University of Vermont Athletic Medicine Department

Sickle Cell Position Statement


About Sickle Cell Trait

Sickle Cell trait is a rare condition that affects the type of hemoglobin found within the red blood cell. Hemoglobin is responsible for carrying oxygen within the red blood cell. During normal daily activities, those affected by sickle cell trait show no symptoms and have no adverse health issues related to the abnormal hemoglobin. However, when stressed physically under extreme conditions (extreme heat, high level exertion in the presence of an active illness, exertion at altitude, or exertion at intensity levels greater than normally experienced by the student-athlete), the individual may begin to manifest symptoms of the disorder. Symptoms can include severe muscle cramps, dizziness, nausea, and extreme shortness of breath. If not recognized and treated relatively early, it may progress to multi organ damage and possibly sudden death. Although rare, sudden death among athletes has occurred and been linked to carrying the trait. For a variety of reasons, the condition seems to affect those aged 18-24 years of age at greater degrees than younger individuals. Although sickle cell trait is most prominent in African-Americans, and those of Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, Indian, Caribbean, and South and Central American ancestry, persons of all races and ancestry may test positive for sickle cell trait.

POLICY 
The NCAA mandates that all prospective student-athletes must be tested for sickle cell trait or show proof of a prior test. In accordance with this legislation, the University of Vermont Athletic Medicine Department mandates that all prospective student-athletes must be tested for sickle cell trait or show proof of a prior test prior to any participation in athletic related activity.

Most infants born after 1984 were tested for the sickle cell trait and therefore the documentation should be available from your family physician or pediatrician. If you can't show documentation to this test being performed at birth, you can choose to satisfy the requirement by having the screening test performed at the University of Vermont Athletic Medicine Unit during your annual pre-participation physical or get tested by your at-home physician prior to the start of school. IF THE INITIAL SCREENING TEST DOES COME BACK POSITIVE FOR SICKLE CELL, A FOLLOW UP TEST MUST BE PERFORMED TO DETERMINE IF YOU HAVE SICKLE CELL DISEASE VS. SICKLE CELL TRAIT. This follow up test will be performed AT YOUR EXPENSE. All prospective student-athletes will be educated around the topic of sickle cell and all positive student-athletes will meet with the team physician and their specific sports athletic trainer to discuss precautions that need to be undertaken due to the serious nature of the condition. In general, though, you can continue to participate in your respective sport without significant restrictions, even if you have Sickle Cell Disease. Care would be taken and restrictions imposed only if you had an active febrile infection or one that affected your respiratory system, if you were training at altitude, or in extreme weather conditions (especially heat). Ensuring adequate hydration during practice and competition, and training at reasonable exertion levels is another important factor in preventing adverse health issues.
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