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Executive Summary 
The collegiate wrestling landscape is currently defined by a significant "opportunity gap" 
between record-breaking high school participation & the contraction of traditional NCAA Division 
I programs. With high school participation reaching a historic milestone of over 374,000 
athletes, the availability of elite varsity roster spots has become increasingly exclusive. Since 
the implementation of Title IX in 1972, the NCAA has seen a substantial decline in wrestling 
sponsorship, dropping from a peak of approximately 155 Division I programs in 1975 to roughly 
79 in 2025. 

In response to this contraction, the National Collegiate Wrestling Association (NCWA) has 
emerged as a vital strategic alternative & growth engine. Founded in 1997, the NCWA has 
expanded from 13 charter members to over 160 institutions, providing a high-level competitive 
home that preserves the American folkstyle tradition. This briefing examines the structural shifts 
in scholarship models, the historical decline of varsity sponsorship, & the strategic advantages 
of the NCWA for both male & female student-athletes in the modern era. 

The Collegiate Opportunity Gap 
There is a widening disparity between the volume of high school participants & available men’s 
collegiate roster spots, creating a critical bottleneck in the recruiting landscape. 

Participation Statistics (2024–25) 

●​ Total High School Participants: 374,278 (A historic milestone).​
 

●​ Boys’ Participation: Approximately 300,214 athletes across 11,500 schools (No. 6 most 
popular high school male sport).​
 

●​ Girls’ Participation: Over 74,000 athletes, representing a recent 15% surge.​
 

●​ The Bottleneck: There are only approximately 80 funded NCAA Division I programs, 
providing roughly 2,400 spots. This means hundreds of thousands of wrestlers require 
alternative pathways to continue their competitive careers. 



Historical Context: The Contraction of NCAA Wrestling  
The landscape shifted dramatically following the passage of Title IX in 1972, which prohibited 
sex discrimination in federally funded education programs. 

The Post-Title IX Decline 

While Title IX did not mandate the elimination of men's sports, many institutions pursued 
"proportionality" (matching athlete gender ratios to undergraduate enrollment) by cutting 
non-revenue men's programs rather than expanding women's sports (like women’s wrestling or 
women’s flag football) or reducing costs in high-revenue sports like football. 

●​ Division I Impact: Sponsorship peaked in 1974–75 with 154–155 programs. By 2025, 
only 79 remain—a 49% drop.​
 

●​ Overall NCAA Loss: Between 1972 and 1996, approximately 255 NCAA programs 
across all divisions were eliminated.​
 

●​ Comparative Baseline: In 1972, there were an estimated 770–780 college wrestling 
programs across all levels (NCAA, NAIA, junior college). By 1996, this total fell to 
approximately 315. 

Reasons for Vulnerability 

Wrestling was frequently targeted for elimination due to: 

●​ Large roster sizes that complicated proportionality metrics. 
●​ Significant travel & equipment costs. 
●​ Lack of automatic financial returns comparable to football or basketball. 
●​ High participation-to-coaching ratios. 

The Rise of the NCWA 
Founded in 1997 by Jim Giunta, the NCWA serves as a governing body for collegiate folkstyle 
programs outside the traditional NCAA/NAIA structures. It functions as a "pressure valve" for the 
sport, absorbing programs displaced by budget cuts or Title IX compliance. 

Growth & Scale 

●​ Inception: Started with 13–26 men's teams in the 1997–98 season.​
 

●​ Current Reach: Now encompasses over 160–200+ institutions across the U.S., 
Canada, & Puerto Rico.​
 



●​ Incubator Role: The NCWA has served as a "farm system" for higher divisions; 
approximately 34 NCWA programs have transitioned upward to NCAA or NAIA status.​
 

●​ Recent Expansion: In the 2025–26 season alone, the NCWA added 9 new men’s & 12 
new women’s programs. 

Comparative Matrix of Collegiate Wrestling 
The following table outlines the primary differences across various governing bodies for the 
2025–26 season. 

Feature NCAA Division I NCAA Division II/III NAIA NCWA 

Max Athletic 
Scholarships 

Up to 30 
(Post-House 
settlement) 

DII: 9.0; DIII: 0 
(Need/Academic 
only) 

~8.0 
(Fractional) 

0 (Club/Institutional 
funding) 

Roster 
Dynamics 

Highly exclusive; 
30-man caps 

Competitive; 
Varsity-governed 

Competitive "Zero-cut" / 
Inclusive 

Time 
Commitment 

Extreme; 
year-round focus 

High (Academic 
balance) 

High Balanced 
(Student-first) 

Primary Style Freestyle 
(Women) / 
Folkstyle (Men) 

Varies Freestyle 
(Women) 

Primarily Folkstyle 

Eligibility 
Clock 

Strict 5-year 
window 

Competitive balance Flexible aid 
packaging 

No strict "time 
clock" 

Strategic Advantages of the NCWA Pathway 
The NCWA is increasingly viewed not as a fallback, but as a strategic choice for athletes 
prioritizing development & academic flexibility. 



1. The Folkstyle Preservation Path 

Most high school athletes have mastered folkstyle wrestling. While NCAA/NAIA women's 
programs often require a transition to freestyle—a significant technical hurdle—the NCWA 
remains the premier home for collegiate folkstyle, allowing athletes to compete in the style they 
already know & love. 

2. Academic & Professional Development 

●​ Academic Primacy: The NCWA structure accommodates rigorous majors (e.g., 
engineering, pre-med) that may clash with the 30-hour-a-week mandates of major varsity 
departments.​
 

●​ Leadership & Entrepreneurship: Many NCWA programs are student-led. Athletes 
often manage budgeting, fundraising, travel logistics, & recruitment, building "real-world" 
resumes highly attractive to employers.​
 

●​ Institutional Diversity: The NCWA includes trade schools, junior colleges, & major 
research universities (e.g., UCF, Washington State, UNLV). 

3. Structural Innovations 

●​ Weight Classes: The NCWA utilizes a 235 lb weight class to bridge the gap between 
197 lbs & 285 lbs (heavyweight).​
 

●​ Postseason Stature: The NCWA hosts the largest single recognized collegiate national 
tournament in the U.S. 

Women’s Collegiate Wrestling Expansion 
Women’s wrestling is one of the fastest-growing sports in higher education. The NCWA 
women’s division has grown from 7 teams in 2007 to over 86 programs today. 

Health & Safety Standards 

Modern standards for female athletes prioritize long-term well-being & high performance 
training: 

●​ Weight Management: The NCWA implements a 19% minimum body fat threshold for 
female athletes to combat the "Female Athlete Triad" (disordered eating, menstrual 
dysfunction, & bone density loss).​
 

●​ Safety Checklist: Programs are encouraged to maintain strict protocols for 
concussions, hygiene (mat sanitation), and menstrual health. 



Eligibility & Compliance 
Understanding the rules is critical for preserving an athlete's career & future transfer options. 

●​ Season Limits: Athletes are limited to 4 seasons of competition across all associations 
(NCAA, NAIA, NCWA, NJCAA).​
 

●​ GPA & Credit Requirements: Athletes must maintain a minimum 2.0 GPA. Currently, 
students must be enrolled in at least 6 credit hours; however, this requirement will 
increase to 9 credit hours in Fall 2026.​
 

●​ Flexibility: The lack of a strict "time clock" makes the NCWA ideal for non-traditional 
students, military veterans, or those taking gap years. 

Conclusion 
The evolution of collegiate wrestling has shifted from a monolithic NCAA varsity model to a 
diverse ecosystem where the NCWA provides a critical infrastructure for growth. By offering 
immediate mat time, leadership opportunities, & a focus on the folkstyle tradition, the NCWA 
ensures that wrestling remains a viable, high-performing option for the modern student-athlete, 
bridging the gap left by the contraction of traditional scholarship programs. 

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

 
 

http://coachshannyn.com/resources
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