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Toronto school board addresses issue 

The province’s largest school board is stepping up the way it manages student concussions, and the 
issue has become increasingly complex, says a trustee involved in the work.  

The Toronto District School Board recently launched a pilot program at eight schools to deal with 
how students who have suffered a concussion should get back to their studies.  

Although school boards across the province follow protocols for a student’s return to sports after a 
brain injury, so-called “return-tolearn” programs aren’t so entrenched.  

They should be, said Howard Goodman, a trustee who has been a key advocate for the Toronto 
program.  

“When you break your leg, you don’t go running sprints before it’s healed. When you’ve injured your 
brain, you don’t go working it really hard until it’s healed,” he said.  

Changes to the way a student learns might need to be in place for weeks, said George Kourtis, the 
board’s health and physical education program co-ordinator.  

Lower lighting might be necessary, for example. The student might not be able to take notes or 
tests. And teachers must be made aware that they’re dealing with a brain injury because it’s not always 
obvious, Kourtis said.  

Officials are also exploring ways to improve communication and information provided about 
concussions, and to collect data, said Goodman.  

Questions about the issue at schools have followed the death of Rowan Stringer, a Grade 12 student 
at John McCrae Secondary School who was taken off life support on Sunday. Rowan had received a 
hard tackle and landed on her head and neck during a school rugby game the previous Wednesday.  

The girl’s family has said she suffered blows to the head in at least two games in the week leading 
up to her final game, though school officials apparently weren’t told and her parents didn’t know about 
one of the incidents. The family has been waiting for autopsy results that might suggest what effect the 
other blows could have had.  

Concussions are complex and challenging, partly because researchers are constantly learning more 
about how the brain works, Goodman said.  

In schools, these injuries also require a change of mindset, he said. Teachers should tell students 
who have suffered concussions to do less, and students must recognize the significance of their injury 
and take appropriate steps to heal.  

A requirement for boards to come up with policies for a student’s return to learning was part of 
legislation proposed by the provincial Liberal government in March of last year, though the bill’s 
progress stopped when the legislature was prorogued in the fall.  

The Ottawa-Carleton District School Board doesn’t have formal return-to-learn guidelines, stating 
that the effects of a concussion must be assessed on an individual basis.  

“The medical health of the student is best assessed by his or her physician. The decision about a 
student’s readiness to return to school after an injury is one that is best made by the parents after 
consultation with a medical professional,” the board stated in an email.  

The board has held presentations for parents, said Kourtis. Thousands of coaches have had training 
through partnerships with the Toronto Argonauts football team, the University of Toronto, and 
renowned neurosurgeon Charles Tator, Goodman said.  
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It’s still unclear whether the blows she sustained a few days before her last game played a role in her death, or 
whether the tackle itself and the way she landed amounted to a fatal fluke. 

The shocking death of 17-year-old Rowan Stringer after an injury in a high-school rugby game 
should make everyone involved in school sports more aware and vigilant about head injuries.  

Rugby can be chaotic and rough, and it can be difficult for coaches and other onlookers to 
see what injuries a player has sustained during a game. 

As the severe consequences of sporting injuries are becoming better understood, there’s little 
excuse for not having a rigorous and consistent policy in place to track them and prevent them.  

Sports, including contact sports, are essential for kids’ health and social skills. They’re also fun. The 
apparent rise in popularity of girls’ rugby in Ontario is a good thing. But rugby in particular can be 
chaotic and rough, and it can be difficult for coaches and other onlookers to see what injuries a player 
has sustained. And unlike hockey, which is so ingrained in the culture, Canadian schools and families 
may have less understanding of the ways players get injured in rugby.  

Players, of course, expect a few bumps and bruises. If they love the game, they’ll want to play and 
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will tend to downplay the extent of their injuries. High-school students shouldn’t be expected to 
know what’s best for them.  

The Ottawa-Carleton District School Board will review this case, but the Citizen’s reporting this week 
reveals a patchwork of training requirements for coaches and volunteers, and standards for informing 
players and parents about injury risks. This needs to change.  

The board apparently keeps no data on head injuries in school sports, training, coaching 
requirements and knowledge are often sketchy, and while advanced training is “offered” it doesn’t seem 
to be mandatory.  

Young people in general have a tendency to take risks. According to Statistics Canada, although 
young people tend to be relatively healthy overall, they are more prone to injury than older Canadians. 
And more than half of their non-medically attended injuries — bumps and bruises and even knocks on 
the head — come while playing sports. The risks of inactivity, of course, are much more dangerous in 
the long run.  

There’s a lot working against safety in the culture, and so school boards have to work extra hard to 
counter that. There are already resources available to help coaches identify the warning signs of head 
injury and take appropriate action, but training should be more consistent and mandatory.  

To that end, provincial legislation similar to the bill that died when the Liberals prorogued the 
legislature last fall might be useful. The act would have required school boards to have policies for head 
injuries and provide resources to coaches and parents.  

It’s important to remember that the Ottawa-Carleton District School Board already has guidelines 
that take a cautious approach to head injuries, and that it’s difficult to tell whether anyone could have 
prevented Rowan’s death by following the guidelines more closely.  

It’s still unclear whether the blows she reportedly sustained a few days before her last game played 
a role in her death, or whether the tackle itself and the way she landed amounted to a fatal fluke. All 
the same, greater clarity and consistency should be expected by everyone involved in kids’ sports.  

The fact that deaths from school sports are rare does not make Rowan’s death any less 
heartbreaking. A coroner’s inquest would answer more fully the circumstances of this tragedy and 
provide insights into ensuring every precaution is taken to reduce the risk of something similar 
happening to another student.  
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