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Study Identifies Barriers High Schools Face When Implementing and Enforcing State 
Concussion Laws  

Findings could help school administrators pinpoint the barriers their school faces, leading to more effective 
implementation and enforcement strategies 

 
(COLUMBUS, Ohio) – All 50 U.S. states enacted concussion laws between 2009-2014 to mitigate 
the consequences of concussion. While details of the laws vary from state to state, all state laws 
address three main factors: concussion education; removal from play after suspected concussion; 
and return-to-play requirements.  
 
A new study conducted by researchers at the Center for Injury Research and Policy in the Abigail 
Wexner Research Institute (AWRI) at Nationwide Children’s Hospital investigated the barriers high 
schools across the country face when implementing state concussion laws.  
 
The study, published today in Journal of Adolescent Health, found that many high schools reported 
challenges implementing and enforcing the three main parts of state concussion laws. Athletic 
trainers noted in interviews that the concussion education materials currently available often used 
complex medical terms, did not require active learning, and were often not available in needed 
languages. In addition, athletic trainers noted a lack of buy-in to state law requirements from both 
coaches and parents, who may not understand the potential severity of these injuries, which, in turn, 
made scheduling a time for this training and full compliance with school concussion policies 
challenging.  
 
“Our hope is that school administrators, athletic directors, and athletic trainers can use these 
findings to identify implementation barriers in their own schools,” said Ginger Yang, PhD, MPH, 
senior author of the study and principal investigator in the Center for Injury Research and Policy at 
Nationwide Children’s. “These findings can help high schools structure their school’s policies to 
maximize the safety of student-athletes and shed light on necessary updates and revisions to current 
state-level concussion laws.” 
 
The barriers to removal from play were associated with athletes’ attitudes towards concussion and 
concussion reporting as well as their unwillingness to disclose concussion symptoms, and resistance 
from coaches and parents. Sports culture and “old school” mentality of parents and coaches that 
encourage athletes to “play through it” and “toughen up” can create an environment that is not 
conducive to athletes reporting symptoms. Lack of an effective system for communicating across all 
levels was also noted, especially when a concussion occured during an away game.    
 
 

https://www.nationwidechildrens.org/research/areas-of-research/center-for-injury-research-and-policy
https://www.nationwidechildrens.org/research/areas-of-research/center-for-injury-research-and-policy/meet-our-team/ginger-yang-team


“It is imperative that parents, athletes and coaches understand and follow their school’s concussion 
policy. It’s better to sit out for a game than to get injured worse and miss the rest of the season,” 
said Sean Rose, MD, pediatric sports neurologist and co-director of the Complex Concussion 
Clinic at Nationwide Children’s. “Athletic directors, school administrators and athletic trainers can 
help create an environment that focuses on the safety of the kids and encourages the disclosure of 
concussion symptoms and immediate removal from play following an actual or suspected 
concussion.”   
 
Barriers to return-to-play centered on policy-level influences, including high costs of and limited 
access to medical treatment and lack of clarity or specification in state laws regarding which medical 
professionals can, or should, provide return-to-play clearance. The importance of athletes being 
treated by a medical professional with up-to-date concussion-specific medical training is desired, but 
access to these professionals can be disproportionally challenging for some athletes.     
 
Policy-makers can use these findings to update current state concussion laws, clarify return-to-play 
language, and include ways for athletes who face sociocultural or economic barriers to be cleared to 
safely return-to-play. By identifying intrapersonal, interpersonal, organizational and policy-level 
barriers to the implementation of state concussion laws at the school level, effective implementation 
strategies can be developed to increase the public health impact of these laws.  
 
More information about concussions in young athletes is available from the following resources: 

• Nationwide Children’s Hospital online guides for athletes, coaches, parents, educators, and 
school administrators  

• CDC Heads Up Concussion online materials for parents, youth sports, school sports, school 
professionals, and health care providers  

Data for this study were obtained from semi-structured telephone interviews with 64 high school 
athletic trainers whose school participated in High School Reporting Information Online during the 
2014-15 and 2015-16 academic years. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis.  
 
The Complex Concussion Clinic at Nationwide Children’s Hospital is a team of specialists 
who work together to assess patients and develop comprehensive care plans tailored to their needs. 
Their unique approach to multidisciplinary care means the Complex Concussion Clinic is one-stop 
care when dealing with ongoing symptoms. Streamlined clinic visits involve a range of specialists, 
removing the need for multiple appointments and referrals. To learn more or schedule an 
appointment, visit https://www.nationwidechildrens.org/specialties/complex-concussion-clinic.  
 
The Center for Injury Research and Policy (CIRP) of the Abigail Wexner Research Institute 
at Nationwide Children’s Hospital works globally to reduce injury-related pediatric death and 
disabilities. With innovative research at its core, CIRP works to continually improve the scientific 
understanding of the epidemiology, biomechanics, prevention, acute treatment, and rehabilitation of 
injuries. CIRP serves as a pioneer by translating cutting edge injury research into education, policy, 
and advances in clinical care. For related injury prevention materials or to learn more about CIRP, 
visit www.injurycenter.org.   
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