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Coaches Are First Line of Defense for Back Injuries  

Most back injuries for young athletes involve ligament sprains or muscle strains, 

many of which originate from poor body mechanics, lack of proper conditioning 

and insufficient stretching. Coaches can learn how to identify some of the more 

common injuries and help their athletes avoid them going forward.

“Proper treatment of athletic injuries should always include 

an evaluation by a medical professional, but many times 

coaches are in position to make preliminary observations,” 

explains Todd Wasilewski, PT, MBA, Cert. MDT, physical 

therapist at Saint Francis Medical Center. “It is important 

for the athlete’s long-term health that they not rush back 

into full participation before the injury sufficiently heals.”

Initial treatment for back strains often includes rest, ice and the minimal 

use of pain relievers. Heat is a common treatment tool for muscle spasms. 

Returning to participation while still favoring an injury can generate 

subsequent injuries elsewhere in the body, and back injuries are no different.

Stingers, which are common in football and wrestling, involve injuries to 

the nerves in the neck and shoulders. While typically a minor injury with 

symptoms that subside in a short period of time, stingers produce painful 

electrical sensations that can recur if not properly treated. This can lead to 

persistent pain or even longer-term weakness in the arms. If both arms have 

symptoms at the same time, it is possible that a more severe spinal cord 

injury has occurred.

“Each subsequent stinger can result in continued impairment, including 

muscle weakness,” Wasilewski says. “It is crucial that the athlete 

(continued on back)

Todd Wasilewski, PT, 

MBA, Cert. MDT



Stretching Is a Useful Tool in 

Preventing Back Injuries

It is no coincidence that the exercises  

most effective in rehabilitating back  

injuries are the same as those 

recommended for preventing them in the 

first place. The primary difference is a 

prerequisite of adequate rest following an 

injury to begin the recovery process.

“Rehabilitating back injuries focuses 

on strengthening the core muscles 

in the abdomen and back, as well as 

increasing flexibility in the trunk and lower 

extremities,” says Todd Wasilewski, PT, 

MBA, Cert. MDT, physical therapist at 

Saint Francis Medical Center. “We have 

seen where coaches who encourage their 

athletes to invest in preventive exercises 

and conditioning deal with fewer back 

injuries during the season.”

Student athletes often are more interested 

in lifting weights, running or perfecting 

sport-specific techniques than stretching; 

yet stretching is perhaps the single most 

important tool in preventing back injuries.

“Stretching the hamstrings, hip flexors and 

glutes, and the postural muscles in the 

back for at least 30 seconds a few times 

per day can reduce tension in the lower 

back,” Wasilewski says. “This holds true 

regardless of how good of shape the athlete 

is in or which sport they play.”

For more information, please call the Sports 

Medicine team at Saint Francis Medical 

Center at 573-331-5153.

communicate all information regarding their injury to the medical team, even 

if the initial symptoms disappeared quickly. In some cases, stingers can lead 

to permanent nerve damage if undiagnosed and untreated.”

For more information on the treatment of back and neck injuries, please call 

the Sports Medicine team at Saint Francis Medical Center at 573-331-5153.

Easy Exercises to Prevent Back Injuries 

Here are some exercises designed to reduce the risk of back injury  

by increasing strength and flexibility:

Hamstrings

•	 Sit on the floor with your back straight.

•	 Extend one leg straight out in front of you with the foot flexed and toes 

pointing up.

•	 Bend the opposite leg so the knee points out to the side and the bottom of 

the foot rests against the inner thigh of the straight leg.

•	 Bend forward from the hip as far as possible; keep your chest out and 

avoid rounding your back.

•	 Hold for 30 seconds and repeat 3-4 times per leg.

Quadriceps

•	 Stand and touch wall or stationary object for balance. Grasp top ankle or 

forefoot behind. Pull ankle or forefoot to rear end.

•	 Straighten hip by moving knee backward. Hold stretch. Repeat with 

opposite side.

Lower Back Stretch

•	 Lie supine on floor or mat. Raise both knees and grasp back of thighs 

behind knees.

•	 Pull knees toward shoulders, allowing hips to be raised farther off floor.  

Hold stretch.

Abdominal Crunches

•	 Lie on your back with your knees bent and feet on the floor.

•	 Lift your head and chest until you feel your abdominal muscles tighten,  

and hold for a few seconds.

Planks

•	 Lie face-down on the floor, resting on your elbows.

•	 Lift up your body so that all of your weight is on your elbows and toes.

•	 Keep you back straight, hold for a few seconds and relax. 

For more information on appropriate exercises, please call the Sports Medicine 

team at Saint Francis Medical Center at 573-331-5153.

(continued from front)


