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How young is too young to be playing 
tackle football? There are many leagues 
around the country, including locally, where 
kids as young as 7 years old play. But 
youth brains are at risk and the stakes 
couldn’t be higher. Researchers at the 
Boston University School of Medicine have 
conducted a study on retired NFL players 
and now science is revealing the potential 
long-term dangers of concussions and 
repetitive head trauma.

The human brain in kids as old as 12 
years of age is still in an important stage 
of development. It is not even halfway 
through the process of connecting its 
circuitry [1]. Researchers now suggest 
that this is a prime period of time when 
repeated impacts to the head that are 
common in tackle football could decrease 
brain functions and increase the risk of 
problems down the line.

The researchers at Boston University 
studied a group of 42 retired NFL players 
between 40 and 69 years of age. They 

this issue

Live in Motion
A Quarterly Newsletter for the Center for Sports Medicine

   Summer 2016 | Issue 8

were divided into two groups: those who 
were first exposed to tackle football before 
age 12 and those first exposed to the sport 
at 12 years or older. They tested each player 
individually to measure how each of their 
brains function when it comes to reasoning, 
concentration, problem solving and memory. 
According to the results of the study, the 
group who started playing tackle football 
before they were 12 years old performed 
about 20% worse than the group who started 
playing when they were older. That outcome 
was more than enough for the researchers to 
suggest a definitive link between participation 
in tackle football prior to age 12 and brain-
related impairments later in life. So much so 
that in April 2016, the Centers for Disease 
Control (CDC) announced plans for a 
“rigorous evaluation of the risks of tackling in 
youth football [2].”

Recent studies are also suggesting 
that an accumulation of lower-impact 
“subconcussive” hits can do just as much, 
if not more, damage than violent hits that 
lead directly to a diagnosed concussion. 
Eliminating head contact until a certain age 
(approximately 14 years old) could have a 
positive impact [2]. The bottom line? Kids can 
play football. However, if they are 12 years of 
age and under parents may want to strongly 
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How Young is Too Young?

consider football of the flag, touch, or tag 
variety.

Sure, more studies such as those mentioned 
above need to be conducted if there is to be 
stronger evidence of the association between 
when kids start playing tackle football and its 
effects on their brains later in life. But why 
take the risk? No doubt there are parents 
and coaches saying that “some scientist isn’t 
going to stop my kids from playing tackle 
football!” Many feel it’s what their kids need 
if they’re ever going to have a chance to play 
in the Super Bowl one day. And many adults, 
including doctors, argue that the kids need 
to learn basic skills. “If kids don’t learn to 
tackle at a young age, they put themselves 
at greater injury risk once they start playing 
down the road,” says Micky Collins, director 
of the Sports Medicine Concussion Program 
at the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center. 
“They haven’t developed the right skills. 
They’re not prepared.”

That being said, in closing, consider the 
views of one of the greatest coaches in NFL 
history, John Madden: “I’m a firm believer that 
there’s no way that a six-year-old should have 
a helmet on and learn a tackling drill. There’s 
no way. Or a seven year old or an eight year 
old. They’re not ready for it. Take the helmets 
off kids…Start at six years old, seven years 
old, eight years old, nine years old. They 
don’t need a helmet. 

(Continued on page 2)

Fall Football
The Center for Sports Medicine is happy 
to provide support for our local high school 
home football games. We will have athletic 
trainers and physicians on the field to 
support any athlete that needs assistance. 
They are trained in ImPACT Concussion 
Management and know all the signs to 
look for to keep the athletes safe. So come 
on out and support our local athletes and 
say hello to members of our team. To 
get a game schedule, visit our website at 
ww.SonoraSportsMedicine.org.
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What is cupping?
How young is 
too young?
(continued from front)

it’s not new. This therapy is probably one 
of the earliest medical techniques used by 
mankind. It dates back to ancient Egyptian, 
Chinese, and Middle Eastern cultures. One of 
the oldest medical textbooks in the world, the 
Ebers Papyrus, describes how the ancient 
Egyptians used cupping therapy in 1550 
B.C. In traditional Chinese medicine, cupping 
dates back at least 2,000 years, according 
to a 2012 analysis published in the journal 
PLOS One. It is believed to restore the flow of 
“qi” -- the life force. 

Although many athletes say they’ve 
experienced benefits from the therapy, 
there are few rigorous scientific studies on 
the topic, and it’s unclear if the treatments’ 
perceived benefits could be due to the 
placebo effect, experts say. Because the 
treatment is relatively safe and there is 
evidence that it could be helpful for some 
people, the therapy can be used as part 
of a comprehensive treatment program 
involving other exercises, nutritional choices 
and lifestyle interventions. As always, more 
research – clinical and basic research – will 
be necessary in order to fully understand the 
mechanisms and clinical value of cupping 
therapy.

Swimming Safety 
Tips

  
Derick Alkema graduated from Bret Harte 
High School, where he played football his 
junior and senior years. During football, he 
developed an 
interest for sports 
medicine and 
athletic training 
and had planned 
on a career in 
orthopedics. 
However, Derick 
explains,” I 
decided that 
physical therapy 
would allow me to 
work with athletes 
on a more 
personal basis so 
that I could work 
with them from the 
time of injury all 
the way to returning to sports. I have played 
sports my whole life and wanted to choose 
a profession that allowed ongoing exposure 
to them.  I enjoy athletic training and sports 
medicine in general.  PT was an obvious 
choice to align my interests with a career. PT 
is so diverse compared to other professions 
where you can work in orthopedic outpatient, 
acute care, neuro, peds, sports medicine, etc.  
You get to see the daily improvement of your 
patients and the impact it has on their lives. ”

Derick earned his bachelor’s degree in 
Kinesiology and athletic training from CSU 

Stanislaus and master’s in physical therapy 
from CSU Sacramento. In 2010, Derick 
completed a six-month clinical rotation at 
Sonora Regional Medical Center before 
permanently joining the rehabilitation team. 
Derick received his Doctorate degree in 
physical therapy in 2014 from the College of 
St. Scholastica in Minnesota and has been 
a Physical Therapist for six years. He is 
now the Lead at Bones Physical Therapy. “I 
work with a group of wonderful people and 
stellar clinicians.  It is a joy to work at a place 
where patient care comes first and everyone 

genuinely cares 
about positive 
patient outcomes.”

Derick enjoys that 
his career allows 
him to meet new 
people from all 
walks of life, all with 
unique stories, and 
he enjoys helping 
his patients return 
to the sports and 
activities they love.  
Derick adds, “I 
love working with 
my patients during 
all phases of their 

recovery.  I love being a part of the sports 
medicine program and providing the athletes 
with compassionate care.  Providing athletic 
training services on the sidelines, helping with 
injury prevention education, and rehabilitating 
injury for return to sport.” Derick will be acting 
as Summerville High’s football team Athletic 
Trainer this coming fall where he will be at all 
home games on the sidelines assisting the 
athletes with their medical needs.

Derick is a huge sports fan and die-hard 
Raider fan. In his time off he enjoys fishing, 
hunting, hiking and sport shooting. He adds, 

Several Olympic athletes have appeared 
in Rio with odd-looking circular marks 
on their bodies. These marks are the 
result of “cupping therapy,” a practice for 
muscle healing. The therapy consists 
of round glass suction cups that are 
warmed, then placed on sore parts of 
the body. The placement of the glass 
cup creates a partial vacuum, which is 
believed to stimulate muscles and blood 
flow while relieving pain. Proponents of 
cupping therapy argue that the suction the 
cups create helps to mobilize blood flow 
throughout the treated areas, which is 
what promotes healing.

By creating suction and negative 
pressure, cupping therapy is used 
to soften tight muscles and tone 
attachments, loosen adhesions and lift 
connective tissue, bring hydration and 
blood flow to body tissues, and drain 
excess fluids and toxins by opening 
lymphatic pathways. This complements 
many health modalities ranging from 
spa treatments to medical massage and 
physical therapy. 

The two main methods of cupping are wet 
or dry. The cups used during treatment 
are usually made from glass, bamboo, 
silicone or earthenware. During both 
types of cupping, the therapist places a 
flammable substance such as alcohol, 
herbs, or paper in a cup and sets it on 
fire. As the fire goes out, the cup is placed 

They can play flag football. And with flag 
football you can get all the techniques. 

Why do we have to start with a six year 
old who was just potty trained a year ago 

and put a helmet on him and tackle?...
We’ll eventually get to tackling.”

[1] Journal of Neurology 1/28/2015 “Age of first exposure 
to football and later-life cognitive impairment in former NFL 
players”

[2] Time Magazine 4/19/2016 “CDC to Investigate When Kids 
Should Start Playing Football” 

upside down on the skin. As the air inside the 
cup cools, it creates a vacuum. This causes 
the skin to rise and redden as blood vessels 
expand. The cup is generally left in place for 
up to 3 minutes.

A more modern version of cupping uses a 
rubber pump instead of fire to create the 
vacuum inside the cup. Sometimes therapists 
use silicone cups, which they can move from 
place to place on your skin for a massage-
like effect. Some people also get “needle 
cupping,” in which the therapist first inserts 
acupuncture needles and then puts cups over 
them.
Cupping therapy might be trendy now, but 

“I like to do lots of family activities and 
sports.  I enjoy my son’s baseball and 
football games and my daughter’s 
art shows.  I enjoy camping and long 
motorcycle rides.” Derick is an active 
family man and a great contributor to the 
Center for Sports Medicine Team. We 
are proud to have him and are thrilled to 
have him as our featured team member 
this summer issue. 
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