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SPORTS LEGACY INSTITUTE TO NCAA:  BEGIN WARNING ATHLETES ABOUT 

RISK OF CHRONIC TRAUMATIC ENCEPHALOPATHY 

 AS PART OF CONCUSSION EDUCATION CURRICULUM 

 

NFL players have been warned of long-term consequences of brain trauma as part of 

concussion education since 2010 

 

(BOSTON, MA) – The non-profit Sports Legacy Institute 

(SLI), led by sports brain trauma experts Dr. Robert Cantu 

and Chris Nowinski, is calling on the National Collegiate 

Athletic Association (NCAA) to begin to warn athletes about 

the risk of developing Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy 

(CTE) from repetitive brain trauma in sports.  

 

In 2010 the NCAA began requiring concussion education for 

athletes and requiring members to develop and implement 

concussion management programs. However, concussion 

education materials provided by the NCAA to student athletes 

make no mention of the risk of CTE, or symptoms associated 

with any degenerative brain disease for which brain trauma is 

an established risk factor, as a long-term consequence of 

concussions and subconcussive brain trauma. In contrast, 

since 2010 the National Football League players have received concussion education materials developed 

by the NFL, NFL Players Association, and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), warning: 

 

According to CDC, “traumatic brain injury can cause a wide range of short- or long-term 

changes affecting thinking, sensation, language, or emotions.” These changes may lead to 

problems with memory and communication, personality changes, as well as depression and 

the early onset of dementia. Concussions and conditions resulting from repeated brain 

injury can change your life and your family’s life forever.  

 

AT A GLANCE 

 

 Sports Legacy Institute urges 

NCAA to warn athletes of risk of 

Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy 

(CTE) as part of concussion 

education curriculum 

 

 NCAA education does not 

disclose risk of CTE as possible 

consequence associated with 

repeated brain trauma 

 

 CTE is a degenerative brain 

disorder associated with repeated 

brain trauma, including concussions 

and multiple subconcussive blows to 

the head, such as those found in 

contact sports 
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“CTE can be a devastating neurological disease, and anyone voluntarily exposing themselves to repeated 

brain trauma should be warned of the consequences, even though we cannot yet perfectly quantify the 

risk,” said Dr. Cantu.  SLI first made this direct request to the NCAA in January 2012. The NCAA medical 

advisory committee meets this week, and SLI hopes a decision can be reached to provide appropriate 

information to “student-athletes” so that they can make informed decisions about their choices and 

behavior.  

 

“NCAA athletes are not financially compensated for the health risks to which they are exposed. We need 

to appreciate the irony of asking scholarship athletes to trade a free education for the risk of a degenerative 

brain disease that may minimize the benefit of that education. Athletes deserve to have informed consent 

and the opportunity to modify their behavior based on established science,” said Chris Nowinski, a former 

All-Ivy defensive lineman for Harvard University.  

 

CTE, originally referred to as “dementia pugilistica” because it was believed to only affect boxers, is a 

progressive brain disease believed to be caused by repetitive trauma to the brain, including concussions or 

subconcussive blows. CTE can only be definitively diagnosed after death through examination of the 

brain, and in recent years CTE has been diagnosed in dozens of former athletes at multiple research 

centers, including active and former NCAA athletes.  

 

University of Pennsylvania football co-captain Owen Thomas committed suicide in April 2010, and was 

diagnosed with CTE despite never having a diagnosed concussion. Owen’s mother, Reverend Katherine E. 

Brearley, stated, “As responsible parents we had warned Owen of many life dangers such as drinking and 

driving, HIV, illegal drug use. If we had read some simple materials about the effects of CTE it would 

have allowed us to start a conversation with Owen. This would not have changed the fact that he had CTE, 

but we would have tackled that possibility as a family. We need materials for parents and young athletes to 

help them engage in a meaningful dialogue about the possible dangers.” 

 

Former Eastern Illinois wide receiver Mike Borich, who was named NCAA Division One Offensive 

Coordinator of the Year as a Brigham Young University football coach in 2001, died in 2009 at the age of 

42 while suffering from CTE. Borich struggled with problems with cognition, behavior, and addiction that 

may have been related to the disease.  

 

Every individual ever diagnosed with CTE, which includes non-athlete victims who suffered physical 

abuse or multiple falls, received repeated brain trauma. CTE is characterized by deposits of an abnormal 

protein called tau in the form of neurofibrillary tangles, glial tangles, and neuropil threads throughout the 

brain, and, in some cases, the presence of another protein known as TDP-43.  

 

These abnormal proteins are associated with the impaired functioning and eventual death of brain cells. 

Early on, CTE sufferers may display symptoms such as memory impairment, emotional instability, erratic 

behavior, depression, and problems with impulse control. CTE may eventually progress to full-blown 

dementia. Although similar to Alzheimer’s disease, CTE is pathologically distinct, and it is the only known 

preventable cause of dementia.  
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Dr. Cantu and Mr. Nowinski serve on the Ivy League Concussion Committee and the NFL Players 

Association Mackey/White Traumatic Brain Injury Committee. In addition, Cantu serves as a senior 

advisor to the NFL Head, Neck and Spine Committee, and Mr. Nowinski is on the board of directors 

of the Brain Injury Association of America. 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

The mission of Sports Legacy Institute (SLI) is to advance the study, treatment and prevention of the 

effects of brain trauma in athletes and other at-risk groups. SLI was founded in 2007 in Boston, 

Massachusetts by Christopher Nowinski and Dr. Robert Cantu in reaction to new medical research 

indicating brain trauma in sports had become a public health crisis.  

 


