs. D3

The primary differentiator is the financial structure. Division Ill is prohibited from offering athletic
scholarships. Division Il utilizes an "Equivalency Sport" model, where athletic aid can be
"stacked" with academic & need-based grants. This makes D2 a more financially viable option
for families seeking to offset the rising costs of tuition through athletic performance.

D2 vs. NAIA: Market Positioning

While both offer athletic aid, Division Il benefits from the robust infrastructure, standardized
compliance, & national brand recognition of the NCAA. D2 institutions often provide the
"state-school vibe" with larger campus infrastructures and deeply embedded traditions that
many private or faith-based NAIA institutions cannot replicate at the same scale.

D2 vs. NCWA: Market Positioning

The NCWA primarily operates on a club-status basis, often lacking institutional backing. Division
Il offers a full varsity experience, including dedicated strength coaches, athletic trainers,



institutional gear, & fully funded travel. For the serious athlete, D2 provides a professionalized
ecosystem that NCWA club programs—frequently student-run & out-of-pocket—simply do not
offer.

The "So What?" of the D2 choice is the accumulation of live-match experience. Developmental
ROl is maximized when an athlete is "on the mat" early in their career, scoring points & building
a resume, rather than languishing on the bench.

4. The Developmental ROI: Career Readiness & Athletic
Growth

The Division || model is designed to translate the discipline of the wrestling mat into
post-collegiate professional success. This "balanced mat" philosophy ensures that the
student-athlete is prepared for the globalized professional landscape.

Long-Term Value Proposition of Division Il

1. Technical Mastery: Early-career starting opportunities allow wrestlers to reach their
technical ceiling through high-stakes competition.

2. Academic Flexibility: The manageable athletic commitment enables student-athletes to
pursue demanding majors—such as nursing, engineering, or education—and complete
internships that would be impossible under a D1 schedule.

3. Financial Sustainability: The strategic use of partial scholarships, combined with the
lower tuition rates often found at regional D2 institutions, significantly reduces student
debt, improving the athlete’s post-graduation financial health.

This environment fosters a "professional identity." By utilizing high-performance training
standards, D2 programs produce graduates who view the wrestling mat as a high-stakes
training ground for resilience & elite technical mastery, qualities that are directly transferable to
the workforce.

Mandatory Program Representation Standards
To maintain institutional prestige and professional alignment, Division Il programs adhere to the

following standards:

e Performance-Intelligence Tone: All institutional communications maintain a tone that
prioritizes elite technical mastery & professional standards over colloquial jargon.



e Sophisticated Clarity: The value proposition must be communicated with professional
precision, ensuring that the "Return on Investment" is clear to both academic boards &

prospective families.

By championing these standards, Division Il wrestling programs position themselves as the
optimal ROI for the modern student-athlete. They provide a high-performance training varsity
ecosystem that remains grounded in the realities of academic achievement & long-term career

success.

For more, please view coachshannyn.com/resources, coachshannyn.com/articles, &
coachshannyn.com/international-blog.
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