
 
Context from ESPN-W 
Great narrative journalism has long been about helping us to understand universal truths 
of the world by grounding big ideas in the 
stories of real people. I believe that the way we 
tell these stories can very literally change the 
way we experience the world. If only boys and 
men are central characters within complicated 
subjects, then male stories are universal, while 
girls’ and women’s stories remain singular, 
peculiar. Women’s stories the exception; men’s 
stories the rule. 

• When, where and how do you tell the stories 
of your athletes? Your season? Of sports? 

• What are some sports stories you can recall 
that include a female subject?  

Consider the title 
The death by suicide of Madison Hollaran raised a lot of questions about mental health on 

college campuses. And it got the author, Megan Fagan wanting 
to understand "What Made Maddy Run."  

•The title of this book explores why college athletes, 
like Maddy, sometimes find it hard to seek help for 
anxiety or depression. What significance does the title 
hold for you? How else do you interpret its meaning? 

What Made Maddy Run: The Secret Struggles and Tragic Death of an All-American Teen.  
by Kate Fagan

Two lessons or ideas you gained from 
this book/want to discuss: 

1. 

2. 

What is the HOPE in reading a book like “What Made Maddy Run? Is there? 

I don’t think enough people realize that 
suicide is something that is cumulative, and 
there are certain catalysts. And in our 
storytelling, we often need to find one specific 
reason. It’s much more complicated and 
you’re never going to boil it down to a single 
headline. P 285

“It’s about reframing the 
suicide story to be about 
the person’s life, not just 
about their death. P 289



The Mental AND Physical…Mental vs. Physical p 51

As a youngster, Maddy dropped competitive tennis in favor of soccer. When asked why, 
she said she did’t want to play an individual sports. She spent enough time inside her 
own head—thoughts bouncing around, sharpening inside her mind—that playing tennis 
felt too isolating. The sport was as much mental and physical…where tennis could trap 
you inside your own mind, soccer was open, even freeing.

• How do our sports get athletes out of their own head?  
• For those of us who coach individual sports, what are helpful tools to get our athletes 

out of their head? 
• Do some kids need to be in their head more?

The work of athletics 
“Over and over again, we hear from D1 
athletes that their sport become a job—with 
time commitments with demands, with 
expectations or performance. And nothing 
turns enjoyment into dread faster than 
obligation.” P 64 
• To what extent do our sports feel like a job. 

Is that necessarily a bad thing? 
• Does obligation turn enjoyment into dread? 

Explicit and Implicit Messaging 
“The Northern Highlands coaches, 
teachers, and students all knew 
Madison before she started high 
school…It was partly because of how 
Maddy distinguished herself 
athletically, academically and socially. 
People saw her as someone with 
endless promise. She was supposed to 
make varsity as a freshman, gets 
straight As and generally rule the 
school.” p 52 

•Is this how we as coaches, teachers, 
counselors and administrators 
view young people?  

•Are we indirectly sending these 
messages to others?

“I was embarrassed about having to see someone. I told no one I was doing this. I felt weak. 
The saving grace was that I was spared the discomfort—unfortunately, that’s how it would have 
felt to me then—of waking across campus and into the building that housed counseling 
services. Everything I did, except for attending classes, was within the silo of the athletic 
department: lift, practice, study, train, eat—even worship. This was my safe space, my comfort 
zone. And guess what? There was no counseling center, no psychologist’s office, within the 
athletic department building. The clear message: needing a psychologist is abnormal.”  
         —Kate Fagan, the author. P 80 

If we only wanted to be happy, it would be 
easy; but we want to be happier than other 
people, and that is almost always difficult, 
since we think them happier than they are.  
                                           —Montesquieu 

Madison started going to church at Penn…She never did that in high school…Yeah, she 
started going during the fall semester….I don’t know she just said that she felt 
comforted by it; that helped her. P 297



Other Quotes/Points of Discussion  
• Maddy was addicted to progress, to the idea that her life would move in one vector—always 

forward, always improving—as opposed to the hills and valleys, the sideways and backward and 
upside down, that adults eventually learn to accept as more closely resembling reality. Maddy 
was not unique in feeling this way. P 73  

• I had this discussion with student-athletes, but the sentiment could have applied to much of the 
campus population. According to pretty much every study conducted over the past five years, 
levels of empathy among college-age students is plummeting. The University of Michigan 
conducted a study in 2014 that found that college kids are 40% less empathetic that they were 
just twenty years before. P 83  

• In 2014, the American College Health Association surveyed nearly 20,000 student-athletes. 
Some 28% of female student-athletes and 21% of males reported feeling depressed, while 48% 
of female student-athletes and 31% of males reported feeling anxious. Approximately 14% said 
they had seriously considered suicide, with 6% saying they attempted it. P 85 
NB: it might be worth comparing these numbers with the overall population of college age 
students.  

• The article “The Decline of Play and the Rise of Pathology” by Peter Gray from the American 
Journal of Play cites the work of psychologist Jean Twenge who discussed how too many kids are 
chasing goals over which they have minimal control. Gray writes: 

 Developing competence to an activity that one enjoys, making friends, finding    
 meaning in life, and pursuing a heartfelt religious path are examples of intrinsic    
 goals. Getting high grades in school, making lots of money, achieving high status,    
 and looking good to others are examples of extrinsic goals. Twenge argues     
 convincingly that there has been a continual shift away from intrinsic toward    
 extrinsic values in the culture at large and among young people in particular,    
 promoted in part by the mass marketing of consumer goods for television and other   
 media. She refers also to evidence of the pursuit of extrinsic goals at the expense of    
 intrinsic goals correlates with anxiety and depression. It seems reasonable that this    
 would be true. P 120 

• In the past few years, I’ve spent almost as much time constructing and maintaining my online 
self as I have my real, human self. I’ve certainly spent more time on Instagram exercising my 
image than I have in the gym exercising my body. P 139  

• The late Maurice Boyd delivered a sermon entitled “The Fine Art of Being Imperfect.” To make 
his point about the varying human responses to imperfection, Boyd uses three examples: 
Waterford crystal, pottery and oriental rugs. The Irish pastor’s message asks a single question: In 
which way do we view imperfection? P 202-203  
Respond 

• Anticipation fuels optimism, at least temporarily. We tell ourselves that the current moment will 
not last forever, that the next moment will deliver us somewhere better. Of course, if that 
promise is repeatedly broken, if those next moments are never better, a kind of melancholy can 
set in: both our present and future seem tarnished. Isn’t social media fueled by anticipation? P 
248


