November 15, 2016

Dear Mr. Musselman and NFHS Board of Directors,
NFHS and high school state associations can do far more to keep our athletes safe.
We recently completed an audit of all 50 states high school associations’ compliance with
the 2014 NFHS recommendations to minimize head impact and concussion risk. We also
provided each high school state association all of the policy/rule information that we
utilized. Each association had an opportunity to confirm that the information was accurate
and complete.
The NFHS recommendations have spurred most states to take steps toward player safety.
There are even a handful of states that have made significant strides--Hawaii,
Massachusetts, Nebraska, Rhode Island and Vermont should especially be commended.
However, few state associations are following most of the guidelines, despite these
guidelines being released in 2014.
NFHS also directed state associations to review policies for other risk factors that result in a
substantial amount of head impacts, and the results are similar. Too little is being done to
protect our most vulnerable athletes.
When these recommendations were issued, NFHS stated that limiting this risk was a
priority. We agree, especially since it is well documented that high school players face
inherent disadvantages not posed to athletes at other levels, which are outlined in the
appendix.
Sports are an extra-curricular activity for students, who need an effective high school
education. School-based athletics provide important health and life lessons, but the priority
is health and safety. Life-long capabilities in the academic setting, the workplace or in
personal relations must not be put at risk.

We urgently request that NFHS take the following actions to protect our children:
1. NFHS should issue rules, not recommendations. We emailed a plea to NFHS to
take leadership of this issue in 2013. Bob Colgate, Director of Sports and Sports
Medicine responded that “NFHS is not empowered to mandate regulations and
policies.” 1
In fact, NFHS does issue football rules and regulations every year (in 2016 issued
rules on the specifics of football gloves, mouth protectors and clipping), and
publishes a 300+ page book titled 2016 NFHS Football Rules that can be purchased
on Amazon. NFHS has said it issues “recommendations” because they “allow for
flexibility” as they oversee 15,000 high schools with variables that “cannot be easily

accounted for by stringent guidelines.” When it comes to the health and safety of
children, we believe the NFHS should utilize their authority to issue rules. We
believe state associations will comply, as most state associations explicitly state they
follow all NFHS rules.

2. Change the composition of the NFHS Concussion Task Force. The NFHS task
force should consist of individuals that have the appropriate expertise, are vested in
the long-term health of our children, and are independent. The committee omits
teachers, school psychologists, parents, school nurses and school counselors,
individuals with expertise and responsibility for the medical and return to learn
issues.
Instead, the composition is primarily football personnel and individuals affiliated
with football leagues. Importantly, the NFL and USA Football (the youth arm of the
NFL) were members of the task force. Both have significant conflicts of interest on a
committee that makes recommendations regarding the health and safety of our
children. The NFL has a long and well-documented history of complete disregard for
the health of football players, which includes a 2016 congressional report that
concluded “the NFL actions (to influence the National Institute of Health to redirect
money to other brain studies) were part of a long standing attempt by the league to
shape concussion research for its own purposes.”2
USA Football also has a troubling history—misrepresenting data that claimed its
program reduced concussions based on the Heads Up tackling/blocking component
of the program.3 That NFHS continues endorsement of USA Football Heads Up
tackling and blocking program, after the July 2015 study and without adequate peer
reviewed studies that support the safety and efficacy of its claims, is dangerous and
irresponsible. USA/Heads Up Football markets a false sense of safety and lowered
risk to athletes and parents.

3. Design more clearly defined and enforceable rules and regulations governing
repetitive brain trauma exposure. Current attempts to reduce exposure, in the
form of limited contact practices, specific rules governing pre-season, number of
games and scrimmages, length of season, playing multiple levels, playing 2-ways,
and off season contact are not always well-defined, and therefore not always
enforced.
Terminology requires clear definitions. For instance, provide a definition of how to
count “minutes” of contact practice limits. It is not clearly defined as 30 minutes of
practice by a clock. For example, a 60-minute NFL game takes over 3 hours to play
but only includes 11 minutes of actual live play. Coaches and players need clarity on
this issue.
It is long overdue that NFHS develop rules to address 2-way players.4 This
dangerous practice only happens at the high school level and puts the best athletes
at higher risk for concussion and long-term consequences than their peers. Parents
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and athletes are pressured to take on this additional risk for the sake of the team,
and it is critical that rules are created to protect them.

4. Direct schools to inform all stakeholders of contact practice limits. Practice
limits rely upon self-enforcement, and practice limit information is sometimes only
accessible to coaches. Athletes and parents must be informed of the limits for them
to be effective. In many instances we were not able to find information on limits for
specific states on publicly accessible state association websites. They were often
buried in 100+ page bylaws, annual sports manuals, football specific manuals,
bulletins, or documents only distributed to coaches or schools.

In closing, there is so much more NFHS should be doing to keep athletes safe, and these
rules changes cost no money and utilize no resources.
We encourage NFHS to take this issue seriously, to take a leadership role, and to make
sports safer for our children.
We have attached charts that summarize the data. Please let us know if we can help in any
manner.

Sincerely,

Dorothy Bedford

Diana Coyne

Dorothy Bedford is an independent concussion safety advocate for high school sports. Twice elected to the
school board in Princeton, New Jersey, since 2010 she has focused on policy changes at the local and state
level, including return to learn protocols. Beginning in 2012, she took up the drive for state athletic
associations to adopt limits on full contact football practice. As a member of ASTM Committee F08.53,
Bedford is also involved in the setting or revision of headgear standards, currently working on soccer and
head impact sensors.
Diana Coyne is co-founder of The Parents Concussion Coalition (PCC). The PCC was integral in the passage
of concussion legislation in Connecticut in 2014 (high school sports) and 2015 (youth sports). She is a
member of the State of Connecticut General Assembly Task Force on Youth Athletics and Concussions, and
has received honors for her work including the 2015 Public Policy of the year award from the Brain Injury
Alliance of Connecticut and recognition from the Connecticut Commission on Children.
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Studies document high school brains are more vulnerable and take longer to heal
High school students have significant return-to-learn issues because of inflexible
academic schedules (long academic days, mandatory state testing, college board and
AP tests)
Only 37% of high schools have a full time athletic trainer to be shared among all
sports
Less experienced/knowledgeable coaches and officials
Far more high school football players (1.1 million) versus college (73,000) or NFL
(1700) players

Email from NFHS/Bob Colgate (November 25, 2013)

2

The National Football League’s Attempt to Influence Decisions at the National Institute of Health. House of Representatives
Committee on Energy and Commerce, Ranking Member Frank Pallone, Jr. Democratic Staff Report; May 2016 https://democratsenergycommerce.house.gov/sites/democrats.energycommerce.house.gov/files/Democratic%20Staff%20Report%20on%20NFL%20N
IH%20Investigation%205.23.2016.pdf
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N.F.L.-Backed Youth Programs Says it Reduced Concussion. The Data Disagrees. (The New York Times July 27, 2016)
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/28/sports/football/nfl-concussions-youth-program-heads-up-football.html?_r=0
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New Mexico is the only state to have a policy. It counts “football experience or F.E.” which is one-quarter play of either offense or
defense. Playing “both ways” in 1 game = 8 F.E. But New Mexico allows 8 FE per 5 days—far too much head impact exposure—and
is typical of high school players without a policy addressing 2-way players.
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