
Building a National Sports Ecosystem: 
How Illinois Scaled American Wrestling 
By Coach Shan AI 

1. Introduction: The Sports Ecosystem Puzzle 

1.1 Core Concept & Learning Objectives 

For an aspiring sports management professional, analyzing the architectural governance of 
athletic organizations is just as fundamental as overseeing financial operations, brand equity, or 
elite performance environments. A sustainable national sports ecosystem does not emerge fully 
formed; it is engineered through structural design, regulatory legal precedent, & localized 
empirical testing grounds. 

This curriculum guide evaluates how state-level administrative initiatives—specifically within the 
State of Illinois—provided the operational prototype to break an entrenched multi-sport 
regulatory monopoly & construct a modern, single-sport National Governing Body (NGB): USA 
Wrestling. 

Upon completing this instructional unit, sports management professionals will be able to: 

●​ Analyze Governance Paradigms: Evaluate the structural vulnerabilities of a 
centralized, multi-sport umbrella model against the operational efficiencies of a 
distributed, single-sport federation.​
 

●​ Deconstruct State-to-National Scaling: Identify how state-level administrative 
mechanisms, membership registration protocols, & grassroots leadership networks serve 
as scalable prototypes for national deployment.​
 

●​ Evaluate Functional Specialization: Explain how decoupling elite Olympic pathways, 
youth developmental circuits, & scholastic professional bodies mitigates bureaucratic 
bottlenecks plus optimizes resource allocation. 

1.2 Learning Narrative Bridge 

To understand how Illinois functioned as the primary operational laboratory for modern 
American wrestling, leadership must first analyze the institutional governance crisis that 
compelled collegiate coaches, regional administrators, & Olympic athletes to challenge the 
historic legacy framework. 



2. The National Catalyst: From AAU Umbrella to USWF Single-Sport 
Federation 

2.1 Comparative Analysis: AAU vs. USWF 

Prior to 1968, amateur wrestling in the United States operated under the total governance of the 
Amateur Athletic Union (AAU), an institution established in 1888. The AAU operated as a 
multi-sport "umbrella" organization, maintaining centralized regulatory authority over diverse 
disciplines, ranging from swimming to track to wrestling. 

Under this umbrella architecture, school & collegiate wrestling networks—the true operational 
core of technical development—were effectively disenfranchised. The AAU funneled capital 
generated from grassroots youth entry fees & local membership dues upward to subsidize 
centralized administrative overhead plus elite international delegations. Consequently, 
grassroots coaching education, official certification, & long-term age-group developmental 
pathways remained systematically underfunded. 

This structural disconnect ultimately manifested on the international stage. U.S. Olympic 
wrestling teams earned a total of one bronze medal at the 1964 Tokyo Games, followed by an 
identical single bronze medal performance at the 1965 World Championships. This competitive 
crisis catalyzed a deliberate institutional coup. 

Backed by substantial capital from the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) under 
Executive Director Walter Byers, collegiate leaders sought to dismantle the AAU's regulatory 
monopoly. Furthermore, the international governing body—the Fédération Internationale de 
Lutte Amateur (FILA, now United World Wrestling)—issued policy mandates indicating a strict 
preference for single-sport federations over multi-sport umbrella entities. This international 
mandate provided the moral & regulatory leverage necessary to establish a dedicated, 
single-sport entity: the United States Wrestling Federation (USWF). 
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2.2 The Legal & Governance Timeline 

The transition from a multi-sport umbrella model to an autonomous National Governing Body 
required 15 years of administrative innovation, statutory intervention, & federal litigation: 

1.​ 1968 (Founding of the USWF): Formed through an alliance of collegiate leaders, high 
school coaches, & Olympic athletes—spearheaded by Terry McCann, Myron Roderick 
with explicit financial plus institutional backing from NCAA Executive Director Walter 
Byers—the USWF is formally organized in Chicago as a single-sport governing body.​
 

2.​ 1974 (Creation of the U.S. Kids Federation): Executive Director Steve Combs 
integrates nationwide age-group programs directly into the USWF governance 
framework by establishing the U.S. Kids Wrestling Federation as a voting division.​
 

3.​ 1978 (Amateur Sports Act & Chicago Binding Arbitration): Congress enacts the 
landmark Amateur Sports Act of 1978, establishing the "1 NGB per Olympic sport" 
statutory requirement. On September 7, 1978, a 3-person American Arbitration 
Association (AAA) panel convened in Chicago rules unanimously that the USWF is 
entitled to replace the AAU Wrestling Division as the recognized Group A member of the 
U.S. Olympic Committee (USOC).​
 

4.​ 1980 (FILA Deadlock & Congressional Enforcement Rider): Despite the AAA 
arbitration ruling, FILA refuses to seat the USWF at its 1980 Moscow Congress, 
maintaining recognition of the AAU. Because the USOC required FILA affiliation before 
granting final NGB transfer, a legal deadlock ensued. In response, Congress attaches an 
enforcement rider to the Amateur Sports Act framework, explicitly prohibiting an 
organization that lost binding arbitration from continuing to exercise NGB authority.​
 

5.​ 1982 (Federal Injunction & Forced AAU Resignation): Citing the 1980 Congressional 
Enforcement Rider, Federal District Judge Ann Aldrich issues a landmark court order on 
August 20, 1982. The injunction permanently enjoins the AAU Wrestling Division from 
exercising NGB powers and orders its immediate resignation from FILA & the USOC.​
 



6.​ 1983 (Formal Incorporation of USA Wrestling): Following a transitional panel 
convened in late 1982 by USOC President William E. Simon (establishing the temporary 
United States Wrestling Association), delegates assemble on March 13–14, 1983, in 
Oklahoma City. The entity formally incorporates as the United States of America 
Wrestling Association, Inc., operating nationally as USA Wrestling (USAW). 

2.3 Learning Narrative Bridge 

While this regulatory dispute was litigated in federal courtrooms & congressional halls, the 
practical mechanics of operating a state-level, single-sport federation were being actively 
engineered in Illinois. 

3. Illinois as the National Launchpad: Geographic & Leadership Blueprint 

3.1 Geographic Birthplace of the Rebellion 

Illinois served as the physical venue where the administrative framework of modern American 
wrestling was conceptualized, drafted, & tested. 

Historical Fact Sheet: The Chicago Regional Blueprint 

●​ January 1968 (O'Hare Exploratory Session): Dr. Al deFerrari, U.S. delegate to FILA, 
chairs a preliminary strategy meeting at Chicago's O'Hare Airport, convening scholastic 
& collegiate leaders to draft the blueprint for independence from the AAU.​
 

●​ July 31 – August 1, 1968 (O'Hare Inn Convention): Delegates convene at the O'Hare 
Inn in Chicago for the official organizing convention, formally establishing the bylaws & 
operational structure of the United States Wrestling Federation.​
 

●​ April 1969 (Inaugural USWF National Championships): To demonstrate operational 
capability outside AAU oversight, the USWF conducts its first Senior National Freestyle 
& Greco-Roman Championships at Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois. 

3.2 Architectural Figures (The Leaders Who Scaled the System) 

The translation of conceptual governance into a scalable national network was executed by 3 
Illinois administrators who designed & managed the organizational framework: 

●​ Steve Combs: A former Deerfield High School (IL) coach & 1968 Freestyle Olympian 
who built the Illinois Wrestling Federation (IWF) into a vibrant state prototype. Appointed 
USWF Executive Director in 1974, Combs utilized his Illinois operational template to 
build state federations across the country, expanding national membership tenfold from 
9,000 to over 90,000 while establishing standardized national coaching & officiating 
systems.​
 



●​ Ken Kraft: Head wrestling coach at Northwestern University & USWF President 
(1973–1976). Kraft hosted the inaugural 1969 USWF Championships, served as a 
primary witness during the 1978 Chicago AAA arbitration, appointed Illinois's initial youth 
leadership chairpersons, & founded the prestigious Midlands Wrestling Tournament in 
1972 to provide elite, non-AAU competition.​
 

●​ Werner Holzer: University of Illinois NCAA All-American, 1968 Greco-Roman Olympian, 
& founder of Chicago's Mayor Daley Youth Foundation wrestling program. Holzer 
assumed the USWF Presidency in 1981, served on the 1982 USOC transitional panel, & 
was elected the inaugural President of USA Wrestling upon its incorporation in 1983. 

3.3 Learning Narrative Bridge 

To examine how these leaders executed their strategy, sports administrators must analyze the 
specialized internal architecture constructed within the Illinois ecosystem. 

4. The Illinois Triad: Unpacking the 3 Pillars of Local Governance 

4.1 Functional Specialization Matrix 

During the expansion of wrestling in the late 1960s & 1970s, Illinois leaders recognized that a 
single centralized body could not efficiently oversee elite Olympic pathways, grassroots youth 
circuits, & scholastic high school governance simultaneously. To eliminate administrative 
bottlenecks, Illinois implemented a model of distributed governance across 3 specialized 
entities: 
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Illinois 
Wrestling 
Federation (IWF 
/ IL-USAW) 

Founded 1968 by 
Steve Combs as 
the state-level 
USWF prototype; 
renamed Illinois 
USA Wrestling. 

Governance of Olympic 
styles 
(Freestyle/Greco-Roman), 
adult/senior circuits, & 
state team selection 
(Team Illinois). 

Official state chapter 
affiliate of USA 
Wrestling (USAW); 
manages Olympic 
developmental 
pipelines. 



Illinois Kids 
Wrestling 
Federation 
(IKWF) 

Formed 1969–1971 
under Ken Kraft 
appointing Ron 
Silverstein, 
alongside Arch 
Richoz & Terry 
Weber. 

Youth folkstyle club 
administration, 
elementary & middle 
school developmental 
series (ages 5–14). 

Independent 501(c)(3) 
corporation; authorized 
by USA Wrestling as 
Illinois's official kids 
program. 

Illinois 
Wrestling 
Coaches & 
Officials 
Association 
(IWCOA) 

Founded 1971 by 
Steve Combs, 
Wayne Miller, & 
Dennis Hastert. 

High school coaching & 
officiating credits, 
scholastic awards, Hall of 
Fame preservation, IHSA 
alignment. 

Independent 
professional 
association; operates in 
cooperative alignment 
with the Illinois High 
School Association 
(IHSA). 

4.2 Deep Dive 1: Illinois Wrestling Federation (IWF / Illinois USA Wrestling) 

The Illinois Wrestling Federation (IWF) was engineered by Steve Combs in 1968 during his 
tenure at Deerfield High School. Constructed explicitly as the state prototype for the national 
USWF movement, the IWF instituted individual athlete card systems, standardized club 
sanctioning, & organized competitive state teams in freestyle plus Greco-Roman styles. 

Following the national organization's structural transition to USA Wrestling in 1983, the state 
affiliate adopted the public identity Illinois USA Wrestling (IL/USAW). It maintains responsibility 
for organizing Team Illinois state delegations competing at USAW national 
championships—including the Fargo 16U/Junior Nationals—& directing international-style 
pipelines across the state. 

4.3 Deep Dive 2: Illinois Kids Wrestling Federation (IKWF) 

Youth wrestling in Illinois originated as an internal "Kids Division" within the IWF between 1969 
and 1971, initialized when state chairman Ken Kraft appointed Ron Silverstein as Illinois Kids 
Director alongside Arch Richoz & Terry Weber. As participation expanded, the youth circuit 
formalized its club infrastructure, incorporating as an independent 501(c)(3) entity: the Illinois 
Kids Wrestling Federation (IKWF). 

The IKWF established key operational standards for grassroots administration nationally: 

●​ National Registration Prototype: During the 1976–77 season, the USWF adopted 
nationwide athlete membership-card & club-registration systems based directly on a 



formal operational proposal submitted by then-IKWF President Larry Stonitsch.​
 

●​ Scale of Operation: By operating as a specialized youth body while leveraging USA 
Wrestling's central technology platform for sanctioning & insurance, the IKWF expanded 
into USA Wrestling's largest state affiliate, serving nearly 19,000 youth athletes across 
more than 250 chartered clubs.​
 

●​ Multi-Style Pathway: By integrating youth freestyle & Greco-Roman state series 
alongside its traditional folkstyle championship structure, the IKWF elevated "Team 
Illinois" into a dominant force at age-group national championships. 

4.4 Deep Dive 3: Illinois Wrestling Coaches & Officials Association (IWCOA) 

Established in 1971 by Steve Combs (who served as its inaugural president), Wayne Miller, & 
Dennis Hastert—then a Yorkville High School head coach who served as IWCOA President in 
1974–75—the IWCOA was organized to fulfill a distinct scholastic mission. 

Crucially, the IWCOA is not a USA Wrestling membership or sanctioning body. It operates 
as an independent professional cooperative dedicated to uniting high school coaches, referees, 
& scholastic stakeholders. The IWCOA maintains scholastic independence by: 

●​ Managing the Illinois Wrestling Hall of Fame (established in 1972).​
 

●​ Publishing official state high school rankings & hosting the annual Illinois vs. Indiana 
All-Star Duals.​
 

●​ Partnering with the Illinois High School Association (IHSA) to deliver mandatory rules 
education & officiating credentialing clinics.​
 

●​ Conducting supplemental scholastic competitions, including the Freshman/Sophomore 
State Series and the Girls High School State Championships prior to official IHSA 
sanctioning. 

4.5 Modern Operational Realities & Systemic Realignment 

While the Illinois Triad was established through functional differentiation, its modern operational 
model reflects strategic integration. Historically marked by jurisdictional tension between youth 
folkstyle, international-style state leaders, Illinois USA Wrestling (IL/USAW) & the IKWF 
achieved functional alignment. 

Today, IL/USAW & the IKWF share a centralized headquarters facility in Orland Park, Illinois, 
utilizing overlapping executive leadership—most notably through administrators like Jim 
Considine (serving simultaneously as IKWF President and IL/USAW State Chairman) & Mike 
Urwin (managing IKWF operations alongside IL/USAW state tournament series). This 
co-located administration allows the IKWF's club infrastructure to seamlessly run both the winter 



youth folkstyle state series & the spring/summer freestyle, Greco-Roman state championships, 
national duals teams, & Fargo training camps. 

Conversely, the IWCOA deliberately maintains its organizational independence. By remaining 
unencumbered by NGB card processing or Olympic style management, the IWCOA focuses 
strictly on high school coaches' professional development, IHSA officiating credits, state 
scholastic rankings, & historical recognition. 

4.6 Learning Narrative Bridge 

Having mapped the structural components of the Illinois ecosystem, sports management 
professionals can extract universal strategic principles applicable to building modern sports 
organizations. 

5. Synthesis & Playbook for Future Sports Managers 

5.1 Key Conceptual Takeaways 

1. Local Proof-of-Concept Drives National Adoption 

●​ The Principle: Systemic governance reform cannot succeed as an abstract proposal; it 
requires a validated operational prototype at the local or regional level prior to national 
deployment.​
 

●​ The Illinois Application: Steve Combs utilized the Illinois Wrestling Federation as an 
operational laboratory. By proving that individual membership cards, club charters, & 
standardized event sanctioning produced financial sustainability plus participation 
growth, he established a field-tested blueprint that was deployed nationwide upon his 
appointment as USWF Executive Director in 1974. 

2. Functional Specialization Prevents Bureaucratic Bottlenecks 

●​ The Principle: Combining elite high-performance pathways, grassroots youth 
development, & scholastic professional oversight within a single monolithic infrastructure 
leads to operational inertia plus diluted capital allocation.​
 

●​ The Illinois Application: Illinois mitigated administrative bottlenecks through 
institutional specialization: IL/USAW manages international-style national pathways; the 
IKWF governs high-volume youth folkstyle club circuits; and the IWCOA supports high 
school coaches & officials within the scholastic framework. 

3. Member-Capitalized Revenue Models & Grassroots Autonomy 

●​ The Principle: Multi-sport regulatory monopolies derive power from top-down capital 
allocation, disenfranchising sport-specific stakeholders. Single-sport federations achieve 
long-term stability through direct, member-capitalized revenue models tied to operational 



service delivery.​
 

●​ The Illinois Application: The USWF & IKWF replaced centralized umbrella subsidies 
with direct, member-capitalized individual cards plus club charter fees—a system 
designed by Larry Stonitsch in Illinois during the 1976–77 season. This direct revenue 
funded athlete insurance, official education, & event infrastructure, rendering the legacy 
AAU umbrella structure obsolete. 

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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