In the United States, women’s rugby has experienced exponential growth in recent years, especially at the collegiate level. And while youth programs continue to proliferate nation-wide, most women are introduced to the game during college.

Because most women did not grow up playing—or even watching—rugby, the learning curve can be rather steep for the uninitiated player. However, most clubs welcome (and even expect) new players. Rugby coaches are well-trained on teaching the basics of the game, and women of all athletic backgrounds and body types can learn and love the sport.

The basics

Generally speaking, each rugby team puts 15 women on the “pitch” (or field) at a time—though there are some popular variations of the sport that feature seven to 10 women per team. Uniforms consist of sturdy rugby shorts and jerseys; knee-high socks; cleats (or “boots”); mouthguards; and, in some cases, some pre-approved soft padding like thin shoulder pads and scrum caps.
The pitch is roughly the same size as a soccer or football field. 

Players advance the rugby ball up the field using a combination or running, passing, and kicking. However, rugby has stringent off-sides laws and, unlike most popular sports, all play must happen behind the line of scrimmage and behind the ball—that is, players may not pass the ball forward, nor may they tackle or otherwise act ahead of the ball.

Points are scored in several ways: A try, worth five points, occurs when a player runs the ball past a designated line and places the ball down in a controlled manner in the try zone (similar to the end zone in American football). After the try is scored, the scoring team can attempt a two-point conversion (a kick through a set of uprights). Players may also attempt to kick through the uprights during regular play or a penalty which, when successful, earns a team three points.
Contact

Despite some popular misconceptions, rugby is not an inherently violent sport. Stringent rules are in place to ensure that contact is safe and controlled, and coaches and veteran players will work with you to make sure you execute contact skills properly.
First and foremost, only the ball carrier may be tackled and “blocking” is prohibited. All tackles must be controlled. Tackles cannot be made “high” (above the shoulders). The tackler must also make an effort to “wrap”—she cannot simply throw her body at the ball carrier. The tackler must make an attempt to wrap her arms around the other player, which helps insure a controlled, fluid, movement. 
Once a player has been tackled to the ground, both the ball carrier and tackler must release the ball and roll away.

Scrums, the eight-on-eight formations that happen whenever certain minor infringements occur, are also controlled movements. During a scrum, teammates will bind onto one another in a pre-established formation. Each team’s scrum will push against the other until the rugby ball is placed between the two teams. At the point, each team will attempt to gain possession of the ball by tapping it to the back of the scrum with their feet.

Rucks and mauls are like scrums that occur in open play. During rucks and mauls, teammates bind on to one another and attempt to drive the other team off the ball. The referee ensures the rucks and mauls are safe, controlled, and stable and will stop play if the contact appears dangerous.

Body types

There is no single rugby body type. Women of all shapes and sizes can find a home on the rugby pitch. Certain positions require stronger, sturdier bodies, while others are well suited for faster, smaller players. No matter what your weight, height, or athletic ability, you can find a position on the rugby field that works for you.
Conclusion

Women’s rugby is a unique sport that can be mentally and physically challenging. However, the rewards that can be reaped by new and veteran players alike are immeasurable. Women who pick up the sport will frequently say they’ve become “addicted” or that the sport changed their lives. Regardless of athletic history, body type, or experience level, rugby can provide women with new leases on their athletic lives or, in some cases, the change to participate in a competitive sport for the first time.

For more rugby resources and to located teams in your area, visit the following sites:

USA Rugby: www.usarugby.org
Home page of the US Women’s National Team: www.womeneagles.com
Tackle Girls! A site devoted to all things women’s rugby: www.tackegirls.com
