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Memorandum 
To:  State Association Executive Directors 
 
From:  Robert B. Gardner, Executive Director 
 
Subject: Concussion Statement 
 
Date:  December 11, 2015 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

With the Christmas Day release of the movie Concussion, and the principal character Dr. 
Bennett Omalu’s recent statement expressing the opinion that no one should play football 
before the age of 18, we want to provide you with accurate information in case you get 
requests for interviews. Attached to this cover letter is a statement from the NFHS regarding 
many, but not all of the risk-mitigating factors that have been implemented in high school 
football. While you may share this with any appropriate individuals, we encourage you to 
supplement this document with anything specific that you have done in your state. 
 
We will be distributing this document to athletic directors in attendance at the 46th National 
Athletic Directors Conference in Orlando next week and will be placing the document on the 
NFHS website.  
 
We are not specifically mentioning the movie or the statement by Dr. Omalu. The movie will 
target the NFL and not high school football. However, it is likely that media will want to follow-
up on what is occurring at our level. We have seen this at the NFHS already. 
 
We believe that emphasizing the longstanding history of rules writing to protect the high school 
students who play football is important. For that reason, we have highlighted some of the more 
significant changes. The NFHS has written playing rules for football since 1932. Mitigating risk 
has always been a goal. 
 
The first reports studying the impact of states limiting contact in practice are positive in 
reducing the number of concussions. This reflects a strong commitment to finding solutions to 
address this problem. 
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We also believe it is important to focus on our and your educational efforts. The NFHS 
Concussion in Sports course has served more than two million individuals since its inception and 
was updated this year with the latest information. 
 
As we move into a new Strategic Plan for the next five years, we have established a 
subcommittee that will target health and safety issues to guide our focus. 
 
Finally, the NFHS Football Rules Committee meets again in January to examine the state of the 
game and consider rules that protect our students. This reflects the ongoing nature of our 
commitment to reducing risk to our students. 
 
If we can provide you with any additional assistance, please let us know. 
 

RBG/mm 

Attachment 
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NFHS, STATE ASSOCIATIONS CONTINUE EFFORTS TO REDUCE 
RISK OF CONCUSSIONS IN HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL 

 
As the end of the 2015 high school football season nears completion, this provides the National 
Federation of State High School Associations (NFHS) and its 51 member state associations an 
opportunity to reflect on the work that has been accomplished in the area of player safety. 
With more than one million student-athletes involved in the sport at the high school level, the 
NFHS and its member state associations have made risk minimization in football – and all sports 
– a top priority for many years.  

The NFHS has a sound rules-writing process focused in significant part on risk minimization. 
Also, through the use of online education courses for players, coaches, officials and parents; 
and the adoption of state laws and protocols for concussion management, the sport of football 
at the high school level is as safe as it has been since the first rules were written in 1932.  

With more than one million students playing the full-contact, collision sport of high school 
football, there undoubtedly is a degree of risk involved. But from the prohibition of spearing in 
the mid 1970s to the continued focus on eliminating helmet-to-helmet contact, tremendous 
strides have been made to reduce that inherent risk of injury.  

Within the past 10 years, the following are some of the important steps taken by the NFHS and 
its member state associations to manage the risk of concussions in high school sports:  

• 2005-present – Through the National High School Sports-Related Injury Surveillance 
System and Dr. Dawn Comstock, the NFHS and its member associations have used 
comprehensive injury data as a resource in the rules-writing process to reduce risk of 
future injuries.  

• 2008 – The NFHS Sports Medicine Advisory Committee advocated that a concussed 
athlete must be removed from play and not allowed to play on the same day.  

• 2009-present – All NFHS rules publications have contained guidelines for management 
of a student exhibiting signs, symptoms or behaviors consistent with a concussion. Such 
player shall be immediately removed from the contest and shall not return to play until 
cleared by an appropriate health-care professional.  

• 2010 – The NFHS developed its “Concussion in Sport” online course at 
www.nfhslearn.com. More than two million courses have been taken since that time. In 
addition, a recent study indicated individuals who took the free course demonstrated a 
40-percent higher level of understanding of concussions as compared to their pre-
course knowledge base.   

http://www.nfhslearn.com/


 
• 2010-present – The “Suggested Guidelines for Management of Concussion” have been 

published in all NFHS rules books.  

• 2011 – A six-page section on Concussions was added to the fourth edition of the NFHS 
Sports Medicine Handbook, which was distributed free to all high schools in the country.  

• 2011-2012 – The NFHS Football Rules Committee adopted “Concussions Related to 
Proper Use of the Helmet” as a Point of Emphasis.  

• 2014 – The NFHS Concussion Summit Task Force met in Indianapolis and adopted 
recommendations for reducing the amount of full contact in practices. State 
associations crafted their own policies based on these recommendations for 
implementation in the 2015 football season.  

• 2014 – By January 2014, all states had adopted state concussion laws which established 
mandatory protocols.  

• 2014 – The NFHS Football Rules Committee adopted a definition and penalty for 
targeting aimed at preventing players from hitting an opponent – primarily with the 
helmet – above the shoulders.  

• 2015 – The NFHS distributed the “Anyone Can Save a Life” emergency action plan and 
training program originally developed by the Minnesota State High School League and 
Medtronic Foundation to member state associations and their schools.  

• 2015 – Some states begin the use of pilot telemedicine programs to assist schools 
without certified athletic trainers in managing concussions during games.  

Football is the most popular sport at all levels in the United States – both in terms of 
participants and fans – and we believe it will remain the top participatory sport at the high 
school level for many years to come. With state laws and rules administration in place to 
govern removing individuals from games who have concussion-like symptoms, to the reduction 
of contact in practices, to the continued education efforts, the focus on risk minimization has 
never been higher.  

Throughout its history, the NFHS Football Rules Committee has made risk minimization its No. 1 
priority and will do so again in January 2016 when it meets to examine the state of the game 
and address the needs of the students who play the sport.  

About the National Federation of State High School Associations (NFHS) 
The NFHS, based in Indianapolis, Indiana, is the national leadership organization for high school sports and 
performing arts activities. Since 1920, the NFHS has led the development of education-based interscholastic sports 
and performing arts activities that help students succeed in their lives. The NFHS sets direction for the future by 
building awareness and support, improving the participation experience, establishing consistent standards and 
rules for competition, and helping those who oversee high school sports and activities. The NFHS writes playing 
rules for 16 sports for boys and girls at the high school level. Through its 50 member state associations and the 
District of Columbia, the NFHS reaches more than 19,000 high schools and 11 million participants in high school 
activity programs, including more than 7.8 million in high school sports. As the recognized national authority on 
interscholastic activity programs, the NFHS conducts national meetings; sanctions interstate events; offers online 
publications and services for high school coaches and officials; sponsors professional organizations for high school 
coaches, officials, speech and debate coaches, and music adjudicators; serves as the national source for 
interscholastic coach training; and serves as a national information resource of interscholastic athletics and 
activities. For more information, visit the NFHS website at www.nfhs.org.  

http://www.nfhs.org/
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