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SCHOOL CORPORATION

HEADS UP FOOTBALL CASE STUDY

As the most comprehensive player safety program in the nation, USA Football’s 
Heads Up Football High School program is implemented by 1,100 high schools 
and 6,500 youth leagues across the United States. The South Bend Community 
School Corporation started its implementation of Heads Up Football in 2015. 

Here is how they did it and why they felt it was important to adopt
Heads Up Football.

THE SBCSC SCHOOL DISTRICT INCLUDES:
ABOUT SBCSC’S FOOTBALL 

PROGRAMS THAT PARTICIPATED IN 
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SOUTH BEND COMMUNITY SCHOOL CORPORATION (SBCSC) BY THE NUMBERS



WHY HEADS UP FOOTBALL?

BEFORE HEADS UP FOOTBALL

In the fall of 2014, the SBCSC noticed “an extraordinary amount” 
of concussions among its football players. It didn’t take long for 
SBCSC to take action.

SBCSC Superintendent Dr. Carole Schmidt and Director of 
Athletics, Kirby Whitacre were committed to developing a plan 
to reduce the number of concussions SBCSC student-athletes 
experienced.

Schmidt and Whitacre started with what they could immediately 
control. They examined film of practices and games to determine 
exactly when and how concussions occurred. At the suggestion 
of an athletic director, the SBCSC greatly reduced practicing live 
kickoffs and made other changes to practices and facilities.

In the 2015 season, the SBCSC enrolled four football programs in 
USA Football’s Heads Up Football.

Previously, the football teams abided by state laws and protocols 
regarding health and safety, with much of the responsibility falling 
on the high school athletic trainers (the middle school teams do 
not have trainers, a challenge in and of itself).

Trainers and coaches both interpreted and emphasized elements of 
safety differently. The SBCSC sought a consistent, unified approach 
and the Heads Up Football program had what they needed.

In the 2014 season SBCSC saw 69 total 
concussions in their athletic programs − 
53 were experienced by football players.

Whitacre believed committing to Heads Up Football would signify 
to parents, players and coaches that the SBCSC was “doing the 
maximum to protect our kids,” based on USA Football’s reputation 
for concern for player safety. 

“Heads Up Football is regarded as the best program of its kind in 
the country,” he said.

Whitacre ran the idea by his high school coaches as part of a 
larger, multi-point plan for reducing concussions. The coaches 
immediately embraced it. 

He bypassed his normal chain of authority and sent his insurance 
documents to USA Football.

“Sometimes in large corporations, if you start asking people, you 
get put through too many hoops,” he said. “I said we’re going to do 
it, and we did it. And we’ll get our hand slapped later.”

HEADS UP FOOTBALL IS 
REGARDED AS THE BEST 
PROGRAM OF ITS KIND 
IN THE COUNTRY.” 

“

- Kirby Whitacre, SBCSC   
   Director of Athletics



IMPLEMENTATION

RESULTS

Through a partnership with the Indianapolis Colts and the 
Indiana High School Athletic Association, the Colts paid Heads 
Up Football enrollment costs for all coaches.

Schmidt worked closely with their USA Football Regional 
Manager to get the first key features of the program started 
and to install Player Safety Coaches (PSC) for each team. 

SBCSC designated one high school coach and each middle 
school coach for their PSC. With Schmidt’s focus on greater 
consistency between middle and high school, Whitacre focused 
on facilitating dialogue between the high school and middle 
school PSCs to ensure each was aligned on Heads Up Football

“You can’t underestimate what USA Football does in terms of 
just bringing everyone together,” Whitacre said.

Following the implementation of Heads Up Football, the shift 
in culture around health and safety was profound. 

From a time when individual trainers led disparate safety 
efforts that simply abided by state and governing body 
legislation, there was now a unified language for blocking and 
tackling, and elements such as heat and hydration and sudden 
cardiac arrest.

Communication between the middle and high school coaching 
staffs also improved, fostering a consistent dialogue and 
mentorship between coaching levels. 

By committing to Heads Up Football, the SBCSC began to stress 
the importance of safety like never before.

Whitacre believes that this newfound focus on the issue of 
concussions is USA Football’s biggest impact on his athletic 
programs. 

Concussions dropped precipitously the next fall, despite the 
total number of athletes actually increasing. 

PLAYER SAFETY COACH (PSC)

Responsible for ensuring a program 
is in compliance with Heads Up 
Football’s health and safety protocols, 
including coach certification and 
monitoring and guiding coaches 
throughout the season.

YOU CAN’T UNDERESTIMATE 
WHAT USA FOOTBALL DOES 
IN TERMS OF JUST BRINGING 
EVERYONE TOGETHER.”

“

- Kirby Whitacre, SBCSC   
   Director of Athletics



SOUTH BEND COMMUNITY SCHOOL CORPORATION FALL CONCUSSION REPORT

TOTAL 
CONCUSSIONS

CONCUSSIONS IN 
FOOTBALL

TOTAL 
ATHLETES

FALL 2014 69 53 1000

FALL 2015
(Heads Up Football Employed) 50 32 1037

PERCENT CHANGE
2014 vs 2015 -28% -40% +4%

LOOKING AHEAD

The stark improvement led to significant media coverage for 
the district, which was able to implement Heads Up Football 
despite having more high schools (four) and fewer resources 
(higher than U.S. average poverty rate) than some school 
districts in other parts of the state.

Heading into the 2016 season, there has already been a 
rise in sign-ups for football. In informational meetings and 

sessions with parents, SBCSC schools plans to promote their 
involvement with Heads Up Football.

The positive impact was not limited to the issue of concussions. 
Coaches are now more knowledgeable about all-sport-relevant 
issues including heat and hydration and sudden cardiac arrest.

With the school year drawing to a close, Whitacre plans to 
regroup with all coaches to prepare for the next school year.

All coaches and programs will re-enroll in Heads Up Football.

One thing he plans to discuss is implementing USA Football’s 
shoulder tackle, a new addition to Heads Up Football this year.

He also plans to consider creatively applying elements of 
Heads Up Football to other sports, when appropriate. “We’ll try 
anything reasonable to reduce concussions,” he said.

CREATE A NEW STANDARD IN YOUR PROGRAM 
Learn more about Heads Up Football High School at www.usafootball.com/headsup.


