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WHAT IS A CONCUSSION? 

 

 A concussion is a type of mild traumatic brain injury.  It is caused by a bump, blow, or jolt to the 

head or body that causes the head and brain to move quickly back and forth.  This can happen 

during a fall, a car crash or a sports injury.  Most concussions do not result in a loss of 

consciousness.  Concussions are not usually life-threatening and most symptoms resolve within 

1-4 weeks;   even so, their effects can be serious and taking good care of yourself from the 

beginning can lessen your recovery time. 

 
 

WHAT ARE COMMON CONCUSSION SYMPTOMS?   

 

People with a concussion can have any of the following symptoms and sometimes they will not 

show up for a few hours after the concussion.  Your symptoms may get worse over the first 48 

hours so make sure to have someone check on you. 

 

 

PHYSICAL 

 Headache 

 Dizziness 

 Balance problems 

 Nausea/vomiting 

 Feeling tired/having 

no energy 

 Fuzzy or blurry vision 

 Sensitivity to light 

and/or noise 

 Changes in sleep  

EMOTIONAL 

 Nervousness or 

anxiousness 

 Sadness 

 Irritability  

 Feeling more 
emotional  

           than usual  

THINKING & REMEMBERING 

 Difficulty with attention           
and/or concentration 

 Feeling slowed down 

 Difficulty with memory 

 Difficulty thinking clearly/ 

 Feeling confused  

 

 

WHAT SHOULD I DO DURING THE FIRST 24-48 HOURS AFTER A 

CONCUSSION?   

     

1. Avoid a repeated head injury: getting a 2nd concussion while you are recovering from one can 

cause more serious injuries. 

2. Physical Rest: limit physical activity that could worsen your symptoms such as sports, shopping, 

stairs and exercise. 



3. Mental Rest: limit mental activities that could worsen your symptoms such as using the computer, 

texting, studying, playing video games, watching TV, reading and listening to music. 

4. Driving: avoid driving for at least 24 hours. Do not drive if your symptoms prevent you from being 

safe behind the wheel.                                              

5. Drinking and recreational drug use: avoid use of alcohol, sleeping pills or recreational drugs which 

can mask your symptoms or make them worse. 

6. Pain relief: it is ok to use over the counter pain medications. 

7. Watch for the warning signs and call your doctor immediately or go to your local emergency 

department if you experience the following:      

 Worsening headache or one that 

doesn’t go away  

 Convulsions or seizures 

 Weakness, numbness or decreased 

coordination  

 Inability to recognize people or places 

 Repeated vomiting or nausea  

 Confusion, restlessness or agitation 

that is getting worse 

 Slurred speech  

 Decline in alertness 

 Drowsy or difficulty waking from sleep 

 Unusual, irritable or bizarre behavior 

 Pupils which are unequal in size 

 Loss of consciousness  

 Double Vision 

 Unsteadiness or poor balance 

 Any clear/bloody discharge from nose 

or ears   

 Fainting 

 

 

 

WHAT SHOULD I DO IF I AM NOT FEELING BETTER? 

 

Remember to watch for the warning signs (see above) and go to your local Emergency 

Department if necessary. 

 

If symptoms persist after 1 week, contact your health care provider or go to your local Emergency 

Department. 

 

Everyone’s concussion and the time it takes to recover are different.  Recovery may be slower in 

older adults, young children and teens, and often requires 3-4 weeks.  Ignoring your symptoms 

and trying to “tough it out” often makes the symptoms worse and can delay your healing 

 

 TIPS TO HELP DECREASE YOUR SYMPTOMS AND SPEED UP RECOVERY: 

 

1. Identify and avoid the activities that trigger your symptoms:  Any activity (physical or thinking) that 

increases your symptoms can be considered a trigger.  Tip #1: learn triggers that aggravate your 

concussion symptoms.   

 

2. Sleep:  Our brains recover during sleep.  Sleep is more important now while you are recovering.  

Your sleep routine may be disrupted by your injury.  This may make you feel tired all the time.  It is 

very common to be exhausted after physical or mental work.  Tip #2: Take short naps (30-60 



minutes) when you get tired.  Avoid distractions like TV, phone and computers in your bedroom.  

Go to bed at the same time.  Get more sleep if you are exhausted. 

 

3. Rest: Avoid physical and mental activities that worsen your symptoms. This is why, after a 

concussion, we recommend you stay home and rest for a few days or until your symptoms 

resolve.  Tip #3: when you begin to read or study, you should begin with short periods (10-15 

min), limit use of computers, texting or gaming as this can worsen your symptoms.  When you and 

your doctor decide it is time to go back to work or school, limit the length of your day.   

 

4. Headache: It may vary in location and intensity and it typically worsens with physical or mental 

stress.  Tip #4: Use over the counter pain medication as directed and wear sunglasses to control 

exposure to sunlight.  

 

5. Neck Pain: It is common to have neck discomfort after a concussion.  Numbness or pain in your 

arms is NOT common and should be reported.  Tip #5: it is important to let your medical team 

know if you develop neck pain after your concussion. 

 

6. Dizziness: This is a common symptom and can be described as ‘spinning’, ‘in a fog’, or ‘woozy’.  

Tip #6: It is important to communicate your dizziness to your medical team even if they symptoms 

are temporary and come and go. 

 

WHEN CAN I RETURN TO ACTIVITIES? 

 

Only when your symptoms have reduced significantly and in talking with your doctor, should you 

slowly and gradually return to your daily activities such as work, school and/or sports.  If your 

symptoms come back, or you develop new symptoms as you become more active, it means you 

are pushing yourself too hard. Students should notify their school/nurse when preparing to return 

and student athletes should work with their medical provider, school nurse and utilize the 

concussion management plan (if available). Below are recommended steps for returning to school 

and to sports.  For additional information please see the ‘VT Concussion Tool Box’ @ 

www.biavt.org or the Center for Disease Control website @ 

http://www.cdc.gov/concussion/headsup/index.html 

 

GRADUATED RETURN TO LEARN and WORK PROTOCOL 

Note: Your symptoms may resolve quickly allowing a more rapid return to school or work.  

 

1. At home: No screen time (computer, texting, video games or homework). No driving 

2. At home: Up to 30 minutes mental exertion. Progress when able to handle 30 minutes. 

3. School/Work: Part-time with accommodations: No standardized or classroom testing. Modify 

academics.  Schedule mental rest breaks as needed. 

4. School/Work: Part-time with moderate accommodations. No standardized and modified 

classroom testing. 

http://www.biavt.org/
http://www.cdc.gov/concussion/headsup/index.html


5. School/Work:  Full-time with minimal accommodations. No standardized testing. Routine tests 

OK. Begin Return to Play protocol. 

6. School/Work:  Full-time with academics and no accommodations. 

Adapted from the Vermont Concussion Task Force 

 

GRADUATED RETURN TO PLAY PROTCOL: 

1. No activity:  Symptom limited physical and cognitive rest for a minimum of 24 hours.  

2. Light aerobic exercise:  Walking, swimming or stationary cycling.  No resistance training. 

3. Sport-specific exercise: Skating drills in ice hockey, running drills in soccer.  No head impact 

activities. 

4. Non-contact training drills:  Passing drills in football and ice hockey.  May start progressive 

resistance training. 

5. Full-contact practice: Following medical clearance participate in normal training activities. 

6. Return to play. 

 

Note: Advance to the next level only when there are no symptoms for at least 24 hours without the 

need for medication. . Each step should take at least 24 hours so that an athlete would take 

approximately 1 week to proceed through the full protocol once they have no symptoms at rest. If 

any concussion symptoms occur while in the stepwise program, then rest until symptom free for at 

least 24 hours and then drop back to the previous level. 

Adapted from: Consensus statement on concussion in sport: the 4th International Conference on Concussion in Sport held in 

Zurich, November 2012  

Updated: June, 2015 

 


