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HALL OF FAME NOMINEE 
 
Name of Nominee:  Michael E. "Mike" Zacate  
                                                    (first, middle, last) 
 
 
 
Individual Submitting Nomination: 
 
Name:  Craig Anderson  
 
Phone:  309-663-6377  
 
Street Address:  2715 McGraw Drive  
 
City, State, Zip Code:  Bloomington, Illinois 61704  
 
Signed:  Craig Anderson  
 
Email:  mtroha@ihsa.org  
 
State Association Verification? True 
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NOMINEE INFORMATION SHEET 
 
Please Check Appropriate Nomination Category: 
 
Performing Arts 
 
Name of Nominee: Michael E. "Mike" Zacate  
                                                                     (first, middle, last) 
 
Current Address:  IHSA, 2715 McGraw Drive  
                                                                        (street address) 

Bloomington, Illinois 61704  
                                                            (city, state, zip) 
 
Email:  mtroha@ihsa.org   
 
Phone:  309-663-6377   Date of Birth: 11/9/1940  
 
School Affiliation (if any) Evergreen Park High School  
 
City: Evergreen Park   State: Illinois  
 
Place of Birth: Springfield, Illinois   Date of Retirement: 7/1/2010  
 
Is the nominee still active in any area of athletics or performing arts other than the category  
for which he/she is being nominated? __No________ 
 
If yes, please explain:  
 
If deceased, date of death:  
11/12/23  

 
Name of Spouse or Closest Living Relative: Betsy Zacate (daughter)  
 
Address: 212 W Washington #1610,, Chicago, Illinois 60606  
 
Phone: 708-269-0312  

 
Schools Attended: 

Name of School City and State Year Graduated Degree 

High School: West Rockford Rockford, Illinois 1958  

College/University: Beloit College Beloit, Wisconsin 1962 Bachelor of 
Science 

Post Graduate School: Northern Illinois University DeKalb, Illinois 1965 Masters Degree 
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Performing Arts 
 
Participation/Career Description/Biography: 
Mike founded the statewide "team chess" tournament, which soon became part of the IHSA 
program, and for 43 years (1968-2010) served as its tournament director. His team at Evergreen 
Park High School was the first in Illinois to arrange matches with chess clubs at other schools, 
outside of some early matches played among Chicago public schools. 
Mike was also a founding coach of the Illinois Chess Coaches Association and served that group 
in various capacities, most importantly as its longtime secretary. In that role he kept not just the 
history of the organization but a record of virtually every high school chess tournament held 
during his long tenure. 
Mike's work in the high schools led him to become a certified tournament director (TD) of  the 
United States Chess Federation, during a period when that group standardized the administration 
of the tournaments it sanctioned. Mike was part of the second group to be certified as national 
tournament directors (one year after the first group). As a national TD, Mike traveled around the 
country throughout the year to direct all sorts of events, from youth tournaments to the highest 
levels of adult competition and everything in between. His duties at most of these tournaments 
included the hiring of officials, ruling on disputes, the arduous task of pairing individual matches 
for hundreds of competitors, and all the recordkeeping involved in such an event. 
Mike's ability to communicate the rules of chess and enforce those rules equitably, in a calm yet 
assertive manner, was perhaps his greatest strength. Through the years he mentored countless 
coaches on how to operate an interscholastic chess program at their schools. He then trained 
many of those coaches, as well as some of their players, to be tournament officials. 
  
 
Contributions Athletics/NFHS/Education Philosophy: 
 
 
Personal Records/Honors/Awards 
The event Mike Zacate founded has grown into the largest "team chess " tournament in the 
country, with about 1,500 students from 128 teams competing every February in Peoria. First 
held at Evergreen Park High School, where Mike was a science teacher, it grew for seven years 
until he convinced IHSA Assistant Executive Director David Fry that chess was worthy of being 
sponsored by the state association. From that point, in 1975, Zacate served as tournament 
director of the state meet every year except one (when he was ill) until he stepped down from that 
role after the 2010 meet. He took a year off to enjoy retirement, then continued to serve as a 
tournament rules official through 2020. The upcoming tournament (2024) will mark the 50th year 
of IHSA sponsorship. 
The team format — where a set number of players from two teams go head-to-head at the same 
time and on the same long table — was not unheard of in the 1960s, but Zacate and the chess 
coaches who flocked to the new competition soon refined the concept. Perhaps most important 
was the weighting of the individual matches, which results in the best players from each team 
lining up against each other to earn the largest portion of the overall team score, while less 
experienced players compete for fewer points. This ensures that players are matched with 
similarly talented opponent. Because it involves players of all skills, the team format creates a 
camaraderie that is missing in individual chess competitions, and keeps players of all skill levels 
involved in the game. 
Every year, about 180 IHSA member schools organize a chess team of at least six members and 
compete against other schools. Many of the teams have significantly more than the minimum six 
players on their roster. About 150 of these teams compete in the IHSA state series, which 
includes sectional meets that feed into the state final, held at the Peoria Civic Center since 2000. 
With 128 teams qualifying and twelve players allowed on each team's roster, about 1,500 high 
school students compete annually in the state final tournament. 
By our estimate, up to 40,000 Illinois high school students have participated in team chess 
programs since Mike initiated the statewide event. Very few of those students were from the elite 
group who sharpen their skills year-round in non-high school tournaments. Most of the students 
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would not have played chess competitively but for the high school chess team. Some of the 
students had never played chess at all before being encouraged to join. 
Mike's contributions to the world of interscholastic competition have been wide-ranging, long-
lasting, and of the highest order. Without Mike's initiative and drive, the IHSA would probably not 
have a chess program. Even if it did, it would not come close to the one that Mike Zacate 
dedicated his life to for more than 50 years.  
Sadly, after the association began work on the nomination process in October, Mike learned that 
the cancer he had been fighting for a few years was no longer responding to treatment. He died 
on November 12, 2023. 
 
 
Professional Achievements 
-Founder and member of the Illinois Chess Coaches Association  
-Certified tournament director (TD) of  the United States Chess Federation 
 
 
Other Information 
The IHSA understands that chess is not a "performing art" in the traditional sense. Under the 
auspices in which the IHSA conducts its business, we would consider chess to be in the same 
category as the performing arts. Unfortunately, there does not seem to be any category among 
the National High School Hall of Fame nominations that is open to educators whose 
interscholastic work was in non-athletic activities such as debate, Scholastic Bowl, journalism, 
and esports. Even nomination in the "Other" category is precluded by the requirement of  
"contributions to interscholastic athletics."  
We urge the NFHS Hall of Fame Selection Committee to consider an exemption for Mike’s 
nomination in the Performing Arts category or ask that the committee seek out other avenues so 
that worthy individuals like Mike can be nominated and recognized for future enshrinement in the 
High School Hall of Fame. 



Letters of
Recommendation



 
 
 
 
 
 

TYPE HERE  

Esteemed members of the NFHS Hall of Fame Screening Committee, 
 
The Illinois High School Association is proud to nominate Michael E. "Mike" Zacate to the National High 
School Hall of Fame. 
 
Mike founded the statewide "team chess" tournament, which soon became part of the IHSA program, and 
for 43 years (1968-2010) served as its tournament director. His team at Evergreen Park High School was the 
first in Illinois to arrange matches with chess clubs at other schools, outside of some early matches played 
among Chicago public schools. 
 
Mike was also a founding coach of the Illinois Chess Coaches Association and served that group in various 
capacities, most importantly as its longtime secretary. In that role he kept not just the history of the 
organization but a record of virtually every high school chess tournament held during his long tenure. 
 
Mike's work in the high schools led him to become a certified tournament director (TD) of  the United States 
Chess Federation, during a period when that group standardized the administration of the tournaments it 
sanctioned. Mike was part of the second group to be certified as national tournament directors (one year 
after the first group). As a national TD, Mike traveled around the country throughout the year to direct all 
sorts of events, from youth tournaments to the highest levels of adult competition and everything in 
between. His duties at most of these tournaments included the hiring of officials, ruling on disputes, the 
arduous task of pairing individual matches for hundreds of competitors, and all the recordkeeping involved in 
such an event. 
 
Mike's ability to communicate the rules of chess and enforce those rules equitably, in a calm yet assertive 
manner, was perhaps his greatest strength. Through the years he mentored countless coaches on how to 
operate an interscholastic chess program at their schools. He then trained many of those coaches, as well as 
some of their players, to be tournament officials. 
 
The event Mike Zacate founded has grown into the largest "team chess " tournament in the country, with 
about 1,500 students from 128 teams competing every February in Peoria. First held at Evergreen Park High 
School, where Mike was a science teacher, it grew for seven years until he convinced IHSA Assistant 
Executive Director David Fry that chess was worthy of being sponsored by the state association. From that 
point, in 1975, Zacate served as tournament director of the state meet every year except one (when he was 
ill) until he stepped down from that role after the 2010 meet. He took a year off to enjoy retirement, then 
continued to serve as a tournament rules official through 2020. The upcoming tournament (2024) will mark 
the 50th year of IHSA sponsorship. 
 
The team format — where a set number of players from two teams go head-to-head at the same time and on 
the same long table — was not unheard of in the 1960s, but Zacate and the chess coaches who flocked to the 
new competition soon refined the concept. Perhaps most important was the weighting of the individual 
matches, which results in the best players from each team lining up against each other to earn the largest 
portion of the overall team score, while less experienced players compete for fewer points. This ensures that 
players are matched with similarly talented opponent. Because it involves players of all skills, the team 
format creates a camaraderie that is missing in individual chess competitions, and keeps players of all skill 
levels involved in the game. 
Every year, about 180 IHSA member schools organize a chess team of at least six members and compete 



 
 
 
 
 
 
TYPE HERE  
 
 

Every year, about 180 IHSA member schools organize a chess team of at least six members and compete 
against other schools. Many of the teams have significantly more than the minimum six players on their 
roster. About 150 of these teams compete in the IHSA state series, which includes sectional meets that feed 
into the state final, held at the Peoria Civic Center since 2000. With 128 teams qualifying and twelve players 
allowed on each team's roster, about 1,500 high school students compete annually in the state final 
tournament. 
 
By our estimate, up to 40,000 Illinois high school students have participated in team chess programs since 
Mike initiated the statewide event. Very few of those students were from the elite group who sharpen their 
skills year-round in non-high school tournaments. Most of the students would not have played chess 
competitively but for the high school chess team. Some of the students had never played chess at all before 
being encouraged to join. 
 
Mike's contributions to the world of interscholastic competition have been wide-ranging, long-lasting, and of 
the highest order. Without Mike's initiative and drive, the IHSA would probably not have a chess program. 
Even if it did, it would not come close to the one that Mike Zacate dedicated his life to for more than 50 
years.  
 
Sadly, after the association began work on the nomination process in October, Mike learned that the cancer 
he had been fighting for a few years was no longer responding to treatment. He died on November 12, 2023.  
 
The IHSA understands that chess is not a "performing art" in the traditional sense. Under the auspices in 
which the IHSA conducts its business, we would consider chess to be in the same category as the performing 
arts. Unfortunately, there does not seem to be any category among the National High School Hall of Fame 
nominations that is open to educators whose interscholastic work was in non-athletic activities such as 
debate, Scholastic Bowl, journalism, and esports. Even nomination in the "Other" category is precluded by 
the requirement of  "contributions to interscholastic athletics."  
 
We urge the NFHS Hall of Fame Selection Committee to consider an exemption for Mike’s nomination in the 
Performing Arts category or ask that the committee seek out other avenues so that worthy individuals like 
Mike can be nominated and recognized for future enshrinement in the High School Hall of Fame. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

  
 
Craig Anderson 
Executive Director 
Illinois High School Association 
309-663-6377 
canderson@ihsa.org 
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November 9th, 2023 

To Whom it May Concern, 
 

It is a distinct honor and privilege to draft this letter in support of Mike Zacate for the nomination to 
the National High School Hall of Fame.  It is not hyperbole to say that he changed the face of high school chess 
with his over 50 years of devoted work to the players, coaches, and schools of Illinois. Without Mike Zacate, 
Illinois Chess simply would not exist in its current form, if at all. 

Mike's work began in the late 1960s when travel restrictions prevented an official statewide chess 
tournament. He worked with his players to run an invitational event that later became the Illinois High School 
Association Chess Team State Championship in 1974. He continued working with that event for decades, 
guiding its growth and development. Today, the teams, the competitive conferences, the advisory committee, 
the rulebook (which is unique in the world of chess), and the tournament system are all the results of Mike's 
work.  During the 2021-2022 season, 178 schools participated in team chess play, representing approximately 
2000 players; before Mike, both of those numbers were zero. 

To be specific, Mike Zacate drove countless miles on country roads from before the interstate 
highways were completed until long after they were done.  He did this a dozen or more weekends each year for 
four decades while coaching his own teams, working as a full-time teacher, and raising a family.  He taught 
teachers how to play chess and coach chess while organizing them into conferences to support one another. 
Mike processed paperwork and newsletters in a time long before computers, running the entire state's season 
and tournaments with index cards and brainpower.  His early insistence on the weighted board-team format 
that we use enshrined the specific type of team-chess that makes the Illinois system so special.  What other 
states hope to emulate began with Mike and all that time, travel, paper cuts, sweat, and time.  

Most importantly, Mike paved the path forward for future generations to continue growing the sport. 
His creation of the Illinois Chess Coaches Association ensures that we have a system to continue growing 
coaches, tournament directors, and programs well into the future. In 2011, Mike rallied coaches to begin taking 
on the tasks that he had been doing for decades. Because he had invested in the development of his peers, four 
ready-and-willing officers stepped forward to do the job. And then he stuck around to support those officers as 
they tried to emulate the system he built. As late as 2015, Mike was still around as a tournament official while 
his daughter was the Head Steward.  And as long as his health would allow, Mike was there to continue pushing 
chess forward with his selfless support. 

Simply put, Mike Zacate devoted a lifetime of efforts to ensure that students of all abilities and 
backgrounds could enjoy the benefits of chess and team competition. Mike is the reason that 2000+ players 
participate in Illinois Chess each season. He built, from the ground up, a system of team chess that enriches the 
lives of everyone touched by it. No amount of wording or fancy phrasing will ever sufficiently describe the 
contribution that Mike Zacate has made not just to chess, but to the lives of everyone in Illinois and all the 
ripple effects beyond that. His sacrifice has provided thousands of players with the ability to compete deeply 
with their minds while engaged in a team sport. That work deserves the recognition for which Mike is 
nominated and the ICCA strongly recommends that Mike Zacate be inducted to the Hall of Fame. 

 
 Dylan Canavan Chris Aderhold Geroge Dzuricsko Erik Czerwin 
 ICCA PRESIDENT ICCA VICE-PRESIDENT ICCA TREASURER ICCA SECRETARY 



November 10th, 2023 

 

NaƟonal FederaƟon of State High School AssociaƟons, 

 

I wish to recommend to the board the nominaƟon of Michael Zacate to the NaƟonal High School Hall of 
Fame. 

I have worked with him since the late sixƟes at chess tournaments and with the Illinois Chess 
AssociaƟon. He was a NaƟonal Tournament Director (NTD) in the US Chess FederaƟon and worked many 
important events like the US Open, NaƟonal ScholasƟc Chess Tournaments held in various locaƟons in 
the US and other major events. 

An interesƟng tournament he worked for many years was the Queen City Classic Chess Tournament held 
at Paul Brown Stadium in CincinnaƟ, home of the CincinnaƟ Bengals. This tournament is associated with 
the Cris Collinsworth ProScan Fund. This tournament would usually have around 600 players. 

His most important contribuƟon, in my opinion, was the development of the Illinois High School Team 
Championship in Chess. This started as a simple event not associated with the IHSA and was eventually 
made an official acƟvity with recognized official team champions. He was the Chief Tournament Director 
for many years. Even aŌer not being chief TD, he worked as one of the stewards monitoring the event. 
This tournament has grown so large that SecƟonals have been added and the qualifiers from the 
SecƟonals advance to the State finals. In an interesƟng side to this, in 2011 the Illinois Elementary 
Schools started a grade school championship.  

The number of students who have benefiƩed from the simple idea of holding a chess team 
championship is huge. Chess in the schools and its benefits for the students has been known for years 
and is being implemented not just in the US but around the world. The Chess in EducaƟon Commission 
for FIDE (the governing body for the game of chess around the world) is one of the most important 
commissions and their work is regularly featured. 

 

Best Regards, 

 

Walter Brown 

NaƟonal Tournament Director 

InternaƟonal Arbiter in FIDE 

Member of the QualificaƟon Commission in FIDE since 2011 



James R. Aman, Ph.D.
1815 Pinewood Ln.

Joliet, IL 60433

National High School Hall of Fame
Indianapolis, IN

November 12, 2023

Re:  Michael E. Zacate

Dear Committee:

In an association with chess extending more decades than I care to recall – most of it around 
scholastic chess – I have never met a person more deserving of a spot in the National High School Hall 
of Fame than Michael Zacate.  His impact on the lives of young people has been monumental.  
Through his organizing of the Illinois High School Association Team Chess Championship, he has 
touched the lives of, literally, thousands of young men and women over the decades that competition 
has been held.   In February of 2024, the tournament will celebrate its Golden Anniversary – 50 years 
of chess competition at a very high level involving high schools throughout the state and feeding 
players into national events and titles.  Without Mike, this never would have happened.

Twenty years ago, I was asked to handle the pairing duties for a very large scholastic tournament in 
Cincinnati.  Facing multiple sections of competition and expecting over 400 players, I needed to recruit 
additional help for the job.  Mike was recommended to me and joined the staff.  For several years, we 
worked that tournament together.  When I moved to Illinois, Mike pulled me into the state team chess 
championship and, later, onto the organizing board for a middle school state championship.  We had 
become good friends over those years, not living very far apart and sharing many interests in 
common.  Mike drew me into the staffs of national chess events being held in Illinois, too, as he did for 
some of the young people who had competed in the high school tournament through the years.

And it is in this latter context that Mike Zacate earned, I feel, a place in the Hall of Fame.  That high 
school tournament became a lightning rod for chess programs in high schools across Illinois.  The 
success of those programs then inspired the creation of the middle school tournament as a feeder for 
the high schools.  Each year, players at the high school tournament are asked to stand if they are 
playing in their fourth year there.  It is inspiring to see so many young men and women stand every 
year!  They are learning a game requiring mental discipline, continuous study, sparking curiosity, and 
modeling good sportsmanship.  The game and those skills are ones which have undoubtedly been 
passed along to competitors’ children and grandchildren.  I know several high school team coaches 
who played in the tournament in their own high school years.  So when I say that Mike’s efforts have 
touched thousands of lives, it is not hyperbole.

As a U.S. Chess Federation-certified National Tournament Director, Mike Zacate has also been active 
on the national stage.  He has directed or been on the staff of numerous national title events, both 
scholastic and non-scholastic, over his many decades.  From the classroom to the chess hall, Mike has 



been a force for postivity.  He is the very model of what a Hall of Fame member should represent.  It is 
with great pride that I support the nomination of my friend Michael Zacate for the National High 
School Hall of Fame.

I must, sadly, insert before sending this letter for inclusion in the nomination packet that my friend 
passed away quietly this morning.  He would have been humbled to know that this nomination was 
underway and would have said he did not deserve it.  But he would have been wrong.  Everyone who 
knew Mike or came across his path or through his tournaments or classrooms is the lesser today for 
his loss.

Very sincerely yours,

James R. Aman, PhD
USCF Senior Tournament Director



Support 
Data
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