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DeKALB -- This year marks the second time DeKalb and Northern Illinois University have

partnered to host the IHSA championships. And organizers said they learned lessons in 2013

that have led to changes in 2015.

Wendy West-Krauch said leaders of the host committee, composed of the IHSA Destination

DeKalb Committee, the DeKalb County Convention and Visitors Bureau and Northern Illinois

University, listened to the volunteers and ambassadors who participated two years ago to raise

the bar on the experience this year.

“They had some really good feedback,” said West-Krauch, this year’s community chairwoman

for IHSA Destination DeKalb.

NIU’s Huskie Stadium will be the site of title games in odd-numbered years at least through

2021, with the games being held in even years at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

through 2022. The change was necessitated by a Big Ten Conference scheduling change that has

put Illinois’ annual matchup with in-state rival Northwestern at Champaign’s Memorial Stadium

on the same weekend as the high school football championships.

With Champaign’s loss DeKalb’s gain, 16 teams will face off in eight classes Friday and Saturday

for the right to be called state champions.

In 2013, the games drew record crowds to DeKalb, with more than 30,000 tickets sold to the two

games. That created some crowd management issues, particularly with getting fans out of the

stands after their respective teams had played in time to make way for the incoming fans for the

next game.

This year, West-Krauch said organizers have worked on logistics for moving the crowds out and

in more smoothly.

“We just had no idea” last time, she said.

Things got a bit hairy for players and coaches, too, she said. In 2013, Stillman Valley needed

overtime to defeat St. Joseph-Ogden, 43-41, in the Class 3A title game, but the overtime period

kept Rochester and Geneseo, the Class 4A teams, from getting into the locker room and onto the

field to play.

This year, organizers have reserved space in the stands for teams to watch as they wait their
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turn on the gridiron.

West-Krauch said all of the estimated 30,000 fans expected in or around Huskie Stadium during

the two-day event will see more clearly marked signage directing them to concessions, seating

areas, and locker rooms. The signs also should improve traffic flow, she said.

The host committee bills this event not only as an opportunity for high school teams, but also as

a chance to showcase DeKalb and surrounding communities and amenities. It also can be a

helpful recruitment event for NIU to draw prospective students and student-athletes.

“It’s an experience that’s going to last a lifetime, and a memory that’s going to last a lifetime. So

we want to make sure that experience is cherished,” said Brad Hoey, a spokesman for the host

committee and NIU. “That [athletes’] recollection of coming to Northern Illinois University and

playing in Huskie Stadium, [visitors] coming to DeKalb County is a very fond memory.

“And hopefully, some of these youngsters that are coming here will make DeKalb and NIU their

home for four to five years -- and even longer.”
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