Navigating the
NCWA Pathway

A Strategic Guide for Female
Wrestlers & Families

A holistic navigator for college
recruiting, athlete health, and
elite development.

THE

HIGH-PERFORMANCE
PLAYBOOK
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\
The Opportunity
Gap in Women’s
Wrestling

THEBOOM

Women's wrestling is one of the
fastest-growing high school and college
sports in North America.

Explosive Growth
of High School Girls’

Wrestling

115+
Traditional

Varsity College
Roster Spots
(NCAA/NAIA)

THE BOTTLENECK

The massive surge of high school talent
creates fierce, hyper-competitive
friction for a limited number of
traditional varsity roster spots.

THE SOLUTION

binary of “NCAA or nothing.”

To continue competing, athletes and
families must look beyond the traditional
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Mapping the Collegiate Ecosystem

Highly Regimented High Athlete
Institutional Control Spectrum of Opportunity Autonomy

NCAA NAIA NJCAA NCWA USA Wrestling

(D1/D2/D3) (Club)

Heavily regulated High-level varsity Two-year junior Collegiate folkstyle Freestyle-focused

varsity programs competition offering college programs governing body developmental
programs with strict athletic serving as structured offering competitive options often operating
eligibility clocks and scholarships with developmental flexibility for outside traditional
full-time academic distinct, institution-led springboards. independent, collegiate seasons.

requirements. recruiting guidelines. transitional, and club-
style teams.

M Gemini Motebook



The NCWA: A Premier Collegiate Pathway

1997 162+

Founded by Jim Giunta to provide a structured, Institutions across the US and Canada fielding
competitive collegiate folkstyle environment legitimate, highly competitive collegiate teams

THE MYTHBUSTER
Not just “club teams”—many NCWA programs

are officially funded by their university athletic

Women's programs sponsored, with explosive

growth including 27 new programs joining in a departments. The 2025 women'’s division
single recent season featured the closest 1-2-3 finish in NCWA history.




The Division Comparison Matrix
N [0V

NAIA

NCWA

Eligibility Clock

Strict 5-year clock to use
4 seasons.

10-semester limit to use
4 seasons.

4 total seasons of
competition with no fixed
timeframe; can combine
with NCAA/NAIA history.

Academic Minimums

Strict full-time
enrollment required.

Strict full-time
enroliment required.

Minimum 6 credit hours
(moving to 9 in Fall 2026)
and a 2.0 GPA.

Funding Structure

Institutional
scholarships.

Institutional
scholarships.

Mix of athletic department
funding, self-funding, and
NCWA-advocated

scholarships.

Style

Freestyle transition in
progress / varies.

Freestyle.

Dedicated Collegiate
Folkstyle.
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The NCWA Advantage: Unmatched Flexibility

The rules bend to fit the athlete’s life, rather than forcing the athlete’s life to fit the rules.

The Transfer / Bridge

Start at an NCWA school to build skills and
competitive resume before transferring to an
NCAA program, preserving your eligibility clock.

The Working Student __ NCWA

PATHWAY

Take a reduced course load (6-9 credits) to
work or manage finances, while remaining fully
eligible to compete and train.

The Academic Priority

Attend a top-tier academic university that
doesn't sponsor NCAA wrestling, but maintains a
fierce, highly competitive NCWA program.
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Diagnostic: Is the NCWA the Right Fit?

Do you want the institution to manage your schedule, or do you
want the autonomy to manage your own development?

0 NEEDS VARSITY
STRUCTURE

@ Thrives on strict, external
accountability.

o THRIVES IN
NCWA AUTONOMY

& Highly self-motivated and
capable of self-organized
training.

@ Requires coach-led, daily
regimented training
plans.

& Takes initiative on
technical film review and
physical conditioning.

& Prefers institutionally
managed travel, meals,
and logistics.

@ Values immense
academic/life flexibility
and possesses strong
self-advocacy skills.
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Universal Priority: Mat Safety & Environment
Evaluating any wrestling room, regardless of division.
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" GREEN FLAGS FOR ANY PROGRAM

Strict hygiene protocols (mats cleaned
D daily, mandatory showers to prevent
ringworm/skin infections).

Documented, strict concussion and
return-to-mat injury protocols.

Certified, credentialed coaching staff

with clear, professional boundaries. P T e
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Overt emphasis on proper falling P -
techniques and injury prevention (ACL, P —

—
-
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shoulder, neck health).

e

When coached and managed properly, wrestling is

no more dangerous than soccer or gymnastics.
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The Biological Reality: Fueling vs. Cutting

Female bodies respond differently to restriction. The priority must shift
from “cutting to survive” to “fueling to perform.”

Rapid Weight Loss

Oﬁ

& Restriction Dehydration &
Low Energy
N Availability
THE
DANGER
CYCLE

Inﬁ: & ﬁl

The Female

Athlete Triad
(Disordered Eating,

Burnout !

Bone Density Loss)

Menstrual Dysfunction,

Sustalnable») G)

Nutrition & High Energy
Hydration Availability

NG THE
HEALTHY
PERFORMANCE
¥ LOOP \/]
Elite Mat f
Performance Robust
& Longevity Hormonal &
Bone Health

M Gemini Motebook



Practical Logistics: Gear, Costs, and Culture
THE GEAR BAG THE FINANCIAL REALITY

A Girls-Cut Singlets: &4 High-Support Sports Bras
Essential for proper fit Mandatory for coverage
and range of motion. and support, especially

in co-ed training rooms.

> NCWA FUNDING
DYNAMICS

9 Many NCWA and
emerging programs
require partial
self-funding or heavy
team fundraising.

Self- Team

Funding i
30°% Funiaa%smg

Tournament '@‘ Budgeting must
& Travel proactively account for
30% tournament entry fees,
travel, private coaching,
and gear.

ﬂ 'th Plan ahead to avoid
=*® financial burnout; the

Personal Med Kit: trade-off is total

Integrated menstrual academic and

supplies, tape, and competitive flexibility.
hygiene wipes.
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The Parent’s Playbook: The “Silent Teammate”

Be the logistical and emotional anchor, not the secondary coach.

B R ._

DO THIS NOT THAT
(The Silent Teammate) (The Disruptor)

 Manage travel logistics, packing, and e Give last-second technical advice right
sustainable tournament nutrition. before a match.

e Offer unconditional emotional support » Hype up nerves or project your own
and praise effort over outcomes. anxiety on competition day.

 Let the athlete and the coach lead the e Undermine the coach’s strategy or yell
strategy and technical adjustments. instructions from the stands.

» Maintain a calm, quiet presence in the e Push the athlete to compete through
bleachers on competition day. legitimate pain or injury.
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High-Performance Playbook

Thriving in the NCWA: The Self-Starter

TECHNIQUE

« Committing to self-guided film review and
intentional, focused drilling outside of
mandatory hours.

STRENGTH £ TR ACADEMICS
 Managing personal conditioning, | Bl » Balancing the dual demands of self-

mobility, and injury prevention outside §*% R organized physical training with
of scheduled practice times. e v 7 college coursework and employment.

MINDSET
» Developing internal confidence to navigate

a male-dominated sport and handle the
emotional intensity of combat.




Recruiting & Self-Advocacy Action Plan

In emerging programs, you must advocate for
yourself. Do not wait to be discovered.

Initiate Contact

« Serious prospects begin reaching out
to college coaches in their sophomore
or junior year. Take the initiative.

Target High-Visibility Events
» Compete in NCWA Nationals (the largest single

recognized collegiate national championship) or
regional opens for maximum exposure.

Ask the Right Questions

* Interview coaches about program mission, coaching stability,
injury protocols, and institutional funding vs. self-funding
expectations.

Build the Profile

« Gather verified tournament results, academic transcripts, and clear
highlight videos demonstrating technical folkstyle proficiency.
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The Transition: Destination or Bridge?

Because an athlete is limited to 4 total years across ANY combination of associations
(NCWA, NCAA, NAIA), the NCWA offers immense strategic flexibility.

NCWA
EXPERIENCE

PATH 1: NCAA/NAIA Transfer

Use the NCWA environment to mature, build a
highly competitive collegiate resume, and transfer
to a scholarship-heavy varsity program.

PATH 2: Graduation & Career

Stay for all 4 years, utilizing the flexible academic
rules to graduate debt-free, work, or balance a
highly demanding major.

PATH 3: Coaching & Freestyle

Use the collegiate folkstyle experience to transition
smoothly into coaching, or pivot to pursue USA
Wrestling Olympic/freestyle pathways.
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Wrestling is a vehicle for life skills. The right division
simply matches the athlete’s current life phase.
True excellence is inclusive, highly technical, and BUILD YOUR PLAYBOOK.

" FUEL YOUR PERFORMANCE.
completely within your control. OWN YOUR PATHWAY

Coach Shannyn Gillespie | Professional Wrestling Coach & Athletic Performance Consultant
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