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Heads
up

Protect your child’s brain from sports-related concussions

By Tiffani Hill-Patterson

While watching the 2008 Olympics, Laura Leigh Vetters, then 6, tried out her gymnastics skills by diving from 
a coffee table into an armchair. Mom Nancy Vetters says, “The chair was padded, but I guess it was a hard 
landing. She cried and cried.” When Laura Leigh’s legs began shaking and she complained of a tummy ache, 

Nancy knew it was more serious, so she took her to the hospital. “There was lots of throwing up there, and the doctor 
did some X-rays and other tests.” 

A CAT scan showed no risk of bleeding in her brain, Nancy says, and the doctor sent her home with orders to keep 
Laura Leigh quiet for a few days to help her brain heal from the concussion.

Nancy Vetters took the approach recommended by physicians and the American Academy of Pediatrics when a con-
cussion is suspected: Get your child to a doctor. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimates between 1.6 
million and 3.8 million sports-related concussions occur every year. Many of these brain injuries go unreported.

“Overall, children between 5 and 18 years old account for 65 percent of emergency department visits for sports and 
recreation-related traumatic brain injuries, with the highest rates in the 10 to 14-year-old age group,” says Kimberly Gran, 
M.D., fellow in pediatric emergency medicine at Children’s Hospital in Birmingham. Gran says studies show high school 
and college football players make up 5 percent of sports-related concussions. However, she says, that number is likely a 
low estimate since young athletes tend to keep quiet about injuries.

In order to help combat the problem, the Alabama High School Athletic Association instituted a new concussion 
policy, beginning with the upcoming school year. If a student is taken out of a game because of signs of a concussion, the 
player may not return until a medical doctor issues a written release. The AHSAA also requires coaches to take an online 
course on concussions, and they received training at this summer’s All-Star Sports Week. 

To help parents of young athletes, Birmingham Parent put together a guide on concussions: how to protect your child, 
how to teach him the importance of reporting injuries, how to recognize the signs of a concussion, and how to treat 
this brain injury.
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Dazed and confused
Just what is a concussion? For one thing, you don’t have 
to be knocked out to sustain a concussion, which is 
defined by the AAP as “a brain injury that affects the 
normal brain activities such as thinking, memory, prob-
lem solving, vision, balance and many others.” We’re not 
talking about just a headache or dizziness. We’re talking 
about an injury to your BRAIN. And it should always be 
taken seriously.

Gear up to keep injurnies down
“The best protection is good coaching and using proper 
technique,” says Joseph D. Ackerson, Ph.D., a neuropsy-
chologist and a faculty member at UAB. For example, 
in football, the helmet is designed for protection and 
should NEVER be used as a weapon.

“Our statewide campaign includes the ‘Heads Up’ 
message: Always keep your head up and your eyes on 
the target to help prevent concussions and spinal cord 
injuries,” Ackerson says. 

In addition to using proper techniques, Gran stress-
es the need for the correct gear. “Always have them wear 
properly fitting equipment for their sport.”

Please, please telln me now
It’s important that your child tell her coach or a trainer 
or you IMMEDIATELY if she doesn’t “feel right” after be-
ing hit in the head, face or neck. 

Ackerson suggests talking to your kids to explain 
the difference in soreness and pain. “Soreness is to be 
expected from physical exertion and contact,” he says. 
“Pain is our body’s way of telling us something is wrong.

“I also recommend teaching them that you do not ‘play 
through’ neurological pain because it only makes it worse. 
Many times the phrase ‘It is better to miss one game than 
the whole season’ can drive home the message.”

Adds Gran, “Make sure your child knows that con-
cussions are serious. Spend time as a family talking 
about concussions and encourage them to let someone 
know when they are hurting.”

Follow the signs
If you know what to look for, you’ll be better able to 
assess the situation–even when your athlete doesn’t tell 
you he is hurt.

The CDC’s publication “Heads Up: Concussion 
in Youth Sports” and both doctors list the following 
symptoms and signs that your child might have sus-
tained a concussion:

When in doubt, take nthem out
If your player has been injured and you recognize any of 
these signs, sit her down immediately. “An athlete with 
a suspected concussion should NEVER return to the 
game,” Gran says. “Taking your child out of the game 
may make you briefly unpopular, but it is vital to protect 
your child’s health.”

Next, take your child to see a doctor as soon as pos-
sible. “Do not let anyone minimize the need for your 
child to see a doctor,” Ackerson says. 

If a concussion is diagnosed, kids should refrain 
from physical activity such as sports and other exertion. 
According to the AAP, mental rest is also important: 
Keep your child away from loud activities, video games, 
bright sunlight, driving, alcohol, drugs, and standard-
ized tests at school.  >>

Possible signs of Ca concussion:

l Appears dazed or stAunned

l Is confused about aAssignment or positiAon

l Is unsure of game, sAcore or opponent

l Moves clumsily

l Answers questions sAlowly

l Loses consciousnessA (even briefly)

l Shows behavior or Apersonality changesA

l Can’t recall events prior to hit or fall

l Can’t recall events after hit or fall

Athletes often report these 
symptoms:

l Headache or “pressAure” in head

l Nausea or vomiting

l Balance problems oAr dizziness

l Double or blurry viAsion

l Sensitivity to lighAt or noise

l Feeling sluggish, hazy, foggy or groggy

l Concentration or mAemory problems

l Confusion

l Does not “feel righAt”
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DANCE LESSONS FOR ALL AGES!

TAP ★ JAZZ ★ BALLET ★ HIP HOP ★ BALLROOM

www.daleserranodance.org
205.682.0800 or 800.582.0951

★ Many convenient locations
★ Caring, loving and fun teachers
★ Conservative costumes & edited appropriate music
★ Attitude: It’s more than just Dance! We desire to 

make a difference in the life of  your child
★ Customer Service: We care about you! 
★ Build confidence and self  esteem 
★ Spectacular Show: Recitals are compared 

to a Broadway Show!

Why choose our studio?

CLASSES BEGIN IN AUGUST
CALL TODAY TO REGISTER

“Going to dance [class] 
is the best part of  my day.” — Sarah

CONVENIENT AFTER SCHOOL CLASSES AVAILABLE

Only your child’s physician can determine when 
she is ready to play again. “While we work closely with 
coaches to help them learn to identify when concus-
sions might occur,” Ackerson says, “coaches should not 
be involved in the decision about when an athlete is 
ready to return to play.”

Long-term trouble
If you have trouble convincing your child that concus-
sions are serious, tell them about the NFL’s strict new 
rules on when professionals can return to the field. 
When a player is taken out of practice or a game after 
a concussion, he cannot return to the field until he has 
no symptoms, both at rest and after physical activity, 
until he has a normal neurological exam and testing, 
and has been cleared by team doctors and an indepen-
dent neurological consultant. The pros are encouraged 
to be truthful and fully report any signs or symptoms 
of a concussion. (http://blogs.nfl.com/2009/12/02/
league-announces-stricter-concussion-guidelines/)

Ackerson also says, “Repeated concussions over time 
with persistent to slow-to-resolve symptoms do appear to 
increase the risk for learning and memory problems, de-
pression, behavioral difficulties, and possibly increase the 
risk for developing Alzheimer’s. More commonly, you may 
see that once you have had one or two significant concus-
sions, it takes less force to cause subsequent injuries.”

To keep your kid safe on the field, follow these rules: 
Wear the right equipment, teach him to report any in-
juries, know the signs of a concussion, and when in 
doubt, take them out.

“Parents should reassure themselves and their chil-
dren that, if they are smart and take the proper steps, 
most concussions are going to clear over time.”

Tif fani Hill-Patterson writes about health, parenting, 
fitness and pop culture. She is author of Sound Check 
Mama, a blog about sports, cochlear implant awareness, 
music and writing. Contact her at patterson1723@mac.
com or http://tif fanihillpatterson.com.

Resources:
Centers for DiseasAe Control and PrevAention 
www.cdc.gov

American Academy ofA Pediatrics 
www.aap.org

>> Heads Up continued


