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Q&A with Bob Baldwin, MIAA execu ve director
Bob Baldwin recently began his second year as executive director of the Massachusetts Interscholastic Athletic Association. Dr. Baldwin sat down to share a look at how things went in his first year on the
job, his thoughts on where the MIAA stands today, and talk about plans, goals and ideas for the association going forward.
You started on the job in August 2021. Before last year, you
spent your career as both a coach
and a school administrator. So
what were your perceptions of the
MIAA before you took on this current role and what was something
you maybe learned over the past
year that surprised you about the
association? Or was everything
about the MIAA pretty much what
you expected?

“

I think from an outsider's perspective, again, being a coach and a building
administrator, and then a superintendent of
schools [at Fairhaven Public Schools], I did
have a lot of dealings in many different ways with
the MIAA. I looked at it as very regulatory. Even as
a parent, you'd go to a state tournament game and
you'd be told what you couldn't do or how you
couldn't have fun, and the rules come down from
above. And so I perceived it to be very regulatory.
And then when we did have to pursue help or support, it was always there. But it just felt like dealing with an institution that I guess the term is insular. It was the place to go and as opposed to it
being this partnership, it just kind of felt like –
again, from an outsider's perspective – this place
that gave you direction, did things to you, regulated, but wasn't necessarily a partner with you.”
Expanding on that, last August on one of
your first days on the job, you said you wanted to spend your first days as executive director building relationships. Now that you've
completed your first year, how successful was
that and will you continue to take that approach going forward?

“

Oh, absolutely. I was ending my kind of run
as a superintendent. I had to attend some
award ceremony in Washington, D.C. in the
fall [of 2021] and I was walking with a former colleague, and I said, ‘You know, somehow,
some way, we're going to turn this aircraft carrier
around a little bit and make it more serviceoriented, make it something that is there for the
membership, is there for our student athletes, first

and foremost.’ And a good friend of
mine turned to me and said, ‘It's relationships.’ And I said, ‘Yeah.’ the answer was building relationships, one
relationship at a time. And every interaction is to show who you are as a human being, to listen to people, to take
in their ideas.
And so what we're trying to do is, not
just myself but others, going places
and listening to people and trying to
build relationships one relationship at
a time, so that somewhere down the
line in the long run, we are those partners with all
of those people in the trenches trying to get the
job done, and we are that association of support
and service. And I feel like we're making progress.
It takes a long time to move an aircraft carrier. It
takes a lot of work, but one little conversation at a
time, one relationship at a time, I think we'll move
in that direction.”
So now a little more than one year in,
what is your short-term or even long-range
plan for the MIAA going forward? How different does it look today from what you walked
into a year ago? How do you want it to look a
year from now, five years from now, or whatever the timeline might be?

“

It's easier for someone on the outside to perceive that than myself, but you actually internally feel some momentum. I will ask
people and I always tell people, please do
not tell me what you think I want to hear. For us
to get better, you need to tell me what's really
happening out there. And everywhere we go, I
want to ask, ‘How are we doing? What can we do
to get better?’ Some people aren't shy about that,
some people are. But in the short term, just keep
plugging away at it. What can we do?
We do not want to be intrusive to a school district
or a school. We do not want to be that that bureaucratic entity that tells you how you should do
things and at the same time, we want to be there
for you for support and service when you need us.
So we're fielding a lot of phone calls, not just from
athletic directors, not just from principals, but also
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school superintendents and other state agencies.
That's positive, so you can feel that.
And then long term, I have some real hokey
thoughts of what we, as an institution and as a
platform for interscholastic athletics, can do. I
went to two concerts this summer ... both entertainers said the great equalizers are sports and
music, and that's what it's been in my whole life.
Can we use the platform of sports and music and
student activities to try and make a difference in
the behaviors of our 16- ,17- and 18-year-olds today, so that when they're 35, 36 and 37 in the future, our society’s a little better than it is today.
So that's why we looked at the term ‘Growing
Courageous Leaders.’
You spoke last year about what you perceive was a “leadership pipeline crisis.” So
what initiatives as the MIAA undertaken, or
maybe has in the works, to kind of increase
student participation in these areas?

“

Again, let's go back to the beginning. The
MIAA is regulatory. We run a state tournament, we have educational-based athletics.
If you talk to some people, they will say,
well, you are regulatory and run a state tournament. We need to flip that upside down and be the
educational-based athletics association, first and

foremost. We need to connect our student-athletes
— these are leaders, these are identified leaders
today, already here for us that are in a school setting. We need to identify them and say, you can
make a difference in the world someday, get into
education, get into leadership. Somebody one day
told me to be a coach, and it all opened up from
there.
And then just a lot of different initiatives. Everything we do, we're going to talk about growing
courageous leaders, and we're going to talk about
it with adults at the highest of levels. And I say it
starts with me, every day I can learn how break
down those three words: how to be a leader, how
to be courageous and how to grow. And if we can
model that as adults and teach that to coaches
and athletic directors and principals, and then our
kids — through osmosis, through modeling — will
learn the same thing. And I also believe that in the
world we live in today in society, it is definitely
needed. And if not the institution of education, and
sports and music and student activities, who's going to do this? I'm really concerned about the future of society. Why not attack it now with our student athletes and say you can be the difference
makers tomorrow, and we're going to teach you
how to be a courageous leader today.

The MIAA’s Student Advisory Commi ee consists of student leaders from member schools across the state.
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Your first year coincided with a lot of
change for the MIAA in general, including the
introduction of the new statewide tournament format. What was your view on the new
format, how it played out, and the feedback
you might have gotten from constituents
across the state?

“

I walked in first month and was informed
that we had a new statewide tournament,
that we had a new online ticketing program,
and we had new power rankings and the
toothpaste was out of the tube and there was no
turning back. Let's go. In hindsight, looking back
at it, I can't believe how successful it was.
I learned a long time ago that execution and
action precedes understanding and you have to
get people to act and then later on they'll understand. One of the examples of that is, I think, as
luck would have it, the first tournament game in
the fall was Monument Mountain, who can stare at
New York state, having to go to Nantucket [for
girls volleyball]. And right away the naysayers are
saying, ‘See, look, what's happening here.’ And
probably if you talk to those kids in the experience
that those schools created out of that event, it's
probably something they'll remember the rest of
their lives. We saw state tournament games in
which the first seed played the third seed in the
finals or the first seed plays that second seed in
the finals. And in the past, they would have
knocked each other out in a sectional, regional
event in the South or in the North or in the West.
Now the ranked teams, because the rankings were
correct and better than they had ever been, we're
now aligning the best of the best and the competition was just amazing throughout.
So across the board and looking at it, we can
always tweak some things. You should always,
look and see how you can do it better. But I just
think it was a huge success. And most people who
did have to travel, said, that was a pretty neat experience going to a softball championship at
UMass Amherst. We didn't realize what an amazing and beautiful complex there was there, what
kind of a field that was. People were forced to
travel a whole hour and a half or two hours or in
some cases half a day to get to different places,
and they had an experience that they would have
never had before. So by and large, I think it was
pretty positive.

Amesbury celebrates the Division 4 championship, one of ﬁve
so ball state ﬁnals played at UMass in 2022.
You mentioned the softball at UMass. One
of the biggest pieces in the points of emphasis of the new format was trying to create equity in the state finals venues. Obviously,
that's very important to the MIAA going forward.

“

Absolutely. And equity and fairness —
someone will say, well, football is at Gillette,
so field hockey should be at Gillette. Well,
not if they fill up half a section and the kids
don't get an experience of noise and excitement
and enthusiasm and just what a state tournament
final [should be]. Every student-athlete deserves
their state tournament and their state final to be in
a place that that experience is just the ultimate.
So at UMass Amherst, that softball venue was
filled and there were people outside in the outfield
and there was noise and there was excitement,
and at other venues that were full, every kid who
left said, this is equitable, the noise and excitement that took place here.
So there are different sized venues for different
events and you try and match those up. I grew up
in the Midwest and it was always, the College
World Series, ‘the road to Omaha.’ Somewhere
down the line in the future if we can get kids excited now to say it's ‘the road to UMass Amherst,’ it's
‘the road to the Tsongas Center,’ it's ‘the road to
Worcester State,’ and they know that their finals
are at these venues, which are great venues for
their specific sport, that's what we're looking for.
I'm way too old and don't remember the scores of
my games, and I probably forgot them 30 years
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ago, but I do remember the experiences, I remember the fan base going to a state tournament
game in Worcester … a long time ago. If we can
provide experiences for our kids through that state
tournament, I think it's a real positive thing.”
You've mentioned the regulatory piece a
lot, but the tournament structure, the fan experience, the student athlete experience,
how much of a point of emphasis is that going to be for the association going forward,
maybe breaking down some of those walls?

“

First and foremost we need to instill how you
act in an event, what your conduct is in an
event, how you treat officials. People need to
act the way they should act and model that
across the board. But once you're in, it should be
excitement, it should be fun, it should be a
memory. I don't know all the stringent rules. I
know that when I was a parent, I had to do certain
things. I was like, really? I can't do this? And I understand some. We had a whistle situation [in a
hockey tournament game] a year ago, you can't
be bringing certain noisemakers in, et cetera. But
for the most part, there should be an experience,
first and foremost, for our student-athletes. I remember the movie Hoosiers — they walk in just
wide-eyed looking at this. And we saw that with
some kids this year. Our student-athletes should
walk into different sites and say, ‘Wow, this is
amazing.’ We heard a lot of that at the venues
that took place, and we need to keep that going.
Every decision we make should be, what's in the
best interest of our student-athletes, not the
adults. We love our adults, but every decision is
for our student-athletes and what's in their best
interest moving forward.”
The Board of Directors recently voted to
edit the MIAA’s amateurism rule to account
for Name, Image and Likeness, which is obviously a hot topic nationally at the collegiate
level, and now trickling into the high school
level. So what are some of the other issues
nationally or maybe even locally that the MIAA might need to be aware of going forward?

MORE ON N.I.L.
To read about the recent change to MIAA Rule 47, click
here: h ps://miaa.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/
Name-Image-Likeness.pdf

“

I represent the state of Massachusetts for
the National Federation of High Schools and
to people reading this, that equates to what
the NCAA is at the collegiate level. So we're
constantly on the cutting edge of what's going on
and what goes on at the NCAA level is eventually
going to go on at the high school level. So a year
ago, we just started listening to what was Name,
Image and Likeness. And now you've got over
50% of the states in the high schools either preparing to adopt or have adopted language that are
simply guardrails for when, not if, this situation
happens at the high school level. How do you
maintain a student-athlete’s amateurism. We look
at that and say, ‘Oh, my God, they're going
against being amateurs.’ No. The world is moving
really fast. And we need to keep up with that and
we need to know what's going on at the national
level. And what happens in Massachusetts and
what happens in Michigan and what happens in
other states is going to be happening in our region
as well. So I don't know what this year is.
“We meet at the end of the month as a district, or
a section, and that is New Jersey, New York
through Maine, and the new hot button issues that
are happening at the national level will be brought
forth to us by the NFHS and we'll be ready to try
and be proactive with that one. A lot of people
[say], ‘You're doing this too fast.’ Our understanding is that these are either going to be litigated,
legislated or state associations can be proactive
and set up these guardrails to protect the amateurism of our student-athletes so that they know,
and we got a lot of work to do that.
“But what's next? Something. The world we live in
today, we all talk about going back to a new normal. I think the new normal is uncertainty and we
all need to be adaptive and we need to be ready to
be there and be proactive when things come up,
because they will come up.”
Being proactive seems like a big part of
pretty much everything that [the MIAA
wants] to be doing going forward.

“

Absolutely. We need to tell the truth. I love
the word ‘transparency,’ and people claim
that you're not being transparent when they
disagree with the decision you make. But we
need to be transparent, we need to tell the truth.
We need to tell people what really is happening
out there. That builds, through time, trust and
credibility. When you're constantly just saying,
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A er a posi ve debut, the MIAA’s statewide tournament format enters its second season in 2022-23.
Look, agree or disagree, this is what it is at that
point in time. And being proactive is being aware
of what's out there, being current, being grounded, and then communicating that. So we're trying
new ways to communicate, first to our membership. We're going to eventually blow up our website, and that's putting it kindly, and make sure
that people can click and get the information they
need to get in a very easy manner. I think I'll be
the test case that if I can do it, anybody can do it.
“But we need to share information. What is
there to not share with people about. There are a
lot of times when you're dealing with kids, of
course it's confidentiality and you can't share why
a decision was made or what happened. But the
transparency and the being proactive of how you
handle certain situations and being consistent is
something you can do moving forward. And that's
one issue at a time when they come up, we will

work at it. Like I said, it's an aircraft carrier that's
going to take some time. But lo and behold every
time we come up with a situation we have a great
team that is working on all these issues and we're
open and honest to each other. And then we want
to project that back to the membership.”
Any closing thoughts as students have
returned to school across the state and now
all fall sports have started and the ’22-23
school year is underway?

“

I just want to challenge everybody ... there
is a right action. There is a way to act. You
want to compete like crazy, but you also
want to be under control and have self control. I wish everybody luck in their seasons, and I
wish them the ability to deal with success, with
failure. And these are things getting back to growing courageous leaders, which means that somewhere down the line when you're 35, 36 years old,
I can speak firsthand, athletics and what you learn
through the platform of athletics and student activities and music etc. will form you and form the
human being you're going to be.
“I just challenge everybody to continue to
make right decisions to grow those courageous
leaders and have fun and have camaraderie with
people. And in this office, we're just going to keep
working hard every day to try to do the best we
can to serve the needs of our membership and
most importantly, our student-athletes.”

