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PHYSICAL THERAPY

As we are knee deep into the fall and 
winter sports season, now is the perfect 
time to discuss one of the hottest topics 
in school sports — concussions.  It is 
critical for young athletes, trainers and 
parents to understand the severity of 
concussions, and understand their 
associated symptoms and treatments.

A concussion is a mild traumatic brain 
injury, sometimes resulting in the loss 
of consciousness, and causing altered 
function of the brain. Some associated 
symptoms are headaches, dizziness, 
loss of focus, decreased balance, lack 
of coordination, and memory deficits. 
The symptoms of a concussion do not 
always occur with the onset of injury, and 
often show up afterward. Symptoms can 
last from a few hours to several weeks, 
depending on the severity of the injury 
and its effect of the brain.

Recognizing a concussion in an athlete 
is not always easy, but fortunately there 
are many screening tools out there that 
can be used to identify a concussion.  
These tools are most often administered 
by a team physician, trainer, physical 
therapist or coach during pre-season, and 
then at the incidence of injury. The King-
Devick test is the simplest screening tool 
to administer, and the best predictor of 
a concussion. Others used are the Sport 
Concussion Assessment Tool (SCAT3) 

and the Balance Error 
Scoring System (BESS).

Initial Treatment: Rest
The initial treatment of concussion 

is relative physical and cognitive rest. 
Additionally, the athlete should be 
evaluated by a medical professional, 
such as a primary care physician, 
neuropsychologist, neurologist, or 
physical therapist, to name a few.

When the athlete’s symptoms have 
returned to baseline, then a return to 
play program can be initiated. These 
programs include multiple phases 
that should progress only when the 
athlete successfully completes the 
previous phase, free of symptoms. The 
recommendation is that the return to 
play program be administered by a 
healthcare professional to guide the 
athlete and monitor his/her progression 
in a safe environment. Physical therapists 
can facilitate this process and evaluate 
an athlete’s progress by using a post-
concussion symptom checklist, clinical 
judgment and the monitoring of the 
athlete’s heart rate and blood pressure.

Signs, Symptoms, Protocols
With the significant incidence of 

concussion in athletes participating 
in contact sports, awareness of the 
associated signs, symptoms, and 

protocols for treatment is critical for 
athletes and their loved ones.

1. Have a team coach, trainer, 
physical therapist or physician use 
a screening tool to take baseline 
measurements of an athlete’s 
function during practice.

2. If a concussion is suspected, 
re-use the screening tool and have 
the athlete further assessed by a 
clinician.

3. If concussion is confirmed, the 
athlete should be treated by a 
medical professional who will 
follow the current recommended 
guidelines for management of 
concussion — rest, low-grade 
aerobic activity and return to play 
programs.
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