Alternate Regionals Pairing System

Postseason bids will be determined as a result of 4th round elimination trials. The top rated “needs P” and “needs D” teams will be paired high low in two different money round brackets.  

The top teams will be paired in a bracket that has the same number of trials as there are Championship bids available.  The teams will be paired high low in that bracket to the extent possible (meaning that same school matches are still impermissible and previous meeting matchups will be prevented to the extent possible). 

The winners of the Championship elimination rounds get Championship bids.  If there are as many National bids available as there are Championship bids, the losers of the Championship elimination rounds all get National bids. If there are less National bids than Championship bids, standard tiebreakers will be used to determine which of the losing teams get bids.

In the unlikely event that there are more “needs P” or “needs D” teams with the identical highest record than there are Championship bids (such as having 3 “needs D” teams at 5-1 in a region with only two Championship bids) there will be as many Championship elimination trials as there are teams with that identical highest record.  The bids will go to the winners of the Championship rounds that prevail via standard tiebreakers.  Any winners not getting Championship bids shall get National bids. 

If there are more National bids available than Championship bids, an additional bracket shall be constructed.  There will be as many trials in this bracket as there are extra National bids that were not awarded to the losers of the Championship elimination trials. The bracket will be paired high low to the extent possible.  Impermissible matches are resolved, but other brackets can be invaded only if there is no pairing possible within the bracket that prevents a same school meeting (which can only happen in a single trial bracket due to caveats described below).

If you have 2 Championship and 4 National bids, in a region you would pair Round 4 as follows:

 

P1 v. D2  and D1 v. P2 with the two winners getting Championships and the two losers getting Nationals.

 

P3 v. D4 and D3 v. P4 with the two winners getting National bids.

 

If there were only two National bids, that last match isn't necessary.  If there are 5 National bids, you'd do P3 vD5, P4 v. D4 and P5 v. D3 to determine the 3 bids that go to teams other than the Championship round losers.

 

If we were to switch to a system where every team has to compete in “opening rounds” of the Championship tournament before advancing to a smaller field in Des Moines, the system is even easier to implement.  There would be as many trials as there are postseason bids.  If 6 total bids, it would be P1 v. D6, P2 v. D5, etc.

The winners of the rounds would be by a majority of judges if we can get three scoring judges in them.  If not, we'd do ballots, then margin of victory. In a pure tie or a +1, -1 situation, we could look to standard tiebreakers like CS.

 

We'd also use the standard tiebreakers to see who gets in to the postseason rounds.

 

We'd still prevent previous meeting and same school matchups to the extent possible.  BUT, an important part of the equation would be that a school could only have two teams in these elimination rounds.  Thus, same school matchups would be a minimal problem.  If a program had two teams in that top four, you might have to allow a prior meeting match, but there would be no longer be serious tiebreaker implications in doing so because it's a win and you're in set-up.

One problem is that a powerhouse program’s baby team could be 5-1 and get into the postseason rounds in lieu of its top team.  The babies could lose that elimination round and the powerhouse is denied a bid, when its top team would have likely won an elimination round.  This problem could be avoided by giving a coach the option to "rank" his or her teams.  Then, if the powerhouse earned 2 elimination round slots, the top two teams in the coach's mind could compete there, just as the coach gets to pick which teams use the postseason bids themselves.

 

For programs with a “you earn it, you go” philosophy, coaches could choose not to rank.  In “coach picks who goes programs,” this could actually make the coach's life easier.  The bids themselves would necessarily be won by the program's top two teams since they would be the ones competing in the elimination rounds.  Having more than 2 good teams is still an advantage since it makes it more likely that you can get into the postseason rounds.

The system is dependent on the coaches of power programs agreeing to vote to have only two teams per region in the money rounds.  That is a sacrifice, but there are two things that would ease the pain.  One is the fact that coaches could select which teams those would be at the beginning of the tournament.  The second is that excluded teams would likely be at 4-2, 5-1 etc. going into round 4 and would be hitting teams not good enough to be in that top group of 8 or so.  Thus those teams would end up with great records and would have a good shot at open bids if the A or B teams faltered.

Additionally, the RTC could be mandated to limit a program to having two teams per region upon the coach's request.  That way, if you really wanted trophies, you could split teams and win them in multiple places without having to listen to people whine about the "runs interference" effect.

 

There system has some flaws, most notably that if a team hits a couple of powerhouses and is 3-3 going into round 4, they are probably already eliminated.  But, the top of the bracket in the last round can no longer be all teams from one program.  So, in round 4 at Milwaukee, the best teams not named Madison or Northwestern would be more likely to hit each other rather than hitting a second Madison or Northwestern team .  In L.A., you'd likely see teams like Cal Poly v. Redlands going heads up for the fourth National bid, rather than comparing the results of their second pairings against USC and UCLA to see who advances.   

 

Milwaukee was a great illustration of the benefits this new system could have.  UW-Milwaukee and St. John's were 3-3 heading into the last round and got paired against Northwestern.  Lawrence was 2-4 and hit a powderpuff.  UWM and St. John's both dropped 2, Lawrence won 2 and went to the postseason.  In the new proposed system Lawrence would have had to go through UWM or St. John's to prove its worth.

 

The other benefit is that you avoid the problem of having a split in your top round and then having two lesser teams sneak past to get the Championship bids. 

 

Obviously, which side you get to be in Rd. 4 now has a more serious impact. Accordingly, I'd eliminate the coin flip in Round 3 and just give the higher ranked team in each trial the opportunity to pick its side.

The placement of teams and thus the team trophies would go to the winners of the Championship rounds at 1 and 2, followed by the National qualifiers (the losers of the Championship rounds and the National round winners sorted by record) for 3-6th place. 

Any bids that are declined or deemed ineligible (because of a program earning bids in multiple regions) would go into a national pool. No bids would remain in the region.  This might be a good idea even if we don't revamp our pairing system, but it is necessary if we do.  With "eliminator rounds" it would be too tough to determine the "next team in line" if a bid is freed up.  I think it's better to award on a national basis because it can give power programs a chance to earn a second bid if they have not already and it gives the standard 4-2 team that missed the cut for the eliminator rounds a decent chance to go 6-2 and qualify through the back door.

 

The concern that a region’s top two teams might hit in the first round exists within the current pairing system as well.  It is a problem that could be addressed with seeding, but it is not a reason to choose the status quo over an alternative.

The loser of a great round 1 match would effectively be eliminated from the Championship bid rounds.  But, I determined that is also generally the case under the current system.  Of the 52 teams who made it to Des Moines directly, only 9 did it with a record of 6-2 or lower.  And, with the 12 bids out of National to Championship, not qualifying directly to the Championship is less of a concern.

 

The bigger issue is that a great team (who was not quite good enough to win round 1) might get shut out of the postseason entirely.  Of the 22 regions, in about 10 a team at 4-2 would not have made the eliminator trials.  (No teams better than 4-2 were shut out).  But, in the vast majority of those regions a power program had more than 2 teams in those rounds. So, with the caveat I described above, the problem is greatly reduced.  Of the 5 or so teams still impacted, 3 went on to lose their fourth rounds and got no bids in the current system.  So, in short, the new system would have precluded two bid-winning teams in the old system from having the shot to earn bids in the new system.

 

I'm sure that if the system was in place, you would see a USC A-UCLA A type matchup and the loser would sometime, somewhere get shut out of the money rounds.  But, even a small wildcard pool should be able to accommodate all 6-2 non-qualifying teams or at least those 6-2 teams with a good CS.

 

