
Sudden Death in High School Sports 

 

 It’s a crisp autumn Friday night and the stands are full. On the field, the 

cheerleaders dance, the coach paces the sidelines, and the high school football team 

tackles and throws and runs. Until, that is, the perfectly healthy quarterback collapses—

and he doesn’t get back up. 

 Sudden death among high school athletes isn’t common; according to the Mayo 

Clinic, the rate of sudden cardiac death in male high school athletes is one per 44,832 

athletic years. But when it does strike, it’s unexpected and devastating—the people 

affected will never be the same again. 

 What is sudden death? As it pertains to high school sports, the term “sudden 

death” refers to an athlete unexpectedly passing away in the middle of an athletic event, 

sometimes due to sudden cardiac arrest and sometimes because of other reasons. The 

explanations for sudden death can be varied—causes are not always the same in every 

case. Pre-existing health problems can serve as a red flag that sudden death may be a 

danger down the road. The National Athletic Trainers’ Association (NATA) cited asthma 

and diabetes as two causes that can contribute to sudden death; sudden and drastic 

injuries, such as catastrophic brain injuries, cervical spine injuries, and heat stroke, can 

also be potential causes of sudden death. However, these causes are not quite as common 

as sudden cardiac arrest. 

The stat from the Mayo Clinic regarding rate of death (one male high school 

athlete per 44,832 athletic years) had an interesting addendum along with it: almost half 

of these deaths were due to cardiomyopathy disease. Furthermore, autopsies showed 



idiopathic left ventricular hypertrophy (LVH) and hypertrophic cardiomyopathy as 

common causes of death. What does this mean in layman’s terms? Essentially, LVH 

refers to an enlarged heart. When you exercise, you work your heart, and over time it 

grows larger. “Idiopathic” simply means a disease or condition that is spontaneous or 

formerly unknown. Hypertrophic cardiomyopathy signifies  

 Sudden death isn’t something that most parents worry about. Tee Spinks, the 

director of sports medicine at Piedmont Orthopedic Complex in north Macon, treats an 

average of 20-25 kids per week in Piedmont’s walk-in clinic. He estimates 90% of them 

to be high school athletes, and most of them have the same injuries over and over. 

“Football season brings about shoulder dislocations, fractures, ACL tears and ankle 

sprains… basketball brings mostly knee injuries… in the spring, with baseball… one 

usually is dealing with overuse type injuries,” Spinks says. There has also been an 

increased awareness of concussions. Dislocations and head injuries are the kind of 

injuries people expect athletes to sustain. But most of the parents, athletes, and coaches 

don’t realize sudden death is a very real possibility and would, of course, have much 

worse and longer-lasting ramifications than simply missing two weeks of games due to a 

head injury. No, sudden death is not anywhere near as common as concussions or 

sprained ankles—but no family wants to be the one. 

 So as a parent, should you be worried about your young athlete—and if so, how 

worried should you be? There’s no need to lie awake at night replaying nightmarish 

visions of your child dropping on the field. However, you do need to be aware that 

sudden death is a possibility—especially if your child has pre-existing health problems. 

It’s never a bad idea to speak to your child’s school and make sure they’re taking the 



necessary precautions. When it comes to sudden death, there are three things you can do 

to help prevent this terrible phenomenon:  

o Clinical screenings. This is especially important for athletes with pre-

existing health problems. The NATA recommends “athletes who may 

have asthma should undergo a thorough physical examination.” NATA 

also cites the importance of a proper warm-up before beginning any 

physical exertion. Athletes with diabetes should have a care plan, and all 

athletes should undergo a cardiac screening; routine ECG’s 

(electrocardiography screenings) could help reduce the risk of sudden 

cardiac arrest down the road. 

o Speak to the school. Certain measures can be taken to help things run 

more smoothly should a sudden cardiac arrest occur. NATA cites the 

importance of having a written and visible plan, training coaches in the 

use of an automated external defibrillator, and having a licensed medical 

professional available to “promptly take charge of a medical emergency.” 

o Raise awareness. Starting a conversation around the topic of sudden death 

can help bring it to the forefront of people’s minds; educating others about 

the issue might spur them on to push for change as well. 

 Sudden death is a scary prospect. But starting the conversation and staying 

prepared can help keep it at bay. 

 


