AGE ELIGIBILITY FOR USFA COMPETITIONS
Prepared by Carla-Mae Richards
HOW YOUNG IS TOO YOUNG?

Every sport that triggers a resurgence of its participants, especially among the young developing athlete, faces a similar question – what is the role of the governing sport body in ensuring the safety of the young child as that child progresses in the sport?

In the mid ‘90’s the USFA went through this type of “soul searching” as more coaches and clubs were attracting younger persons to the sport. As this base grew so did the demand for competitions to enhance their interest in fencing. It became more apparent that an in depth review was needed to understand the impact of the young athletes competing against physically bigger athletes and risking injury, be it physical and/or psychological. The goal was that the young athlete should learn and have time to reinforce the skills of the sport before “fighting” for his or her “life” against athletes many years older whose size and strength could totally overwhelm the younger athlete. 

A group of coaches pondered the questions of safety and proper maturation in the sport and presented to the Board their concerns and their recommendations. Essentially their recommendations followed the rules of the international fencing federation as well as pedagogical studies on effect of competition on the younger athletes. They concurred that it would be best to pose a limit on the age of an athlete competing in any level of “open” competition; be it one labeled an “open” or one titled Division I, II, III or Division IA. 

The Board accepted that report and approved such restrictions; that the athlete had to be at least 13 years old on January 1 in the year of the Junior World Championships, also specified as the fencing season. Since the young athlete could be much younger and the USFA was promoting youth age competitions, it was also decided that exceptions would be considered based on the experience and performance of these younger athletes. Thus the rule was that an athlete could compete on his or her age level and one level higher if at the time of the upcoming competition the athlete was on the national point standings in his or her age level. So if an 11 year old had won points in a national Youth 14 competition, then the athlete could fence in the next level of competition, i.e., in this case, the Cadet or Under-17 competition.

The limitations on the exposure of younger athletes to “open” competition is not unique to the sport of fencing. One will find similar restrictions for youth athletes in many sports: basketball, soccer, martial arts, swimming, etc. 

If there are these restrictions for national competitions that are based on the safety of the athlete in the sport, the Board, in the following year, felt that the same concerns were present for any USFA competition, and thus the ruling was approved for all USFA competition.

3/7/2006
Page 1 of 2
Background, cmr

