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NEWS RELEASE 
 

School board special meeting about July 26 student swimming accident 
 
FAIRBANKS— The Fairbanks North Star Borough Board of Education held a special meeting Monday, August 5, 
about the July 26 swimming accident that required three West Valley High School students to be rushed to the 
hospital. School Board President Wendy Dominique shared the following statement at the meeting. 
 
“Thank you to the parents and others who came out tonight to provide testimony and voice concerns.  We are very 
concerned about the incident that occurred with the West Valley High School football team. This a top priority for 
the school board. 
 
We know this is a difficult time for students, staff, and parents, and we appreciate everyone’s patience as we 
gather information to ensure the safety and well-being of our students.  This is an emotional matter for all of us.  
We appreciate everyone who has contacted the school board.  Your communication is of utmost importance to this 
Board. 
 
We are a community that cares deeply for our students.  We will do everything we can to ensure their health and 
safety. We continue to gather information and will complete the process as soon as possible.” 
 
The inquiry into the event is still underway, but the Fairbanks North Star Borough School District can share the 
following information. 
  
The Activity 
  
West Valley football scheduled a three-day pre-season conditioning event for July 25, 26, and 27, 2019. The football 
season officially began on July 31. Any preseason activities are voluntary and cannot be required to be a part of the 
team per Alaska School Activities Association and the FNSBSD. All local schools with football programs do 
preseason activities open to anyone interested in playing football. However, there are indications that the coach 
told players that this event was mandatory. 
  
The first day of the event included field work. A conditioning event was scheduled to take place on the second day 
from 6 pm – 9 pm at the University of Alaska Fairbanks Patty Pool. There were approximately 39 players at the pool 
on day two. In addition to the head coach, six assistant coaches were in attendance. A lifeguard was provided by 
Patty Pool. 
  
During this event, students had difficulty performing the exercises and three required serious medical attention 
and were transported to Fairbanks Memorial Hospital by ambulance. 
  
The Response 
  
WVHS Principal Sarah Gillam was immediately notified and responded to the hospital Friday night. 
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Fortunately, all students were released from the hospital. One student was released on Saturday, July 27, a second 
was released on Sunday, July 28, and the third was released on Tuesday, July 30. 
  
The district has $25,000 per student available through an insurance policy for accidental injuries that occur during 
student activities. It is a secondary benefit available after families have exhausted any personal health insurance 
they may have. This would cover physical injuries, but would not include counseling benefits. 
  
Crisis counseling was made available immediately the next day and on the following Monday as many people were 
understandably upset by this event. In addition to the immediate crisis counseling that was provided, out of 
concern for the well-being of the students, the district is providing reimbursement for up to six counseling sessions 
if the involved families feel that is appropriate for their child. This is being coordinated through Risk Management. 
  
As is the district’s usual policy when injuries occur during student activities, Risk Management was notified. They 
have been gathering information so the district can fully understand what happened during this event. 
  
WVHS Football Season 
  
Head Coach Roy Hessner submitted his resignation to Principal Gillam on Saturday, July 27. The coaches that were 
involved in the planning and supervision of the conditioning event, including two who are parents of student 
participants in the pool activity, are not currently coaching the team. 
  
Superintendent Karen Gaborik suspended West Valley pre-season football activities due to the seriousness of the 
incident. Regular season activities began on Wednesday, July 31 with a student and parent football meeting. The 
first official practice for the team was held immediately afterwards. 
  
Norm Davis has been selected as acting head coach. Norm is a teacher at University Park Elementary and has 
helped coach football and wrestling at West Valley for many years. Principal Gillam will hire a permanent head 
coach as soon as Superintendent Gaborik gives her approval to do so. We are hopeful that she will be able to move 
forward with hiring a full-time permanent football staff in the near future.  
  
Next Steps 
 
“I truly appreciate everybody’s patience with the information gathering process,” said Superintendent Gaborik. 
“With the large number of people involved in this event, including the 42 players and the coaching staff, it takes 
time to conduct interviews.” 
 
Once the inquiry is complete, Superintendent Gaborik will review the recommendations and make decisions about 
how the district will move forward with regard to pre-season activities for all sports. Also under consideration will 
be the safety of activities not normally within the realm of a particular activity. 
 
We will continue to provide updates to the community as information becomes available that we are able to share. 
 
For more information contact: Sharice Walker, Public Relations Director, (907) 452-2000 Ext. 11438, 
sharice.walker@k12northstar.org 
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