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By Al Goldberger

igh school officials need to manage risk to avoid legal
liability. In this space in the last issue of the NFHS Offi-
cials’ Quarterly, various “liability factors” were dis-

cussed from the standpoint of preventing high school referees
and umpires from becoming lawsuit targets. When enforcing
“the rules” of avoiding liability factors by enforcing the rules
of the game related to contact, unsportsmanlike conduct, uni-
forms and equipment, oftentimes officials on the high school
level and elsewhere find themselves wondering why coaches,
athletic directors and administrators battle the officials’ efforts
to prevent the “final buzzer” from sounding in the courtroom
– rather than on the court or field.

As an official, I often puzzle at why grown men and
women would not applaud the enforcement of safety-related
playing rules by my crew members and me. Maybe it’s
because they are pre-occupied with putting points on the
scoreboard and other pleasures of life as a high school coach,
athletic director or administrator. Or, maybe it’s because
nobody told them that the game official is ... 

“Your Best Friend”

Delusional or not, here’s what I would tell the folks who
coach high school sports – and their bosses – if I could:

Coach: Every time you send your team out onto the field
or court to compete, I’m there. I know you practice hard all
week. I know you want to win – sometimes more than any-
thing. I know you are first and foremost a teacher and always
want the best for your student-athletes.

I know you always look for innovative plays and strate-
gies. I know it’s frustrating sometimes to watch the kids not
put in practice what you teach them all week. I know the ath-
letes — and even I — disappoint you sometimes.

I also know exactly what it takes to make your sports
event safe, fair and fun for the student-athletes under your
charge. I know the requirements of the rules book that are
designed to give each team and each student-athlete an equal
opportunity to win the game or match. I also know the types
of equipment and clothing that are safe and the types of
clothing and equipment that are unsafe. I know how your
field or court must be laid out; and I know that I need to have
corrections made when your games are played in a facility
that has safety hazards about.

I know the types of contact that are permitted by the
rules; and I know the types of contact that are dangerous and
therefore illegal under the rules. I know the ways that stu-
dent-athletes sometimes choose to express themselves and
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how those expressions can be misinterpreted by opponents
and others. I know when you need to take a student-athlete
out of the game due to an injury or illness and I know the
restrictions on when he or she can come back in.  

I know that you have a million things to worry about
before, during and after the game. So do I. I know that the
success of your program and the safety of athletes, coaches
and spectators alike depend a large measure upon me doing
my job. I know the rules, and, as importantly, the reason
behind the rules.

I will always answer a question if you approach me as a
lady or a gentleman. I will never gratuitously embarrass you
or do anything to interfere with your concentration knowing
you are devoted to the task at hand. All I ask is that you
afford me the same courtesy and realize that I am doing my
best to call a fair game and keep your student-athletes safe.

Like you, I do not work in high school sports just for the
money. I work to give something back and make a difference.
I help you manage risk – whether you want to or not. Like

you, my first responsibility is the safety of the student-athletes
in today’s game. I don’t care what happened before, I don’t
care which team wins, or which player scores a touchdown,
hits a home run or fouls out. I only care that both teams have
a chance to win the game and that nobody gets hurt. If I
make a mistake, it does not make me happy. I may not see a
play from the same angle or perspective that you do. Some-
times my positioning gives me a different angle and the call
may not be what you think it should be.  

Rest assured, my only motivation is to get it right. If I
don’t, it is unintentional. I never forget – not even for a
moment – that my success depends on getting the plays right
rather than getting the plays wrong. And finally, knowing that
people are usually treated the way they treat others, I will
respect you and your athletes at all times.  OQ
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“My only motivation is 
to get it right”
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