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Chairman Gottfried and distinguished members of the State Assembly, I appreciate the opportunity to 
speak with you today on an extremely important topic for the children of New York State. 
 
My name is Dr. Robert Zayas, I have the privilege of serving as the Executive Director of the New York 
State Public High School Athletic Association (NYSPHSAA).  The NYSPHSAA is a nonprofit 501 c3 
membership led organization, working on behalf of 786 high schools and over 500,000 student-athletes 
in grades 7-12.  The membership of our association encompasses nearly all high schools and middle 
schools outside of the five boroughs of New York City.  The NYSPHSAA views interscholastic athletics as 
an extension of the classroom.  Students are afforded the opportunity to learn valuable lessons on the 
playing field that goes beyond the competition. 
 
I am here today to advocate for safety and risk minimization efforts in all sports, not just football.  While 
the association supports the premise of this hearing and its goal of protecting young athletes from 
sustaining serious head injuries, our members are concerned the emphasis on football will overshadow 
the risks associated with all contact sports.  
 
While a lot of attention has been focused on concussions in football, there has not been a corresponding 
level of concern for head injuries in other sports.  Recent research has shown other contact sports such 
as soccer, lacrosse and even competitive cheerleading are susceptible to concussions and head injuries. 
Girls soccer is the second most concussed sport, however little attention is ever given to this research 
finding.   
 
At the high school level our association has a dedicated committee whose sole purpose is to examine 
and address risk and safety concerns in all sports.  However, with so much emphasis solely on football, 
sports at the youth level may not be examining rule changes or educating key stakeholders of the 
importance of recognizing the signs and symptoms of a suspected head injury.  This potentially has 
unintended consequences for children who play sports other than football.  It is my concern non-
football playing athletes will continue to participate after sustaining a head injury because there has not 
been enough attention focused on concussions in other sports.  
 



Parents must weigh known and unknown risks constantly when deciding what activities are appropriate 
for their children to participate.  It is up to organizations like the NYSPHSAA to make sure parents are 
educated in their options.  However, to examine sports only from the perspective of potential risks does 
not show the entire picture.  There are countless benefits players receive through their participation 
experience.  Research has provided statistically significant evidence that sports are good for a child’s 
overall health.  Participating in sports has also been positively correlated with social and emotional skills 
which are important when preparing children for the next phases of their life.    
 
In addition to the obvious health benefits, children who participate in sports receive better grades, 
attend school at an increased rate, receive less discipline referrals and attend college more often when 
compared to their non-participating classmates. 
 
More so than individual sports, team sports require cooperation, coordination, and accountability of 
everyone on the team. The use of goals and strategies allows for all team members to play an active role 
to continuously work on improving team performance through organization and planning.  Team sports 
provide opportunities for children to learn about leadership and responsibility; skills they will utilize long 
after their final game or practice. 
 
I agree we must take safety concerns impacting the youth of our state seriously.  The NYSPHSAA, in 
partnership with USA Football, is certainly working to minimize risks in football.  
 
Today there are nearly 43,000 students playing football at the high school level within our association.  
Playing any contact sport, including football, does pose a risk of injury, however parents should know 
that efforts to minimize the risk of injury have never been stronger. 
 
In 2011 the NYSPHSAA applauded the leadership of the legislature for enacting model concussion 
protocol legislation.  The NYSPHSAA was supportive and provided assistance with the implementation of 
the New York State Concussion Management and Awareness Act [Chapter 496 of the Laws of 2011].  In 
accordance with the New York State Concussion Management and Awareness Act, a school in New York 
State must immediately remove a student from athletic participation who has sustained, or who is 
believed to have sustained, a head injury.  No student suspected of having a head injury can resume 
athletic participation until the student has been symptom free for at least 24-hours and has been 
evaluated by and received written authorization from a licensed physician. 
 
The legislation requires interscholastic coaches, physical education teachers, school nurses and athletic 
trainers to complete a training course every two years on recognizing the signs and symptoms of head 
injuries.  School districts are also mandated by the Concussion Management and Awareness Act to 
provide information on concussions and traumatic brain injuries in any parent or guardian form for a 
student’s participation in school athletics; this information is required to be posted on designated 
websites.   
 
The NYSPHSAA works closely with its member schools to ensure the protocols that were adopted in the 
Concussion Management and Awareness Act are implemented accordingly.  The NYSPHSAA has 
approved safety standards specific to the sport of football known as Tommy Tough Standards.  These 



standards require a player flagged for illegal helmet contact to be removed from the game for a 
minimum of one play so the coach can reinforce the proper technique that is taught in practice.  
NYSPHSAA has also imposed football contact limitations on member schools; no team shall conduct 
more than two 90-minute contact sessions per week.   
 
The NYSPHSAA has also endorsed USA Football’s Heads Up Tackling program.  Heads Up Football is a 
safer way to practice and play. USA Football has worked with leaders in both medicine and sport across 
the country to create a full-featured program that any league or school can use to address key safety 
issues.  The program also ensures that every coach understands and knows how to implement each 
component of the beneficial program. 
 
Risk minimization is a major emphasis of the NYSPHSAA for students in every sport.  All sports and 
activities have inherent risks, however through the rule writing process, equipment development and 
coach education, the risk of injury is certainly minimized. 
 
Below is a list of recommendations to be considered to further reduce the risk of injury in all sports, 
including youth football, in New York State:   
 
First and foremost, extend the Concussion Management and Awareness act to all youth sports, thus 
ensuring those who coach youth sports are properly trained and children are as equally protected as 
high school student-athletes when participating.  Recent legislation was signed to require youth tackle 
football programs in New York to provide parents with information on concussions and other forms of 
head trauma common among players, however this is specific to youth football and does not take into 
account that head injuries do occur in other sports.  It would be recommended that all youth sports 
would have the same information provided. 
 
The Concussion Management and Awareness Act should be amended to, add “return to learn” protocol 
to aide in a student’s return to their academic setting following a head injury.  This would only 
strengthen the legislation and add to the “return to play” requirements already in place. 
 
Embrace USA Football’s football development model (FDM) – as recognized by USA Football, it is a 
solution parents and coaches are looking for to continue to minimize risks.  The FDM is crafting a 
rational, developmentally appropriate approach to engaging kids in the game when their bodies and 
minds are ready and building the necessary skills at the right time.  The FDM has the opportunity to 
revolutionize the sport of football and prescribe entry points and options of play that will self-impose 
regulations on tackle football for specific stages of development.   
 
Encourage the development of more statistically significant research to aide in the creation of rules and 
regulations to appropriately drive decisions.  Like high school programs, youth football teams should be 
limited in the amount of contact that is permitted during the season – this is something USA Football 
looks at very closely. 
 
Finally, parents of children who participate in all youth sports must be educated on the seriousness of 
suspected head injuries.  Creating awareness campaigns for the youth sport community to understand 



the signs and symptoms of a head injury is important to change the nature of the conversation from a 
football debate to a sports safety concern.  
 
In conclusion, the NYSPHSAA will continue its work in the area of student safety and risk minimization to 
positively impact students who have the privilege of participating.  It is my goal to serve as a resource to 
you and your legislative colleagues on this important and evolving issue. 
 
I would be happy to answer any questions or concerns you may have.  Thank you for your attention. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 


