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My 18-month-old son's first two-syllable word is football. He enunciates it, excitedly, 
approximately 3,000 times a day. 

Each utterance is accompanied with an arm gesture mimicking a soaring pass to an imaginary 
receiver. Sometimes, my little boy follows his big play with a grinning, spinning dance move. He 
has yet to be fined for excessive celebration. 

Owen's fascination with football shouldn't be surprising, given his resemblance to a lineman. 
He's alternately known as "the Beast" or "the Monster," having weighed more (30 pounds) at one 
year than his big sister did at 3. 

I recently dressed him in a new Fighting Irish sweat suit that was already too small. He pranced 
around the living room, gut exposed, looking like a miniature Chris Zorich, the Notre Dame All-
American nose tackle who turned his jerseys into belly shirts to intimidate opponents. 

As a college student, I thrilled to watch someone with Zorich's fearless approach to the game. 

But as a mom who knows that her son's future depends on the full, unfettered use of his brain? 
There's no way I'm letting Owen play. 

  

This is your brain on football 

Head injuries and football have been the talk of the fall. 

In September, the NFL - which has long sought to minimize the brain beating its players take - 
released the findings of a study showing that retired pros suffer Alzheimer's disease and 
cognitive decline at vastly higher rates than other men. 

In October, Congress held hearings on football, and Malcolm Gladwell wrote a New Yorker 
story exploring the neurological nightmare. 



Some high schools and colleges are using new sensor-rigged helmets that calculate the impact of 
every hit and detect bad habits that can lead to spinal cord injuries. But in spite of all that 
alarming data, the players play on. 

The killer analogy in a piece brimming with frightening facts? That each head blow a footballer 
sustains is like a car crash in the brain. 

Since then, NFL players have admitted they hide or downplay concussions because "seeing 
stars" is part of the job they're paid handsomely to perform. 

Commissioner Roger Goodell scrambled to find damage control that won't gut the game. Last 
weekend, several high-profile players - from Eagles running back Brian Westbrook to Steelers 
quarterback Ben Roethlisberger - sat out instead of playing in pain because of the increased 
scrutiny on brains. 

But this is professional football, not powder puff. No one's suggesting trading tackles for flags. 

  

A memory lost 

Last week, Philadelphia lawyer Shanin Specter won a $7.5 million settlement for a young man 
who suffered serious brain injury in a 2005 La Salle University football game, one month after 
getting a concussion in practice. 

In court papers, Specter alleged that La Salle prematurely cleared Preston Plevretes to return to 
the football field. There, he endured a hit that, because he had not healed from the previous 
incident, caused him to sustain a brain herniation. 

"His brain had exploded inside him," Plevretes' father would later tell my colleague Mike Jensen. 

Plevretes, 23, still requires 24-7 assistance. He always will. He can't remember what he's been 
told. He can walk and dress himself with great effort, but can't work, attend school, or prepare a 
meal. 

"He would like to be an inspirational speaker," Specter relayed, once he relearns "how to speak." 

Before the accident, Plevretes' younger brother, Perry, planned to follow in Preston's footsteps. 
Now? 

"Perry never went to La Salle or played college football," Specter replied when I asked. Yet, in 
spite of football's brutal toll, the family members remain fans of the game. 

They contend Plevretes would "be fine" had La Salle conducted baseline neuropsychological 
testing and more thorough post-injury treatment. Perhaps. But clearly, he'd have fared far better 
never suiting up in the first place. 
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