
Nobody Told the Officials 

By Rick Woelfel 

“Safety is your number one priority.” 

Every high school official in the nation has heard variations on the statement. It’s 

hammered into our heads at rule interpretation meetings, in our local associations and 

on the playing surface. But are there instances that require us to place other issues 

ahead of what we think of as safety concerns? And are rulebooks and casebooks 

enough to guide us through those situations? 

Those questions require careful consideration of the circumstances. But one Friday 

night last fall, a crew of football officials had to answer all those questions in the span 

of just a few minutes. 

Friday, Sept. 16, 2005, marked week four of the high school varsity football season in 

Ohio. On the surface it was just another game, with Colonel White High School from 

Dayton traveling to Cincinnati to face Mount Healthy High. It was just one of 

hundreds of prep football games played across the state that Friday night and one of 

thousands being played across the country, but it is safe to say that no game played 

anywhere in America that weekend sparked as much postgame discussion as this one. 

The officiating crew on the Colonel White-Mount Healthy game was assigned out of 

the Ohio Valley Football Officials Association in Cincinnati. Referee Dennis Daly, 

who had worked varsity games for more than three decades, including a number of 

postseason assignments, headed it. His crewmates included umpire John Bogt, 

linesman Gil Voight, line judge Mark Ivy and back judge Mark Stevens. 

The first clue that the evening might not be routine came during the pregame warmup. 

Because it was raining prior to game time, the crew was in the pressbox. Looking 

down on the field below they spotted Bobby Martin, a senior on the Colonel White 

roster. 

Born without legs, Martin stood just over three feet tall and weighed 110 pounds. But 

he had played in Colonel White’s first three games of the season and had also been 

playing regularly in junior varsity games. 

Because Colonel White High was from Dayton, some 60 miles away, no one on the 

crew had ever seen Martin or heard anything about him, a circumstance that 

contributed to what happened later. 



Voight was the first to spot Martin on the sideline, in uniform but not participating in 

the formal warmup. “I said, ‘Hey guys, look at this team manager out here on the 

field,’” Voight recalls, “‘I don’t think he has any legs.’ We said, ‘Surely he’s not a 

player; he’s a manager and he has a jersey.’ We just assumed that was a great way for 

him to be involved with the team.” 

The crew didn’t give another thought to the young man without legs and went about 

its business. 

As is his custom, Daly had all four of his crewmates join him for his pregame meeting 

with each head coach. “I have a list of things I talk with coaches about,” Daly says. “I 

asked (Colonel White Head Coach Earl White) if all the players are properly equipped 

and the coach said, ‘Yes.’ I asked if any players had braces or casts and the coach 

pointed out some and produced a medical clearance letter for one. Our umpire (Bogt) 

checked that kid’s cast and pocketed the letter. It was all very routine.” 

Coach White, according to the crew, made no mention of anything out of the ordinary 

and certainly no mention that he had a very uncommon player on his roster. (White 

did not respond to numerous telephone messages left by Referee requesting comment 

for this story.) 

That lack of communication may have been moot, though, if Bobby Martin never 

entered the field of play. 

For most of the entire first half, the game was routine — nothing controversial, 

nothing out of the ordinary. Perhaps Daly and his crew were lulled into a rote 

officiating performance. After all, they’d done hundreds of games just like this one 

and each man on the crew was a veteran with more than 20 years experience under his 

belt. 

But then Martin came onto the field late in the second quarter as his team prepared to 

return a punt. 

There was some confusion and hesitation on the part of the officials. Both umpire 

Bogt and linesman Voight noticed Martin. But then the play went off. The officials 

bore down on their responsibilities — and then it was over. Martin returned to the 

sideline. 

That was a mistake, says Daly. “In hindsight, we should have stopped it right away — 

shut down the play,” he says. “We let the play go off. It caught us off guard and we 

erred in not shutting down the play immediately.” 



The crew immediately huddled and, according to Stevens, “had a quick conversation. 

Everyone was concerned that (Bobby Martin) was participating. It didn’t seem like a 

safe environment for him.” 

But with the period winding down and mere seconds to go before halftime, the crew 

waited until it got to the locker room to discuss the situation in depth. Martin did not 

return to the field on the ensuing play. 

Part of the crew’s halftime discussion involved rules administration. “(Martin) didn’t 

come up to the waist of anybody, so any time he touches anybody, he would be illegal 

unless he’s actually tackling the ball carrier,” Voight says. “If he’s warding off any 

blocks, he’s blocking below the waist, which is illegal (outside the free blocking 

zone).” 

But the bulk of the discussion centered on concerns about Martin’s safety and possible 

liability issues. “Was there a potential for him to be harmed?” Stevens asks. “I think 

that was the real key.” 

Daly says that the crew was unanimous in its view that Martin not be allowed to 

participate in the second half. “The decision had to be made quickly, but I had three 

things running through my mind as we talked: Number one was safety. Number two 

was that he wasn’t legally equipped. You can argue that one all you want, but at that 

point all we had was the rulebook to rely on and it doesn’t have any concession when 

it comes to equipment. Number three was if this kid is coming in on punts and he falls 

back to block, I’m not sure he can even do that legally. 

“It really all came down to safety, and, frankly, we were concerned about liability if 

the kid got hurt. Honestly, I didn’t know what I would say to the coach if he asked 

why isn’t he safe, so I thought it was best to stick with the rulebook. He had pants on; 

they were rolled up way up the thighs to his stubs. But he had no thigh pads, he had 

no shoes, he had no knee pads. We went with the equipment violation.” 

That decision would come back to haunt the crew. 

“Obviously Bobby Martin has a handicap,” continues Daly, “and I didn’t know what 

was politically correct to say. But we had a legitimate safety concern so the equipment 

violation was the backing we used.” 

When the crew returned to the field prior to the start of the second half, Daly informed 

Coach White of his decision. “We told him that it was a safety issue and that (Martin) 

could not play,” he says. “The head coach was, I’d say, pretty fair about it. There was 

an assistant coach who walked up as we were discussing it with the head coach and 



the assistant coach went kind of off. I think the head coach understood our situation. I 

recommended that the coach contact the Ohio High School Athletic Association 

(OHSAA) and see what their opinion was. That was the end of it as far as the game 

went.” 

In fact, the crew almost certainly would have allowed Martin to play in the second 

half had the officials received assurances from the OHSAA or from a physician that 

Martin had been cleared to participate. 

“My question for Colonel White is, knowing you have an individual like that, 

wouldn’t it have been smart to contact the OHSAA and obtain some sort of affidavit 

that would have made him eligible to participate, or talked to a physician?” asks 

Voight. 

Jonas Smith, the athletic director for the Dayton Public Schools, told Referee that 

Colonel White High never contacted the OHSAA about documentation or a “waiver” 

for Martin because the district didn’t feel it was necessary. “He had played in the past 

and we had never had any problem,” Smith said. “He had also participated in (middle 

school wrestling). I think (Daly’s crew) used poor judgment. But it’s over and done 

with.” 

The second half was played without incident aside from Voight hearing a comment or 

two from the Colonel White sideline. Daly and his crew went home after the game 

feeling they had handled a difficult situation properly. 

Meanwhile, the OHSAA still heard nothing from anyone at Colonel White. Hank 

Zaborniak, the OHSAA assistant commissioner in charge of the administration of 

officials programs and regulations, is also a Big 10 football official and he was 

working a game that weekend. When he returned to the office on Monday morning, he 

heard from Voight, who informed Zaborniak of the situation. 

Two days later on Sept. 19, 2005, the Cincinnati Enquirer published a story on the 

incident. Daly declined to comment, and the story wasn’t favorable to the officials’ 

decision. Suddenly Daly and his crew were locally infamous. 

By that time, Zaborniak had taken it upon himself to contact Colonel White High. 

“They never called,” said Zaborniak. “I had to call the school to find out what the 

heck happened.” 

Zaborniak says the school immediately started talking about how the officials 

discriminated against Martin and mentioned filing a lawsuit. 



“I finally stopped them and said, ‘Damn it, you have to take some responsibility in all 

this,’” says Zaborniak. “I got them calmed down and then within a day we sent them a 

letter saying that Bobby Martin was clear to play and that they should have that with 

them during games. 

“If somebody had just said something beforehand, this isn’t even an issue and 

everybody goes on with their lives.” 

The story continued to grow with newspapers and news reports from New York to 

California picking up the story. Daly says he received dozens of media requests for 

interviews but turned them all down. 

The media frenzy reached a cescendo when Sports Illustrated ran a column by Rick 

Reilly that villified the crew and skewered Daly in particular. 

“None of us expected it to go national,” says Daly. “Locally, it wasn’t an issue after 

that first week. I received a lot of e-mails from fellow officials supporting us and 

saying it was a tough situation. As the season went along, there was very little 

comment about it. Nobody really talked about it. It was like the whole local football 

community in Ohio just chose to ignore it. 

“But nationally, I guess, it was big story. One of our crew was sitting at home one day 

when a friend called him and said, ‘Hey, you’re on TV.’ It was some sports show in 

California.” 

But Daly is disturbed to this day by what he perceives as a lack of support from the 

OHSAA. “I was amazed the (OHSAA) didn’t back us up more,” he says. “I thought a 

simple comment that the officials erred on the side of caution (would have helped), 

but that didn’t happen.” 

“I understand (Daly’s) feeling,” Zaborniak says. “There isn’t anything I can do to take 

away the embarrassment of the situation. Every reporter we talked to, we told them 

that the officials made a reasonable decision. But we couldn’t stop reporters from 

taking them to task. Our message was and has always been that the officials were right 

but for the wrong reason.” 

Of a greater concern to Zaborniak is why no one contacted the OHSAA about Martin 

during the first three weeks of the season. No one did, no coach, no athletic director, 

none of the officials who worked Colonel White’s first three games. “We would have 

expected the school to have the presence of mind to have someone contact us,” 

Zaborniak says. “The thing to do would be to get a release from (the player’s parents) 



and documentation from a physician and perhaps send us a letter in case there are any 

questions about whether the student-athlete is eligible to participate.” 

“We stress to the schools, ‘If you have anything unusual, don’t just pass it off; call 

us,’” Zaborniak says. “Without question, the incident could have been avoided — it 

should have been avoided. It was most convenient to blame the officials.” 

The circumstances surrounding the Colonel White-Mount Healthy football game raise 

the issue of balancing a disabled student-athlete’s desire to participate in athletics 

against questions of player safety. 

The NFHS doesn’t say a lot about those types of circumstances in its rule and 

casebooks because, says NFHS Assistant Executive Director Mary Struckhoff, each 

case has its own unique set of circumstances. “We have rule codes but they can’t 

supercede Federal law,” she says. “If there is an ADA situation or a special needs 

student, the law would say you deal with those situations on a case-by-case basis. The 

ADA doesn’t say you have to let them play no matter what. You deal with risk 

minimization and safety issues as well as reasonable accommodation.” 

Struckhoff, who is not an attorney, advises officials to contact their state association if 

they have questions on how to deal with situations involving disabled student-athletes. 

“The first question for an official, when presented with a special needs situation, 

should always be, ‘Have you contacted the state office?’ Because what will normally 

happen is the state office will need to make a ruling. They can consult with us or 

consult with their legal counsel but the state office will need to make a determination. 

In the (Colonel White) situation all that would have needed to happen was the coach 

goes up to the officials before the game and says, ‘We have a special needs player and 

here is a letter that says he can play.’” 

Barring that, what is an official to do when confronted by a similar case and there is 

no letter? 

Attorney Jim Dworman, a frequent Referee and NASO contributor, says he 

understands the rationale Daly’s crew used in coming to its decision but going by the 

rulebook is where they went awry. A longtime basketball and football official, 

Dworman works for a law firm in Troy, Mich., near Detroit. 

“I think this might have been a case in which they were overly technical in applying 

the rules,” Dworman says. “The purpose of wearing cleats or thigh pads would be to 

protect those areas. If a player has no legs there is obviously nothing to protect. 



“The question is can you make a reasonable accommodation for him?” Dworman 

says. “Is he any different from a football player who may be 4’2” and weighs 100 

pounds? There’s not that big a difference from another player. Because he has no legs, 

he might get his hand stepped on. But football is a dangerous game; he could sustain a 

concussion or a broken ankle, but so could any other player. I would suggest that there 

isn’t any greater danger to him than there is to any other player.” 

Dworman is quick to point out that most average Americans aren’t particularly well-

versed in ADA law and his assessment that there is likely no greater danger for Bobby 

Martin comes with a lot of hindsight and careful consideration. 

“I don’t know what I would have done,” says Zaborniak. “I probably would have 

erred on the side of safety as Dennis and his crew did, but use the elastic power rule 

(the provision that allows official to rule on issues not specifically covered by the 

rulebook). The equipment violation rule kept the controversy going.” 

Daly isn’t so sure. 

“If I had to do it all over again,” he considers for a moment. “I don’t know what I 

would do. The rulebook is still our best source of authority.” 
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