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The issue of concussions at the college and professional sports level has recently dominated national and local news; and this past May, President Obama convened the Healthy Kids and Safe Sports Concussion Summit at the White House to address the same growing problem in youth sports.

Continuing a healthy conversation on this issue will only help in the pursuit of solutions which can ultimately ensure our kids’ long-term health and wellness.

As parents, nothing makes us prouder than the accomplishments of our children.  This is important to us not only in the classroom but also on the field, court or ski slope. In the United States, however, we are experiencing a “silent epidemic” among our young athletes – brain injuries due to concussions. Here are some startling statistics: 

· Athletes, age 14 and younger, account for one third of emergency room evaluations for sports-related head injuries.

· 60 percent of these injuries have occurred while playing football, soccer and basketball.  

· In the last ten years, emergency room visits by children and adolescents with sports-related concussions nearly doubled in 8-13 year olds and tripled in 14-19 year olds.
Blows to the head are serious, and there are both short-term and long-term consequences of these injuries.

Signs and Symptoms 

Symptoms such as confusion, dizziness, headaches, sensitivity to light or noise, slowed reaction times and memory problems are just some of the most common caused by concussions.  Parents should realize that 90 percent of concussions occur without any loss of consciousness. A player who has sustained one concussion is three to six times more likely to suffer a second, and studies indicate that nearly 15 percent of high school and college players suffer more than one concussion during a season.

Addressing the Issue

The national media have reported widely on how the NFL and NCAA have both taken notice of this epidemic and issued guidelines for the proper evaluation and management of athletes suspected of having a concussion.  This includes removing the athlete from play or practice, sideline examination of the athlete by a trained health care professional with experience evaluating head injuries, and guidelines for the return of the athlete to play. 

Here in Arizona, the State Senate passed a bill three years ago mandating the education of parents of athletes, coaches, and students participating in contact sports with regard to the risks and dangers of concussions. This legislation also provides for the immediate removal of a high school athlete from play or practice if a concussion is suspected and requires proper evaluation by a trained medical professional. The proper management of concussions necessitates that an athlete not return to play or practice that day.  Additionally, the athlete may not return until he or she is completely free of symptoms.  Returning to play too soon can pose a significant risk of a second impact syndrome – the brain has not yet recovered from the first injury and is now subjected to a second injury, which can result in uncontrolled brain swelling and, in some cases, death. 

Prevention

Prevention of sports-related head injuries includes providing athletes with proper equipment such as proper fitting helmets, supervised conditioning to include neck strengthening, and proper enforcement of the rules and in some sports changing the rules in order to protect children and youth from repetitive brain injury. 

In football, specifically, enforcing the rules properly requires attention to the elimination of helmet-to-helmet contact and “head down” tackling. Everyone – coaches, athletes, health care professionals and parents – must work together to address the risks of concussions, and it’s our job as parents to insist on proper evaluation and treatment for every young athlete who sustains a concussion. To those parents who are active in sports, whether skiers, rock climbers, hockey players or cyclists, this advice applies as well.
Concussions can afflict all of us – children, adults and even the elderly – and it is vital that we equip ourselves with the best information on prevention, diagnosis and treatment of sports-related head injuries.
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