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Rugby death highlights need for
education: brain injury experts
Teen complained of headaches prior to being injured during game
Rowan Stringer might still be alive if there were better awareness of the immediate dangers of
concussions and repeated concussions, according to the president of the Brain Injury Association of
Canada.
Stringer, 18, was the captain of the John McCrae Secondary School Rugby Team.
The Barrhaven teen suffered trauma to the head after a hard tackle last Wednesday and later died
in hospital.
Her family has said that in the leadup to that final game, Stringer had complained of headaches
following two other blows to the head.
“Was this her first brain injury? That was my first thought,” says Jeannette Holman-Price, president
of the Brain Injury Association, a national organization representing people with brain injuries. “My next
thought was ‘education, education education’ — that’s where we’re going to make a difference.”
Holman-Price says there’s a misunderstanding in the public conversation about concussion, a
tendency to underplay the seriousness of the injury because it can’t be seen from the outside, and
doesn’t involve blood or broken bones.
“It needs to be shouted from the rooftops of every hospital and every sports league: concussion is a
brain injury,” says Holman-Price, whose son suffered a brain injury as a teenager. “The media says
someone has gone to hospital with ‘just a concussion’. There’s no such thing as ‘just’ a concussion. You
can die from a concussion. Our medical people and our sports people need to be able to recognize the
severity of just what a concussion is.”
Research shows that if you suffer some kind of violent impact to the head and have a headache,
“you certainly have suffered some type of injury to the brain and you need to take care of it,” says
Harry Zarins, executive director of the association.
“Rowan should never have played that third game,” says Zarins. “From what we hear, the signs
were there but through no fault of their own, the athlete didn’t know about it, the parents weren’t
informed about it and the coaches didn’t pick up on it, so she continued to play.”
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Rugby: Follow safety guidelines
The risk of treating concussions as minor injuries is that both the athlete and those around them
tend to minimize the symptoms in order to continue playing, says Holman-Price. “Once you’ve had an
impact or had a concussion, you need to stay out of play until all of the symptoms subside,” says
Holman-Price.
“We find a high number of doctors who say ‘Take two weeks off and go back.’ No. You need to go
back to see your doctor first and wait until you are symptom-free. You can’t go back to play when your
brain is still damaged.”
While rugby is often perceived as a particularly violent sport, Zarins says brain injuries happen
across the spectrum of sports.
“You can end up with a concussion any time, any place, anywhere,” says Zarins. “I know a couple of
chiropractors who play ultimate Frisbee. They tell me there’s at least one or two concussions a week in
their league. Two people go up, clock heads and end up with concussions.”
Mike Chu of Rugby Canada defends rugby’s safety record.
“Rugby is a really safe game,” says Chu, general manager for operations and performance at the
sports national governing body. “There’s a perception that because it’s played without pads and
helmets, it’s less safe than hockey or football. But pads and helmets can make you feel safer than you
are. What matters is that people are trained well and follow the safety guidelines.”
Chu says Rugby Canada guidelines comply with the International Rugby Board’s protocol for safety
in the sport, adding that there’s compulsory training for coaches and players on dealing with head and
brain injuries.
“We’ve got very comprehensive injury prevention and management protocols and comprehensive
concussion protocols specifically,” says Chu. “Kids or any players with a suspected concussion need to
tell their parents or their coach and seek professional medical advice. That’s what’s in our guidelines.
There’s a plan for a graduated return to play and it needs to be overseen by a medical professional. If
by chance there’s no medical professional available to see you, then you should have a three-week
stand-down.”
Other sports have even more comprehensive programs on concussion prevention and treatment.
Hockey Canada, rocked by highprofile cases of concussion among NHL players, has developed a
concussion app to help parents and coaches identify the injury. Its website has several pages of
information about preventing and treating concussions.
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Keep rugby in schools, Rowan’s
mother says
‘We consider it just a really unfortunate accident’
Schools should continue to offer rugby, Rowan Stringer’s mother said Tuesday.
“We would never want them to stop playing rugby,” said Kathleen Stringer. “That would upset
Rowan beyond belief.”
The Ottawa-Carleton District School Board will conduct a review into the 17-yearold girl’s death
following an apparent head and neck injury, but it has not said if the probe would look at whether rugby
would continue.
“We consider it just a really unfortunate accident,” Stringer said, and an autopsy might shed more
light on what happened when Rowan was tackled and hurt during a game last Wednesday.
Rowan’s team at John McCrae Secondary School has decided not to play the remaining two games,
school principal Tom Schultz said Tuesday. The team is “broken-hearted” and mourning, Schultz said.
Stringer said the focus should be on making sure coaches and players have a good developmental
program, as well as ensuring there’s proper training and communication about the potential
consequences of head injuries in any sport.
Rowan played in three shortened games at a school tournament Friday, May 3. She had a headache
after a tackle game but took pain-relief medication and had no symptoms the next day, Stringer said.
Her parents heard from friends Rowan hit her head in a game on Monday. She didn’t tell her
coaches or parents before deciding to play last Wednesday, Stringer said.
“If a kid knew the potential of what could happen, then maybe they would have been more inclined
to talk to an adult, but maybe not — that’s a teenager thing,” she said.
Rowan sat up briefly Wednesday after being tackled and put her hand to her head but fell back,
unconscious, and was rushed to hospital.
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School adopts fallen soldier’s
regiment
Quebec high school students, Alberta troops inspired by exchange
‘It’s changed our school. It was at a point where … there was an unhappiness. But now there is positive purpose
to the place.’
DANIEL JOHNSON Counsellor, Laval Liberty High School

It began as a touching gesture, with a group of students planting a tree at their school in memory of
an alumnus, a Canadian soldier who had been killed in Afghanistan a year before. It was Nov. 11, 2008.
It could have stopped there. Such well-meant tributes, born in the emotion of tragedy, often do.

PETER MCCABE/POSTMEDIA NEWS FILES

Jean Berard of the Royal Canadian Legion, Niki Karigiannis (Sgt. Chris Karigiannis’s mother)
and Peter Karigiannis admire a plaque for Laval Liberty High School in 2008.
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But in the years that followed, something absolutely remarkable happened at Laval Liberty High
School in the Montreal suburb of Laval.
“The kids got it,” is how Daniel Johnson, a behavioural technician at the school, puts it (the term is
a Quebec thing, and basically means Johnson is a counsellor).
“They got that it was important what he (the soldier) did, that he had committed himself to a higher
cause.
“The kids said it can’t end there,” Johnson says. “They said, ‘We can’t care for him, but we can care
for his friends’ And that’s when everything changed.”
The soldier was Sgt. Chris Karigiannis of the 3rd Battalion, Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light
Infantry, based in Edmonton.
He had graduated from the school when it was called Chomedy Polyvalent High School, in the early
1990s.
Just 31, Sgt. Karigiannis and two of his fellows, Cpl. Stephen Bouzane and Pte. Joel Wiebe, were
killed in a roadside bomb blast on June 20, 2007.
The sergeant had become a little famous shortly before his death.
He’d written an endearing note to Maclean’s magazine, singing the praises of the pretty young
woman who had graced that year’s university student issue. The story was picked up by other media
outlets, the young woman became a bit of a celebrity, and the sergeant emailed the magazine just to
clarify his noble intentions.
The very next morning, he was killed.
Laval Liberty is a lower middle-class school in a municipality now almost synonymous with
corruption; just last week, the province’s anti-corruption squad arrested 37 people, including the former
Laval mayor, on fraud and gangsterism charges.
But in 2007, the staff at the school were dreaming of building a citizenship program. “We had
talked,” Johnson says. “We had to break through the apathy wall. As adults, we have to pay attention.”
About a year after Sgt. Karigiannis’s death, the students wrote to the commanding officer of 3PPCLI,
then Lt.-Col. Peter Dawe, asking if they could “adopt” the regiment to support Sgt. Karigiannis’s
friends.
Lt.-Col. Dawe was receptive — his own son Matthew, 27, had been killed a month after Sgt.
Karigiannis in another bomb blast — and an unlikely but beautiful friendship was born between a bunch
of Alberta soldiers and a group of high school kids in Quebec.
And as importantly, the students learned to “reach out as far as they can to influence positive
change in our world,” Johnson says.
The students travel to Costa Rica every year on a science and humanitarian trip, work for a village
in Uganda, and volunteer all over their home turf, too — at the local food bank, in hospitals, on First
Nations issues. They don’t just raise money for cancer research, but they also created their own
charity, which has raised almost $100,000 to buy diagnostic equipment for the Royal Victoria Hospital
in Montreal.
It turned into real student leadership — the formal program started three years ago and will be a
school course next year — and the Laval Liberty students have logged an astonishing 106,213.5 hours
of recorded volunteer work in the past four years.
At the heart of it all is the school’s elevating relationship with the PPCLI.
As Johnson puts it, “Our relationship with our soldiers is deep and purposeful.
“We camp with our soldiers, we maintain contact with families of the fallen, we travel to Alberta to
learn from them and to be with them, we host an annual Hockey Day with 3PPCLI and the 4th
Battalion, Royal 22nd Regiment. We learn about our world in hopes of understanding our individual role
for positive engagement in it.”
And, as the students learned about Capt. Matthew Dawe, they embraced him, too; there are now
two leadership teams at Laval, one named for each of the fallen men.
Alexandra Papathanasopoulos was in elementary school when Sgt. Karigiannis and Capt. Dawe were
killed. The leadership program was just beginning when she started at Laval Liberty. She was hooked
right away, listening to Johnson.
Quickly, the program became “more important than me just getting credits or me doing something
for the school,” she told Postmedia News in a recent telephone interview.
Now 17 and on her way to college, Papathanasopoulos says her exposure to the regiment “has
really changed me as a person. It’s given me a new perspective on life: It’s not about volunteering; it’s
about how to become a good leader, how to live the rest of your life following the people you should.”
The students, inspired by soldiers, in turn have inspired them and Sgt. Karigiannis’s family.
The sergeant’s brother Peter says that after Chris’s death, three things surprised him.
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One was that the army, in particular the regiment, hasn’t forgotten them, ever.
Another was how helpful ordinary people were, even at his local bank, where the whole staff stayed
late one night to deliver a certified cheque he needed to pay the movers who had brought his brother’s
things from Edmonton.
The third surprise was the alchemy at the school.
“I even told my mother last November, ‘This is no longer about Chris. Now, it’s about a lot more.
It’s about the history of the country, all the soldiers whether killed or not. It’s really good.”
And at 3PPCLI, where the commanding officer is now Lt.-Col. John Errington, the Regimental Sgt.
Maj. Gordon Cavanagh, they are as impressed by the students as the students are by them.
The PPCLI sends people to Laval twice a year, and every fall recognizes a graduate with a $1,000
bursary in memory of Sgt. Karigiannis.
After Lt.-Col. Errington was there last year to present the bursary, along with some senior noncommissioned officers and young troops, he returned to Edmonton bursting with enthusiasm.
“Twenty-three years in the military, and the questions they were asking me, their motivation to
make a difference — I came out of there thinking this is a great relationship. This is huge.”
In the main hallway of the school is the regiment’s flag.
In the 3PPCLI lines in Edmonton, “We have their school colours,” Lt.-Col. Errington says. “It’s pretty
damn cool.” Daniel Johnson, the modest moving force behind all this, says simply, “It’s changed our
school. It was at a point where it wasn’t a violent place, but there was an unhappiness. But now there
is positive purpose to the place.”
Their dream, he says, is to spread the “Adoption of Regiments” across Canada.

This Thursday, Laval Liberty will be presenting their annual citizenship awards; it’s hard to imagine
they’ll have enough to go around.
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