
W
hen Minnesota Vikings offensive lineman Korey Stringer collapsed from

heat stroke in 2001, he became the only NFL player to die during training

camp. h His death prompted the NFL to make changes to health and

safety protocols. h Two decades later, those preventative measures were

put on display when millions of television viewers watched in horror as

Buffalo Bills safety Damar Hamlin collapsed during a game. h A team of athletic trainers

swarmed, using a defibrillator to restart his heart. h In a way, Stringer’s death saved Hamlin’s life.

But those life-saving measures haven’t trickled down. h The same day Stringer died, so did a high

school athlete. And in the years since, so did at least 440 more. h Youth sports is a

multibillion-dollar industry, eclipsing even the NFL, but high school athletes keep dying. h Why?

SAFER SIDELINES

Protections for high school
athletes are being ignored

AN IN-DEPTH LOOK AT SUDDEN DEATH IN YOUTH SPORTS PART ONE

Stephanie Kuzydym Louisville Courier Journal  |  USA TODAY NETWORK

“I’m almost never not

crying as I’m saying

this to the parents:

That literally ice,

water and a tub and

their kid would have

another great 65 to

70 years of life. He’d

have a prom and

wedding and kids ... ”
Doug Casa
Korey Stringer Institute
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Story continued on Page 6A h ALSO INSIDE: Why the Courier Journal decided to investigate school safety. 10A
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Head
Traumatic brain injuries 
can occur when the 
head receives a bump, 
blow or jolt that causes 
disruption to the brain’s 
function, per the Korey 
Stringer Institute. Heart

More than 60% of 
all catastrophic 
injuries in sports 
are caused by 
sudden cardiac 
arrest, according 
to National Center 
for Catastrophic 
Sport Injury 
Research data.

Hemoglobin
Exertional sickling 
deaths occur in 
athletes carrying 
the sickle cell trait.

Heat
Exertional heat stroke 
is the most severe form 
of heat illness. It 
happens when a body's 
internal temperature is 
104 degrees or above.

The majority of high school athletic deaths are caused by four conditions. Brain 
injuries, sudden cardiac arrest, exertional heat stroke and exertional sickling.

Leading causes of death in high school athletes

S
udden death in high school sports is not a rare occurrence. h It happens multiple times across the nation

every year. And sudden cardiac arrest, the leading cause of death in high school athletes, happens once every

three days during the school year. h This isn’t just a Kentucky problem or a Midwest problem. It’s not only a

big-city problem or a small-town America problem. And it’s not just a football problem.

Athletes collapsing and dying is a na-
tional problem — one that happens
again and again, but rarely goes beyond
a local news story.

Schools drill for fires and tornadoes
because one day, they could happen.

In the last 10 years, seven students
have died from a tornado on school
property in the U.S.

In the last 10 years, no student has
died from a fire at a school.

In the last 10 years, at least 200 stu-
dents have died playing high school
sports.

And that’s a conservative estimate.
In an investigation spanning several

months, The Courier Journal found:
h Most states and thousands of high

schools don’t have “gold standard” pol-
icies in place to protect young athletes;

h The cost of life-saving equipment,
often used as a reason not to implement
safeguards, is a tiny fraction of what
schools spend on athletics;

h Legislation meant to fix the prob-
lem has been routinely defeated or wa-
tered down;

h Policies and laws that are in place
have little enforcement and are often ig-
nored.

Doug Casa has researched sudden
death in sports for more than 25 years,
routinely presenting evidence on why
states and schools need to prioritize
health and safety. He’s testified or been
deposed in at least 40 lawsuits related
to heat-related death or illness in athlet-
ics.

“I’m almost never not crying as I’m
saying this to the parents: That literally
ice, water and a tub and their kid would
have another great 65 to 70 years of life.
He’d have a prom and wedding and
kids...” said Casa, who leads the Korey
Stringer Institute, which researches
sudden death in sports. 

For decades, many parents who have
lost children to sudden death in sports
have become advocates, begging to be
heard, so no other family ends up like
theirs.

They have tried to explain this isn’t
rare. It’s not a tragedy. It plays out on
fields again and again across the U.S.
and is often preventable.

Then, on Jan. 2, something hap-
pened to amplify those voices — an ex-
ample developed in real time when
Hamlin collapsed during Monday Night
Football.

States across the nation are now con-
sidering adding or strengthening laws
meant to reduce athlete deaths.

Matthew Mangine Sr., of Northern
Kentucky, is left to wonder about why
that level of awareness wasn’t there for
his son, Matthew Jr.

“Unfortunately, that’s what it takes:
A national figure to bring to light what I
would say a small community already
knew — that went through what we had
gone through,” Mangine said. “The best
positive of the Damar story is he’s here
to tell his own story, unlike Matthew.”

About two years before that Monday
night game, 9 miles south of the Cincin-
nati stadium where Hamlin crumpled to
the turf, Matthew Jr. also fell gasping to
the ground.

No one rushed to get a defibrillator for
the teenage soccer player. Within min-
utes, he was gone. 

A first public database of its kind

Nobody knows for sure how many
athletes have died or who they were.
There is no national public database
that includes their names and the cir-
cumstances of their deaths.

So, The Courier Journal has been
compiling one, based on news reports.

To create the database, The Courier
Journal worked for months with nearly
80 athletic trainers from across the na-
tion, a half-dozen sports medicine ex-
perts, longtime Oklahoma Sooners ath-
letic trainer Scott Anderson, and Jordan
McNair Foundation medical advisory
board member Dr. Steve Horwitz to
identify athletes who have died from
traumatic and non-traumatic injuries.

It shows at least 26 athletes, includ-
ing 22 at the high school level, died in
2022.

So far, we’ve chronicled more than
1,700 athlete deaths since the start of
the 20th century. More than 1,200 of
those were of high school athletes. But
there are likely hundreds more.

They died at all levels, at all ages, in
all kinds of sports, all over the country.

The majority died of the most com-
mon causes: Head (trauma), heart (sud-
den cardiac arrest), hemoglobin (blood)
or heat.

There is one organization that active-
ly tracks sudden death in sports: the
National Center for Catastrophic Sport
Injury Research at the University of
North Carolina.

The center’s data is not public and
doesn’t focus on identifying specific
cases. Instead, the NCCSIR publishes a
yearly report of the numbers. It finds
most of its numbers by searching

through news reports or public submis-
sions.

The reason athlete fatalities are diffi-
cult to track is no state legislature or
state athletic association mandates
schools report them.

In the 10 years following Stringer’s
2001 heat-related death, the NCCSIR 

Continued from Page 1A
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Matthew Mangine, left, spoke about the need for AEDs on sidelines while standing with his son, Joseph, and wife, Kim,
during a press conference in Frankfort, Kentucky, on Feb. 21. JEFF FAUGHENDER/COURIER JOURNAL AND USA TODAY NETWORK

See SIDELINES, Page 7A

Doug Casa talks during the 10th Anniversary Gala of the Korey Stringer Institute,
which focuses on the prevention of sudden death in sport, on June 27, 2022.
DIANE BONDAREFF

Are you concerned
about the safety of
your child’s sidelines? 
The Courier Journal, in
partnership with Spalding
University, is holding a special
event that will include sports
safety resources and solutions.
Panelists will include KHSAA
commissioner Julian Tackett,
Matthew Mangine Sr., co-founder
of the Matthew Mangine Jr. “One
Shot” Foundation, Dr. Alma
Mattocks, Program Director for
the Spalding University Master of
Science in Athletic Training
Program, and Rep. Kim Moser,
who worked on recent Kentucky
sports safety legislation. The free
event will be held from 6 to 7:30
p.m. Wednesday, May 17, at
Spalding University College
Center Ballroom, 812 S. 2nd S.
Doors open at 5:30 p.m. Free
parking is available in the lot next
door. Registration is required:
https://usatn.enmotive.com/
events/safer-sidelines-2023

Safer Sidelines
h Today: Protections for 
high school athletes are 
being ignored. Kids are 
dying as a result

h Monday: While lawmakers
haggled over cost of safety,
young athletes died across US

h Tuesday: Most Kentucky
schools don’t follow emergency
planning law, leaving athletes 
at risk

h Wednesday: Solutions 
for youth sports safety: 
How one state used data 
to make a difference

Minnesota Vikings lineman Korey
Stringer, seen here on Oct. 5, 1999,
became the only NFL player to die
during training camp, after he suffered
from a heat stroke in 2001. USA TODAY 
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Congratulate 
A Graduate!

2023
Announcing the Graduation of

JANE WHITE
Jane White earned a 

bachelor of science degree 

in psychology from State 

University. Congratulations!

ONLY

$2000

Please visit
celebrations.courier-journal.com

to place your Graduation greeting or send it to
classifieds@courier-journal.com
and we will help place your greeting. 

When submitting your email request, please include 
your address and phone number.

If you need assistance, please call 888-508-9353.

Sunday, May 21st 2023
Hurry! Deadline is Monday, May 15th

CJ-GCI1044747-01
CJ-GCI1036974-01

You’re Invited!
To receive a FREE hearing evaluation* 

and RISK FREE** TRIAL at our...

BETTER HEARING 
EVENT!

April 24th -  April 28th

A Hearing Evaluation is important if you: 
•Hear but don’t understand certain words
•Frequently ask people to repeat themselves
•Have difficulty hearing on the phone
•Haven’t had a hearing test in 12 months

Hearing Aids at

NO COST TO MOST FEDERAL EMPLOYEES!

See store for details.

FINANCING OPTIONS AVAILABLE THROUGH APRIL 30TH

*Hearing tests are always free. Hearing test is an audiometric test to determine
proper amplification needs only, not a medical exam.**If you are not completely
satisfied, the aids may be returned for a full refund within 30 days from the
completion of fitting, in satisfactory condition. Fitting fee may apply. Valid at
participating locations only. See store for details. †Financing options may not be
combined. See stores for details. Available through 04/30/2023.

CODE:

LW252345

100% FINANCING
APPROVAL**

12 MONTHS**
INTEREST FREE FINANCING

1-888-387-3068

SEYMOUR

meoffer.me/seymour

SHELBYVILLE

meoffer.me/shelbyville

LANDIS LAKES

meoffer.me/louisville-ky

BARDSTOWN

meoffer.me/bardstown

DIXIE HIGHWAY

meoffer.me/louisville

FRANKFORT

meoffer.me/frankfort

Call Today!

• DISCREET DESIGN

• NATURAL SOUND QUALITY

• COMFORT FIT

FREE

NOW 

ONLY!

Gift Card of Your Choice!

Miracle-EarMINI™
Valid on MINI Solution 1 only, one aid only. Expires 04/28/2023.

This gift card cannot be combined with other promotions. Once you complete your hearing test, you will receive 

an email from our third-party supplier with the opportunity to choose a gift card from the available retailers. 

Please note gift cards are not supplied at your hearing test. Limit one card percustomer. Must be 55 or older. 

Must not have been tested or made a purchase in the last 6 months While supplies last. Expires 04/28/2023.

$20

$495

discovered 241 deaths of high school
athletes, and 200 more in the next 10
years, from 2011-21. 

The NCCSIR works closely with the
Korey Stringer Institute, which is
housed at the University of Connecti-
cut.

“Although Damar’s case was a posi-
tive outcome at the NFL, this is mostly a
negative outcome at high schools be-
cause they’re not prepared with emer-
gency action plans, AEDs and athletic
trainers,” said Samantha Scarneo-Mil-
ler, an athletic emergency response ex-
pert at West Virginia University.

Two weeks after Hamlin’s collapse,
the Mangine family’s wrongful death
lawsuit settled for an undisclosed
amount with Matthew Jr.’s private
school, the Catholic diocese in Northern
Kentucky and the health care system
that provided the athletic trainer.

It was the fourth wrongful death law-
suit of a high school athlete in the nation
in as many months. The first was in At-
lanta and represented the largest pub-
licly disclosed settlement paid by a
school district for the death of a high
school athlete — $10 million. 

The Mangines’ lawsuit detailed how
the school failed to use a defibrillator
(AED) on Matthew and didn’t have the
proper protocols and procedures in
place.

“It was actually very tough to hear
about all of the things that happened
and didn’t happen...,” that led up to Mat-
thew’s death, said Kevin Murphy, one of
the attorneys who represented the Man-
gine family. “These things are of grave

concern and should be of concern to all
parents.”

What allowed for Matthew’s death
is not unique. Instead, The Courier
Journal found, it’s part of a common
refrain: lack of training, lack of poli-
cies, lack of equipment.

Across the nation, schools are fail-
ing their athletes.

One athletic trainer, 
dozens of sidelines

There are ways to prepare for the
worst — and get the best outcomes —
when it comes to player safety.

Having an athletic trainer is among
the first. They are the health care pro-
viders of the sidelines, and are among
what are known as the “gold stan-
dards” of sports medicine.

Other gold standards include: ven-
ue-specific emergency action plans,
AEDs, cold water immersion tubs (for
quickly cooling overheated athletes)
and wet bulb globe temperature
(which give a more accurate calcula-
tion of environmental heat and its po-
tential effects on the human body).

No state requires all of these gold
standards for high school athletes.
Five states require four of them, and
most states require at least one gold
standard.

Some lack follow-up requirements,
which can hamper the gold standards
they do have. For instance, in Florida,
Maryland and Illinois, AEDs are re-
quired to be accessible at each sports
venue, but coaches aren’t required to
be trained to use them.

Only one state, Hawaii, requires
public high schools to have athletic 

Preventative 

services

Clinical examination 

and diagnosis

Rehabilitation of injuries 

and medical conditions
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Therapeutic 

intervention

Concussion Heat stroke Asthma attackSudden cardiac 

arrest

Sickle cell 

crisis

Diabetic 

emergenices

Spine 

injuries

i

on

H t t k

What does an athletic trainer do?
Emergency injuries and illnesses that athletic trainers are trained to 
treat include:

Athletic trainers are health care professionals who collaborate with 
physicians to provide:

SOURCE AT Your Own Risk

JENNIFER BORRESEN/USA TODAY 

Sidelines
Continued from Page 6A

See SIDELINES, Page 10A
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Master Commissioner’s Public Auction
Jefferson Co. Judicial Center – Jury Assembly Hall  
700 West Jefferson Street, Louisville, KY 40202 

Friday, May 12, 2023 at 1:00 P.M.
The wearing of facial coverings over the nose and mouth is required in the Jury Assembly Hall.

Master Commissioner will sell the following to the highest and best bidder. The 
sale terms are cash or 10% deposit plus pre-approved sale bond, with balance 

plus interest within 30 days. Handbills and more details are available at the 
Commissioner’s Office and the website, www.jeffcomm.org.

The case record is at the Circuit Court Clerk’s Office.

ADDRESS DOCKET CASE AMT TO BE RAISED
1813 West Oak Street 1 22CI401279 $28,682.21
1706 Bolling Avenue 2 22CI401223 $28,581.43
4305 West Market Street 3 22CI400726 $44,519.98
2145 West Gaulbert Avenue 4 22CI401206 $37,890.61
2143 Rowan Street 5 22CI400397 $17,630.78
1520 Lincoln Avenue 7 22CI400469 $5,951.39
200 Freeman Avenue 8 22CI400538 $6,651.48
3320 Bardstown Road, Apt. 21 9 22CI400790 $5,430.97
6942 Ambridge Circle 10 18CI400128 $67,629.30
405 North 26th Street 11 22CI400288 $35,818.46
11210 Brookley Drive 12 22CI400885 $122,815.49
4432 Sanders Lane 13 22CI401395 $159,556.51
1429 Arling Avenue 14 22CI401109 $33,595.09
1907 West Chestnut Street 15 22CI401073 $124,342.64
6907 Colrain Circle 16 21CI400595 $120,515.13
9226 Pagoda Drive 17 22CI400604 $192,362.37
7806 Watering Place 18 22CI400831 $147,916.55
10109 Merioneth Drive 19 22CI400449 $113,526.07
5516 Fairwood Oaks Place 20 22CI401038 $222,996.08
9831 White Blossom Blvd. 21 19CI401322 $449,879.41
9415 Rockycreek Lane 22 14CI400031 $438,841.65

STATE-OF-THE-ART BOTANICAL 
PROCESSING EQUIPMENT

LOUISVILLE, KY

EXTRACTION  I  DISTILLING  I  BOTTLING

APRIL 24
NATIONAL 
PROPERTY
S O L U T I O N S

AUCTION HIGHLIGHTS INCLUDE:

• Thar Process Botanical Extraction System (4,000 lb/Day Capacity)  
• (5) Gilson Centrefugal Partition Chromatography • (2) Root Science Distillation Systems

• KD-30 Botanical Distillation System • (2) Waters Supercritical Fluid Extraction
• Hobart Mixers • Lab Equipment • Material Handling • Safety

NPSolutions.com 312.278.0600             Renee Y Jones Licensed KY Auctioneer

In the fall of 2011, during my senior
storytelling class at Indiana University, I
read a piece in Sports Illustrated called
“The Boy Who Died of Football,” about a
Louisville-area athlete who collapsed
and died during a hot summer practice.
His name was Max Gilpin.

Two years later, a football player from
my Indiana hometown collapsed and
died during practice. His name was Jake
West, and he had an undetected heart
condition.

I immediately thought of that story
headline. Now I knew of two boys who
“died of football.”

That didn’t seem normal.
Across the next decade as a sports re-

porter, I kept coming across more head-
lines of athletes who died. 

In 2016, I started to
compile a database of the
few cases of athletes I’d
come across, aptly nam-
ing it, “The Boys Who
Died of Football.”

Then on June 16, 2020,
while I was working for a

TV station in Cincinnati, a Northern
Kentucky high school soccer player col-
lapsed and died. 

Everyone called it a tragedy. At this
point in my research, I knew it had to be
more. Healthy kids rarely just drop dead.

It started with a records request of
Matthew Mangine Jr.’s autopsy. It be-
came a project in Cincinnati that led me
here, to The Courier Journal, where I re-
ceived a grant from the University of
Southern California’s Annenberg Center
for Health Journalism to dive deeper into
data. That began a seven-month investi-
gation, requesting CPR certification,

venue-specific emergency action plans,
annual membership applications and
more from every school district in the
commonwealth. 

I requested those documents because
following the two heat stroke deaths of
Gilpin and Henderson County football
player Ryan Owens, Kentucky passed a
law to try to add some safeguards to high
school sidelines, but the law had no ac-
countability.

So, if Matthew Mangine Jr. — who
went to a private school with an athletic
trainer and access to five AEDs — could
die, what risks were athletes facing
across Kentucky? 

And what about beyond Kentucky?
Jake West died in La Porte, Indiana. I’d
come to know his mom, Julie, and she
kept telling me, “People will tell you this
is rare. It isn’t.” 

In January, following Damar Hamlin’s
collapse on Monday Night Football, my

editors Rob Byers and Veda Morgan sug-
gested I share the database of athlete
deaths and make it public. We renamed
it Deadly Games. That’s when things
really took off. I started to tweet more
about the database. And from there, I got
connected to two researchers who creat-
ed their own databases and were willing
to add their entries to mine.

There are more than 1,000 names in
the database, and hundreds from just
the last decade, but the questions re-
main the same: Why are young athletes
still dying? And what can we do to make
sidelines safer?

This project was produced in partner-
ship with the USC Annenberg Center for
Health Journalism’s 2022 Data Fellow-
ship. 

Reach Stephanie Kuzydym at skuzy-
dym@courier-journal.com. Follow her
for updates to Safer Sidelines on Twitter
at @stephkuzy.

SAFER SIDELINES

Why the Courier Journal decided to investigate school safety

Kuzydym

CHARLOTTE’S WEB

4175 Lyndon Way, Louisville, KY 40207
(502) 719-4444 | charlotteswebstore.com

Mon-Fri 9:30-5 
 Sat 9:00-4 

 Sun 12:00-4

your Derby needs!
DERBY DECOR GALORE

HUGE SELECTION OF OUTDOOR FURNITURE

Over 13,000 Square Feet of Louisville’s Finest 
Consigned & New Furniture, Décor & Accessories.

Now Accepting 
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Furniture

CJ-GCI1047721-01

We have all

trainers. 
Nationally, just one-

third of high schools have
a full-time athletic train-
er, leaving thousands of
sidelines without a health
care professional.

“Do you want the
coach or the athletic di-
rector saving your kid’s
life — or do you want an
athletic trainer?” asked
Casa, who is also the di-
rector of athletic training
education at the Univer-
sity of Connecticut. “Be-
cause… what happens in
the first 10 minutes will
dictate whether the ath-
lete lives or dies…

“That’s why we fight so
hard to have athletic
training services at the
high school level because
we want to just maximize
the opportunity that
these kids are going to
live from these emergen-
cies.”

For schools that do
have an athletic trainer,
it’s typically a ratio of one
athletic trainer for hun-
dreds of athletes and
multiple sidelines.

In Kentucky, based on
numbers from the state
athletic association,
there were nearly 128,000
participants in high
school sports during the
2021-22 season (multis-
port athletes are counted
more than once in that
figure).

There were 194 high
school athletic trainers in
Kentucky schools. That’s
a ratio of one athletic
trainer to every 660 par-
ticipants.

$4.14 per athlete

When The Courier
Journal polled athletic di-
rectors across the nation

about why more of the
gold standards aren’t in
place, the answer often
came back to money.

State legislatures have
shied away from the laws,
because unless they’re
willing to dedicate funds
to them, they are slapped
with the “unfunded man-
date” tag and don’t see
the light of day.

“We have to change

the mindset,” Casa said.
“The athletic depart-

ment hires the athletic di-
rector. Then they hire all
their assistant coaches,
and they get all their uni-
forms, all their equip-
ment, all the buses, the
grooming of all the fields
... and then after they’re
done with all that, they
ask themselves, ‘Do we
have enough money ...?’

“The perspective
should be to hire the ath-
letic trainer first, because
health and safety is much

treme” for an overheating
athlete. That could in-
clude something as basic
as a tarp and a garden
hose.

The Courier Journal
gathered Kentucky high
school sports expendi-
tures from the 2021-22
season and factored in
the cost of the gold stan-
dard health care mea-
sures.

The state athletic as-
sociation is made up of
288 member schools, 233
of which are public.

Of the 231 public
schools that reported
their expenditures to the
association:

h Adding one cold tub
would cost less than $2
per participant for 98% of
schools. The average cost
per participant statewide
was 61 cents.

h Adding one wet bulb 

more important than
wins and losses.”

In the 2021-22 school
year, Kentucky athletic
departments spent more
than $70 million on high
school sports.

In comparison: 
A venue-specific

emergency action plan is
a zero-cost policy. 

A 150-gallon cold tub is
about $200

A wet bulb globe tem-
perature monitor ranges
from $100-$750

An AED ranges from
$1,000-$3,500

There is no state law or
athletic association re-
quirement to have an
AED or wet bulb globe
temperature monitor in
Kentucky. State law does
mandate venue-specific
emergency plans, and the
athletic association re-
quires some form of rapid
cooling during conditions
“determined to be ex-

Sidelines
Continued from Page 7A

Buffalo Bills safety Damar Hamlin collapsed during the first half of an NFL
football game against the Cincinnati Bengals, Jan. 2, 2023, in Cincinnati. AP

See SIDELINES, Page 11A

Stephanie Kuzydym
Louisville Courier Journal

USA TODAY NETWORK
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globe thermometer would be less than
$2 per participant for 99% of schools.
The average cost per participant state-
wide was 46 cents.

h Adding an AED would be less than
$10 per participant for 99% of schools.
The average cost per participant state-
wide was $3.07 per participant.

h In total, for the average public
school in Kentucky, it would cost $4.14
per participant to add one of each de-
vice. 

“It’s mind-boggling that people
would even make that an issue of fi-
nance when it’s children,” said Kelci
Stringer, Korey’s widow.

Practicing to be prepared

Sudden cardiac arrest is the No. 1 kill-
er of high school athletes. It’s a toll that
has been paid by families in at least 42
states, The Courier Journal found.

Julie West knows this stat too well.
Her son, Jake, died of sudden cardiac

arrest from an undetected heart condi-
tion in 2013. 

West worked with Indiana state Sen.
Linda Rogers, R-Granger, to propose an
AED bill during the 2022 legislative ses-
sion. It passed unanimously in the Sen-
ate.

“Unfortunately, they ran out of time
to hear it in the House,” Rogers said
while testifying for the exact same bill in
February. 

Then she referenced Hamlin’s col-
lapse on Monday Night Football.

“The quick response and the AED on
site prevented another tragedy,” Rogers
said.

That quick response is because the
NFL’s sports medicine experts practice
for emergencies.

For instance, each summer the Cin-
cinnati Bengals gather team doctors,
athletic trainers and EMS personnel to
run through the steps of what will hap-
pen when they are called into action. It’s
part of the team’s emergency action
plan.

The head athletic trainer dictates the
steps of what will take place to respond
to different kinds of injuries. Each re-
sponder understands who does what
and when for every event — from ankle
sprains to airways, spine boarding to a
sudden collapse.

Then they put their training on dis-
play in drills. They practice to be pre-
pared.

“You can never fully train for what
they experienced with Damar, with
70,000 people watching you do it and
20 million more watching from home,”
said Mike Gordon, an Ohio high school
athletic trainer who interned for the
NFL. 

Every team in the league also reviews
and rehearses a stadium’s emergency
action plan before every game. That
mandate was put in place following
Stringer’s death in Minnesota.

This legislative season, at least 24
states saw a bill introduced involving
youth sports safety. Bills in several
states have already died. Virginia law-
makers passed an AED law that will re-
quire all public schools to have a defi-
brillator, but a similar measure that
would have required AEDs at all athletic
venues died in committee. 

Kentucky’s most-recent bill followed
a familiar path: It began as a proposal
requiring AEDs in all middle and high
schools and at all school-sanctioned
sporting events and practices. It ended
as a law recommending AEDs for those
schools, as funds become available.

Lawmakers across the nation have
introduced multiple unsuccessful bills
to make high school sidelines safer
since Stringer’s death in 2001 — and in
that time, The Courier Journal found,
high school athletes have died in at least
43 states.

That was before Hamlin’s Jan. 2 col-
lapse, before lawmakers had an exam-
ple on display in prime time.

“With Damar Hamlin’s collapse in
January, we were able to show when you
put successful pieces into place ... you
can have a successful outcome,” Scar-
neo-Miller said.

“(But) high schools are not bringing
their AEDs out to the fields with them.
High schools are not hiring athletic
trainers as much as they should. So, al-
though the NFL is displaying this gold-
standard preparedness, it’s really shin-
ing a light on what we don’t have at the
high school setting.”

Two athletes, many miles 
apart – same terrible outcome

Aug. 1, 2001, is a momentous date in
the history of sports, but you won’t find
it in any record books.

It’s the day two football players, from
two different levels of the game, in two
different states, died of heat stroke after
collapsing on the field. 

There was a heat wave gripping the
Midwest. It was the start of the 2001
NFL training camp for the Minnesota
Vikings. On the first day of practice, Pro
Bowl offensive lineman Korey Stringer
suffered from the intense heat. He ar-
rived on Day 2 to find a photo from the
day before taped to his locker — it
showed him vomiting amid the heat. 

He went back out on the field, and
less than two hours later, surrounded by
teammates, he collapsed.

Nearly 600 miles to the southeast, in
Michigantown, Indiana, practices were
beginning for Clinton Central junior
lineman Travis Stowers. On a water
break during the second practice of the
day, Stowers collapsed.

Stringer, 27, never regained con-
sciousness.

Just two hours after Stringer’s death,
Stowers, 17, was also gone.

The Stowers family filed a wrongful-

death lawsuit in state court against the
school district and settled. That money
paid for medical bills and lawyer fees.

The Stringer family filed a wrongful-
death suit in federal court in Ohio
(Stringer’s home state) against the NFL
and settled.

That money helped launch the Korey
Stringer Institute. The spotlight on the
case, along with a lockout from players
during the 2011 Collective Bargaining
Agreement, brought an end to two-a-
days during preseason.

It would mark the start of safety
changes to professional sidelines.

Nearly 90% of all heat-related deaths
of high school athletes take place in
July, August and September, and 97% of
those incidents occur during practice.

Just as it is with sudden cardiac ar-
rest, no state requires schools to drill for
what to do in a heat-related incident
emergency. Only 17 states mandate

cold-water tubs for practice.
Stowers’ home state of Indiana is not

one of them.

A black-flag day

The annual average summer temper-
ature in the Midwest has increased be-
tween 1 and 3 degrees since 1970. Al-
though hotter summers brought on by
climate change can make matters
worse, the dangers of strenuous activity
on sweltering days is nothing new.

In fact, the U.S. military was poring
over the problem 45 years before those
2001 incidents. In 1952, Parris Island, a
coastal base in South Carolina, account-
ed for two-thirds of all Navy and Marine
Corps heat casualties.

Clinical studies of recruits found heat
stress could be best evaluated by a mea-
sure called the wet bulb globe temper-
ature.

The studies’ findings were simple:
Heat illness cases increased when exer-
cise intensity increased and the WBGT
was 80 degrees or higher. Those find-
ings created a policy to limit strenuous
activity and duration during high heat
conditions.

This led to the military creating a five
flag-based system, with white being the
lowest level when the wet bulb globe
temperature is below 80, and black be-
ing the highest level, meaning all phys-
ical training and strenuous exercise is
suspended.

The flags are flown on bases to com-
municate hazardous conditions, so out-
door activities for recruits can be ad-
justed accordingly.

It became a safety standard and is
used, with slight variations, by all
branches of the U.S. military to this day.
The American College of Sports Medi-
cine also adopted a version of the flag
system in 2007.

On the day Stringer and Stowers
died, it would have been a black-flag
day.

This project was produced in part-
nership with the USC Annenberg Center
for Health Journalism’s 2022 Data Fel-
lowship. 

Reach Stephanie Kuzydym at skuzy-
dym@courier-journal.com. Follow her
for updates to Safer Sidelines on Twitter
at @stephkuzy.
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Julie West, of La Porte, Indiana, grabs a poster from John Doherty, an athletic trainer, after testifying Feb. 6, 2023, during
a Senate Family and Children Services committee meeting on Senate Bill 369, which requires AEDs on the premise of
sporting events. West lost her son, Jake, to sudden cardiac arrest in 2013. MYKAL MCELDOWNEY/INDYSTAR

Minnesota Vikings owner Red McCombs stands next to Korey Stringer’s retired
jersey during a ceremony in his honor at the game at Hubert H. Humphrey
Metrodome in Minneapolis, Minnesota on Dec. 9, 2001. ELSA, GETTY IMAGES

Buffalo Bills safety Damar Hamlin, center, at a March 29 event with Rep. Sheila
Cherfilus-McCormick, D-Fla., in Washington, D.C. Cherfilus-McCormick
introduced a bill to help provide money to schools for AEDs. Hamlin introduced
his younger brother and cousin during the event. JACK GRUBER/USA TODAY

Travis Stowers, 17, was a junior
lineman at Clinton Central High School
in Michigantown, Indiana. During a
football practice on Aug. 1, 2001 – the
same day NFL lineman Korey Stringer
collapsed and died – Stowers also
collapsed and died. PROVIDED


