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March Was Maddening Last Week in
High School Sports
Dr. Karissa L. Niehoff, NFHS Executive Director
March Madness took on another meaning for everyone in the
sports world last week – a week like none other in the history of
organized sports with the acceleration of the Coronavirus (COVID-19)
in the United States.
The Madness was not the bouncing of basketballs in arenas
around the country. Instead it was organization after organization
trying to determine the viability of continuing to operate – particularly
after the suspension of the NBA season and the cancellation of the
NCAA Division I Men’s and Women’s Basketball Championships.
And NFHS-member state high school associations were
among those organizations faced with making decisions because the
heightened state of the Coronavirus pandemic occurred in the middle

heightened state of the Coronavirus pandemic occurred in the middle
of state high school basketball tournaments across the country. While
13 states had completed their tournaments, the remainder were faced
with tough decisions throughout the week.
By the end of the week, another four states were able to
complete their girls and boys basketball tournaments – although all of
these states had to impose extreme limits on the number of fans in
attendance.
About two-thirds of our member state associations had to shut
down their tournaments. At this point, 19 state associations have
cancelled their state basketball tournaments, while 15 others have
postponed or suspended their events, although the hope of completing
them seems to fade with each passing day.
In addition to basketball, some states were in the midst of
conducting ice hockey, gymnastics and swimming championships.
While most of those sports championships, along with wrestling, were
completed, some states were forced to suspend or cancel these as
well.
Because of varying information from state health leaders, the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and state
governors, some states were able to continue playing longer than
others. Each state’s high school basketball tournament is one of the
anticipated events of the year – particularly for residents in towns with
schools playing for a state title.
From start to finish of state basketball tournaments in the 50
states plus the District of Columbia, more than one million fans trek to
gymnasiums to watch these events. This year, however, many of
these fans, along with about half of the 950,000 boys and girls who
play high school basketball, were not able to experience March
Madness.
And if this wasn’t enough, spring sports seasons and

championships are at risk – mainly because schools are closed in
many states, which means the discontinuation of school activity
programs. The NCAA has cancelled all spring sports championships;
and while state associations haven’t cancelled spring championships
yet, athletics and activities programs are on hold for a set period of
time – or indefinitely in some states.
While the loss of college and professional sports has an
enormous impact on everyday life, considering that events
surrounding the Coronavirus affect some 19,500 high schools and 12
million participants in high school sports and performing arts activities,
the impact on high school sports is perhaps even larger.
We support our 51 member state association leaders as they
continue to work through these challenges. The loss of state
basketball championships in many states is a sizeable financial
challenge ahead as they work to continue to make state-level athletics
and activities programs available.
On many occasions, we have written about the value of high
school sports and activities. Last week, we witnessed the
disappointment of thousands and thousands of players and fans who
were not able to experience a state championship – many of whom
were “going to state” for the first time.
High school sports is different from every other level of sport
as these programs are a vital part of communities across our nation.
Last week, when the doors were closed in many gymnasiums, it was
confirmation of the desire and need for education-based high school
sports and activities in the United States.
During this time of imposed social distancing, it is a time to
step back and be thankful for these programs in our nation’s schools.
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