December 6, 2011

Ms. Melissa N. Mertz							
Assistant Executive Director, PIAA
Members of the High School Volleyball Steering Committee


RE:  Format for Girls Volleyball State Playoffs
Dear Ms. Mertz and Steering Committee Members,
	On behalf of the Girls High School Volleyball coaches from District One, Tony Funsten of Upper Merion High School and I would like to thank you for giving us the opportunity to meet with you and the members of the Volleyball Steering Committee to discuss the format for state playoffs.
	We would like to engage the Committee in a discussion about a proposal to change the format of the state playoffs from the current arrangement, which requires the completion of 4 rounds in 5 days, including quarter-final pool play for all 3 levels (A, AA and AAA) on the same day in the same location, and which requires completing both the semi-final round and championship matches on the same day, the next day after quarter-final pool play.
	We believe that the state playoffs should be conducted over a longer period of time and that the quarter-final round should be changed from pool play to single-elimination.  
Concerning the period of time over which the playoffs should be conducted, we strongly believe that completing 4 rounds in 5 days is too short, denies the athletes the opportunity to compete at their optimal physical ability, to obtain normal and needed rest, and to reasonably integrate their academic demands with the demands placed on them by having to compete so frequently in a short period of time.  It also serves to deny local communities and the high school student bodies to rally their support of the teams, both due to the compressed time, which makes it difficult to build momentum through media and general public awareness; and due to the elongated format of play for the final 3 rounds, which are compressed into two days and requires supporters to likely sacrifice 2 complete days out of their work and/or family commitments to attend matches.
We also believe that the current format is in conflict with the stated philosophy of PIAA, as stated in Article II of its Constitution, where it states that one of its purposes is to: “organize, develop, and direct an interscholastic athletic program which will promote, protect, and conserve the health and physical welfare of all participants”.  We believe that the current format is not in keeping with that goal in that exposes athletes to unnecessary risk of injury due to fatigue, inadequate time for rest, recovery and warm-up; and to exposure to injury caused by the reduced and cramped playing space that pool play necessitates.
	Further we believe that the quarter-final round format, of pool play is not in the best interest of the sport or of the athletes.  Using the 2011 AAA state playoffs as an example, teams had pool matches scheduled for 2:00, 6:00 and 8:00 p.m.  While the first pool matches took place reasonably on time, due to tiebreakers required in both the A and AA levels, the 6:00 AAA matches began at after 9:00, a three hour delay.  This meant that the athletes on the 8 AAA teams that were participating in the quarter-final round, waited for approximately 6 hours after the completion of their first matches, to begin their second ones.  While the delays encountered this season were somewhat aberrational, the format renders itself to such delays being commonplace, as both Tony and I can attest from our own experiences in past years as coaches in the quarter-final round.  
At the recent PVCA Conference, a number of coaches met to discuss their dissatisfaction with the current format, and within that group, it was unanimously agreed that a change was needed.  The group requested the members of the PVCA Board who were in attendance to support a change.
	Moreover, the pool play format requires that abbreviated matches are used instead of playing full, best-of-five set matches, which is the format used throughout the season, in most district playoffs, and in the first, semi-final and final rounds of state playoffs.  We believe that best-of-five, single elimination match play would be a better format for ALL of state playoffs, given that is what is used throughout the rest of the season.  It seems incongruous that single elimination would be used in 3 of the 4 rounds in state playoffs, with a change in format just for the quarter-finals.  No other high school team sport shortens or otherwise alters the length or format of its matches in state playoffs, and we believe that the same should apply to volleyball.  Just as it would not make sense to change the format of basketball playoffs in the quarter-final round by having teams play 3 round robin matches that were 2/3 the length of a normal basketball game, we believe it makes no sense to do that with volleyball either.
	Pool play has been a format that has been advocated by many coaches and by the PVCA over the years.  Pool play does have its place in some instances, and may have had a more logical place in PIAA playoffs in the past when best-of-three was the match format, instead of best-of-five that is used today.  Previously, pool play was thought to give protection against unfavorable matchups in the first 2 rounds of playoffs.  It also enabled teams to recover from an early round setback in a best-of-three match, by being able to survive against other teams within their pools.  However, when NFHS changed the format of match play from best-of-three to best-of-five, any possible need for pool play was substantially negated.  And we would argue that essentially giving teams a second chance in a state championship tournament is a contradiction in terms.  No other team sport in PIAA affords that luxury to its participants, and neither should volleyball.
	I recently conducted a study of the playoffs format used by 20 other states to see how the format used by Pennsylvania compared to them.  The results of that study are in a separate document that has been provided to you today.  I chose neighboring states of Pennsylvania, and then starting with Southern New England, took each Atlantic Seaboard state, and then worked across the Midwest from Ohio until I reached 20.
	The study shows that 17 of the 20 states (85%) used single-elimination throughout its state playoffs without exception.  Of the other 3, 1 state, Colorado, used pool play extensively, while the other 2 (New York and Missouri) used pool play in the semi-final round only.  Also of interest,  85 % of the states allowed at least 5 days, up to 10 days, for completion of the last 3 rounds of playoffs (vs. Pennsylvania which allows only 2).
[bookmark: _GoBack]	So it is clear that Pennsylvania is following a format and a time period that is substantially different than other states follow.  Many of these states had used pool play in one form or another, but with few exceptions, they have adopted single elimination as their format.
	We therefore would like to recommend, with an appropriate logistics study to be done, that single elimination, best-of-five matches be adopted as the only format for state playoffs, and that 1 week be added to the time allowed to complete the 4 rounds of playoffs.  We think that this will allow athletes to be adequately rested, to be able to compete with minimal academic disruption, and to perform at their optimal athletic levels.  Moreover, single elimination and an extended period of time will allow the sport to garner more favorable publicity, to generate more community and in-school support, and create an environment in which the participating athletes will thrive.  And we also believe that the higher level of community and in-school support will create a more favorable financial operating result.  The pool play format in particular makes it undesirable and impractical for community and in-school supporters to attend, given the extended time commitment needed.

	In closing, Tony and I would again like to thank you for allowing us to appear before you today, and to thank Gary Kochersperger for his help and guidance in making this happen.

Respectfully,


Joe Boland, Villa Maria Academy				Tony Funsten, Upper Merion
