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Personal injury liability in general and recreational injury liability in particular is based upon the concept 
of "reasonableness." In our everyday lives, as well as our professional lives, we are all held to a standard 
of reasonableness. We must all act like the reasonable person under the circumstances. If an individual 
fails to do so, and his or her unreasonable conduct causes injury to another, negligence liability may be 
imposed. 
 
If reasonableness is the key to avoiding negligence liability, who determines whether an individual's 
conduct is reasonable under the circumstances? It is not the lawyers and, usually, it is not the judge. In 
most instances, it is the jury which will determine whether individual conduct is reasonable or 
unreasonable under a particular set of circumstances. 
 
The ordinary layperson on a jury is usually unschooled and lacks professional experience in a sport, 
athletic activity, or field like recreation and parks administration. How then is the average juror able to 
assess the reasonableness of a professional's conduct in a situation involving a sports or recreational 
injury? The jury will be assisted in its reasonableness determination by expert witnesses. Expert 
witnesses for both the plaintiff and defendant will offer their opinions as to what a reasonable person 
would be expected to do, or not do, under a particular set of circumstances. 
 
Anyone whose education and/or experience provides him or her with knowledge of a particular field 
beyond the common understanding of the ordinary layperson may qualify as an expert witness. The jury 
will, however, take into account the quantity and quality of any education and/or experience in 
determining the credibility and relative weight to be given to each expert's opinion and testimony. As 
indicated by the Green case described herein, opinions and testimony provided in this "battle of the 
experts" are often contradictory. An appeals court, however, will not substitute its judgment for that of a 
jury or trial court judge as long as reasonable minds could have reached such a conclusion based upon 
the credible evidence in a case, including contradictory opinions and testimony by expert witnesses. 
 
The Green case presented in the following paragraphs involves a sports injury in a school setting. 
However, the expert testimony and legal principles in this case regarding adequate instruction, 
conditioning, and supervision would be readily applicable to organized sports activities in general, and 
wrestling in particular. 
 
EXPERTS AGREE TO DISAGREE 
 
In the case of Green v. Orleans Parish School Board, La.App., 365 So.2d 834 (1978), plaintiff 
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Nathaniel Green was permanently paralyzed as a result of injuries he sustained "while performing a 
wrestling drill in a required physical education class conducted by a teacher employed by the Orleans 
Parish School Board." At the time of the accident, Green was 16 years old. The facts of the case were 
as follows:. 
 
In January 1973, Green decided to go out for football and reported for spring training. Because his 
vision as determined by a physical examination was below the board's standard, he was not allowed to 
engage in contact activities, but did participate in the exercises and non-contact drills. In accordance 
with the coaches' policy of having the football players take physical education together during the sixth 
period (2:15 to 3:15 p.m.), Green was also transferred into that class. 
 

About two weeks after spring training was completed, the sixth period P.E. class began 
a six-week unit in were taught on alternate days. The first three wrestling classes 
consisted of warm-up calisthenics and instructions in basic positions and moves, with 
the moves being demonstrated and performed by the students "by the numbers." In this 
procedure each move was broken down into numbered components, and the students 
upon command moved methodically through the entire maneuver, at first slowly and 
then with gradually increasing speed. According to Green's testimony, the students were 
taught three or four moves in this manner, and at least one time they paired off and 
wrestled, but not as hard as they could go, and they were limited to the move then being 
studied. (Green had gone out for the varsity wrestling team during the preceding fall 
semester. After several days of practice, he dropped out because he had not completed 
the physical, but he continued to visit practice sessions and assist in meets.) 

 
On the fourth or fifth day the students, after warming up, were paired off and required 
to wrestle "hard" in a 30-second drill, using not only the moves they had been taught, 
but also any others which came to mind. The drill was concluded with a varsity wrestler 
on. the mat acting as referee and the teacher seated in a chair about six feet away. In the 
course of the 30 second drill, Green found himself turned on his back, with his opponent 
on top, chest to chest. Green attempted to avoid being pinned by arching with his neck 
and feet, basically using a "bridge" which he had been shown both as a conditioning 
exercise and as a wrestling maneuver. When he heard the referee begin to count, Green 
raised a leg and attempted to roll away, but he felt a sudden force on his chest, followed 
by a pain in the neck, and he became paralyzed. 

 
After hearing the case, the trial court dismissed Green's claim. Green appealed. As described by the 
appeals court, the particular issue in this case was "whether this teacher's method of conducting the class 
was so substandard as to create an unreasonable risk of injury, to students and therefore render the 
teacher liable for injuries resulting from the risk created." 
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As noted by the appeals court, "a teacher has the duty to conduct his classes so as not to expose his 
students to an unreasonable risk of injury." 
 

Certain classes, such as science, physical education, and vocational training, involve 
dangerous activities, and due care must be exercised in instructing, preparing, and 
supervising students in these activities so as to minimize the risk of injury. When an 
activity is potentially dangerous, a student should not be required to attempt such 
activity without first receiving proper instruction and preparation, including an 
explanation of basic rules and procedures, suggestions for proper performance, and 
identification of risks. Considerations in determining whether instructions are proper and 
sufficient include the difficulty and inherent dangerousness of the activity and the age and 
experience of the students. 

 
Furthermore, potentially dangerous activities require supervision reasonably calculated 
to prevent injury. The reasonableness of supervision is determined largely by the same 
factors used to determine reasonableness of instruction and preparation. 

 
According to the appeals court, "no national or local guidelines or procedures have been established for 
teaching wrestling in physical education classes." Consequently, reasonable conduct under the 
circumstances of this case "consisted of testimony of experts in wrestling.'' These expert witnesses 
provided testimony regarding "the type and amount of instruction and supervision necessary for these 
particular students to attempt the drill in progress at the time of the accident. without unreasonable risk 
of injury." In this particular instance, the experts all agreed that "conditioning is the first step in the 
teaching of wrestling and that the simpler moves must be taught first, building up to more complex 
moves." On the other hand, the appeals court noted disagreement among these experts "on the central 
issue of the instruction, conditioning and supervision necessary to prepare a beginning student for a 
30-second hard wrestling drill with unlimited moves." 
 
THE DRILL WAS UNREASONABLY DANGEROUS 
 
One expert witness, a high school wrestling coach, testified that "it was highly likely someone would get 
hurt if P.E, students were allowed to wrestle hard with unlimited moves on the fourth day and that it was 
dangerous to allow novice wrestlers to execute a bridge in competition." As a result, this witness 
concluded that "allowing novices to wrestle hard, with only the instructions given to Green, subjected 
them to unreasonable risk of injury." 
 
A second expert with experience as a high school wrestling coach testified that "he would not allow two 
beginners to wrestle hard at any time during a short P.E. program, because of the unreasonable risk of 
injury, and that such courses should culminate in half-speed wrestling, limited to certain moves." 
Similarly, a third expert witness with collegiate and high school coaching experience testified that "he 
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would never allow beginners in a three week course to reach full resistance, because they did not have 
sufficient skill to control themselves." 
 

He also noted that unskilled persons tire more quickly and are more prone to accidents 
in a state of fatigue. Moreover, he opined that a student should have six to eight weeks 
of wrestling instruction, including practice with another person in a supporting position, 
before being allowed to use the bridge as a technique for escape from pinning, because 
of the risk of injury to the upper back and neck. 

 
As noted by the appeals court, a fourth expert "who taught wrestling in high school P.E. classes" 
testified that "during the first few weeks of  classes he concentrated on conditioning and fundamentals 
(rules and legal holds) and did not get into wrestling until at least the third or fourth week of a nine-week 
session, depending on the students." 
 

He [testified that he] did not teach bridging as a maneuver until the fourth or fifth week, 
because it was not important. He opined that allowing a novice to wrestle hard for 30 
seconds with unlimited moves in the fourth day of class would expose the student to an 
unreasonable risk of injury and that reaching the bridge as a wrestling maneuver in the 
first few days would subject the student to unreasonable risk of neck injury. 

 
A fifth expert witness (still another high school wrestling coach) testified that he "did not allow beginners 
to wrestle hard for three or four weeks, but reasoned that bad habits picked up from wrestling too early 
would be hard to break." This witness, however, admitted that he had allowed fifth and sixth graders "to 
wrestle after five days of instruction." 
 
THE DRILL WAS REASONABLY SAFE 
 
A P.E. teacher, "with no formal training in wrestling," testified on behalf of the defendant board. 
According to the board's witness, he had learned wrestling techniques "from college wrestlers, books, 
and short clinics." The board's witness testified as follows: 
 

He believed there was nothing unsafe in teaching beginners several basic moves and 
letting them wrestle hard on the fourth or fifth day, as long as he watched them closely 
to prevent their using dangerous or illegal moves. He also noted that this particular class, 
which consisted primarily of football players, learned quicker than a class of average 
students and, because of recently completed spring training, was in better condition. 

 
Similarly, another expert witness with experience as a high school wrestling coach, testified that "the 
class had adequate physical conditioning (considering the recently completed spring football training, 
which included many exercises and drills that strengthened the neck) and had been adequately instructed 
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to safely participate in 50-second wrestling drills." According to this expert witness, "wrestlers on their 
backs bridge naturally." As a result, this expert stated that "he would not have stopped the match had he 
seen a beginning wrestler in the position Green was in when he was injured." A neurosurgeon with 
wrestling experience also testified that he "considered the described conditioning as sufficient for 
participating in 30 second wrestling drills." 
 
Another coach with additional experience as a wrestling referee testified that "beginners, if sufficiently 
conditioned, can safely participate in 30-second drills at full speed during the first week with restrictions 
against moves which are potentially dangerous or which apply pressure to joints." This expert further 
indicated that "he used bridging from the very beginning of instructions." 
 
A coach and former collegiate wrestler testified that he "considered the described conditioning and 
instruction as adequate for wrestling hard with unlimited moves on the third or fourth day." According to 
this witness, "competent beginning wrestlers can 'pick up' 15 moves in three days." Further, this expert 
stated that "bridging and rolling are natural maneuvers, which in his experience very young children have 
learned immediately in wrestling camps." 
 
In the opinion of another high school wrestling coach, "15- and 30 second wrestling drills with unlimited 
moves [were considered] to be safe for adequately conditioned students after three days of instructions. 
This witness testified that he “taught the bridging maneuver to his team in the first week of mat practice.” 
On the other hand, this expert admitted that two unskilled wrestlers would tend primarily to utilize brute 
force during most of a 30-second drill and that additional instruction and practice at less than full speed 
would minimize the risk of injury." Another witness who had taught wrestling to high school RE. classes 
believed that "a class could wrestle hard in the middle of the second week, but thru a class of athletes 
could progress faster" 
 
As characterized by the appeals courts, each expert witness who testified on behalf of the board 
"believed that the situation and position of the wrestlers at the time of the injury was not potentially 
dangerous, and none would have stopped the drill because of the danger" Further, the court 
acknowledged that these experts for the board "approved the teachers supervision from a point six feet 
away, as long as he had a whistle and an experienced wrestler was on the mat as referee" As noted by 
the court, "even some of Green's experts (who believed the teacher should have been on the mat) 
admitted the teachers 'presence there would not have prevented the occurrence of the injury." 
 
Despite significant expert testimony which was critical of the teacher's conduct in this case, the appeals 
court found that the trial court had not necessarily erred in dismissing Green's claim against the board. In 
the opinion of the appeals coup, the trial court could reasonably have found insufficient evidence to 
indicate that "the teacher's instruction and preparation for and supervision of the drill in which Green was 
injured fell below any locally or nationally accepted reasonable standard of care for teachers under 
similar circumstances." 
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Green presented substantial and impressive expert opinion evidence that the students in 
Green's  class were subjected to unreasonable risk of injury in the 30 second drill 
because of in sufficient conditioning, which resulted in early  fatigue and increased risk of 
injury; insufficient instruction and practice with fundamental moves; premature 
introduction of bridging as a wrestling maneuver exposure to too many moves too 
quickly and failure to limit the drill to moves that had been taught (Green used only one 
move that had not been taught, and that was the lifting of the leg to avoid pinning.) On 
the other hand the board's expert evidence expressing contrary opinions was at least 
equally impressive. Reasonable minds could have differed on the conclusions to be 
drawn from the overall evidence in this record. 

 
The appeals court, therefore, affirmed the judgment of the trial court dismissing Green's claim against the 
defendant Orleans Parish School Board. 


