
The making of a champion the Hiland way 
Jonathan Scholles 

The Budget Sports Editor  
 
Hiland girls basketball coach Dave Schlabach watches intently in the last row of 
the old high school gymnasium (cleverly dubbed the "Hawks Nest"), as his Lady 
Hawks shoot-around prior to their exhibition game against their alumni 
counterparts. 
 
He carefully watches every shot, every pass and every dribble.  For the last 18 
years, that's been routine. 
 
Schlabach doesn't like the word dynasty.  And he's not concerned with the 
longevity of the program.  He is concerned with winning - one year at a time. 
 
"We try to take the team each year and create what we think will be a great 
team," the Lady Hawks coach said.  "And, over time, that adds up.  But I never 
think about it." 
And added up it did.  The Lady Hawks won four Division IV state titles, including 
three of the last four years and four in the last eight (2000, '05, '06', '08).  Hiland 
has one state runner-up trophy  to its credit (1989), nine regional championships 
('89, '90, '97, '99, '00, '04, '05, '06, '08), 10 district crowns ('89, '90, '97, '99, '00, 
'04, '05, '06, '07, '08), 17 sectional titles (89-91, 95-08) and 19 Inter-Valley 
Conference championships (73-74, 85-86, 8-89, 89-90, 92-93, 95-96 through 07-
08) 
 
Hiland is joined by Cincinnati Mount Notre Dame (Division I) and River View 
(Division II) as the only schools in Ohio to win four state championships.  Should 
the Lady Hawks win another this season, they will be tied with South Euclid 
Regina and Delphos St John's. 
 
Schlabach - a five time Associated Press Division IV Coach of the Year - owns a 
370-55 (87.1%) lifetime record, with a 72-13 (84.7%) mark in the tournaments.  
Over the last 10 years, the height of the Lady Hawks' postseason prominence, 
Schlabach upped his postseason record to 56-6 (90.3%). 
 
His 370 wins is 36th highest in the state, while his .863 career winning record is 
second among coaches with 300 or more victories, according to the Ohio High 
School Basketball Coaches Association. 
 
Since Schlabach took post of the Lady Hawks program in 1991, he has helped 
28 players land collegiate scholarships. 
 
Currently, Hiland has eight alumni playing in the college ranks. 
 



Dynasty or not, the case is simple.  Hiland is one of the most decorated girls' 
basketball programs in the state of Ohio, regardless of division. 
 
JS:  Your program joined Mount Notre Dame and River View as the only schools 
in Ohio with four championships.  With another win, you'll join Regina and 
Delphos St John.  What does that tell you about your program? 
 
DS:  That says that we've had a lot of kids that have worked really, really hard 
over the years.  It says something about our community, its work ethic and its 
willingness to support a disciplined program...  I believe that it's impossible to be 
successful unless certain principles are in place: hard work, discipline and 
unselfishness. 
 
We've been fortunate to have some of those traits.  And we've been fortunate to 
have a community that appreciates that. 
 
JS:  What's the key to winning one of those? [pointing to Schlabach's custom 
Hiland state championship ring] 
 
DS:  We love that slogan 'The harder you work, the harder it is to surrender.'  If 
you just do something as a past time, as a hobby, and all the sudden the game is 
on the line, and you happen to lose that game, it doesn't hurt.  That's different 
than when you put your heart and soul into something for four years.  You've live 
it and breathed it.  It's been a huge goal.  And when the game's on the line, and 
the odds are against you, you're just not likely to surrender like you would if it 
was a hobby. 
 
Our kids do special things.  They don't reach their potential, they play above their 
potential.  These four teams all played above their potential because they were 
unselfish, they put in so much time and they weren't willing to surrender.  It's kind 
of a corny slogan, but it's the truth. 
 
JS:  When you started your program 18 years ago, what were some of your 
fundamental goals? 
 
DS:  Honestly - I'm embarrassed to say this - but I feel that I really changed my 
outlook.  When I came out of college [Malone College], I wanted to be a coach 
because I wanted to win. .. And I thought I did a terrible job the first five or six 
years.  What changed is that I finally realized it isn't about me.  Coach [Perry] 
Reese had the most to do with that.  With him, it was about developing 
relationships with his kids, working really, really hard and giving kids a 
tremendous opportunity.  And once I figured out that it has nothing to do with me, 
I surrounded myself with really good people, and then the job got fun and easy. 
 
JS:  After those first six years, what did you do to re-evaluate your program? 
 



DS:  At that point in time - Coach Reese always talked about having an ultimate 
goal, and we've never changed that - it became about motivating the individual 
player, developing relationships, challenge them and do what I can to help them 
have a great experience.  And then wins and losses start to take care of 
themselves.  Before that, it was for the wrong reasons.  It was for me.  And it's 
none of that anymore.  That's made it a lot more enjoyable. 
 
And I have the exact type of people around me right now.  All of my assistants, 
it's not about them personally, it's about doing whatever they can do for the kids. 
 
JS:  Aside from attaining the 'ultimate goal,' how often do you retool the 
program's objectives in order to keep things fresh? 
 
DS:  From a philosophy standpoint, our philosophy is 'If it's not broke, don't fix it,' 
In today's society, it's getting tougher to be disciplined, to work hard and to have 
that work ethic.  Our society has more of a tendency now to accept mediocrity.  
And so it's getting tougher.  But we're not going to change.  We're still looking for 
those things to be a part of our program.  The X's and O's part, yeah, we always 
reevaluate... But from a philosophy standpoint, as long as our staff is here, 
nothing will change in that manner. 
 
JS:  After three titles in four years, what words of wisdom would Perry Reese Jr. 
have for you? 
 
DS:  He'd tell me don't get cocky. [laughs]  We never really talked wins or losses, 
Coach Reese and I.  He was all about philosophies...  But I think we would be 
very encouraging of each other. 
 
JS:  You've often said that skill development is the key to becoming successful in 
girls basketball.  And, perhaps, that's why the Lady Hawks have been so good 
the last eight years. 
 
DS:  That's why we start our kids in kindergarten.  We're never going to know 
how many numbers we have, or how much size or athleticism we have, but as a 
coach, it's my responsibility that if our kids aren't skilled, I haven't done my job to 
either motivate them, teach them, or challenge them.  If you ask our staff our top 
priorities from an X and O standpoint, my assistant, Rob Moser, would always 
say skill development. It's truly about being fundamental, teaching kids to dribble, 
pass and shoot. 
 
JS:  The program continually is able to land collegiate scholarships for its 
players, three last year alone.  How has it consistently been able to pull that off? 
 
DS:  Skill development.  We have eight kids playing in college right now, and 
they're not only playing, they're having a tremendous amount of success.  It's 
because, I think, college coaches know that if they get a kid from our program, 



they're going to be skilled.  They're going to be able to dribble.  They're going to 
be able to pass and shoot.  They're going to have a good understanding of 
different parts of the game.  But once again, that just doesn't happen by being in 
our program.  That's a kid working hard.  That has nothing to do with me.  It's 
strictly a kid working their butt off and getting rewarded for it. 
 
JS:  You look at Jena Stutzman, Lindsay Stuckey, kids that are making an impact 
at the collegiate level – 
 
DS:  The Twins [Leah and Launa Hochstetler]. 
 
JS:  Yeah, the Twins. 
 
DS:  We have kids that are in Division I programs, that are starting, that are 
having success, and it shows our younger kids that anything is possible, because 
those aren't great athletes that I'm talking about.  Those are kids that became 
great basketball players.  And any kid that starts young enough, and works hard 
enough, has a shot to do those things. 
 
JS:  Looking across Division IV, looking across Ohio, what separates the Lady 
Hawks from the rest.? 
 
DS:  Time.  Effort.  Commitment. Community.  If we ever stopped working as 
hard as we're working now, we will no longer be successful.  And that's a 
decision that every new group coming in has to make.  Are they willing to pay the 
same price that the kids before them did?  They won't automatically get wins and 
get to go to Columbus because they put on a Lady Hawks uniform.  That has 
nothing to do with their success.  It's about what they've done the previous six to 
eight months.  A lot of our success has already been determined this year - good 
or bad - by what we've done over the summer. 
 
JS:  Talk about the future of the program.  What needs to happen to continue this 
success? 
 
DS:  We see a trend.  Our numbers are down.  Not as many kids are willing to 
pay that price, that sacrifice.  And that's fine.  Hopefully they can find something 
else they really enjoy and they want to spend time with... It will be interesting to 
see if our numbers are an aberration, or a trend.  Are we going to have less and 
less kids that want to work at that level, have that success and get a college 
scholarship?  We'll see. 
 
JS:  Throughout your 18-year career, what has been your most fulfilling moment 
as a coach? 
 
DS:  Every time we have a team that reaches their potential.  That's when our 
staff feels that 'We're happy.'  It's the little things.  It's when you see a kid make a 



move in a game that you know they've made a 100 times during practice but 
have never been able to do it during a game.  It's the special efforts.  It's 
watching Jen Stutzman, who can barely walk, play in a state final, because you 
have to have her... When kids are so unselfish that they sacrifice individual 
accomplishment for team goals, that's a neat thing. 
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