
THE ORIGIN
In 1979 the NFL mandated that teams hire 
addiction recovery specialists to address the 
rampant substance abuse among NFL players. 
Coach Sam Rutigliano of the Cleveland Browns 
was the first head coach to comply with this 
policy and to support his players when he hired 
Cleveland Clinic physician Dr. Gregory Collins 
who specialized in sports psychiatry and drug 
and alcohol rehabilitation. Coach Rutigliano 
took additional steps to help his players by 
starting a lifesaving, anonymous support group 
led by Browns players known as the Inner Circle. 
When Sam Rutigliano first developed the Inner 
Circle in 1979, he could not have predicted 
where it might lead, what it might become, 
and that it might someday thrive outside the 
football arena. 

In 1984, Coach Rutigliano left the Browns 
and later became the head coach at Liberty 
University in Lynchburg, Virginia. While he was 
no longer with the Cleveland Browns, Coach 
Sam sustained the relationships and friendships 
he had built in Cleveland, particularly with the 
players who participated in the Inner Circle. 
Coach Sam, a man who had moved his family 
eighteen times to thirteen different cities during 
his football life, maintained a special and 
lifelong connection to the city and the people 
of Cleveland, Ohio, believing that one day he 
would return to this great city.



THE RETURN
Coach Sam finished his professional coaching career in 2006 and 
returned to Cleveland, Ohio. When he returned, he observed a 
troubling trend. Literacy growth, particularly for young children in 
at-risk communities, was under attack, and this battle served as a 
catalyst for far more dangerous behaviors as children grew older. 
Coach Sam wanted to help, so he reached out to his old friend 
Dr. Gregory Collins. In 2009, the team created a new Inner Circle, 
Coach Sam’s Inner Circle Foundation, a program designed to 
integrate literacy and wellness for at risk children in Cleveland. For 
ten years, Coach Sam’s Inner Circle Foundation has responded to 
the literacy needs of at risk children in Cleveland schools, presenting 
curriculum to address their literacy, personal development, and 
health and fitness needs and partnering with different agencies, 
community partners, and foundation supporters to ensure the 
students in the program achieve their literacy milestones.

THE FUTURE
During the 2019-2020 school year, on the 
10th anniversary of Coach Sam’s Inner Circle 
Foundation, our foundation will celebrate a new 
name, Coach Sam’s Scholars. When the 
original Inner Circle was first founded in 1979, 
forty years ago, the goal was to provide support to 
those who were struggling. In 2019-2020, although 
our mission and name have changed, this goal 
remains the same. We are convinced that we are 
making an immediate impact, saving young lives 
in the Cleveland community. Coach Sam believes 
that while he has experienced exhilarating wins 
in his professional life, his greatest win will be 
achieved when the children of Cleveland realize 
their greatest potential. In our efforts, there has 
always been one constant: The city of Cleveland 
has been courageous and unwavering in striving 
to reach this goal.  

On our 10th anniversary, we realize now more 
than ever that we must continue to support our 
young scholars, and we too will continue to be 
courageous and unwavering in our efforts to 
reach and support more children. Please join us in 
supporting our mission and making a difference in 
the lives of Coach Sam’s Scholars.


