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It was the game to qualify for the 
playoffs. Valerie, who has played 
soccer competitively since she was 
8, went up to head the ball when 
she collided with a player from 
the opposing team. She fell to the 
ground and her vision went black for 
a second, but she got back up and 
tried to play. While still on the field, 
she began to have difficulty following 
the ball and became dizzy. Finally, 
after passing the ball to the opposing 
team by mistake, she took herself out 
of the game to talk with her coach 
and athletic trainer. They administered 
some testing that included memory 
and balance tasks.   Valerie knew 
something was wrong. She sat out the 
rest of the game and it was explained 
to her and her parents that she had a 
concussion.  

This is a common story, especially 
in the more “at risk” sports which 
include: football, soccer, ice hockey 
and lacrosse. A concussion is a type of 
traumatic brain injury, although people 
will commonly refer to it as “getting 
dinged”, “seeing stars” or “getting 
your bell rung.” Approximately 1.5 to 
3 million sport related concussions 
occur each year, with a slight higher 
incidence in girls compared to boys.  
All concussions are a serious issue 
and need to be properly addressed by 
qualified medical personal.  Valerie 
was seen in her local emergency 
department where doctors told her 
to rest and see a specialist for follow 
up. She met with Dr. Kathleen O’Brien 
at the Center for Sports Medicine at 
Nemours/Alfred I. duPont Hospital for 
Children.   Dr O’Brien recommended 
that Valerie take time off from school 
to completely rest her brain and to 
stop all physical activities, including 

soccer. This was very difficult for Valerie 
to accept, but she knew it was best to 
follow her doctor’s orders. 

Concussions can result in a wide 
variety of symptoms including: 
physical symptoms (headaches, 
nausea, dizziness, visual disturbances, 
sensitivities to light and sounds, 
fatigue), cognitive symptoms 
(poor memory and concentration, 
confusion, fogginess), emotional 
symptoms (sadness, irritability) and 
sleep disturbances. Each concussion 
is unique and the constellation of 
symptoms that occurs varies from 
person and person.  Full rest, both 
physical and cognitive is recommended 
initially to allow the brain to heal. 
This can include: time off from school 
or half days, no sports or physical 
activity and minimal or no  texting, 
computer use or video games. It can 
be very challenging for most children, 
adolescents and teens to comply with 
these recommendations, but early 
compliance can influence overall 
recovery time. 

Eighty percent of people who sustain 
a concussion recover within 3-4 weeks 
from injury and can gradually return 
to full activity, under the supervision 
of a physician or athletic trainer. This, 
however, leaves 20% of people who 
have a protracted recovery and may 
require specialized rehabilitation. 
At  4 weeks post-injury, Valerie was 
experiencing minimal improvement.  
Valerie was referred to physical therapy  
for  a balance and visual/vestibular 
evaluation as well as an evaluation of 
her response to cardiovascular exercise. 
She started a controlled program to 
help address these lingering effects of 
the concussion.  She also took a neuro-
cognitive assessment called ImPACT. 
Luckily,  Valerie took a pre-season 
baseline ImPACT  test with her athletic 
trainer, so comparison to her post-
concussion results was much easier. 
This is a key part to assist with return to 

play/activity clearance. 

At ten weeks post-injury, Valerie was 
ready to participate in return to play 
testing. After performing well and 
achieving similar scores to baseline 
on ImPACT, she was cleared to being 
full participation back to soccer under 
the supervision of her athletic trainer. 
It was explained thoroughly to Valerie 
that sustaining additional concussions, 
even if the hit was less severe, could 
result in longer recovery times.   She 
was encouraged to always report 
symptoms to her coach/athletic trainer 
if she sustained a hit during games 
or practice, even if it seemed like a 
minimal hit. Valerie understood and 
educated her teammates about her 
experience   and encouraged them to 
do the same. 

Prevention of concussions is very 
difficult, especially in sports. The 
best thing to do is be prepared.   A 
good place to start is with baseline 
ImPACT testing for athletes and having 
qualified personnel on the sidelines 
to recognize when a concussion 
has occurred. Teaching proper/safe 
techniques and educating athletes 
and parents is essential to ensure 
concussions are being reported.   If 
someone is suspected of having a 
concussion, they should be pulled 
from play immediately and not 
allowed to return until assessed by 
a qualified professional.  Keeping 
coaches, athletic trainers, parents and 
student athletes well informed will 
ultimately help keep our children  
safe on the field. 
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