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One or more of these signs or symptoms may indicate that an athlete has a concussion. Any of the 
symptoms listed in this table should be taken seriously. Athletes who experience these signs or symptoms 
after a bump, blow, or jolt to the head should be kept from play until cleared by a health care professional.

Signs and Symptoms of a Concussion

When a Concussion Occurs

This information has been adapted from the CDC’s “Heads Up: Concussion in High 
School Sports” materials by the OSAA’s Medical Aspects of Sports Committee. Please 
go to www.cdc.gov/ncipc/tbi/Coaches_Tool_Kit.htm for more information.

If you suspect that an athlete has a concussion, take the following steps:
1. Immediately remove the athlete from play. Athletes who experience signs or symptoms of 

concussion should not be allowed to return to play. When in doubt, keep them out.
2. Ensure that the athlete is evaluated by an appropriate health care professional. Do not try to judge 

the severity of the injury yourself. 
3. Inform the athlete’s parents or guardians about the known or possible concussion. Make sure they 

know that the athlete should be seen by a health care professional. 
4. Allow the athlete to return to play only with permission from an appropriate Health Care Professional. 

Any athlete who continues to have the above signs or symptoms upon return to activity must be 
removed from play and re-evaluated by their health care provider.

SIGNS OBSERVED SYMPTOMS REPORTED
Appears dazed or stunned Headache
Is confused about assignment Nausea
Forgets plays Balance problems or dizziness
Is unsure of game, score, or opponent Double or fuzzy vision
Moves clumsily Sensitivity to light or noise
Answers questions slowly Feeling sluggish
Loses consciousness Feeling foggy or groggy
Shows behavior or personality changes Concentration or memory problems
Can’t recall events prior to hit or fall Confusion
Can’t recall events after hit or fall
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RECOGNIZE :: REMOVE :: REFER :: RETURN

ReTuRn TO PlAY—PROTOCOl AfTeR COnCuSSiOn

Return to activity and play is a medical decision. The athlete must meet all of the following criteria in order to progress 
to activity:

1. Asymptomatic at rest and with exertion (including mental exertion in school).
2. Written clearance from a licensed healthcare provider (physician (MD), physician’s assistant (PA), doctor of 

osteopathic medicine (DO), or nurse practitioner).

Once the above criteria are met, the athlete will be progressed back to full activity following the stepwise process 
detailed below. A Certified Athletic Trainer must closely supervise this progression. If your school does not have an 
athletic trainer, then the coach must have a very specific plan to follow as directed by the athlete’s physician.

Progression is individualized and will be determined on a case-by-case basis. Factors that may affect the rate of 
progression include: previous history of concussion, duration and type of symptoms, age of the athlete, and sport/
activity in which the athlete participates. An athlete with a prior history of concussion, one who has had an extended 
duration of symptoms, or one who is participating in a collision or contact sport may be progressed more slowly. The 
stepwise progression is described below:

Step 1. Complete cognitive rest. This may include staying home from school or limiting school 
hours (and studying) for several days. Activities requiring concentration and attention may 
worsen symptoms and delay recovery.

Step 2. Return to school full-time. (Learning accommodations may be required.)

Step 3. Light exercise. This step cannot begin until the athlete is no longer having concussion 
symptoms and is cleared by a physician for further activity. At this point the athlete may 
begin walking or riding an exercise bike. No weight lifting.

Step 4. Running in the gym or on the field. No helmet or other equipment.

Step 5. Non-contact training drills in full equipment. Weight training can begin.

Step 6. Full contact practice or training. Must be cleared by physician before returning to play.

Step 7. Play in game.

The athlete should spend 1 to 2 days at each step before advancing to the next. If post concussion symptoms occur 
at any step, the athlete must stop the activity and the treating physician must be contacted. Depending upon the 
specific type and severity of the symptoms, the athlete may be told to rest for 24 hours and then resume activity at a 
level one step below where he or she was when the symptoms occurred.




