Cancelled Season Assignment

You will write an open letter in which you will take one of these two positions:

You can be the Superintendent of Schools writing an open letter to the community to explain why it is appropriate to discontinue the football season after four games. 
OR
You can be the leader of a group called the “Let-Them-Play Parents Group” writing a letter to the Superintendent and School Board, explaining why it is important that the district immediately reinstate the team and proceed with the season.

In either case, you should do the following:

1) Make a values-based argument. Explain what values should be most important in making this difficult decision and how those values should guide the decision. 

2) You should accept and acknowledge that this is a difficult situation for everyone involved.

3) You should use facts (as your side sees them) to support your position. In some cases this might mean you need to acknowledge and then refute the “facts” that have been presented by the other side.

4) You should be respectful and demonstrate careful, thoughtful, engaging writing.

5) You should never engage in name calling or accusations.

If you take the position of the Superintendent, you only need to present your position/decision, the values that the school district believes are important, and discuss how these values led to the decision. 

If you take the position of the parents group, you should state your position, the values that you believe are important and how reinstating the team supports/teaches these values, discuss and refute the positions presented by the Superintendent and Coach, and make a clear call for action (explain exactly what you want and when you want it).

You should be writing in standard letter format, single spaced, twelve-point font. This assignment will probably require you to write a two-page letter. Letters presenting the position of the parents will probably be longer because you are trying to reverse a decision and more persuasion is required.
INTEGRITY
While you may discuss the assignment with classmates, your work must clearly be your own. No two papers should “look alike.” You can receive help in checking grammar and spelling. Bottom line: Turn in your own paper.

OSCODA, Mich. -- The Oscoda Area High School football team hasn't won a game, or even scored a point, in four games this season. Because of that, the school district has decided to cancel the remaining games.

Despite pleas from players and parents, the board recently upheld the school's earlier decision to end the season, saying players risked injury in trying to take on much stronger opponents.

"When you go to a game on Friday night and see a team physically dominated, those are the indisputable facts," coach Kyle Tobin said.

"Seniors, I feel for you. There's nothing I can say other than I'm sorry," board member Neal Sweet said. "But you're not quitters. You went out there and did your best."

Tobin said the team was not physically competitive, had too few players and faced a tough schedule in the North East Michigan Conference, The Bay City Times reported.

Senior quarterback Mike Gondek pleaded with the school board to reconsider the school's Sept. 19 decision to cancel the remaining games.

"All I ever wanted to do was play football," Gondek said. "My teammates never felt so unsafe that we didn't want to be out there."

Tobin, a first-year coach, defended his decision.

"I have 28 years of coaching experience in high school and college, and I know the difference between a team playing bad and a team that's unsafe," he said.
OSCODA - The Oscoda High School football stands were empty Friday night.

Instead of suiting up for the first home varsity football game of the season, the 0-4 team was at the Carter’s parking lot, joined by 110 students and parents who were demonstrating in protest of the administration’s decision to cancel the Owls’ varsity football season.
According to an unsigned press release sent from the district superintendent’s office, the decision was made Sept. 19, “after much thought, research and many discussions with parents, athletes, fellow schools in the NEMC conference and with the Michigan High School Athletic Association.”

School staff received a similar memo via district e-mail the same day. “It is with sad heart that I tell you that we have decided to cancel our varsity football team for the remainder of the season,” Superintendent Christine Beardsley wrote.

Parents and athletes, however, contend the news came as a shock and say they were not consulted.

They charge that this is history repeating itself and point out that varsity coach Kyle Tobin did the same thing in 1991, when he was head coach at Whittemore-Prescott — after the Cardinals dropped to 0-4 for the season.

Administrators and Coach

Tobin said, in his 28 years of coaching, he has only seen a similar situation once, that of course being at Whittemore, and he stressed several times that this was a situation he inherited.

The basic problem is one of player safety, Tobin said, and this team can not physically compete without the risk of serious injury.

He said he took over in May and met with parents in June, explaining to them the importance of the summer training program.

Summer sessions are important because the success and safety of the players is directly tied to the player level of involvement and dedication, he added.

A minimum of 75 percent participation was expected, according to the coach, but the player response was far below that.

He also said three starters came to him in the week previous to the Tawas game and told him they wanted to quit. According to Tobin he counseled them that if they wanted to quit that had to be an individual decision.

He said, when he met with the players on Sept. 18 he told them he was not going to quit. The next day only nine or 10 players came dressed for practice and, according to Tobin, he spent 2-1/2 hours trying to get equipment together for players who came without gear so they could have a half-line practice.

He said he was unable to get the required number, and it was then that he went to Athletic Director Dave Allen.

Tobin said the only question in his mind was player safety. Only two of the entire team met the weight training standards (the amount of weight a player should be able to lift based upon his own weight, size and age) and, he continued, the team is far below power weight standards.

He alleged that the Oscoda players do not play hard and are weak, and said that puts them at risk.

“We have what it’s going to take to fix it,” he commented.

Tobin said the present “lynch mob” mentality is ridiculous, and quitting the season for safety reasons was not just his position, but “the position of the staff and half the parents he met with.”

It was also the total opinion of the coaching staff that the situation was unsafe, he contended.

“I didn’t cancel the season. I do not have that authority, and the decision was made by the athletic director and the administration after I met with them to discuss my feelings on the situation,” he explained.

“I know I’m doing the right thing,” he said in conclusion.

His comments echoed a memo sent to school staff by Beardsley, as well as a district press release.

“We really tried to work around the issues that have plagued this team for a while now, but we cannot ignore the risk that we put the students, ourselves, and the district into if we continue in this mode,” Beardsley advised staff.

“Once again, we could not field a team for practice today with students opting to do other things or not bringing their gear to safely participate. Several have indicated they just don’t want to continue on. This sentiment was consistent with some of the parents of these students who also advised that they did not want this season to continue at a meeting we held with parents last week.”

According to the district press release, the number of serious physical injuries has taken its toll on the athletes. The release also gave this as the reason for the one-day delay in playing the Tawas game.

The press release implies that participation has been a problem since the first official day of practice on Aug. 7 when “only 22 players showed up for the varsity team. The decision was made to bring up three sophomore players in the hopes it would help us to consistently field a varsity team. One sophomore was seriously injured in the first quarter of the first game. During the next few games several juniors and seniors suffered similar injuries and it became evident that the safety of these sophomore players was in jeopardy. After the third game, it was decided that these 10th graders should be returned to the junior varsity where they could further their development and training without the same risk of injury. Ultimately it would be a mistake to bring up any sophomore players to complete a varsity roster.”

The final paragraph states: “This is definitely a tremendous disappointment for everyone involved, but we know it is the right thing to do. Parents and students trust us to use our formal training and experience to make informed and courageous decisions. We would hate to have someone irreparably hurt because we lacked the integrity, the morals or the strength of character to do the right thing for our young men who have their whole lives ahead of them!”

These statements were expounded upon Friday morning during an interview set up by Beardsley and attended by herself, Allen, and Oscoda High School Principal Rex Hart. They said, before the Tawas game, parents demanded the season be terminated because they feared for the welfare of their sons.

Allen said part of the issue goes back to the off-season when varsity players allegedly did not participate in pre-season conditioning. He said only 29 percent of the varsity players participated in a weight training program.

The concern, as explained by Allen, who also worked at Whittemore-Prescott, was that improperly trained players would present a risk for other players because of their inability to perform basic functions of the game, like blocking.

Parents, Players and More

The majority of the players and their parents contend much of Beardsley’s memo and the press release are untrue.

During a meeting held in the home of one of the parents’ on Thursday evening, more than 30 parents expressed outrage at what has happened and the manner in which things are allegedly being distorted by the school administration.

Players present at the meeting said that 15 team members were at Tuesday’s practice session, but Tobin threw one of the players off the team for missing practice for a dental appointment. According to the players, he then walked out of practice early, sending the them home. Tobin is also accused by the players of saying to them: “Why don’t you save us the embarrassment and quit.” Several of the players verified the integrity of the claim.

As for weight training, the players contend there were regularly 15 players and more at training sessions and that it was Tobin, not the players, who was seldom present.

Parents, to a person, denied that any of them had ever suggested to Tobin that the season be terminated and termed the statement “a lie.”

Randy Patterson, the father of one of the athletes, said he did, however, suggest to Tobin that he step down.

Players admitted last week that they don’t like the coach, alleging Tobin to be verbally abusive and demeaning. They accuse Tobin of making belittling and insulting remarks to them as individuals, as well as derogatory comments to the team as a whole. On more than one occasion, they said, he screamed that the players were a bunch of quitters.

Interviews with previous players and coaches who worked with Tobin indicate this may be a continuing pattern that has gone on for considerable time.

As for injuries, the parents and players say Oscoda has had very few injuries of consequence during the season, with only one which sidelined a player. The other injury cited by the administration was a hernia that may or may not have been football related, according to them.

An opposing coach whose team played Oscoda earlier this season said he saw nothing in the Owl players that would have given him that feeling that they were an injured team, and several of those who watched the Tawas-Oscoda game noted that the Owls gave it everything they had.

The assertion that this decision was made for the safety of the players is being called ludicrous by seven coaches and four school administrators interviewed for this story.

One coach, who knows Tobin well, said: “No coach I know of would ever do that to his senior players as long as there was any other option available. But I wasn’t there, so I don’t know for certain what was going on.”

“The only thing wrong with the varsity football program is the head coach,” one parent said. “He does not want to continue losing and tarnish his sterling record. That’s the whole story in a nutshell.”

“It’s not about injuries or numbers, or any of that stuff. It’s all about Tobin’s ego,” said a disappointed player, fighting back tears of anger and resentment.

History Repeats

As the team, their parents and others stress, this is not the first time Tobin has cancelled a varsity football season after four losses.

As reported in the Iosco County News-Herald on Oct. 9, 1991, Tobin did the same thing when he was Whittemore-Prescott’s athletic director and head football coach, telling a reporter that a number of factors led to the decision.

There are many similarities in what Tobin said then and what Beardsley and other Oscoda administrators say now. At times, the wording used is identical.

Tobin is quoted in 1991 as saying, “On Tuesday I was told by most of the players, not all of them, that they did not want to continue the season. It hurts, I don’t like it, and it’s embarrassing.” He also said that a low turnout for varsity football combined with injuries were key elements that led to the forfeiture of the five remaining games. He said that he had few experienced players, and only seven or eight were what he considered to be of varsity caliber.

In 1991, Tobin stressed that low numbers of players gave him no alternative but to terminate the season, yet people at Whittemore-Prescott High School who were there at the time refute this.

“To Kyle Tobin winning is everything,” one said bluntly. “If he can’t at least make a respectable showing, he isn’t going to play. You have to understand Tobin’s ego.”

Larger Issues

Outrage over the district’s action has people talking. They contend the administration’s action has opened the barn door on bigger issues, such as athlete abuse and district priorities.

“One of the fundamental problems with youth athletics today is coaches who demean and humiliate as a supposed means of motivation. This tactic really doesn’t work at any level of coaching, but it can be especially destructive to pre-teens and children in high school sports,” said sports psychologist Dr. Tom Reardon of the alleged pattern of abusive verbal conduct toward high school players. “Coaches must realize that it is a rare child who will be able to live up to their [the coach’s] expectations, and those who refuse to grasp that concept would do kids a service if they would consider other employment.”

Teachers and coaches have contacted this writer to complain about and try to explain what they term the “Whittemore Connection”, referring to the prior employment of both Tobin and Allen. They allege that Tobin holds a demeaning attitude toward all sports other than football, and that the administration also considers football as a privileged sport.

One teacher said it is her feeling, and the feeling of other teachers, that the present situation has revealed a much greater issue. She said she and her colleagues find it interesting that the superintendent would be so concerned about a losing football season, “but would suffer the students of the district to have failing scores in nearly every area of academic achievement.”

And, both parents and students are asking, what is the lesson here?

One parent, in sarcasm stated: “I would like to take a moment to personally thank Coach Tobin for the lessons learned this varsity football season. First our young men learned that if the going gets tough - you quit! If you lose - you quit! If things don’t go the way you want - you quit! I’m sure many of these young men were raised with the same idea, that quitting is not an option. Yet before the season really got underway, the school system quit on them.

“It scares me to think that those are the same principles he (Tobin) uses as vice principal of the school. If the going gets tough academically, just quit.”

“I was born and raised here, I live here now, and I’ll live here ten years from now,” another parent said. “Tobin is near retirement, and already has significant accomplishments to hang his hat on. He will walk away from this, probably soon, without having fixed the problem (a losing tradition) and the people and the kids of Oscoda, who don’t have a lot to be proud of athletically anyway, will forever be known as quitters. It’s a sad happening that will definitely ripple into the future.”

Contacted for its position on the cancellation of the 2006 Oscoda football season, John Johnson, communications director for the Michigan High School Athletic Association, said that while situations like this are very uncommon, they do happen when a team cannot put enough players on the field to make a team. He said that in many instances teams will play with as few as 12 members, and that it is common practice for coaches to bring players up from the JV team to fill a roster.

According to Johnson, Oscoda will not be penalized in any way for terminating its season, and its remaining opponents will each receive a win/forfeit and one advancement point toward post-season play. Oscoda will record a 0-9 record with a “no team” notation.

Still hopeful

Friday night during the demonstration, varsity players lined up for a photo. There were 17 of them, all of whom said they were able and ready to play.

“If he [Tobin] had just given us tonight, we would have showed him. We would have beat Pinconning. We were psyched. We are not quitters,” one said.

“I play football for scholarships,” another added. “What happens to those now?”

“I’m here for the people who need scholarships,” said junior Alyssa Friday. “ A lot of people can’t go to college otherwise.

The players, cheerleaders, fellow students, parents, business owners and others who showed up say they hope the protest will cause the district administration to reconsider the decision and continue with the season.

“There are a lot more students than this who are upset about this, but more didn’t come because people told them it was pointless,” student Heather Tait said.

A parent said they were given the same message and that school officials told them it is too late to reconsider because the other schools have allegedly rescheduled.

“I don’t buy it. We don’t buy it. We’re all going to the emergency school board meeting on Monday night and asking them to step in,” a parent said. “That’s another thing: why wasn’t the school board consulted about this?”

Also in attendance at the demonstration was Oscoda High School Principal Rex Hart, but not to make a policy or political statement.

“I’m here in support of my kids,” he said. “I want to make sure they stay safe.”

Plenty of drivers honked their horns in support of the demonstrators, but not all. Masked occupants of one SUV leaned out the window and threw eggs at the three girls and their posters.
