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Oak Ridge High’s Ryan Adams chases Rocklin High quarterback Jimmy Laughrea on Friday. Laughrea was later
benched by the referee for a possible concussion. New rules allow game officials tomake that kind of call.

By Bobby Caina Calvan
bcalvan@sacbee.com

The hit happened early in Fri-
day’s game between the Rocklin
High School Thunder and the Oak
RidgeHigh School Trojans. Jimmy
Laughrea, Rocklin’s quarterback,
tried to shrug off the blow.
But he began forgetting plays,

calling one in the huddle but run-
ning another at the line of scrim-
mage. He had no memory of the
touchdown he threw in the fourth

quarter that put the Thunder back
in the game.
Soon after, the 6-foot-2 senior

was hunched behind the bench,
vomiting into a trash can.
A referee made the call: possible

concussion.
Laughrea was pulled from the

game.
“Wewere only down by a touch-

down. It was the fourth quarter. I
wanted to go back in to play,”
Laughrea recalled. “But it wasn’t

up to me.”
Precisely the point.
With heightened concern over

brain injuries inhigh school sports,
Laughrea’spleas to stay inwentun-
heeded.
Beginning this season, the Cali-

fornia Interscholastic Federation,
the state’s governing body for high
school athletics, has put in place
rules on how coaches, trainers and
referees should respond to sus-
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“Gone are the days when you used to think, ‘Suck it up. Get back in there.’ ”
JIM SMREKAR, athletic director, Elk Grove Unified School District

State high schools tackle
concussions in football
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Concussions:Medical release
required to take field again
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A concussion–a blow to the head that temporarily impairs brain
function – can cause debilitatingmemory loss,
chronic headaches and clinical depression.
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Impact can
be almost
100 times
the force of
gravity.

pectedconcussions.Akey rule
requires a signed medical re-
lease before a student-athlete
can return to play.
While coaches could always

bench a student suspected of
having a concussion, the new
rules give referees broader au-
thority to sideline an athlete.
The effort in California is

part of a national campaign
by the National Federation of
State High School Associa-
tions topromotebetterunder-
standing of concussions.
It took years for the Na-

tional Football League and
key college conferences to
tackle the issue. Now, high
school leagues are hoping to

show that they, too, are taking
concussions and other brain
injuries more seriously.
“It’s no longer up to the stu-

dent-athlete. It’s aboutamedi-
cal professional determining
the health of an athlete, not
the kid whowants to get back
in the game,” said Jim Smre-
kar, the athletic director for
the Elk Grove Unified School
District.
“Gone are the days when

you used to think, ‘Suck it up.
Get back in there.’ ”
A concussion results when

the brain’s soft tissue slams
into the walls of the skull –
most often from a sudden
blow to the head or body. The
trauma impairs brain func-
tion.

For young athletes, a severe
blow can cause big damage to
their still-developing brains,
leading to learning disabili-
ties and changes in behavior.

jury, and many student-ath-
letes are reluctant to admit
they’re hurt for fear of being
taken out of a game.
Head injuriesareoftendiffi-

cult to spot,particularlybyun-
trained eyes, said Dr. Gina
Lokna, a sportsmedicine phy-
sician with the UC Davis
Health System.
Student-athletes “need to

be checked often for the sub-
tle symptoms,” she said. “We
needtobe lettingkidsandpar-
ents know that they are better
off taking a day off.”
TheCaliforniaInterscholas-

tic Federation and its Sac-
Joaquin Section have been
holding training sessions dur-
ing the summer to educate
coaches, trainersandgameof-
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According to estimates

from the 2009-10High School
Sports-Related Injury Surveil-
lance Study, more than
140,000 high school athletes
suffer a concussion each year.
Otherresearcherssay thatesti-
mate is conservative.TheCen-
ters for Disease Control and
Prevention estimates that be-
tween 1.4 million and 3.6 mil-
lion sports and recreation-re-
lated concussions occur each
year, the majority of them in
high school sports.
Few schools track the in-
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SECOND-IMPACT SYNDROME

What happens
Causes massive swelling of brain.

Cuts off flow of blood
to brain.
May lead to death or
irreparable brain damage.Young players at risk

Second-impact syndrome is a
rare – and often fatal –
condition that can occur if an
athlete returns to play too
soon after a concussion.

Can happen when an athlete
who has not fully recovered
from a concussion suffers a
second concussion, usually
within a week’s time.

Athletes under 21 are the
most vulnerable. Percentage
who suffer concussion yearly:

Football players

Baseball/softball players

Wrestlers

Hockey players

Sources: American Academy of Neurology, American College of Sports Medicine,
Denver Post, Riddell, Medscape.
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ABOUT THE RULE
Bylaw 313, as adopted
by the California Inter-
scholastic Federation:
A student-athlete who is
suspected of sustaining
a concussion or head
injury in a practice or
game shall be removed
from competition at that
time for the remainder
of the day. A student-
athlete who has been
removed from play may
not return to play until
the athlete is evaluated
by a licensed health
care provider trained in
the evaluation and
management of concus-
sion and receives writ-
ten clearance to return
to play from that health
care provider.

ficials about the new rules –
anddrill themabout thewarn-
ing signs of brain trauma.
Besides football, concus-

sions happen in any sport
where bodies collide, such as
soccer, basketball, baseball
and even water polo, where a
sudden hit from an elbow can
produce serious damage.
“Football is not the only

sport to worry about,” said
Tim Healy, the athletic direc-
tor at Granite Bay High
School.
But as a marquee sport,

football attracts the most no-
tice. Over the years, sports
equipment manufacturers
have redesigned helmets and
other gear to better protect
against concussionsandother

In Friday’s game, Laugh-

rea’s symptoms – vomiting,

memory loss – were obvi-

ous, prompting a referee to

intervene.

It wasn’t the first concus-

sionsufferedby thequarter-

back, who dreams of play-

ing for Boise State. Two

years ago, he took a similar

hit, yet kept silent for fear of

being taken out of that sea-

son’s final game.

“He’s a fierce competi-

tor,” said his father, David

Laughrea. “He’s not the

kind of kid who’ll say, ‘I’m

not feeling good. Take me

out.’ He just wants to play.”

After the game, the

Laughreaswent to theemer-

injuries.
Tight budgets, however,

have prevented some schools
from buying the latest equip-
ment or paying for innovative
injury prevention programs.
Until two years ago, Gran-

ite Bay High ran a program
called “HeadMinders,” which
itused todiagnoseathletes for
concussions.
Before taking part in a

sports program, each stu-
dent’s cognitive functions
were evaluated to establish a
baseline, which was used to
compare the athlete’s condi-
tion after suffering an appar-
ent concussion.
The program was elimi-

nated, Healy said, because of

gency room for a CT scan.

As of Tuesday, it was un-

clear if Jimmy would be

playing in Friday’s game

against Whitney High.

“In the whole scheme of

things, the game’s not that

critical,” the father said. “I

don’t know if a high school

athlete has the ability to dif-

ferentiate between just a

game and permanent brain

damage. If you give the ath-

lete thechoice, they’regoing

to play all the time.”

scarce funds.

Call The Bee’s Bobby
Caina Calvan,
(916) 321-1067.


