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The history of New Jersey state football champions is a captivating tale that showcases the evolution
of high school football in the Garden State. From its humble beginnings to the present day, the journey
of high school football champions in New Jersey reflects the passion, dedication, and talent of young
athletes who have shaped the sport. This article delves into the history of the championship games,

notable teams and players, and the impact of high school football on the community.

Early Years of New Jersey High School Football

The roots of high school football in New Jersey can be traced back to the late 19th century. The first
recorded high school football game in the state was played in 1892. As the sport gained popularity,

various leagues and associations were established, leading to the formation of championship games.



The Birth of Championship Games

- 1910s-1920s: The New Jersey Interscholastic Athletic Association (NJIAA) was formed in 1918,
which set the foundation for organized high school sports, including football. The first official state
football championship game was held in 1932.

- 1930s: The growth of high school football continued, with more schools participating and the
establishment of rivalries. The 1930s saw the emergence of powerhouse programs, laying the

groundwork for competitive championship matches.

Modern Era of NJ State Football Championships

The modern era of New Jersey high school football championships began in the late 1970s and early
1980s. With the establishment of the New Jersey State Interscholastic Athletic Association (NJSIAA) in

1979, a more structured and formalized championship structure was put in place.

Divisional Structure

To accommodate the growing number of participating schools, the NJSIAA implemented a divisional
structure in the early 1980s. The divisions are based on school size, providing a fair and competitive

environment. The main divisions include:

1. Group 1: Smallest schools (up to 400 students)
2. Group 2: Mid-sized schools (401-800 students)
3. Group 3: Larger mid-sized schools (801-1200 students)
4. Group 4: Largest schools (over 1200 students)

5. Non-Public: Separate classification for private and parochial schools

This classification has allowed for a more balanced competition and has contributed to the growth of



the sport across various communities in New Jersey.

Notable Champions and Dynasties

The history of NJ state football champions is filled with remarkable teams and talented athletes.
Certain programs have distinguished themselves as dynasties, consistently competing for and winning

championships.

Prominent High School Programs

- Don Bosco Prep: A powerhouse in New Jersey high school football, Don Bosco Prep has dominated
the Non-Public division. With multiple state championships since the 2000s, they have produced

numerous NFL players, including the likes of Ras-I Dowling and Kyle Wilson.

- Old Tappan: Known for their strong football program, Old Tappan has consistently been a contender

in Group 3 and has won several state championships, showcasing their excellence on the field.

- Westfield: The Westfield High School football team has a rich history of success, with multiple state
titles to their name. Their storied rivalry with other local schools has added to the excitement of high
school football in New Jersey.

- Penns Grove: A notable program in Group 1, Penns Grove has made a name for itself by winning

multiple championships, displaying a strong commitment to developing young talent.

Legendary Players

New Jersey high school football has produced numerous players who have gone on to achieve



greatness at the collegiate and professional levels. Some notable names include:

1. Marvin Harrison: A standout at Rutgers University, Harrison went on to become a Hall of Famer in
the NFL, primarily with the Indianapolis Colts.

2. Joe Theismann: An illustrious career in the NFL, Theismann was a star quarterback who played for
the Washington Redskins and is remembered for winning Super Bowl XVII.

3. Ray Rice: A former standout at Rutgers, Rice had a successful NFL career with the Baltimore

Ravens, including a Super Bowl victory in 2013.

Impact of Championships on Communities

High school football championships in New Jersey extend beyond the field. They play a significant role
in community building, school spirit, and local culture. The following aspects highlight the impact of

these championships:

Community Engagement

- Local Support: High school football games often draw large crowds, fostering a sense of community
pride and unity. Families, friends, and alumni come together to support their teams, creating an electric

atmosphere.
- Economic Impact: Successful football programs can boost local businesses, as game days often

result in increased sales for restaurants, shops, and other establishments. The influx of visitors for

championship games can also positively impact local economies.

School Spirit and Tradition



- Rivalries: The intense rivalries that develop around high school football can create lasting traditions.
The excitement surrounding these rivalries helps to instill school spirit and pride among students and

alumni.
- Legacy: Championship teams often leave behind a legacy that inspires future generations. Young

athletes aspire to emulate the success of past champions, leading to a culture of excellence within

schools.

Challenges Facing High School Football

While the history of NJ state football champions is largely celebratory, it is essential to acknowledge
the challenges that the sport faces. Issues such as safety, funding, and participation rates have

become increasingly relevant.

Safety Concerns

- Concussions: The growing awareness of head injuries has led to increased scrutiny of the sport.
Programs are now implementing safety protocols and education to protect players from the long-term

effects of concussions.

- Injury Prevention: Schools are investing in better training techniques and equipment to enhance

player safety and minimize the risk of injuries on the field.

Funding and Participation Issues

- Budget Cuts: Many high school athletic programs face budget constraints, leading to cuts in funding

for equipment, facilities, and coaching staff. This can impact the quality of programs and the overall



experience for student-athletes.

- Declining Participation: A declining number of participants in high school football has raised concerns
about the future of the sport. Schools are actively working to promote the benefits of football and

encourage more students to join.

Conclusion

The history of NJ state football champions is a rich and dynamic tapestry woven with the stories of
legendary teams, remarkable players, and engaged communities. As the sport continues to evolve, it
remains a vital part of New Jersey’s cultural fabric, inspiring young athletes and bringing communities
together. The challenges ahead will require dedication and innovation, but the legacy of high school

football in New Jersey will undoubtedly continue to thrive for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What year did New Jersey first hold a state football championship?

The first official New Jersey state football championship was held in 1974.

Which school has won the most New Jersey state football
championships?
As of 2023, Westfield High School holds the record for the most New Jersey state football

championships.

What is the significance of the NJSIAA in New Jersey high school



football?

The New Jersey State Interscholastic Athletic Association (NJSIAA) is the governing body that

organizes and oversees high school sports, including the state football championships.

How are the New Jersey state football championships divided?

The championships are divided into multiple groups based on school size, specifically Group |, Group
Il, Group lll, Group IV, and Non-Public divisions.

What notable team won the 2022 New Jersey state football
championship?

In 2022, the Delbarton School won the Non-Public Group 3 championship.

Which New Jersey high school football team has the longest winning

streak in state playoff history?

The longest winning streak in New Jersey state football playoff history is held by the Don Bosco Prep
team, which won 28 consecutive playoff games from 2002 to 2008.
Who was the first coach to win five state championships in New

Jersey?

The first coach to achieve five state championships in New Jersey was Mike D'Antoni of the Don
Bosco Prep football team.
What impact did the COVID-19 pandemic have on the New Jersey

state football championships?

The COVID-19 pandemic led to the suspension of the 2020 New Jersey state football championships,

with a return to play in 2021 under modified conditions.



Which team was the first to win the state championship after the

introduction of the playoff format?

The first team to win a state championship after the introduction of the playoff format in 1974 was the

South River High School team.
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