NO CUT POLICY FOR CHEERLEADING 

Many school districts are implementing a “no-cut” policy for cheerleading.  Building students’ self-esteem and keeping them involved are the primary reasons.  A “no-cut” policy provides students with the opportunity to participate regardless of their skill level and motivation.  How do you work with this policy and still provide a quality program?  I asked some experienced coaches for their insights.  Concerns they addressed included uniforms, maintaining athletes’ interests with different skill levels, supervision, safety, and excellence of program.  

“Some problems encountered are buying uniforms for all of the cheerleaders, “ says Donna McKay from Madison High School in Iowa.  If the cheerleader must pay for her uniform, frustration may be expressed if the student does not get enough suitable “cheer time”.  A parent/student meeting prior to tryouts will help prevent troubles.  Both parents and potential cheerleaders will be more willing to cover their costs if they have a complete understanding of what their role entails. 

 “Our school pays for a supply of uniforms in a variety of sizes,” says Robin Gohn, junior varsity coach from Oak Harbor High School in Washington.  “We usually have to do a few alterations at the beginning of the season. The cheerleaders must return the uniforms in good condition at the end of the year. We get a new supply every three years.”  Schools need to budget for this expense. Talk to your school athletic director or administrator about the cost of uniforms.  

With a usually large turnout for cheerleading, coaches may end up with a wide variety of skill levels. “When you have the "no-cut" policy, it is very difficult to keep the more advanced cheerleaders interested in the program. We have lost very talented cheerleaders to all-star programs because of this ruling in the middle schools,” says Loretta Andre, Shepherd Hill Regional High School cheerleading coach in Massachusetts.  “How much training are the girls getting when you have to spend so much time on motion drills because they don't know what a "high V" or a "T" motion is. When it comes time to stunting, you see the coach putting a lot of effort in the girls with no training and the other girls are sitting on the ground just waiting for a more advance skill.”

Jayne Schakowsky from St. John Vanier High School solves this concern by having a separate competition squad.  “For tryouts we pick the varsity competition team from the top scorers, so in essence we cut from competition, but we let everyone cheer for games.”  

Donna Martin from Dunbar High School in Kentucky says, “I tell the students that in order to compete they have to have at least a back handspring.”  Dividing up your group will keep athletes with compatible skills together, helping to maintain interest of each cheerleader and motivating them to develop and perfect their skills. 

“It's hard to increase the level of skills for the many diverse cheerleaders and monitor safety with only two to three coaches,” declares Coach Mc Kay. Often schools want to provide opportunity for everyone to cheer but do not supply enough staffing.  Sit down with your administrator and explain the need for more assistant coaches in order to provide a safe learning environment.   If your school will not supply you with more help, recruit volunteers from the community.  Another option is assigning some tasks to parents like jump lines and motion work, giving you more time to work on stunting.   

“Maintaining the integrity and providing the level of performance that our fans were use to,” was the primary concern for Amber Archer Bosco from Key West High in Florida. She divided the group into different squads and set requirements for each team. “On the sidelines, all cheered, but for halftimes and community performances, I selected those that had the needed skills and commitment. I also strictly enforced the constitution and demerit system which did have an effect because someone new to cheerleading who isn't ready for the time necessary and the practice hours won't stay around”. 

Another option instead of a no-cut policy for cheerleading, consider implementing a pep squad. Coach Bosco thinks “the pep squad is a wonderful group to have and it offers a spirit activity open to anyone”. 

The experience of coaches who have worked with a “no-cut” policy show that, while it presents another consideration that must be managed, it can be compatible with a high quality program.  The key is establishing common goals and guidelines with the school, athletic department, and parents.  The “no cut” policy needs clear definition.  For example, it is impossible to establish team spirit if participants have significant behavioral problems.  It must be agreed that “no-cut” does not apply to those who defy building a positive team culture.  All questions need to be answered like does it mean that all must compete, or are there alternative ways to participate for those who have not yet attained competition skills?  The administrators must acknowledge that “no-cut” may require more resources.  More uniforms are also needed to handle all sizes.  More staff may be necessary to provide quality instruction to diverse skill levels.  Safety must be ensured.  

If you are new to coaching with a “no-cut” policy, tap the experiences of those who have gone before.  Ask your coaches association.  Query the internet for ideas.  “No-cut” is just another of many challenges to be managed for the good of the individuals and the team.
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