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1. Introduction: The Evolving Landscape of Women's 
Collegiate Wrestling 
Women’s collegiate wrestling is currently one of the fastest-growing sports in the United States. 
The National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA) was the strategic leader in this 
movement, serving as the first governing body to grant the sport official championship status in 
2022. 

The landscape is expanding rapidly, with approximately 46 to 53 programs currently active. 
However, this growth is a "moving target" for families to monitor. While new programs are 
announced on a rolling basis, the number of teams qualifying athletes for the National 
Championships has hovered in the mid-30s for the last 4 years, reflecting a competitive 
environment where established programs & "early-movers" set the standard for performance. 

Fact Sheet: The Strategic Growth of NAIA Women’s Wrestling 

●​ Early Adopter: The sport began as an NAIA invitational in 2018-2019 with only 21 
teams.​
 

●​ Championship Status: In 2022, it became the 28th NAIA Championship sport.​
 

●​ Diverse Expansion: Wilberforce University recently announced its program, 
becoming the only NAIA HBCU to sponsor women's wrestling.​
 

●​ Current Scale: As of 2025-2026, the count sits between 46 and 53 schools, including 
new additions like Defiance College & Bellevue University. 

Understanding the growth of the sport is the first step; the next is mastering the mechanics of 
how these programs are funded to maximize your scholarship potential. 



2. The Scholarship Engine: Understanding "Equivalency" 
vs. "Headcount" 
The financial structure of NAIA wrestling is built on an Equivalency Model.  

In the NAIA, women’s wrestling programs are permitted a maximum of 10 scholarship 
equivalencies per team.* These are not 10 individual "slots," but a pool of funding equal to 10 
full tuitions that a coach can distribute across the entire roster. 

Feature Equivalency Model (NAIA) Opt-in Model (NCAA D1 Specific 
Sports) 

Funding 
Structure 

A "pool" of funds equal to a set 
number of scholarships. 

Varies, opt-in from 6-30 scholarships.   

Flexibility High: Coaches can split 10 full 
scholarships among 30+ athletes. 

High: Coaches can split up to 6-30 
full scholarships among 30 athletes. 

Typical Award Partial scholarships are the standard. Partial scholarships are the standard. 

Recruit 
Advantage 

Allows more athletes to receive 
financial support. 

Only top-tier elite recruits typically 
receive aid. 

*Note: While the NAIA maximum is 10, funding levels are institutional decisions. Some 
programs may operate with 8 equivalencies based on conference rules or school budgets. 

Synthesis: The equivalency model is a strategic advantage for the average recruit. It provides 
coaches the flexibility to help a larger group of athletes, making collegiate competition financially 
accessible to a broader range of talent. 

3. The Roster Math: How 10 Becomes 40 
A common point of confusion is the "10 for 40" scenario. While a program is limited to 10 
scholarship equivalencies, the NAIA has no official regular-season roster cap. While only 12 



wrestlers can qualify for the National Championships, total rosters often exceed 30 or 40 
athletes. 

Institutional strategies often favor large rosters for depth & training quality. For example, 
Campbellsville University explicitly maintains a roster minimum of 45 (Varsity + JV), and 
Indiana Tech carries approximately 40 athletes. 

Hypothetical Coach's Breakdown (Distributing 10 Equivalencies): 

1.​ Elite Prospects (2 Equivalencies): 2 athletes receive "full rides" (100% tuition).​
 

2.​ Core Starters (6 Equivalencies): 12 athletes receive "half-tuition" (50% coverage).​
 

3.​ Developmental Athletes (2 Equivalencies): 20 athletes receive partial grants (10% 
coverage).​
 

4.​ Walk-ons (0 Equivalencies): 6–10 athletes receive no athletic aid but utilize other 
funding. 

The "So What?": Why join a roster of 45 if only 12 go to Nationals? Success in wrestling 
requires a high-performance training environment with diverse training partners across all 
weight classes. Large rosters provide injury coverage & ensure that the room remains 
competitive. 

4. The Power of "Stacking": Making Education Affordable 
Athletic aid is rarely the sole source of funding. In the NAIA, the most successful families "stack" 
different types of aid. 

●​ Athletic Aid: Funding awarded by the coach from the equivalency pool.​
 

●​ Academic Merit Aid: Grants awarded by the university based on GPA and test scores.​
 

●​ Need-Based Institutional Aid: Financial assistance based on the family's financial 
profile (e.g., FAFSA). 

Pro-Tip for Families: High-GPA students are significantly more "recruitable." If a student 
qualifies for a large academic scholarship, the coach uses less of their limited 10-scholarship 
athletic pool. Furthermore, because athletic aid is not guaranteed year-to-year, stacking it with 
stable academic merit aid provides a more secure 4-year financial plan. 

5. Comparison of Opportunities: NAIA vs. NCAA vs. 
JUCO vs. Club 



The NAIA offers a strategic advantage for "early-mover" recruits due to its established 
championship structure & recruiting flexibility. 

Level Scholarship 
Availability 

Championship 
Status 

Key Advantage 

NAIA Up to 10 
Equivalencies 

Official (Since 
2022) 

Established leader; flexible 
recruiting; stackable aid. 

NCAA 
D1/D2 

Up to 30 
Equivalencies 

Official (Since 
2026) 

High visibility; stricter contact rules & 
calendars. 

NCAA D3 No Athletic Aid Official (2026) Academic, merit, & need-based aid 
focus only. 

NJCAA 
(JUCO) 

16–20 
Equivalencies 

Official Highest aid ceiling; 2-year 
developmental bridge. 

Club 
(NCWA) 

Varies & Very 
Limited 

Independent Low cost; flexible eligibility; 
non-varsity commitment. 

6. The Recruitment Playbook: Questions Families Must 
Ask 
Use this checklist to navigate the financial & cultural reality of a specific program: 

●​ [ ] What is the current funding level of this program? (Confirm if they are "fully 
funded" with 10 equivalencies.)​
 

●​ [ ] Does the university allow "stacking" of athletic & academic aid?​
 

●​ [ ] How many athletes on the current roster are on academic merit aid vs. athletic 
aid?​
 



●​ [ ] What is the coach’s policy on scholarship renewals if an athlete is injured?​
 

●​ [ ] How does the coach maintain a high-performance training & technical 
environment? 

7. Conclusion: Empowering the Student-Athlete 
While "full rides" are rare, the NAIA’s equivalency model makes collegiate wrestling accessible 
through the strategic use of partial scholarships & aid stacking. By understanding the "roster 
math" and maintaining high academic standards, you can secure a position in a high-growth, 
championship-level sport. 

Take Action: Research specific program rosters on official university athletics websites 
to evaluate their size & stability. Prioritize your GPA to maximize your "stacking" 
potential and make yourself the most recruitable athlete in the room. 

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

http://coachshannyn.com/resources
http://coachshannyn.com/articles
http://coachshannyn.com/international-blog
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