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[Additional counsel on signature page]

Attorneys for Plaintiffs Crystal Dixon and Donnovan Hill
#50:04/ 241 o015 TRIAL: 0517
SUPERIOR COURT OF CALIFORNIA

05/ g015 OSC: 11,0710

COUNTY OF LOS ANGELES, CENTRAL DISTRICT

CRYSTAL DIXON, as guardian ad litem for Case No. B C 5 2 6 8 4 2
DONNOVAN HILL, a minor, and CRYSTAL : )
DIXON, individually, COMPLAINT
Plaintiffs,. 1. Negligence
N o " 2. Respondeat Superior
Vs. 3. Negligent Training, Supervision, and.

Retention A
POP WARNER LITTLE SCHOLARS, INC.,a 4. Negligent Infliction of Emotional

" non-profit corporation; ORANGE EMPIRE . Distress

CONFERENCE, INC., a non-profit corporation,
LAKEWOOD POP WARNER, a non-profit
corporation; SALVADOR P. and JANE DOE | DEMAND FOR JURY TRIAL
HERNANDEZ, husband and wife; MANUEL :
and JANE DOE MARTINEZ, husband and
wife; REGINALD C. and JANE DOE

NETTLES, husband and wife; KEVIN and B‘Y (=9 1N -
JANE DOE GODDARD, husband and wife; I gt N\ T £
JIM and JANE DOE CUNNIGHAM, husband - mEm
and wife; ROBERTO CARLOS and JANE A ESE
DQE GONZALEZ, husband and wife; SERHTT S
ROBERT T. and JANE DOE ESPINOSA, SEEL ¢
husband and wife; DOES 1 through 20; and - o
BLACK CORPORATIONS 1 through 10. N
o
Defendants. by
a
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Plaintiff Crystal Dixon, for herself and her minor son, Plaintiff Donnovan Hill, and through

uﬁdersigncd counsel, respectfully submits the following Complaint for personal injuries.
| I.  INTRODUCTION

L. This case arises from the séve_re and permanent injuries Plaintiff Donnovan Hill, a
thirteen year-old boy, suffered while playixig in a youth league football game sponsored and
supervised by Defendants Pop Warner Little Scholars, Inc., Orange Empire Conference, Inc., and
inkewoqd Pop Wamer. Donnovan was rendered a quadriplegic after attempting to tackle his
opponent using a negligent tackling technique he was taught and instructed to use by his coaches,
Defendants Hernandez, Martinez, Nettles, G_oddard, Cunningham, and Does 1-20. His mother, A
Crystal Dixon, was in the stands that day and witnessed her soxfs catastrophic injury.

) Even though Pop Warmer rules and the football industry as a whole prohibit the

head-first tackling that injured Donnovan, his coaches taught him the technique, insisted he use it

despite his complaints, and refused to intervene and correct Donnovan when he repeatedly

employed the tackling technique in practices and games. Likewise, Pop Warner and its related

entities and agents, including Defendants Gonzalez and Espinosa, failed to properly supervise and -

raonitor the coaches to ensure they complied with and enforced the rules.

3. Because of Defendants’ negligent conduct, Donnovan was seriously and

‘permanently injured, and his mother and primary caregiver, Crystal Dixon, suffered serious

- emotional distress. Donnovan will require assistance for the remainder of his tiow-diminished life.

. JURISDICTION AND VENUE
4. This Court has subject matter jurisdiction over this action because it is a court of
general jurisdiction With the authority to hear and decide claims ansmg under California statutory |
and common law. Cal. Const. art. VI, § 10; Cal. Civ. Proc. Code § 410.10 (West 2013). |
5. .. This Court has personal jurisdiction over Plaintiffs because they reside in California.
This Court has personal jurisdiction 6ver Defendants because the corporatc Defendants are
incorporated in California or conduct substantial business in California, and the individual

Defendants reside in California.
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6. Venue is proper in this Court because the action is for personal injury and this Court
is in Los Angeles County, where the corporate Defendants conduct substantial business and many
of the individual Defendants reside. Cal. Civ. Proc. Code § 395.5 (West 2013); LR. 2.3(a)(1}(A).

(I PARTIES

7. Plaintiff Donnovan Hill is a fifteen-year-old boy who resides with his mother and
guardian ad litem, Plaintiff Crystal Dixon, in Los Alamitos, Califoria in Orange County.

8. Plaintiff Crystal Dixon, a singlé woman, is Plaintiff Donnovan Hill’s mother and
guardian ad litem who resides with her son in in Los Alamitos, California in Orange County.

9. Defendant Pop Warner Little Scholars, Inc. is a non-profit ,corporatioh providing
youth football and cheer and dance progfams for participants in 42 states, including California, and
several countries around the world.! Pop Warner is incorporated and headquartered in
Pennsylvania. On information and belief, over 285,000 children ages five to fifteen participatg in
Pop Warner football leagues, and the ﬁrogram has produced over two-thirds of the players now in
the National Football League.”

10.  Defendant Orange Empire Conference, Inc. (“OEC™) is a non-profit corporation '
hcadqﬁartercd in Huntington Beach, California, in Orange County, and ihcorporated under the laws
of California. The OEC is a Pop Warner Little Scholars, Inc. organization in the Wescon Region,
providing f_ootbail, cheerleading, and scholastic programs for children ages five to fifteen through
its various member associations since 1986.> The OEC boundaﬁe§ encompass all of Orange County
and much of Los Angeles County; |

11.  Defendant Lakewood Pop Warner is a non-profit corporatioﬁ headquartered in
Lak;wood, Califoruia, in Los Angeles County, and incorporated under the laws of California. It is

a Pop Warner Little Scholars, Inc. organization in the Wescon Region and a member association of

' The Official Website of Pop Warner Little Scholars, Inc., POPWARNER.COM, http://www. popwarmer.com/-
About Us htm (last visited November 3, 2013). ' '

* Anahad O’Connor, Trying to Reduce Head Injuries, Youth Football Limits Practices, N.Y. TRMES, June 14, 2012,
at Al. '

3 Orange Empire Conference, Inc., http://24.199 21:46/occweb/index html (last visited November 3, 2013).
2
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Defendant OEC, providing football, cheerleading, and scholastic programs for children ages five to
fifteen. Lakewood Pop Warmner included Donnovan’s football team, the Lakewood Black Lancers.

12.  Oninformation and belief, Defendants Salvador P. and Jane Doe Hemandez are a
'married couiole who, at all times relevant to this Comblaint, resided iﬁ'Long Beach, California in
Los Angeles County. Mr. Hemnandez was the head coach of Donnovan’s football team in 2011. The
tcue name of Jane Doe Hernandez is unknown and will be amended once it is ascertained by
Plaintiffs. |

i3. On information and b_elicf, Defendants Manuel and Jane Doe Martinez are a married
couple who, at all times relevant to this Complaint, resided in Long Beach, California in Los
Angeles County. Mr. Martiﬁez was an assistant coach for Donnovan’s football team in 2011. The -
true name of Jane boe Martinez is unknown and will be amended once it is ascertained by
Plaintiffs. ‘ |

14.  On information and belief, Defendants Reginald C. and Jane Doe Nettles are a
married couple who, at all times relevant to this Complaint, resided in Orange County, Caﬁfomia.
On information and belief, Mr. Nettles was an assistant coach for Donnovan’s football team in
2011. The true name of Jane Doe Nettles is unknown and will be amended once it is ascertained by
Plaintiffs.

15. - On information and belief, Defendants Kevin and Jane Doe Goddard are a married
couple who, at all times relevant to this Complaint, resided in California at an address still
unknown to Plaintiffs. On information and belief, Mr. Goddard was an assistant coach for
Donnovan’s football tgam.in 2011. The true name of Jane Doe Goddard is unknown and it, along

with Defendants’ address, will be amended once it is ascertained by Plaintiffs.

couple who, at all times relevant to this Complaint, resided in California at an address still
unknown to Plaintiffs. On information and belief, Mr. Cunningham was an assistant coach for
Donnovan’s football team in 2011. The true name of Jane Doe Cunningham is unknown and it,

along with Defendants’ address, will be amended once it is ascertained by Plaintiffs.

3

16.  On information and belief, Defendant Jim and Jane Doe Cunningham are a married
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17. On information and béiief, Defendant Roberto Carlos and Jane Doe Gonzalez are a
married couple who, at all times relevant to this Complaint, resided in Long Beach, California in
Los Angeles County. On information and belief, Mr. Gonzalez was the President ahd Athletic
Director for Lakewood Pop Warner in 2011. The true name of Jane Doe Gonzalez is unknown and
will be amended once it is ascertained by Plaintiffs.

18.  On information and belief, Defendant Robert T. and Jane Doe Espinosa are a

- married couple who, at all times relevant to this Complaint, resi&ed in Bréa, California, in Orange
County. On information and belief, Mr. Espinosa was an assistant commissioner for Defendant
OEC during the 2011 season. The true name of Jane Doe Espinosa is unknown and will be
amended once it is ascertained by Plaintiffs. |

19.  Defendants Does 1 through 20 are individuals sued by fictitious names because their
true names or capacities are still unknown to Plaintiffs. Plaintiffs will amend the Corﬁpla'mt to.
include their proper names once ascertained. '

20.  Defendants Black Corporations i through 10 are sued iijy ﬁct'itious' names because
their true names or capacities are still unknown to Plaintiffs. Plaintiffs will amend the Complaint to -
include their prbper names once ascertained.

IV. FACTUAL ALLEGATIONS

A. Donnovan’s Pop Warner Football Team

21.  In oraround August 2011, Plaintiff Donnovan Hill eﬁrolled in Defendant Lakewood
Pop Warner to play on the Lakewood Black Lancers Midget football team. The Midget team
comprised the oldest and largest boys in any Pop Warner football league, including boys twelve to
fifteen years old within the weight range 105 to‘ 170 pounds.

22.  Donnovan was one of the Lakewood Black Lancers’ better players. He was a two-
way athlete, playing both running back on offense aﬁd safety on defense. Because of his talents, it
was typical for Donnovan to participate in nearly every play of every gal;ne;

23.  Defendant Lakewood Pop Wamer was a member association of Defendant OEC in

the Westcon Region of Defendant Pop Warner Little Scholars, Inc. (collectively, “Defendant Pop

COMPLAINT
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Warner Entities™). Defendant Pop Warner Entities includes any uhknown but related entities,
designated for now as Black Corporations 1 through 10. »

24, Defendants Salvador Hernandez, Manuel Martinez, Reginald Nettles, Kevin
Goddard, and Jim Cunningham (collectively, “Defendant Coaches™) were Donnovan’s coaches on
the Lakewood Black Lancers Midget football team for the 2011 season. Defendant Coaches
includes any unknown coaches, designated for now as Does 1 ihrough 20,

25.  On information and belief, Defendant Roberto Carlés Gonzalez was the President
and Athletic Director for Defendant Lakewood Pop Warner during the 2011 season. On
information and belief, Mr. Gonzalez was present at many, if not all, of Donnovan’s games and
practices that year. |

26.  On information and belief, Defendant Robert Espinosa was an agent or employee of
Defendant Pop Warner Entities tasked with monitoring and supervising Defendant Coaches to
ensure they complied with safety standards and rules during the 2011 season. Of\ information and
belief, Defendant Réb,ert Espinosa observed Defendant Coaches’ foofball practices and instruction-
and Donnovan’s football playing at practices and games.

27.  Does 1 through 20 and Black Corporations 1 through 10 are unknown persons or
entities who are responsible for the instruction or oversi ght of Donnovan, his coaches, the league,
or Donnovan’s football play.

B. In Practice Defendant Coaches Taught And Encouraged Donnovan To Use
Dangerously Negligent Tackling Technique, And Then Reinforced The Improper
Technigue By Failing To Correct Or Reprimand Donnovan When They Observed
Him Repeatedly Using It In Practice And Games

| 28.  The 2011 football season ran from approximately August to the end of Octaber,
followed by championship games in November. '
29.  Donnovan’s team typically practiced three tirnfes a week for approximately three .
hours each practice. There, Defendant Coaches instructed Donnovan and his teammates on all

aspects of tackle football.
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30. - Proper football tackling technique according to Defendant Pop Wamer Entities’
online training course is to keep the head up and slide it to the outside of an opponent’s body
before making contact, so as to lead with' the shoulder rather than the head.

31.  Leading with your head while tackling, often referred to as “face taclding,” oceurs
when a defensive player initiates contact with a ball carrier with the front if his helmet. This
practice, along with “spcaﬁng”—;léuncﬁing at an opponent with the top of the helmet—are both
widely prohibited in football at all levels. |

32.  The 2011 Pop Warner Little Scholars Official Rules expressly prohibited face
tackling or spearing techniques, stating: ' | ' |

- If such techniques or any others forbidden by the National Federation or
NCAA rulebooks are taught by Pop Warner coaches, said coaches shall be
dismissed from the program, upon being found guilty following a hearing.

33.  The 2011 Pop Warner Little Scholars Official Rules also stréssed the importance of
proper blocking and tackling in fooiball, saying “[i]t is the responsibility of evéry Pop Warner‘ ‘
coach to be fully informed of, and abide by, all such rules of the governing body (National
Federation or NCAA) under whose jurisdiction his state falls, and to review [the rules] every year.”
(E@phasis added.) ‘

34.  Contrary to these rules, Defendant Coaches taught and ;:oashed Donnovan to lead
with his head whén tackling opponénts and promoted the face tackling technique in both practice
and games. Defendant Hernandez insisted that Donnovan tackle in this manner.

35, As evident in numerous garﬁe films, Don.novain consistently tackled head-first
throughout the 201 1 season. bcfendant Hernandez admitted this in an interview with ESPN for its
show Qutside The Lines. |

36.  Defendant Coaches regularly observed Donnovan tackling in an incorrect and
dangerous manner in practices and at games, but, on information and belief, never corrected
Donnévan’s technique.’ o

" 37.  Defendant Coaches tolerated this prohibited praétice by observing Doanovan use

this tackling technique over and over again in practice and in games without reprimanding or

6
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punishing him. On information and belief, Defendant Coaches never benched Donnovan from a

. practice or game—or even verbally threatened to do so—to deter his head-first tackling.

'38.  On information and belief, Defendant Coaches encouragcd and promoted such
technique by directly order-ing the head-first tackling and even lauding it as “tough.”

39.  During one-on-one hitting driﬂs at a practice during the’ 2011 season, Donnovan
expressed concemn to Defendant Hernandez about head-first tackling, saying he was afraid it would
injure him. In response Defendant Hemandez chﬁstised Donnovan for “whining,” reaffirmed that
Donnovan should tackle head-first, and sent him to the back of the practice line to continue drills.
On information and belief, another one of Donnovan’s teammates, Anselm Umeh, also compléined
that day to Defendant Coaches about the danger of head-first tackling.

| 40.  Shortly after this reprimand, Donnovan attempted another tackling drifl under
Defendant Hernandez’s instruction and suffered mild injury his neck. Defendant Coabhes koew or
should have known of the neck injury Donnovan sustained that day. ‘,

| 41. Rylee Isbell, Donnovan’s teammate, and Defendan£ Martinez later confirmed this
practice incident involving Donnovan in their interviews for Quiside The Lines.

42.  Defendant Martinez also confirmed in his interview that Donnovan and his
teammates were taught to use face tackling against opponents. |

C. Defendant Pop Warner Entities And Its Agents Failed To Properly Train And
Supervise Defendant Coaches It Knew Or Should Have Known Were Negligent

43, Defendant Pop Warner Entities required all head coaches, including Defendant
Hernandez, to pass an online coaching education course every three years. The course provided
video chps depicting the proper technique for tackling.

44, On information and belief, head coach Defendant Hemandez did not complete the
required coaching education course for the 2011 season and was delinquent in taking his required
coaching education course.

45S.  And even though the 2011 Pop Warner Little Scholars Ofﬁcml Rules expressly

require each coach, including assistant coaches, to review the rules every year and “to be fully
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informed of, and abide by, all such rules,” upon information and belief, Defendant Coaches did not
do so. Defendant Martinez admits this in his Qutside The Lines interview.

46.  As the supervisory bodies responsible for Defendant Coaches’ conduct, Defendant
Pop Warner Entities, Defendant Gonzalez, and Defendant Espinosa knew or should ﬁave known
that Defendant Coaches were noncompliant with the rules and engaging in prohibited and
dangerous coaching techniques. |

47.  On information and belief, Dcfendant Pop Wamner Entities, Defendant Gonzalez,
and Defendant Espinosa did not check to ensure Defendant Hernandez complied with required
educational courses, nor did they ensure Defendant Coaches were famiiiar ;md compliant with tﬁc
rules each year. |

48. = On information and belief, Defendant Pop Warner Entities, Defendant Gonzalez,
and Defendant Espinosa did not check to ensure Defendant Coaches were teaching proper, safe ‘
tackling techniques while correcting, discouraging, or penalizing those athletes not complying with
tackling rules. Upon information and belief, there were no safeguards or protections to ensure
coaches were enforcing the rules relating to safe tackling. |

49. On information and belief, Defendant Coaches, including Defendant Hernandez,
were not first-time Pop Warmer coaches in the 2011 season. Defendant Pop Warner Entities,
_Defendant Gonzalez, and Defendant Espinosa therefore knew or should have known that
Defendant Coaches usc;d unreasonable and dangerous football techniques, did not comply with
coaching standards and applicable football rules, did not pfohibit unsafe practices, and did not
follow organizational directives. (

50.  On information and belief, Defendant Pop Warner Entities,Defcndant Gonzalez,
and Defendant Espinosa never reprimanded, suspended, or fired any Defendant Coaches for failure
to review, be informed of, and abide by Pop Warner football rules.

D. Donnovan Is Paralyzed While Tackling An Onpoaent Using The Negligent Technigue
' Taught To Him And Prometed By Defendant Coaches
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51. On the evening of November 6, 2011, Donnovan and his team were playing in the
Division [ Midget Orange Bowl championship game against the Saddleback Valley Wolverines at
Laguna Hills High School in Laguna Hills, Califoria.

52. Inthe second half of the géme, Donnovan told his coaches he was fatigued and
wanted to sit out from play. Defendant Coaches objected to his request, telling Donnovan they
needed him to play so the tcaxﬁ would win the game. |

53. Défendant Coaches did not permit Donnovan to sit out of the game even though he
was fatigued. Instead, he was sent back into the game as a substitute for another defensive playér
pulled by Defendant Coaches.

"~ 54, Onascrimmage play in the tﬁird quarter, while playing in the defensive linebacker

position, Donnovan attempted to tackle the op'posing ball carrier to prevent him from entering the

end zone. As Donnovan approached contact with his opponent, he dropped his head down, kept his
arms at his side, and initiated the tackle head-first.

35. Upon contact with the opposing player, Donnovan immediately went limp and
dropped to the field, unmoving. Donnovan told those gathered around him that he could not feel his
legs.

' 56.  Donnovan was rushed by ambulance to Mission Hospital Regional Medical Center
in Mission Viejo, California.

57. Theré, doctors ;ietcrmined Donnovan had suffered a catastrophic spinal cord injury
resulting in quadriplegia.

E. Dognnovan’s Post-Injury Treatment

58.  Following his stay at Mission Hospital, Donnovan was transferred to Children’s
Hospital Los Angeles for rehabilitation. After his release, he continued with physical therapy for a
minimum of two hours, three times per week. His physical therapy typically comprised balance and
core strength tré‘ming using the standing frame, bike, and elliptiéal machines.

59, Asaquadriplegic, Donnovan has minimal use of his axms; and no independent

movement from the nipple-level down.
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60.  Donnovan’s paralysis requires him to use a catheter and a colostomy bag, and he
suffers from pressure sores because of constant confinement to his bed and wheelchair.

61.  Donnovan is cared for by his mother with whom he shares a small apartment. He
does not have the facilities or transportation appropriate for someone with his injuries.

62.  Donnovan’s life expectzincy is diminished because of his injuries, as is his future

earning capacity.

F. . The Impact On Crystal After Witnessing Donnovan’s Injury

63. Donnovan’s mother, Plaintiff Crystal Dixon, was sitting in the stands at the Division
I Midget Orange Bowl championship game watéhing Donnovan play on November 6, 201 1.

64.  Crystal witnessed Donnovan éttempt to tackle his opponent and, in doing so, suffer
a catastrophic spinal cord injury resulting in immediate paralysis.

65.  Witnessing her son’s catastrophic injhry has affected Crystal’s life drastically. She
now suffers from depression and anxiety, both of which require regular medication. When she is
not at work Donnovan needs her constant care, and 50 any life she had outside of assisting l:um has

| all but disappeared. It has also affect‘ed Crystal’s employment at Vons Grocery, whére she has
worked for approximatcly fifteen years. Working in customer service,' she often finds it difficult to
focus on tasks, unexpectedly breaks down emotionally, and experiences a shortened temper and
A dramatic mood swings. 'Physically., Crystal feeis as though her body is breaking down.
Iv.  CAUSES OF ACTION

FIRST CAUSE OF ACTION
(Negligence — Defendant Coaches)

66.  Plaintiffs incorporate by reference all allegations in the foregoing paragraphs.
67.  Defendant Coaches had a dutyvto exercise reasonable care in training, instructing,
and coaching Donnovan regarding playing football generally and with respect to his tackling

technique.

10
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