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Ryan Straschnitzki 

It was just a few steps – an action 

most of us take for granted. But for 

20-year-old Ryan Straschnitzki, 

those steps were a major 

milestone. They brought him 

closer to his goal of being able to 

walk again.  

A Life-Changing Tragedy 

Mr. Straschnitzki’s life changed 

forever in April 2018. The young 

Alberta defenceman played junior 

hockey for the Humboldt Broncos 

in Saskatchewan. He was seriously 

injured when his team bus crashed. 

“All of a sudden I hear a scream 

from the front of the bus and a 

semi truck pulled out in front of 

us... I woke up and my back was 

against the semi,” he recalled of 

that horrible day. “I saw my 

teammates... and my first instinct 

was to get up and help but I 

couldn’t move my body.” 

Mr. Straschnitzki was thrown from 

the bus. He most likely landed 

head-first. That caused severe 

damage to his spinal cord. He was 

paralyzed from the chest down. 

A Big Step Forward 

In early November, Mr. 

Straschnitzki and his father 

traveled 12,000 kilometres to 

Thailand. Why? So the hockey 

player could have experimental 

spinal surgery that’s not available 

in Canada. Doctors implanted an 

electrical stimulation device in his 

spinal column.  

The spinal cord is like a strong 

fiber optic network. It carries 

electrical messages from the brain 

to the limbs. When the network 

breaks down due to an injury or 

other cause, the messages are 

interrupted. That means the limbs 

don’t work. But the implant 

stimulates electricity in the spinal 

cord. It can help send disrupted 

messages to the brain.  

The surgery’s effect on 

Mr. Straschnitzki was dramatic. A 

video taken after the operation 

shows him taking steps. He’s using 

a walker. A therapist stabilizes his 

knees and ankles. 

The treatment isn’t a cure-all. Mr. 

Straschnitzki will likely always 

need to use aids to walk. Still, it is 

major progress. In time, he might 

be able to stand on his own. He 

may regain some movement. He 

may also increase his muscle mass, 

and strengthen parts of his body 

that have been immobile. 

No Time For Self-Pity 

Getting to that point will be hard 

work. However, if anyone is up to 

the task, it’s Mr. Straschnitzki. 

Since the accident, he has proven 

that he won’t let the tragedy rule 

his life or destroy his optimism. In 

fact, right after the crash, he was 

already planning his return to 

hockey, his dad recalls. 

“He just looked at [us]... and goes, 

‘well, I’m gonna get onto the 

Olympic sledge hockey team,’” 

Tom Straschnitzki said. “He’s an 

amazing kid.” 

As soon as he could after the 

accident, the hockey player began 

doing push-ups and pull-ups with a 

therapist’s help. Then, in June 

2018, he spent a month at a 

hospital in Philadelphia. He had 

two physiotherapy sessions a day. 
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He also had occupational therapy 

and psychological counselling. As 

he rebuilt his upper body, he 

learned to transfer himself from his 

wheelchair to a car. In just weeks, 

he could get into a hockey sledge 

to start practicing. 

His mother Michelle wasn’t 

surprised by his rapid progress. 

She attributes it to his strong will 

and the spirit he has shown as a 

talented hockey player.  

“There’s so much to work for,” her 

son has said. “Keep a positive 

attitude. I know it sounds cliché, 

but it’ll take you a long way. It’s 

only been five months. But look 

where I am now thanks to my 

attitude and the people around 

me.” 

Gratitude 

Since the surgery in Thailand, Mr. 

Straschnitzki has been able to 

control his core. His balance has 

improved. He can move his legs on 

his own to a limited extent. 

He still faces five weeks of hard, 

daily physical therapy. He must 

learn new skills to control his 

movements before he can fly 

home. He says he’s looking 

forward to the challenge.  

“I’m very grateful for the way I am 

today. It could be a lot worse than 

it is,” he says. “I [think about] my 

teammates who aren’t... here. I set 

goals for myself. I surround myself 

with good support groups.” 

A Goal To Shoot For 

So what’s next for Mr. 

Straschnitzki? Training camp! He 

recently made Alberta’s para‑ice 

hockey team. Now he’s got the 

2022 Winter Paralympics in his 

sights. 

“I know it’s a lofty goal,” he says. 

“If I don’t make it at least I can say 

that I tried my best. That’s all I can 

do.”  

 

 

 

The Humboldt Tragedy 

On April 6, 2018, a bus carrying the Humboldt Broncos hockey team slammed into the side 

of a semi-trailer truck at an intersection in Saskatchewan. Sixteen people died in the 

accident. Thirteen were seriously injured. The inexperienced truck driver had failed to yield 

at a flashing stop sign. He was charged with 16 counts of dangerous operation of a motor 

vehicle causing death and 13 counts of causing serious bodily injury. He pleaded guilty and 

got eight years in prison. 

The crash made news across North America. It prompted condolences from public figures, 

vigils, and tributes. A crowdfunding campaign raised more than $15 million, a national 

record. 

 

 

 

 

attribute: to say that something is because of something 

cliché: a trite or obvious remark 

condolences: expressions of sympathy 

lofty: having or displaying great dignity or nobility 

occupational therapy: treatment that helps people with 

physical or mental problems learn the activities of daily life 

optimism: the feeling or belief that good things will happen in 

the future 

physiotherapy:  the treatment of a disease or an injury of the 

muscles or joints with massage, exercises, heat, etc. 

stimulate: to make a part of someone’s body grow or become 

more active 

tribute: something done to show respect and admiration 

vigil: a period of time, especially at night, when people stay in 

a place to wait for something or to show their support 
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On The Lines   

Answer the following in complete sentences: 

1. Where and when did a tragic accident occur involving the Humboldt Broncos junior hockey team?   

 

 

2. How many people lost their lives in the accident? How many were injured?   

 

 

3. Describe the injuries suffered by Ryan Straschnitzki in the accident.   

 

 

4. What did Ryan Straschnitzki announce he wanted to do shortly after the accident?   

 

 

5. Describe Mr. Straschnitzki’s recovery after the accident. What did he do to regain strength and fitness?  

 

 

  

6. Explain how the spinal column works.   

 

 

 

7. In which country did Ryan Straschnitzki recently undergo experimental surgery?   

 

 

 

8. Describe the surgery that doctors recently performed on Ryan Straschnitzki.   

 

 

 

9. In what ways did the experimental surgery help Ryan Straschnitzki?   
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Between The Lines 

An inference is a conclusion drawn from evidence. A plausible inference is supported by evidence in the article and is 

consistent with known facts outside of the article. 

What inferences can you draw from the fact that Ryan Straschnitzki traveled 12,000 kilometres to Thailand for 

experimental spinal surgery that is not yet available in Canada?  Explain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Just Talk About It  

1. As you see it, what adjectives best describe Ryan Straschnitzki? Give reasons to explain your choices.  

 

 

 

 

2. What text-to-self, text-to-text, and text-to-world connections can you make to this article? How do these 

connections help you to better understand this story? Explain.  

 

 

 

 

3. If you could meet Ryan Straschnitzki, what would you like to say to him? Explain.  
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Quiz 

A. Write the letter that corresponds to the best answer on the line beside each question:  

______  1. How many members of the Humboldt Broncos hockey team lost their lives in April 2018? 

 a) 7 b) 13 

 c) 16 d) 23 

______  2. In which country did Ryan Straschnitzki undergo a back operation? 

 a) Thailand b) Cambodia 

 c) Japan d) United States 

______  3. What is Ryan Straschnitzki’s next big hockey objective? 

 a) to coach the Humboldt Broncos b) to play on Alberta’s para-hockey team 

 c) to play for Canada’s para-hockey team d) to coach in the NHL 

B. Mark the statements T (True) or F (False). If a statement is True, write one important fact to support it on the line 

below. If a statement is False, write the words that make it true on the line below.  

______  4. True or False? The driver who caused the Humboldt Broncos crash was not charged. 

______  5. True or False? Last June Mr. Straschnitzki underwent physiotherapy at an Arizona hospital. 

______  6. True or False? The surgery Ryan Straschnitzki had in early November was not successful. 

C. Fill in the blanks to complete each sentence.   

7. Ryan Straschnitzki is paralyzed from the _______________________ down. 

8. The spinal cord carries messages from the _______________________ to the muscles. 

9. After his surgery, Mr. Straschnitzki spent _______________________ weeks doing physical therapy. 

D. Respond to the following question in paragraph form. (Use a separate sheet of paper if necessary.) 

Ryan Straschnitzki is an incredible role model for Canadians of all ages and abilities. What evidence from the article 

can you provide to support this statement?  
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