Changing DIAA boys tourney is a bad idea
B
il

Current format gives all
teams a chance at glory

Chuck Durante
Spedcial to Deloware News Journal

The shoulders of Route 13 are littered
with the remains of defeated favorites in
the DIAA Boys Basketball Tournament.

Every few years, someone suggests
bifurcating the tournament. The success
and glamour of Delaware’s premier high
school sporting event has always buried
these suggestions quickly.

Why should a state where everyone
knows everyone else - and almost every
school makes the top 10 in one year or an-
other - imitate states with 700 high
schools and layers of participation tro-
phies?

This year, though, the suggestion has
ripened into an actual proposal, buried in
a report by staff at the Delaware Inter-
scholastic Athletic Association, making
the prospect a real one.

The scheme would wreck a tourna-
ment that gives every team a season-
opening goal and a season-ending
chance to play and possibly upset the
best. It would deprive the tournament of
many of the sport’s best teams. The re-
sult would be two devalued tourna-
ments, one of them nothing more than a
consolation round.

Severing the event into a real tourna-
ment and a kids table would cripple a
carnival where athletes from every
school can create memories playing
against future Division | players, gain
statewide recognition and strive for the
pinnacle - the semifinals before 5,000
fans at the Bob. It would relegate good
teams to a junior event.

How would you split the teams?
Above all, there is no sensible way to
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St. Andrew's Adrian Watts dribbles past Dickinson’s Jaylen Jenkins during the
2020 DIAA tourney at Middletown High. SPECIAL TO THE NEWS JOURNAL/DAVE CHAMBERS

split Delaware into two sections.

In an era when the NCAA Tournament
has become stifled into Power Five domi-
nance, the DIAA Boys Basketball tourna-
ment remains home to Cinderella.

Six times, the state’s best player didn't
get past the round of 16. Schools that en-
tered the tournament seeded 15th, 17th,
18th and 19th have slain Goliaths to reach
the semifinals.

Schools without first- or second-team
All-State playvers have won champion-
ships. A fourth-place team won a title.

You can't divide the field into large
schools and small schools, since half of
the good teams come from small schools.
Over the years, 44 percent of all Final
Four teams have come among the small-
er half of the state's schools -~ and most
of them weren't named Sanford or How-
ard,

Consequently, when you ask two-

tournament proponents how they would
divide the state into two fields, they
mumble about a committee with formu-
las using recent years’ performances, en-
rollment and “other factors.”

No committee or formula can foresee
the state’s strongest 24, 16 or even eight
teams, Consigning schools to the kids ta-
ble would keep many of the best teams
out of the tournament.

Losing teams can improve quickly

High school basketball is not like the
fixed-income market. It defies predic-
tion. Adolescents mature, players trans-
fer, coaches change.

Here are some examples of unexpect-
ed results:

e Delmar, the state's smallest public
school, came within a basket of the 1985
championship against a team with five

All-State players, one of whom playved in
the NBA.

e Woodbridge, nearly as small and
unheralded, was eliminated in the open-
ing round of the 1985 tournament, then
reached the championship game two
years later,

e A committee would have put Mid-
dletown’s 1979 team at the kids table. Af-
ter all, the Cavaliers, perennially a lower-
tier Blue Hen Flight B program, had never
made the tournament. Yet, only a disput-
ed charging call kept Dwayne Henry's
team from the title game.

e Archmere was 9-11 mostly against
small schools, in 1973. The Auks reached
the Final Four a year later after traveling
downstate to beat a talent-laden Cape
Henlopen team.

e Archmere was 7-13 in 1976, then
beat two conference champions to reach
the 1977 semifinals.

e Hodgson was a perennial Fight B
doormat in 1995. Then came Lloyd Price,
on his way to becoming Xavier's top
recruit, and the Silver Eagles were
ranked No. 1 statewide in 1997.

e Recently formed Sussex Tech was
6-13 in 1997. In transferred Brian Polk,
and the Ravens became 1999 Henlopen
Conference champions.

e Christiana was 7-14 in 2005. Then
Tim Steed, who never played before
ninth grade, became Player of the Year
for the Vikings' 2007 state champion-
ship team.

e A Newark team unranked until the
season's final week reached the 2012 title
game,

The magic continues. In the last eight
tournaments, Seaford, Caravel and St.
Andrew's have qualified for the Final
Four after being seeded 10th, 17th and
18th. Do you believe in miracles? The
kids table's proponents do not.

Sanford doesn’t win every year

When you press two-tournament ad-
vocates, they respond vaguely, “It's to
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give everyone a chance.”

Since everyone has a chance already,
when you press further, they’ll look over
their shoulder, then say, “Sanford.”

Indeed, Sanford has won four of the
last 13 state titles, a run of success no dif-
ferent than Wilmington High's a genera-
tion ago.

In each of those four championships,
the Warriors trailed in the final minutes.
Yes, those runners-up “had a chance.”

Because Sanford’s players were sure-
footed in those few minutes, should we
sever the state tournament? Ask Bones
Hyland of St. Georges, Donoven Mack of
Tower Hill or Elijah Allen of Dover if they
would rather have played in a junior var-
sity tournament instead of losing to the
champion.

Everybody has a chance

The state tournament is inclusive. Of
the 50 schools with full teams and
schedules, 24 make the tournament. The
chance for the tournament motivates a
sub-.500 team, any coach will tell you.
Middlebrow teams pop the corks if they
qualify:.

The first round matches the ninth- to
24th-seeded teams, most seeing each
other for the first time. The winners face
All-State players in the second round.
Two more wins and they're in the Bob.

Do the two-tournament proponents
want to shield seniors from the challenge
and exposure?

The group responsible for running the
tournament, the DIAA basketball com-
mittee, has never endorsed severing the
event. Its longtime chairman, Brian Fa-
hey, had a successful 20-year run as Wil-
mington Friends coach, yet he was
proudest when his teams battled higher-
seeded teams in the tournament.

“It’s a point of pride,” Fahey said. “It’s
an accomplishment, playing against the
big boys. It’s not ‘everyone gets a tro-

phy.”

The tournament’s founders — a com-
mittee drawn mostly from small
schools - had no interest in a two-tier
tournament. They foresaw tiny Milton
beating Dover to reach the 1968 semi-
final, Cape Henlopen and Indian River
taking turns as the state’s powerhouse,

Tower Hill routing Salesianum in 2022.
Districts don’t work, either

A related proposal to divide the tour-
nament into four districts is equally
foolish. One of the tournament’s attrac-
tions is matching schools from across
the state. The kids relish the novel
showdowns. Their fans see new teams.
The unfamiliarity opens the door to up-
sets.

And avoiding sections is more fair.
The NCAA abandoned strict geography
in its tournament more than 40 years
ago because some regions were con-
stantly weaker. If a team reaches the
semifinals, it shouldn’t be because of a
quota system.

Yes, upstate public schools have lost
strength, as official favor of charter
schools adversely affects the state’s
educational backbone. Contorting the
state tournament is no solution.

For 59 years, teams have made the
semifinals on guile, tactics and merit. If
a spot were reserved for a weak region,
it will be devalued in the eyes of all.

Basketball loves small schools. In
high school, a talented 6-foot-2 player
can dominate. If he is joined by a crafty
point guard and three versatile class-
mates, they can defy the predictions of
a superficial small-sample survey, de-
feat bigger schools and shine state-
wide.

Competitive young athletes are less
fragile than the grownups who want to
cushion them against new experiences
and daunting challenges.

Chuck Durante, president of the Del-
aware Sports Museum and Hall of
Fame, is a longtime observer of Dela-
ware high school boys basketball.



