
injuries are an unfortunate
reality in the world of sports that
affect both professional athletes on
the highest level and high school
athletes just trying to finish out
their playing careers.

For many athletes, high school
is the last time they will ever suit
up to play at a competitive level.
students spend months training
and practicing for a season that can
be taken from them at any
moment.

rocco Leo, a senior at
Hammonton High school, lost his
final football season to injury just
four games into the year. Leo tore
his MCL (medial collateral
ligament) and PCL (posterior
cruciate ligament) on a play where
a teammate fell on his right knee.
For Leo, fear for the worst
immediately set in.

“not again, this can’t be

happening,” Leo said.
Leo also cracked his pelvis a few

years prior when he was playing
football in middle school, making
him no stranger to devastating
injuries. the difference this time is
that it’s Leo’s senior year that is
being taken away from him.

“it was the last time i ever
stepped on a football field and i
didn’t know. i never knew. i never
knew that was my last play,” Leo
said. 

along with the physical pain,
there is also an emotional battle
that comes with these injuries. Leo
and the football team practiced
throughout the summer to prepare
for this campaign and having it
taken away was a tough reality for
Leo to come to terms with.

“this summer, it was hot and we
were working hard. it was a whole
different group of kids who came
in, it was a whole different team
and we were all just ready to play
and we all wanted to win. When it
was taken from me, i was just like,

it was tough. it was one of the
hardest things,” Leo said.

at Hammonton High school,
one of the first people to help an
athlete battle an injury is their
athletic trainer, Donna DeLucca.
she’s the first person on the scene
of an injury and does everything
she can to comfort the athletes both
physically and emotionally.

“i just do my part by staying as
calm as possible because it’s very
scary for someone this age.
sometimes this could be the first
big thing that happens to them
health wise and sometimes it could
be a pretty significant thing,”
DeLucca said.

DeLucca also understands how
important it can be to stay calm for
the sake of the parents, as she was
once in that situation herself.

“a lot of times it’s also keeping
the coaches calm and keeping the
parents calm. My daughter was an
athlete here and she broke her arm
in a soccer game. and that was the
hardest for me to stay calm. Like,

all of my knowledge went out of
my head for a few seconds until i
got her out of here and sent her for
an X-ray,” DeLucca said.

these types of incidents happen
to high school athletes all the time
and Leo is not the only player on
the football team to have their
season cut short.

Hunter Valentin, a junior at
Hammonton High school,
abruptly lost his season when he
broke his collarbone during a
game.

“it was a pass play and i had to
back up to guard the guy because
he had gotten a step behind me and
i jumped to intercept the pass but
fell on my back, knocking the ball
down and my arm got caught
under my back and it (collarbone)
just broke,” Valentin said.

injuries can make the simplest
of day to day tasks difficult and
that is something that Valentin said
he physically struggles with every
day.

“it affects my entire day, every

day. Getting up, like, if i get up
wrong, it hurts. i need help tying
my shoes if my shoes get untied.
Putting on my socks takes 10
minutes,” Valentin said.

similarly to Leo, the injury has
taken an emotional toll on
Valentin.

“When i realized it was going to
keep me out for a while, it really
hurt. Like mentally, it hurt … i was
on a roll in football, pretty much.
and that injury just stopped it,”
Valentin said.

For some athletes, like Leo,
injuries force an early end to their
careers. For others, like Valentin,
it’s a bump in the road and
provides a source of motivation to
come back even better.

“it definitely motivates me
because it’s my junior year and i
only have one more year after this.
so, it definitely motivates me in
that way, and that keeps me going,
alone, but i definitely have
confidence in myself that i’ll be
back,” Valentin said.

Joseph Martino always dreamed of
coaching for a college basketball program,
but he couldn’t turn down the phone call
from his hometown high school to run the
basketball team. He now awaits the start of
his 21st consecutive season as head coach,
making him the longest-tenured coach at
Hammonton High school.

soon after graduating from Hammonton
in 1988, Martino decided to help at the mid-
dle school level and be an assistant coach
for the Hammonton bulldogs.

“i ended up falling in love with all of it,
it pushed me to major in physical education
at the old Glassboro state College [now
rowan university],” Martino said.

after graduating from Glassboro state
and living in Hammonton all his life, in his
early 20s, Martino ventured out to pursue a
career in coaching college basketball.

it was not an easy nor quick journey for
Martino. at first he earned the opportunity
to be assistant basketball coach for Ham-
monton High school after working with the
middle school team. this led to him becom-
ing the assistant coach at bucks County
Community College. eventually through
networking and growing a reputation
within the sport, Martino landed himself at
Millersville university as a graduate coach-
ing assistant, while also working on and

completing his master’s
degree.

“there’s no class or
course for head coaching.
once you’re in that seat
it’s much different than
even assistant coaching. it
really comes with experi-
ence,” Martino said on the
importance of utilizing his
experiences leading up to
this position.

after two years of
coaching Division ii, bas-
ketball, Martino went to
arizona to earn a degree in
counseling and psychol-
ogy to pursue a new ca-
reer. it was soon after this,
in 2001, that James
Donoghue, former principal of Hammonton
High school, phoned Martino to inform
him of an expansion within the district as
well as to offer him the head coaching po-
sition of the boys basketball program. after
quick consideration, Martino returned back
home.

Martino said he takes great pride that his
program not only focuses on maximizing
the talent and effort of his athletes on the
court, but also emphasizes the importance
of maturing in situations outside of basket-
ball.

“i like this age group a lot, you get to see
the kids grow from ninth grade to 12th. and

there’s lots of changes
within that time period.
You really get to see the
boys, not just in skill, but
mature as young men.
that to me is really one
of the biggest things i
enjoy while coaching at
this level. You really do
see that transformation
from ages 14 to 18 and i
find a major reward from
that, which is not just
wins and losses,” Mar-
tino said.

“Coach Martino al-
ways reminds us to work
hard with everything you
do because it will pay off
in the end,” Vinny bar-

lotti, a senior basketball player at Hammon-
ton High school, said.

one of the reasons basketball is Mar-
tino’s preferred sport is because of how it’s
rooted in adversity.

“that’s another reason i love the game so
much because it’s always about overcom-
ing adversity. i always try to help the kids
overcome that on the court as well as with
any other counts of adversity that come
their way in life,” Martino said.

“We always have a fun season with him;
we’re always happy to play for him. He al-
ways tells us, ‘if it’s not working out now,
just keep your head up and keep trying and

it’ll get better at some point,’” sebastian
Pangia, a junior player, said.

every head coach has their favorite glory
moments as well as nightmare experiences
and each coach also measures success dif-
ferently. some want the highest winning
percentage, some want the most champi-
onships, but Martino strives to always com-
pete and to grow a whole team of individual
leaders.

“You want to always stay competitive.
Make sure every kid is maximizing their
potential. i want to see my players grow
into leaders and not just followers on and
off the court,” Martino said.

“Mr. Martino taught us to work together
as a team, so the team itself will grow
stronger,” another senior, John andaloro,
referring to the importance of teamwork in
Martino’s program, said.

Martino’s work, effort and passion that
he’s instilled into this program has not been
overlooked or downplayed as he is one of
the most-respected coaches Hammonton
has. as he’s greatly looking forward to the
start of his 21st season as head coach, he
has little to no future expectations or mile-
stones within his head.

“i’m not one for just outcomes, it’s all
about the process for me. i think it’s more
about being present and enjoying the mo-
ments. also trying to improve upon the
things that we can work on to get better at
because we all have our weaknesses that we
can improve on,” Martino said.
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