A Parent’s Guide to Concussion in Sports

What is a concussion? A concussion is a brain injury which results in a temporary disruption of normal
brain function. A concussion occurs when the brain is violently rocked back and forth or twisted inside
the skull as a result of a blow to the head or body. An athlete does not have to lose consciousness
(“knocked-out”) to suffer a concussion.

Signs and Symptoms of a concussion

Loss of Consciousness Loss of Memory Loss of Balance (dizzy) Blurred Vision
Tired/Sluggish Feeling Headache Confusion Slurred Speech
Nausea Concentration Problems

What should I do if I think my child has had a concussion? If an athlete is suspected of having a
concussion, he or she must be immediately removed from play, be it a game or practice. Continuing to
participate in physical activity after a concussion can lead to worsening concussion symptoms, increased
risk for further injury, and even death. Parents and coaches are not expected to be able to “diagnose” a
concussion, as that is the job of a medical professional.

When in doubt, sit them out! All athletes who sustain a concussion need to be evaluated by a health
care professional who is familiar with sports concussions. If your child is vomiting, has a severe
headache, is having difficulty staying awake or answering simple questions he or she should be taken to
the emergency department immediately.

When can an athlete return to play following a concussion? Once an athlete no longer has symptoms
of a concussion and is cleared to return to play by health care professional knowledgeable in the care of
sports concussions he or she should proceed with activity in a step-wise fashion to allow the brain to re-
adjust to exertion. On average the athlete will complete a new step each day. The return to play schedule
should proceed as below following medical clearance:

Step 1: Light exercise, including walking or riding an exercise bike. No weight-lifting.

Step 2: Running in the gym or on the field. No helmet or other equipment.

Step 3: Non-contact training drills in full equipment. Weight-training can begin.

Step 4: Full contact practice or training.

Step 5: Game play.

If symptoms occur at any step, the athlete should cease activity and be re-evaluated by their health care
provider.

How can a concussion affect schoolwork? Following a concussion, many athletes will have difficulty in
school. These problems may last from days to months and often involve difficulties with short and long-
term memory, concentration, and organization.

How long do the symptoms of a concussion usually last? The symptoms of a concussion will usually
go away within one week of the initial injury. You should anticipate that your child will likely be out of
sports for about two weeks following a concussion. However, in some cases symptoms may last for
several weeks, or even months. Symptoms such as headache, memory problems, poor concentration, and
mood changes can interfere with school, work, and social interactions. The potential for such long-term
symptoms indicates the need for careful management of all concussions.
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