Kleinknecht v. Gettysburg College
In Kleinknecht v. Gettysburg College,
 the Third Circuit held that a special relationship existed between a university and its recruited athletes.  The court found that the defendant had recruited the plaintiff lacrosse player for its own benefit, hoping that the success of its intercollegiate athletic program would result in favorable publicity and increased applications from potential students.

Applying Pennsylvania law, the court concluded, “The College owed Drew a duty of care in his capacity as an inter-collegiate athlete engaged in school-sponsored intercollegiate athletic activity for which he had been recruited.”
  Thus, a university has an affirmative obligation to use reasonable care to protect its recruited athletes from foreseeable harm and may be liable for negligent action or inaction in connection with the operation of its intercollegiate athletics program.

The Kleinknecht case involved allegations of negligent emergency medical assistance procedures and first aid treatment administered to an athlete who collapsed and died from cardiac arrest during a varsity lacrosse practice.  The decedent had no medical history of heart problems and had been medically cleared to play lacrosse by both a team physician and his family physician.  An autopsy failed to discover any heart abnormality.  The decedent collapsed while participating in a drill, but his cardiac arrest was not caused by contact with another player or any playing equipment.

Although decedent’s heart attack was unforeseeable under the circumstances, the court held that the possibility of severe and life-threatening injury is reasonably foreseeable during contact sports.
  As a result, the reasonableness of the college’s emergency response plan and first aid treatment were questions of fact for consideration by a jury.  The team’s coaches were present during the practice but were not certified in cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR).  No trainer attended practice, and the nearest telephone was approximately 200 to 250 yards away from the practice field.  The facts were disputed regarding the time lapse between decedent’s collapse and the beginning of CPR as well as whether reasonable measures would have prevented his death.

The Kleinknecht case does not hold that a university sponsoring intercollegiate athletics has a legal duty to have a certified athletic trainer present at all games, practices, and training sessions.
  But Kleinknecht does require a university to have an appropriate medical emergency response plan as well as provide reasonable emergency care to injured athletes.
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