Union football players fighting cancellation with same ardor shown for opponents - nj.com

11/15/21, 9:54 AM

Union football players fighting
cancellation with same ardor shown
for opponents
By Mike Kinney | NJ Advance Media for NJ.com

Matthew Nazaire of Union (6) celebrates with teammates after scoring a touchdown during the football game
between Union and North Brunswick in North Brunswick on Friday, October 15, 2021.John Jones | For NJ Advance
Media

Union did not get the opportunity to extend its nine-game winning streak
and advance to the state sectional final, but that could not stop head coach
Lou Grasso Jr. from marveling about the moves under pressure executed by
his players over the weekend.
The 17th-ranked and top-seeded Farmers (9-1) discovered Friday morning
that Dr. Scott Taylor, the township’s superintendent of schools, had ordered
a cancellation of the North 2, Group 5 semifinal-round game against
Paterson Eastside after he was informed that four Union players had tested
positive for COVID-19. Taylor met with the players that morning to break the
bad news that they would not be able to defend the sectional title the
Farmers captured in 2019. There was no postseason conducted in 2020.
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“They were devastated, it was awful,” Grasso recalled of his players’ initial
response upon hearing about the forfeit, which automatically moved fifthseeded Paterson Eastside to the championship game this Friday against
second-seeded Clifton.
“And there was a lead up to it because we had to do all the testing (Thursday
evening). So it was already an issue, but up to the last half hour, 45 minutes
before the meeting, we were playing. Those kids were ready to play. They
couldn’t believe it.
“But I couldn’t be any prouder than now to be their coach,” Grasso said.
“They represented themselves and represented their point of view in this
situation with class and intelligence. They’ve been pretty remarkable.”

Stunned silence was the initial response of these youngsters Friday morning,
but that was promptly followed by a a call to action, led by four-star
defensive back Davison Igbinosun and joined by parents, coaches and
thousands of others in this Union County community.
First there was an impromptu meeting with Taylor in his office Friday
afternoon, where players’ arguments were cogent; then an online petition
drive that had garnered more than 7,400 signatures as of 4:30 p.m. Sunday;
and there also was a rally championing their cause held early Sunday
afternoon at the high school’s Cooke Memorial Field, the site of almost
countless big victories for the Farmers. #LetUnionPlay has become the
team’s rallying cry on social media.
“We’re gonna try to keep fighting, keep trying to get it changed,” Igbinosun
said from the rally. “We’ve been kept on the outskirts of this thing
completely, so we’ve been trying to advocate for ourselves because no one
is advocating for us.”
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Scott Taylor, Ed.D.
@TaylorEdLead

Let them play @NJSIAA. I directed my board attorney to
file an appeal for emergent relief. We have to keep players
healthy, but we also have to give them their time.
@UnionHS_Sports deserves to have its #17 football team
show the rest of the state what it's made of.
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All that activity is unlikely to change Union’s predicament, however, even
though Taylor tweeted just before 2 p.m. Sunday morning, “I directed my
board attorney to file an appeal for emergent relief. We have to keep players
healthy, but we also have to give them their time,” he wrote.
Taylor had penned a letter on Saturday to Coleen Maguire, executive director
of the New Jersey State Interscholastic Athletic Association, requesting that
“you grant my rescinsion of the Township of Union School District’s
withdrawal from the 2021 NJSAIAA State Football Tournament. The district is
prepared to have its entire football team rapid PCR tested as soon as
Sunday, November 14, so it can determine the viability of playing its
previously scheduled game against Paterson’s) Eastside High School.”
Maguire acknowledged in a text Sunday morning that she had responded to
Taylor’s request, “which has been respectfully declined. No further
comments,” she wrote.
Additional comment, in essence, was already made last Sept. 15. That’s
when the NJSIAA, the state’s governing body for high school sports, stated
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its policy for any tournament games cancelled due to COVID-19 cases.
“NJSIAA will not delay or modify any state tournament schedule for a team
that cannot participate due to COVID-19 issues,” the policy states. “For any
team that cannot participate on the date scheduled, or play by date, then the
opponent will advance.”
There is more to that ruling, though that certainly clarifies the NJSIAA’s
position under these conditions.
Igbinosun said he and his teammates were aware of that policy, which is why
they felt Taylor acted too swiftly to cancel the game. Taylor said in a radio
interview Saturday with Central Jersey Sports Radio’s Mike Pavlichko that he
was acting on behalf of the youngsters only after consulting with Union and
Paterson health officials and his own administrative team.
“It was very clear to point out (to players) that I had made this decision
because I got the guidance from the health professionals that it wasn’t safe
to play,” Taylor said.
“I’ve been a superintendent for about nine years and an education leader for
25. I would rank this decision as among the top few I’ve ever had to make.”
Igbinosun had asked Taylor face-to-face during Friday’s meeting and
wondered again on Sunday why student-athletes who tested negative were
instructed to be at school on Friday, yet could not represent the football
team against Eastside that evening.
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Davison Igbinosun
@DaveIgbinosun

#colleenmaguireletunionplay @NJSIAA
Watch on Twitter
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Two players felt ill at school on Wednesday and ultimately tested positive for
the coronavirus. There are 46 other varsity players on the roster, 24 of whom
have been vaccinated and thus were not subjected to testing. That left 22 to
be tested Thursday, and two additional players were found to be positive.
“He (Taylor) said he spoke with health officials, but he also sent us back into
school on Friday if we tested negative,” Igbinosun said. “The whole
contradiction is if it was safe enough for us to go back to school, why wasn’t
it safe enough for us to play a football game?
“This was made by one man. He spoke on behalf of the entire community
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without convening with anyone in the community. He made this decision by
himself,” he said.
Taylor accepted ownership of the ruling, but said he was hardly alone in his
search for a conclusion.
“The leadership team and I were on pins and needles,” Taylor told Pavlichko.
“We didn’t sleep pretty much all night. I got in front of the kids 12:30
yesterday (Friday) with the team. They were heartbroken, man, and I was
getting emotional myself.
“I know some people think I didn’t think this thing through, but I can tell you
that my leadership team and I made a decision that took about 12 hours. It
was heartbreaking.”
UHS FOOTBALL
@TheU_FarmersFB

#colleenmaguireletunionplay
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Grasso said he understands why his players would feel betrayed at this
point, but said that is not the case where he stands. He particularly credits
high school athletic director Linda Ionta for her work on the students’ behalf.
“All I know is everyone who can be is doing what they should to get this
game played. It’s a concerted effort by everybody,” Grasso said. “The kids
don’t really know what goes on behind the scenes; they know what goes on
in social media. But I spoke to a couple of them today (Sunday) and I assured
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them that people are trying to do everything they can do. I don’t know if they
trust that 100 percent, but it’s the truth.”
And this truth hurts. A lot.
“You’d almost rather lose the game,” Grasso said. “At least it’s not that
feeling of what if? It’s just emptiness for these kids.”
The N.J. High School Sports newsletter now appearing in mailboxes 5 days a
week. Sign up now to be among the first to get all the boys and girls sports
you care bout, straight to your inbox each weekday. To add your name, click
here.
Thank you for relying on us to provide the journalism you can trust. Please
consider supporting NJ.com with a subscription.
Mike Kinney can be reached at mkinney@njadvancemedia.com. Follow him
on Twitter @MikeKinneyHS.
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