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MIDDLESEX COUNTY — An emotional meeting with the families of two popular Middlesex County high 
school students, who died on the playing field last year, has prompted Assemblyman Patrick Diegnan, D-
Middlesex, to begin work on introducing legislation geared toward the prevention of sudden cardiac arrest in 
New Jersey children. 

Autopsy results made available to Gannett New 
Jersey newspapers for Kittim Sherrod, a 17-year-
old Edison High School football star who collapsed 
and died during an April 30 track practice, and 
Brandon James, a 17-year-old South Brunswick 
High School senior who collapsed and died during 
a Dec. 17 recreational basketball game, cited 
hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, a detectable but 
often symptom-less cardiovascular disease, as the 
cause of their death. 

HCM is an inherited cardiovascular disease that 
causes the cells of the heart muscle to grow 
abnormally thick, increasing a person's chance of 
dying abruptly from a violent interruption in the 
electrical activity of the heart, known as sudden 
cardiac death. 

Approximately 300 high school athletes die from 
sudden cardiac arrest annually at organized 
sporting events in the United States, according to 
a 2006 study by the American Orthopedic Society 
of Sports Medicine. 
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UNDERSTANDING HYPERTROPHIC CARDIOMYOPATHY 

Q. What is hypertrophic cardiomyopathy? 
A. HCM is characterized by an enlarged muscle inside the heart, 
which sometimes obstructs blood flow. It may be genetic, but 
often the cause is unknown. 
 
Q. How common is this condition? 
A. HCM affects one or two people out of every thousand and is 
most commonly diagnosed in teenagers and young adults. (It 
typically occurs during a period of rapid growth, which is why it 
tends to appear in adolescence.) 
 
Q. What are its symptoms? 
A. People with HCM may suffer from shortness of breath while 
exercising, dizziness, blackouts and chest pain. Some 
experience cardiac arrhythmias — abnormal heart rhythms — 
that can cause sudden death. However, some people experience 
no symptoms at all. 
 
Q. Does HCM always result in sudden death? 
A. No. Only a small number of patients with HCM, about 1 
percent to 5 percent each year, die suddenly, and certain risk 
factors are usually present. Risk factors include family members 
who have died suddenly from HCM, several instances of fainting 
in young people, a history of abnormal blood pressure while 
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Known more commonly as an "enlarged heart," HCM, which has claimed the lives of several prominent 
professional and college athletes, made headlines again last month when Chicago Bears football player 
Gaines Adams and Southern Indiana University basketball player Jeron Lewis died three days apart. 

Lewis, 21, collapsed and died on the court during a game. Adams, 26, died in his home just two weeks after 
playing in Chicago's season finale. Autopsy reports confirmed HCM as the cause of death for both athletes. 

Black Males At Risk 

HCM is the most common genetic cardiovascular disease, occurring in one out of 500 people or more than 
600,000 people in the United States. It usually surfaces during or after adolescence and is the leading cause 
of cardiac death in people under age 30. Between 1999-2006, an average of 1,565 people died annually from 
HCM, according to the Centersfor Disease Control and Prevention's registry of death certificates. 
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exercising and a history of arrhythmias along with other existing 
heart problems. 
 
Q. Who should be tested for HCM? 
A. Most doctors recommend regular screenings for any 
adolescent who has a relative with the disease, especially if the 
adolescent is an athlete whose heart muscle may be thicker than 
usual as a result of rigorous training. 
 
Q. How is HCM diagnosed? 
A. Most cases of HCM can be detected with an 
electrocardiogram, which records the electrical signals emitted 
from the heart. However, the current procedure of choice is an 
echocardiogram — basically, an ultrasound of the heart. Heart 
murmurs, abnormal "swishing'' or "whistling'' sounds made during 
the heartbeat, often go hand in hand with HCM. Experts estimate 
that 30 percent to 40 percent of HCM patients have heart 
murmurs. 
 
Q. How is HCM treated? 
A. Although no cure exists for HCM, certain drugs may help 
reduce the thickness of the enlarged muscle. Beta blockers and 
calcium channel blockers are commonly prescribed, as are anti-
arrhythmic drugs. For severe cases of HCM or those that don't 
respond to drug treatment, surgery is an option. Patients usually 
find that their symptoms disappear after surgery. Automatic 
implantable defibrillators can also help patients at greatest risk of 
sudden death. These devices contain pacemakers that emit 
electrical impulses telling the heart when to beat. If an arrhythmia 
occurs, the device "shocks'' the heart. 
 
Source: Deborah Heart and Lung Center 
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Black males are particularly at risk, accounting for about half of all HCM sudden deaths in athletes, according 
to Lisa Salberg, chief executive officer and founder of the Hibernia-based Hypertrophic Cardiomyopathy 
Association, a nonprofit advocacy group. 

Warning signs can include palpitations, racing 
heart, dizziness, lightheadedness, shortness of 
breath, fainting and chest discomfort. Those with 
HCM, a silent killer whose initial strike is often 
fatal, may have no symptoms at all. Therefore, 
Salberg said, early detection is paramount. 

The deaths of Sherrod and James, occurring 
about eight months and 16 miles apart, have 
renewed debate over whether annual physicals for 
high school students, especially those competing 
in athletics, should include cardiac evaluations. 

Cardiovascular screening for HCM may include a 
review of family medical history with a cardiologist,
DNA testing, an electrocardiogram, an 
echocardiogram and/or an MRI. Such tests can 
cost from less than $50 to more than $3,000. 

Veteran East Brunswick High School Certified 
Athletics Trainer Phil Hossler, a member of the 
National Athletic Trainers Association Hall of 
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UNDERSTANDING HYPERTROPHIC CARDIOMYOPATHY 

Q. What is hypertrophic cardiomyopathy? 
A. HCM is characterized by an enlarged muscle inside the heart, 
which sometimes obstructs blood flow. It may be genetic, but 
often the cause is unknown. 
 
Q. How common is this condition? 
A. HCM affects one or two people out of every thousand and is 
most commonly diagnosed in teenagers and young adults. (It 
typically occurs during a period of rapid growth, which is why it 
tends to appear in adolescence.) 
 
Q. What are its symptoms? 
A. People with HCM may suffer from shortness of breath while 
exercising, dizziness, blackouts and chest pain. Some 
experience cardiac arrhythmias — abnormal heart rhythms — 
that can cause sudden death. However, some people experience 
no symptoms at all. 
 
Q. Does HCM always result in sudden death? 
A. No. Only a small number of patients with HCM, about 1 
percent to 5 percent each year, die suddenly, and certain risk 
factors are usually present. Risk factors include family members 
who have died suddenly from HCM, several instances of fainting 
in young people, a history of abnormal blood pressure while 
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Fame, said the rising cost of preventative medicine and the number of uninsured Americans (47 million), 
begs the question: Who would pay for such testing? 

"The percentage of athletes this applies to is so small — it's huge when it's you or your family, there's no 
disputing that — but from an insurance company's perspective, it's like trying to empty the ocean with a Dixie 
cup," Hossler said. 

"It's a good effort, but you have to work like hell to find one (student-athlete with HCM out of more than 7.5 
million high school sports participants nationwide), and that's the thing. Insurance is just not going to pay for 
it, and doctors are not inclined to do all these EKG strips for free, especially when they've got to do them year 
after year for the fall, winter and spring seasons." 

Sherrod's grandmother, Razeenah Walker, said she does not understand how insurance companies, 
politicians or school officials can put a price on possibly saving a life with cardiac screening. 
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exercising and a history of arrhythmias along with other existing 
heart problems. 
 
Q. Who should be tested for HCM? 
A. Most doctors recommend regular screenings for any 
adolescent who has a relative with the disease, especially if the 
adolescent is an athlete whose heart muscle may be thicker than 
usual as a result of rigorous training. 
 
Q. How is HCM diagnosed? 
A. Most cases of HCM can be detected with an 
electrocardiogram, which records the electrical signals emitted 
from the heart. However, the current procedure of choice is an 
echocardiogram — basically, an ultrasound of the heart. Heart 
murmurs, abnormal "swishing'' or "whistling'' sounds made during 
the heartbeat, often go hand in hand with HCM. Experts estimate 
that 30 percent to 40 percent of HCM patients have heart 
murmurs. 
 
Q. How is HCM treated? 
A. Although no cure exists for HCM, certain drugs may help 
reduce the thickness of the enlarged muscle. Beta blockers and 
calcium channel blockers are commonly prescribed, as are anti-
arrhythmic drugs. For severe cases of HCM or those that don't 
respond to drug treatment, surgery is an option. Patients usually 
find that their symptoms disappear after surgery. Automatic 
implantable defibrillators can also help patients at greatest risk of 
sudden death. These devices contain pacemakers that emit 
electrical impulses telling the heart when to beat. If an arrhythmia 
occurs, the device "shocks'' the heart. 
 
Source: Deborah Heart and Lung Center 

 Contextual linking provided by Topix

  

Related Stories 

Edison football star's family raising awareness of heart 
condition that claimed his life | mycentraljersey.com  

Related Topics 

Sports - High School Football  

EMAIL ALERTS 

Subscribe to our Breaking News newsletters. 
View a sample 

» Go to newsletters page. 

Page 2 of 4Lawmaker, families of 2 Middlesex County students who died from sudden cardiac arrest ...

2/9/2010http://www.mycentraljersey.com/article/99999999/SPECIAL17/2070311/-1/special17/Law...



HOME NEWS SPORTS WEATHER OBITUARIES OPINION DATA UNIVERSE ENTERTAINMENT MY LIFE PHOTOS & VIDEOS BUY/SELL CUSTOMER SERVICE  

Other editions: Mobile | News Feeds | E-Newsletters | Text Alerts Find it: Jobs | Cars | Real Estate | Apartments | Weekly Deals | Coupons | Classifieds

  

SPONSORED BY: 

  

Music Movies Arts Television Theater and Dance Nightlife Arcade Pop Culture Entertainment and Living Columns

 
Comment, Blog & Share Photos
Log in | Become a member | Search people

Lawmaker, families of 2 Middlesex County students who 
died from sudden cardiac arrest talk possible legislation 

BY GREG TUFARO • STAFF WRITER • FEBRUARY 9, 2010  
 

Comments(0) Recommend Print this page E-mail this article Share Type Size A A A

  

  

Next Page
1 | 2 | 3 | 4Previous Page

1 | 2 | 3 | 4

(3 of 4)
 
"Right now my main concern is that I would never want another family to have to have this experience," 
Walker said, "and since Kittim's death, so many children have died." 

HCM Awareness Needed 

During a Jan. 28 meeting at the Home News 
Tribune in East Brunswick, Walker and James' 
parents, Karen Murray and Stuart James, implored 
Diegnan, chair of the Assembly's Education 
Committee, to sponsor a bill that would at least 
heighten HCM awareness, encourage 
cardiovascular screening and recommend that 
cardiopulmonary resuscitation training become 
part of high school health classes. 

"Someone surely is going to die of this, regardless 
of what we are going to do, but maybe not as 
many," Murray said. 

"Maybe my son's death wouldn't have to be totally 
in vain. Maybe it was a wake-up call. Maybe 
there's something that can be done for someone 
else. Maybe Brandon died so that someone else 
can live." 

Diegnan, a lifelong South Plainfield resident, 
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UNDERSTANDING HYPERTROPHIC CARDIOMYOPATHY 

Q. What is hypertrophic cardiomyopathy? 
A. HCM is characterized by an enlarged muscle inside the heart, 
which sometimes obstructs blood flow. It may be genetic, but 
often the cause is unknown. 
 
Q. How common is this condition? 
A. HCM affects one or two people out of every thousand and is 
most commonly diagnosed in teenagers and young adults. (It 
typically occurs during a period of rapid growth, which is why it 
tends to appear in adolescence.) 
 
Q. What are its symptoms? 
A. People with HCM may suffer from shortness of breath while 
exercising, dizziness, blackouts and chest pain. Some 
experience cardiac arrhythmias — abnormal heart rhythms — 
that can cause sudden death. However, some people experience 
no symptoms at all. 
 
Q. Does HCM always result in sudden death? 
A. No. Only a small number of patients with HCM, about 1 
percent to 5 percent each year, die suddenly, and certain risk 
factors are usually present. Risk factors include family members 
who have died suddenly from HCM, several instances of fainting 
in young people, a history of abnormal blood pressure while 
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recently co-sponsored a bill calling for the establishment of a New Jersey Student-Athlete Cardiac Screening 
Task Force, which former Gov. Jon Corzine signed on Jan. 17. Last August, the Senate and General 
Assembly passed a joint resolution designating the final week of May each year as "Hypertrophic 
Cardiomyopathy Awareness Week." 

After meeting with the boys' families, Diegnan said he felt those steps were both in the right direction, but 
clearly not enough. 

"It is really difficult for me to comprehend the strength and determination that the families possess," Diegnan 
said. 

"To have lost what clearly were two outstanding young men and to have the courage to really go forth and 
use their experience so that others will benefit from it is beyond admirable. It's hard to capture in words. 

"It is my intention to listen to them, listen to others and put together a proposal that is really going to address 
this problem. It is my absolute intention to introduce legislation to deal with this issue." 

Currently, no state law requires public schools to have Automated External Defibrillators on site or to include 
pupil training in their use or in the use of cardiopulmonary resuscitation. 
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exercising and a history of arrhythmias along with other existing 
heart problems. 
 
Q. Who should be tested for HCM? 
A. Most doctors recommend regular screenings for any 
adolescent who has a relative with the disease, especially if the 
adolescent is an athlete whose heart muscle may be thicker than 
usual as a result of rigorous training. 
 
Q. How is HCM diagnosed? 
A. Most cases of HCM can be detected with an 
electrocardiogram, which records the electrical signals emitted 
from the heart. However, the current procedure of choice is an 
echocardiogram — basically, an ultrasound of the heart. Heart 
murmurs, abnormal "swishing'' or "whistling'' sounds made during 
the heartbeat, often go hand in hand with HCM. Experts estimate 
that 30 percent to 40 percent of HCM patients have heart 
murmurs. 
 
Q. How is HCM treated? 
A. Although no cure exists for HCM, certain drugs may help 
reduce the thickness of the enlarged muscle. Beta blockers and 
calcium channel blockers are commonly prescribed, as are anti-
arrhythmic drugs. For severe cases of HCM or those that don't 
respond to drug treatment, surgery is an option. Patients usually 
find that their symptoms disappear after surgery. Automatic 
implantable defibrillators can also help patients at greatest risk of 
sudden death. These devices contain pacemakers that emit 
electrical impulses telling the heart when to beat. If an arrhythmia 
occurs, the device "shocks'' the heart. 
 
Source: Deborah Heart and Lung Center 
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Teaching CPR 

The New Jersey State Interscholastic Athletic Association requires all 
coaches to know CPR. The use of CPR and/or a defibrillator can be integral 
in saving the life of someone in cardiac arrest. 

According to Dr. Barry Maron, the world's foremost expert on sudden death 
in athletes who maintains a national registry of such deaths with the 
Minneapolis Heart Institute Foundation, HCM accounts for about 75 deaths 
in young athletes per year. 

Athletes comprise 20 percent of all HCM-related deaths in people under 24. 
HCM accounts for about one-third of sudden cardiac death in young athletes. 
At least 11 other cardiac abnormalities combine to cause the remaining 
deaths. 

The families of Sherrod and James, although still grieving, hope the passing 
of the Middlesex County teenagers can make an impact on other young 
lives. As a result, both families have agreed to become HCM advocates. 

"I think there's a time for me to be crying and there's a time for me to be 
speaking," said Murray, noting that she became an advocate, in part, to help 
cope with her son's death. "I guess right now I have to speak. 

"From the day that Brandon passed away, it was on my mind: How would I 
be able to ever heal from this? I don't even know if this will do it. But I know 
that if I don't do it, I certainly won't heal. 

"I'm not convinced that I still will. But that (advocacy) is the only path." 
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UNDERSTANDING HYPERTROPHIC CARDIOMYOPATHY 

Q. What is hypertrophic cardiomyopathy? 
A. HCM is characterized by an enlarged muscle inside the heart, 
which sometimes obstructs blood flow. It may be genetic, but 
often the cause is unknown. 
 
Q. How common is this condition? 
A. HCM affects one or two people out of every thousand and is 
most commonly diagnosed in teenagers and young adults. (It 
typically occurs during a period of rapid growth, which is why it 
tends to appear in adolescence.) 
 
Q. What are its symptoms? 
A. People with HCM may suffer from shortness of breath while 
exercising, dizziness, blackouts and chest pain. Some 
experience cardiac arrhythmias — abnormal heart rhythms — 
that can cause sudden death. However, some people experience 
no symptoms at all. 
 
Q. Does HCM always result in sudden death? 
A. No. Only a small number of patients with HCM, about 1 
percent to 5 percent each year, die suddenly, and certain risk 
factors are usually present. Risk factors include family members 
who have died suddenly from HCM, several instances of fainting 
in young people, a history of abnormal blood pressure while 
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