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BLESSINGS
& BATTLES
By Joe Caligiuri

Imagine for a moment 
that you’re at the top of 
your high school poten-
tial. You’re a teammate on 
a perennial high school 

powerhouse that flirts with a state 
championship every year. You’re 
playing for a future MIAA Hall of 
Fame inductee. Your friends, both 
younger and older, are commit-
ting to Division 1, 2 and 3 schools 
from Massachusetts to Califor-
nia. This is debatably 
the best high school 
girls lacrosse dynas-
ty the state of Mas-
sachusetts has ever 
seen, and your ath-
letic future is in the 
palm of your hands. 

Now imagine lay-
ing in the pitch dark, 
unable to move your 
body, with your head 
wedged between two 
rocks. No person in sight. No 
next breath guaranteed. Just you. 

Which situation would you 
prefer? Well, Maddie Walter at 
the young age of 16 already had 
lived both.

Fast forward almost four years, 
and life for Maddie has com-
pletely changed. Despite her par-
ents being told she would never 
wake up from her coma, she did. 
Despite Maddie being told she 
probably would never walk again, 
she did. And rather than falling 
victim to the fate her traumatic 
brain injury had left for her, she 
has harnessed the hidden bless-
ings within it, to forge on. 

More than three years had 
passed after Maddie’s injury 
before I had the opportunity to 
work with her. It was with a stroke 
of luck that Maddie — who played 
lacrosse for powerful Westwood 

(Mass.) High — walked through 
the doors of Stadium Perfor-
mance. Many of her former team-
mates who are now playing at 
surrounding colleges and univer-
sities are frequent participants 
of our summer programming. 
Maddie and I have common ac-
quaintances but unfortunately 
not common friends. We have a 
like-minded spirit, the ongoing 
journey for acceptance, and an 
unrelenting mission to succeed. 

As a result of the 30-foot fall 
into a bed of boulders, Maddie suf-
fers from right-side ataxia. Ataxia 
is described by the Mayo Clinic as 
a lack of muscle control or coordi-
nation of voluntary movements, 
such as walking or picking up ob-

jects. For Maddie, her 
ataxia affects various 
movements, creat-
ing difficulties with 
speech, eye move-
ment, walking, pos-
turing and smelling. 
A small insignificant 
goal for some, the pri-
mary goal for Maddie 
is to run again. 

Through endless 
therapy, triumph 

and repeated turmoil, Maddie 
pushes through all adversity and 
makes quality physical and men-
tal improvements every day. At 
Stadium Performance, she back-
squats, single-leg squats and 
deadlifts alongside her peers. In 
her dorm room, she reps out 50 
push-ups a day. And in life, she 
takes to the classroom to lecture 
students on her story, her jour-
ney, and her outlook on each. 

Behind the scenes however, a 
different battle is being fought. 
Despite her continued physical 
progress, her remarkable class-
room success and her astonish-
ing social presence, Maddie has 
struggled to maintain, reignite 
or create the strong friendships 
she once had an abundance 
of. Among the well wishes, do-
nations and prayers, very few 
friends remained. Often articulat-

ed by old friends and peers from 
afar, being friends with Maddie is 
difficult because they don’t know 
how to act around her. If they 
know her, they don’t like to com-
pare her to who she once was. If 
they have never met her, they in-
terpret her irregular walking and 
posturing as unapproachable or 
socially awkward. Simply put, old 
friends have abandoned her, and 
potential new friends continue to 
judge her. 

If I’ve learned one thing 
through sports, it’s to never un-
derestimate the strength of a 
teammate or the will to win of an 
unknown opponent. Maddie has 
reminded me of several forgetta-
ble blessings and facts of life. On 
behalf of Maddie and all traumat-
ic brain injury survivors, I would 
like to share them with you. 

First and foremost, show 
compassion for people, not sym-
pathy. Don’t try to place your-

selves in their shoes; rather stay 
in your own. Empower, embrace 
and enrich your time spent with 
people that possess any disabil-
ity. By allowing them to be real 
in their own skin while you are 
authentic in yours, a beneficial 
friendship will remain.

Secondly, you’re neither a 
judge nor a jury. You do not have 
the right to observe, interpret 
and assume someone else’s situ-
ation. Instead, insert conversa-
tion through face-to-face social-
ization. Observe, approach, ask 
and listen. Maddie loves to talk, 
and I love to listen. This recipe 
yields an animated friendship 
that any person would enjoy.

Lastly, and most importantly, 
be the friend that your friend 
wants you to be. Every relation-
ship possesses dynamics that 
are unique to the friendship you 
share. For some, I’m a mentor; 
for others, however, I’m a big 
brother, uncle or second father. 
If any person befriends you, it’s 
because they find value in the 
life you lead and how it will com-
pliment their own. It’s a mutual-
ly beneficial understanding that 
creates infinite emotional power. 

With Maddie, I’m her 
strength coach but also her big-
gest believer.

Joe Caligiuri (MS, ATC, CSCS) is director of 
sports performance and medicine at Stadium 
Performance in Dedham, Mass., and has served 
as an athletic trainer with the NHL’s Los Angeles 
Kings, NFL’s New England Patriots and at Boston 
College. Check out spstrengthcoach.com.
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Nutrition supplements are a 
multi-billion dollar industry, 
which might seem less sur-
prising once you know that 
more than 76 percent of all 

U.S. adults (more than 170 million people) 
take at least one. Last year, Americans spent 
more than $43 billion on supplements, with 
roughly $5.6 billion going toward sports-
specific products.

Each year the number of 
new supplements seems to 
grow, but with so many on 
the market, how do we know 
which ones are safe, effective 
and worth the investment? 
This column will detail how to 
be a smart supplement shop-
per and review some of the 
most popular sports products, 
but first, let’s cover the basics.

Defining supplements
Supplements are vitamins, minerals, 

herbs, botanicals, amino acids and en-
zymes used to ensure nutritional adequa-
cy or reduce the risk of disease. In sports, 
supplements often are used to increase 
muscle mass and improve speed and en-
durance. Supplements are not the same 
as drugs, which are intended to treat, 
prevent or cure disease and are regulated 
by the Food and Drug Administration. 
This means supplements should never 
make disease-specific claims, for example 
“treats heart disease” or “prevents cancer.” 

Safety, efficacy, interactions
Because supplements are not regulated 

by the FDA, they are not tested for effective-
ness or safety by an overarching regulatory 
body. Manufacturers are responsible for 

testing their products for safety before they 
hit the market, but many times, consumers 
don’t have access to that information. With-
out data on the quality or type of safety test-
ing for supplements, we might not know 
all the side effects or possible interactions 
with other medications we take. Many sup-
plements also contain a mixture of ingre-
dients, but often, only one ingredient has 

been studied for safety or effi-
cacy. Therefore, when you take 
the combination, you cannot 
always know how it will react 
together or with other medica-
tions/supplements. When in 
doubt, always err on the safe 
side and talk to a doctor or reg-
istered dietitian before starting 
a new supplement.

They’re not a replacement
As the name implies, sup-

plements are not intended to replace a food 
group — instead they are meant to comple-
ment the diet and make you whole where 
you might be lacking. Many times when we 
extract a nutrient from the food(s) it origi-
nated from, we often don’t see the same 
benefit, and that’s because there are many 
more advantages to consuming a whole 
food rather than just a single nutrient. For 
example, many fruits contain antioxidants, 
a substance that is often extracted and giv-
en in high-dose pill forms, but when you eat 
a whole fruit you also get vitamins, minerals 
and fiber, and together all of those things 
are healthier than just a single element. 

More is not better
Finally, it’s important to remember 

that most vitamins, minerals and proteins 
are only needed in specific quantities by 

the body, so taking more will lead to ben-
efits only if you were previously deficient 
(which most people in the U.S. are not). 
Many people have the mindset that if tak-
ing one of something is good, then two 
will be better. This is not the case with 
supplements and can lead to overdoses, 
negative side effects and, in some cases, 
toxicity and death. For most supplements 
if you take more than you need, the excess 
will be excreted in your urine, but others 
get stored and can build up to toxic levels. 
To avoid having very expensive urine or 
potentially dangerous side effects, always 
contact your doctor or a registered dieti-
tian before starting new supplements. 

Becoming a smart consumer
Now that we know some general infor-

mation on supplements, let’s talk about 
how you can pick the right ones for you. 
For help with this segment, we talked 
to Anthony from Gobignutrition.com. 
Anthony has a background in nutraceu-
ticals, so he knows the science behind 
supplements, but as the VP of a nutri-
tion supplement company, he also has a 
lot of helpful tips on how to find the best 
product for your needs. To get us started 
as smart shoppers, Anthony has three 
simple recommendations: 

1. Set goals. As an athlete, do you need 
to improve speed, strength or endurance? 
Are you planning to run a marathon or 
are you starting a wrestling season? Not 
all supplements are right for every sport 
and every athlete, so make sure you know 
what you are working toward before you 
buy something you don’t need.

2. Do your research. Not all supple-
ments will help you meet your goals, so 
make educated choices. Not sure where 

to start? Talking to a registered dietitian is 
a good idea. You also can look online for 
research, but be wary of your sources. Try 
to focus on non-commercial sites (such as 
NIH, FDA, USDA) rather than distributors 
or sellers who might be biased.

3. Finally, be reasonable. Don’t fall for 
claims that are too good to be true or make 
outrageous promises. If a supplement offers 
a quick fix, it’s likely bogus. As all athletes 
know, building muscle, speed and endur-
ance takes time and hard work, so don’t fall 
for anything promising overnight results. 
Be wary of supplements that draw their 
results from only one study, or that make 
overly simplistic statements about compli-
cated topics. Finally, watch out for terms 
such as “natural,” “totally safe” or “no side 
effects” — these terms do not actually mean 
that a product is safe or has been tested as 
such. If you’re looking for quality, try buy-
ing supplements with a USP verified label. 
This label means the product was tested 
to ensure it contains the ingredients listed 
at the declared potency/amount, does not 
contain harmful contaminants, will break 
down and release within the time described, 
and has been made with safe, sanitary and 
good manufacturing practices. You also can 
look for labels with “GMP” or “CGMP” (Cur-
rent Good Manufacturing Practices), which 
ensures that a product is manufactured, pre-
pared and stored properly and meets cer-
tain quality standards.

Sarah Gilbert, MS, RD, LDN, is a registered dietitian who 
earned her master’s in nutrition from Boston University. 
Sarah is the nutrition coach for RPM Athlete Performance 
and helps athletes optimize performance and wellness  
and reduce risk of injury through nutrition. For more 
information, visit rpmathlete.com.
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Athletes need knowledge to navigate supplements

Here are some of the most popular 
sports supplements on the market 

and what the research really says:

Creatine
 Helps provide quick energy to 

muscles for short burst of activity� 
 Research shows it’s most beneficial 

for high-intensity, intermittent, anaerobic 
exercise such as weight lifting�
 Not helpful for long-distance or 

endurance sports such as running�
 Limited safety concerns if taken at 

typical doses (loading dose of 20 grams/day 
for up to 7 days and maintenance doses of 
3-5 grams/day for up to 12 weeks)�
 Can cause weight gain (due to water 

retention), dehydration, diarrhea, nausea 
and muscle cramps if taken in excess� 

Caffeine 
 Probably one of the least well-

regulated supplements since it is avail-
able in everyday products such as coffee, 
tea and energy drinks� 
 Can reduce feelings of tiredness, pain 

and fatigue and in some studies improved 
performance in continuous and intermit-
tent endurance/long-duration sports (such 
as running, soccer, basketball)� 
 Not recommend above 400-500 

milligrams/day (for reference, one 
8-ounce cup of coffee has about 95 mil-
ligrams) �
 Side effects range from mild 

(insomnia, restlessness, nausea) to severe 
(vomiting, rapid heart rate, arrhythmia 
and even death) if doses reach or exceed 
10-14 grams of pure caffeine�
 Never buy pure caffeine powder 

and look at all labels (sports supplements 
and coffee/energy drinks) to make sure 
you don’t exceed the 400-500-milligram 
limit per day� 

Protein
 From a sports perspective, it is most 

helpful for optimizing muscle recovery/
repair after exercise� 
 Protein supplements have become 

very popular for both pre- and post-work-
outs, but before you start taking them, 
it’s important to know a few things about 
what protein can and can’t do for us and 
how much we really need per day� 
 First and foremost, consuming 

protein does not build muscle — only 
resistance training can do that� 
 Protein is not the body’s preferred 

energy source (carbohydrates and fats are)�
 Most people already eat more 

protein than they need� Athletes training 
at the highest level (think professional or 
Olympic level) don’t need more than 1�5-2 
grams per kilogram of body weight per 
day (g/kg/day)� For a 150-pound man, 

that would be a max of 102-136 grams/
day� When you factor in protein from foods 
(eggs, meats, dairy, nuts, beans, etc�), most 
people already are getting more than they 
need, so adding supplements can put them 
well over their daily requirement� 
 For optimal muscle repair, athletes 

need a mix of both carbohydrate (about 
30 grams) and protein (about 20 grams) 
to properly repair muscle and replace 
glycogen stores� This can be achieved with 
a protein supplement (bar or powder), 
but don’t forget the carbohydrate�
 There are few risks of dangerous 

side effects from over-consumption, but 
extremely high levels over an extended 
period of time can damage the kidneys�

BCAA
 Branched chain amino acids 

are three of the essential amino acids 
(leucine, isoleucine and valine)� They are 

unique because they can be oxidized in 
the muscle for fuel� 
 Often marketed for pre- and 

post-workout, to help reduce muscle 
breakdown during exercise and promote 
muscle synthesis after� 
 Research shows some benefits 

prior to exercise with regards to muscle 
damage in both endurance and strength 
training athletes� Less evidence to sup-
port post-exercise supplementation in 
endurance athletes specifically�
 Debate exists about using BCAA 

over whole protein sources, which already 
contain BCAA� For example, whey protein 
contains sufficient amounts of BCAA, so 
there might be no additional benefit to 
consuming extra supplements� 
 BCAA are safe to use — most 

supplements range from 6-14 grams with 
a ratio of leucine:valine:isoleucine of 2 or 
3:1:1� — SARAH GILBERT

n  After traumatic accident, 
Maddie Walter offers lesssons 
of perseverance, friendship

 Maddie Walter played lacrosse  
for powerhouse Westwood before 
suffering her traumatic accident. 
Now, through endless therapy,  
Walter (left) is making physical and  
mental improvements every day.


