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FOUNDING FATHER OF THE STATE CIF AND ADVOCATE 

OF CALIFORNIA HIGH SCHOOL SPORTS 

 

WILL C. WOOD 
(William Christopher Wood) 

 

Will C. Wood was born December 10, 1888, in Elmira, California. He attended 

Elmira’s schools and left as valedictorian of his class of four. He attended 

Vacaville High School for his fourth year of education and was valedictorian again 

in a class of eight. He lived on a fruit farm with his parents always struggling with 

chores and worries of farming.  He began his college studies at the University of 

California at Berkeley, but due to a hazing incident decided to enroll at Stanford 

University with a loan from the village grocer. He studied education from a 

popular professor, Ellwood P. Cubberly, who would influence his later career in 

educational administration. He had to leave Stanford as local droughts reduced his 

family’s resources. He obtained a teaching position in a country school in Suisun 

Valley (Danka’s Corner-$70 a month) and later became an elementary Principal in 

Fairfield. He had a printed motto on his office wall for many years that stated: 

 

   “Id like to know alotta things 

    With curiosity I’m kurst 

              But techer sez I gotta git 

                                 My ejucation furst.” 

 

He became a popular Principal due to his speaking ability and a reputation for 

managing schools well with high staff morale. He became a Principal in Alameda 

(Wilson School) and later, at the age of twenty nine, Superintendent of Alameda 

Schools. He was instrumental in helping to organize the California Teachers 

Association (CTA). He continued his education at Berkeley, Michigan, and USC 

(M.A.) He was appointed California’s first Commissioner of Secondary Education 

in 1914. Wood believed strongly in the totality of schools and education in 

California needed to serve all students, not just the college bound. He helped create 



the Junior College model in California and was always an advocate for the rural 

schools. 

 

Will C. Wood was a very strong proponent of high school activities, especially 

athletics. It is interesting to note the strong negative feelings of many in the early 

1900’s towards interscholastic sports. High school sports were: 

 physically and morally harmful; 

 harmful to academic achievement…took time away from studies; 

 the financial cost were too high; 

 paid coaches often referred to as “bums;” 

 too many students transferring just to play sports and were referred to as 

“tramps;” 

 sportsmanship not stressed; 

 schools with football teams were always fighting and town locals, clubs and 

lodges were dictating the control of the gridiron; 

 rooting, jockeying and other devices were employed to confuse or obstruct 

players; 

 winning of games more important than fair play…”win at any cost;” 

 no physical training rules; 

 overnight travel took too much time; 

 night games were dangerous; 

 colleges and the local YMCA’s were running all the sports, especially track; 

 schools had only one sport team and other minor sports received no support; 

 too much emphasis on team sports and not individuals; 

 students were receiving medals and other expensive prizes; 

 only “big students” played and not much support for the smaller student; 

 rewards were given to the best players and not the one who “tried the 

hardest;” 

 kids were running amuck (term often used was “rioting”); 

 no academic eligibility rules; 

 no age rules to compete; 

 no formal definition of what is an “amateur;” 

 use of profane language on the playing fields. 

 

To combat these feelings, Wood wrote and spoke extensively about the positive 

attributes of high school athletics. His basic premise was that Principals can control 

their own students, but there needs to be a “general control” where students are 

competing against students from other schools.  He believed that sports should not 



be allowed to dominate the spirit of schools and mitigate against the development 

of wholesome habits of life. To combat the negative feelings toward high school 

sports and activities he told everyone that would listen that sports helped with the 

following: 

 building character; 

 wholesome physical activity; 

 creating initiative, independence and responsibility; 

 allowing a degree of freedom (Wood did say, “but the prerogative of the 

faculty should not be surrendered to the study body!”); 

 allowing faculty members to supervise athletics; 

 developing qualities of manhood and womanhood; 

 opportunity for self-direction; 

 self-control; 

 sportsmanship. 

 

 

Wood assigned Superintendent J. C. Templeton, Palo Alto, to chair a committee to 

develop a state-wide control of high school sports along with E.W. Oliver, 

President of the Athletic Council of Southern California (which had been formed 

on March 28, 1913, and later renamed California Interscholastic Federation 

Southern Section – CIFSS). The state was divided into four sections (Southern, 

Central, North Coast, Northern) which aligned with the four sections of the 

California Teachers Association (CTA). In the California State Board of Education 

Bulletin No. 2, Wood spelled out his principles for state-wide control of school 

activities followed up by the Minutes of the Los Angeles High School Athletic 

Convention held March 28, 1914. He stated, “…the organization of this Federation 

is one of the most helpful signs of better times in high school sports.” He believed 

that the State Department of Education should leave as many of the 

administrative details of administration to the CIF as possible. 

 

It is interesting to note that the first Constitution of the California Interscholastic 

Federation (formatted to the CIF-SS Constitution of 1913) included answers to 

many of the concerns expressed by the anti-high school advocates to include: 

 

 purpose of the organization; 

 responsibility of the organization; 

 satisfactory supervision; 

 sportsmanship; 

 jurisdiction; 



 time, date and location of games; 

 appointing of officials; 

 financial responsibilities; 

 final court of appeal; 

 age of contestants; 

 no postgraduates are eligible; 

 contestants must be members of their schools;; 

 passing grades; 

 amateur standing; 

 captains and faculty members exchange list of team members before the 

contest; 

 protests; 

 finances. 

 

Other recommendations included: 

 urged the City Superintendents and High School Principals to adopt the 

policies articulated by Wood; 

 sane training rules; 

 abolish paid coach system and the teachers of physical education be 

substituted. Coaching should be done by the student “Captains” of the 

teams under the jurisdiction of the faculty; 

 trips restricted to the weekend and not more than one day; 

 no profane language on the field of play; 

 winning of games secondary to fair play; 

 local Championships for small groups of schools should be encouraged. 

 

Resolutions included: 

 grounds of many schools were not adequate or in poor shape…a law be 

passed to require each high school to have at least “10 acres of land” for 

sports; 

 don’t give medals and confine prizes to modest cups and pennants; 

 definition of what an amateur is. This would be the first real challenge for 

the new CIF and there were many ideal of what an “amateur” is. In fact 

E. W. Oliver, President of the CIF-SS, stated, “Let Amateurs Play for 

Coin.” He wanted high school athletes to be given the right to play on 

weekends for pay. 

 



Will C. Wood would continue to support high school athletics for his entire life. 

He was California’s State Commissioner of Secondary Schools from 1914-1919, 

the California State Superintendent of Banks (1927-1931) and passed away on 

May 15, 1939, in Piedmont, California. Two schools were named after him…Will 

C. Wood High School in Vacaville and Will C. Wood Middle School in 

Sacramento. 
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