
If you think your athlete has sustained a concussion: 
• Take him/her out of play 
• Contact your physician 

 
 

 
 
 

 
SIGNS OBSERVED BY COACH/PARENT 

Appears dazed or stunned 
Is confused about assignments or position 

Forgets sports plays 
Is unsure of game, score or opponent 

Moves clumsily 
Answers questions slowly  

Loses consciousness (even briefly)  
Shows behavior or personality changes 

Can’t recall events prior to hit or fall 
Can’t recall events after hit or fall 

 
SYMPTOMS REPORTED BY ATHLETE 

Headache or “pressure” in head 
Nausea or vomiting  

Balances problems or dizziness 
 Double or blurry vision  

Sensitivity to light 
Sensitivity to noise 

Feeling sluggish, hazy, foggy, or groggy 
 Concentration or memory problems 

 Does not “feel right” 
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Below is information to help youth sports coaches protect athletes from 
concussion or other serious brain injury, and to help coaches know what 
to do if a concussion occurs. 

What is a concussion? 
A concussion is a type of traumatic brain injury caused by a bump, blow, 
or jolt to the head or by a hit to the body that causes the head and brain 
to move quickly back and forth. This fast movement can cause the brain to 
bounce around or twist in the skull, creating chemical changes in the brain 
and sometimes stretching and damaging brain cells.

What is a subconcussive head impact?
A subconcussive head impact is a bump, blow, or jolt to the head that 
does not cause symptoms. This differs from concussions, which do cause 
symptoms. A collision while playing sports is one way a person can 
get a subconcussive head impact. Studies are ongoing to learn about 
subconcussive head impacts and how these impacts may or may not affect 
the brain of young athletes.

How can I keep athletes safe?
As a youth sports coach, your actions can help lower an athlete’s chances of 
getting a concussion or other serious injury. Aggressive or unsportsmanlike 
behavior among athletes can increase their chances of getting a concussion 
or other serious injury.3 Here are some ways you can help:

Talk with athletes about concussion:

 • Set time aside throughout the season to talk about concussion.

 • Ask athletes about any concerns they have about reporting  
concussion symptoms. 

 • Remind athletes that safety comes first and that you expect them to tell 
you and their parent(s) if they think they have experienced a bump, blow, 
or jolt to their head and “don’t feel right.” 

Focus on safety at games and practices:

 • Teach athletes ways to lower the chances of getting a hit to the head. 

 • Enforce rules that limit or remove the risk of head impacts. 

 • Tell athletes that good sportsmanship is expected at all times, both on and 
off the field. 

 • Bring emergency contact information for parents and healthcare 
providers to each game and practice in case an athlete needs to be seen 
right away for a concussion or other serious injury. 

 A FACT SHEET FOR

Youth Sports Coaches

Coach’s to-do list:
 Talk with athletes about 
concussion.

 Teach athletes ways to lower 
their chances of getting a hit to 
the head.

 Encourage concussion reporting 
among your athletes. 

 Know what to do if you think an 
athlete has a concussion. 

 Learn how to help an athlete 
safely return to play after a 
concussion.

 Multiple concussions
Athletes who have ever had a 
concussion have a higher chance 
of getting another concussion. 
A repeat concussion can lead 
to more severe symptoms and 
longer recovery.1,2
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How can I spot a possible concussion? 
Athletes who show or report one or more of the signs and symptoms listed below—or who simply say they just “don’t feel 
right”—after a bump, blow, or jolt to the head or body may have a concussion or other serious brain injury. Concussion signs 
and symptoms often show up soon after the injury, but it can be hard to tell how serious the concussion is at first. Some 
symptoms may not show up for hours or days.

Signs coaches or parents may observe: 

 • Seems confused 

 • Forgets an instruction or is unsure of the game, position, 
score, or opponent 

 • Moves clumsily 

 • Answers questions slowly or repeats questions 

 • Can’t remember events before or after the hit, bump, or fall

 • Loses consciousness (even for a moment) 

 • Has behavior or personality changes 

Symptoms athletes may report:

 • Headache 

 • Nausea or vomiting 

 • Dizziness or balance problems 

 • Bothered by light or noise 

 • Feeling foggy or groggy

 • Trouble concentrating or problems with short- or  
long-term memory 

 • Does not “feel right”

Some athletes may not report a 
concussion because they don’t 
think a concussion is serious.
They may also worry about: 

 • Losing their position on the team or losing 
playing time during a game,

 • Putting their future sports career at risk,

 • Looking weak,

 • Letting down their teammates or the team, 
and/or

 • What their coach or teammates think  
of them.5-7

Signs of a more serious brain injury

In rare cases, a concussion can cause dangerous bleeding in the 
brain, which puts pressure on the skull. Call 9-1-1 if an athlete 
develops one or more of these danger signs after a bump, blow, or 
jolt to the head or body: 

 • A headache that gets worse and does not go away 

 • Significant nausea or repeated vomiting 

 • Unusual behavior, increased confusion, restlessness, or agitation 

 • Drowsiness or inability to wake up 

 • Slurred speech, weakness, numbness, or decreased coordination

 • Convulsions or seizures (shaking or twitching) 

 • Loss of consciousness (passing out)

Make sure athletes do not perform these 
unsafe actions: 

 • Use their head or helmet to contact another athlete.

 • Make illegal contact or check, tackle, or collide with an 
unprotected opponent. 

 • Try to injure another athlete. 

Stay up to date on concussion information:

 • Review your state, league, and organization’s concussion 
plans and rules. 

 • Take a training course on concussion. The Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) offers free 
concussion training at cdc.gov/HEADSUP. 

 • Download CDC’s HEADS UP app or another resource that 
provides a list of concussion signs and symptoms.

Check equipment and sports facilities: 

 • Make sure all athletes wear a helmet that is appropriate 
for the sport or activity; ensure that the helmet fits well 
and is in good condition. 

 • Work with the game or event manager to fix any 
concerns, such as tripping hazards or goal posts without 
proper padding. 

One study found that 
nearly 70% of athletes 
continued to play with 
concussion symptoms.4
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What should I do if an athlete has a possible concussion?
As a coach, if you think an athlete may have a concussion, you should: 

Remove the athlete from play. 

When in doubt, sit them out! Record and provide details 
on the following information to help the healthcare 
provider or first responders assess the athlete after  
the injury:

 • Cause of the injury and force of the hit or blow to the 
head or body 

 • Any loss of consciousness (passed out) and for  
how long 

 • Any memory loss right after the injury 

 • Any seizures right after the injury 

 • Number of previous concussions (if any)

Keep an athlete with a possible concussion 
out of play on the same day of the injury 
and until cleared by a healthcare provider. 

Do not try to judge the severity of the injury yourself. 
Only a healthcare provider should assess an athlete for 
a possible concussion and decide when it is safe for the 
athlete to return to play.

Inform the athlete’s parent(s) about the 
possible concussion. 

Let parents know about the possible concussion and 
give them the CDC HEADS UP fact sheet for parents to 
help them watch the athlete for concussion signs and 
symptoms at home. 

Ask for written instructions from the 
athlete’s healthcare provider on return  
to play. 

This should include information about when the athlete 
can return to play and steps you should take to help 
the athlete safely return to play. Athletes who continue 
to play while having concussion symptoms have a 
greater chance of getting another concussion. A repeat 
concussion that occurs before the brain has fully healed 
can be very serious and can increase the chance for  
long-term problems. It can even be fatal.

Offer support during recovery. 

An athlete may feel frustrated, sad, angry, or lonely while 
recovering from a concussion. Talk with them about it, 
and allow an athlete recovering from a concussion to stay 
in touch with their teammates, such as cheering on their 
team at practices and competitions.
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What steps should I take to help an athlete return to play? 
An athlete’s return to school and sports should be a gradual process that is approved and carefully managed and monitored 
by a healthcare provider. When available, be sure to also work closely with your team’s certified athletic trainer. 

There are six gradual steps to help an athlete safely return to play. These steps should not be done in one day, but instead 
over days, weeks, or months. An athlete should move to the next step only if they do not have any new symptoms at the 
current step. 

Step 1: Return to non-sports activities, such as school, 
with a greenlight from the healthcare provider to begin the 
return-to-play process 

Step 2: Light aerobic exercise
 • Goal: Increase the athlete’s heart rate
 • Activities: Slow to medium walking or light stationary 
cycling

Step 3: Sport-specific exercise 

 • Goal: Add movement
 • Activities: Running or skating drills; no activities with risk 
for contact

Step 4: Non-contact training drills
 • Goal: Increase exercise, coordination, and thinking
 • Activities: Harder training drills and progressive 
resistance training

Step 5: Full-contact practice
 • Goal: Restore confidence and have coaching staff assess 
functional skills

 • Activities: Normal training activities

Step 6: Return to regular sports activity

Remember: It is important for you and the athlete’s 
parent(s) to watch for concussion symptoms after each 
day’s activities, particularly after each increase in activity. 
If an athlete’s concussion symptoms come back, or if he or 
she gets new symptoms when 
becoming more active at 
any step, this is a sign that 
the athlete is working too 
hard. The athlete should 
stop these activities, and 
the athlete’s parent should 
contact the healthcare 
provider. After the athlete’s 
healthcare provider says 
it is okay, the athlete can 
begin at the step before the 
symptoms started.

The information provided in this fact sheet or through linkages to other sites is not a substitute for medical or  
professional care. Questions about diagnosis and treatment for concussion should be directed to a physician or  
other healthcare provider.

Revised August 2019

To learn more,  
go to cdc.gov/HEADSUP
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Director, Safe Concussion Outcome, Recovery & Education (SCORE) Program 

Children's National Medical Center 
Professor, Depts. of Pediatrics and Psychiatry & Behavioral Sciences 

George Washington University School of Medicine 

As a parent, with all the current media attention given to concussions, it is hard not to be worried 
and to question your child’s involvement in sports, especially contact sports. Youth coaches might 
ask “Why do I want to do this if concussions are such a problem?” On the positive side, youth 
sports are an excellent place for children to learn important life lessons. As a society, we want our 
children to be active in sports, stay healthy, and enjoy all their positive benefits. There are many 
things a youth sports league, its coaches, and officials can be doing to maximize the benefits of the 
experience and minimize the risk. While there is a risk in any sport, if coached and played with 
head safety in mind, the benefits will likely far outweigh the risk. By arming oneself with proper 
concussion knowledge and skill, parents and youth coaches can feel more in charge of this injury, 
thereby increasing confidence in active sports participation.  

To safeguard children from concussion, parent and coach responsibilities include:  
1. Obtain education on concussion signs & symptoms, and risks  
2. Develop skills to recognize signs & symptoms, and respond appropriately  
3. Obtain appropriate post-injury medical evaluation and support symptom management at 

home and school  
4. Understand the need for return to sport participation only with proper, written medical 

clearance. 

In youth sports, trained medical professionals are typically not on the sidelines. Parents and youth 
coaches, therefore, have an important responsibility to recognize when a child may have sustained 
a concussion on the playing field, and respond appropriately. While the general public has become 
more aware of concussions over the past five years, many lack the basic information about what 
to do next when a concussion is suspected. Parents and coaches may ask the question: “How will I 
remember what to look for if I suspect a concussion and what should I do?”  It is important to feel 
confident in recognizing the signs and symptoms of concussion and to take the proper action steps 
to prevent further injury. We offer the following six action steps every parent and youth coach can 
take to address concussion. 
 

  



                                                                                                                            
Three Action Steps Every Parent and Youth Coach Can Take 

1. Recognize a concussion. To recognize a concussion, look for two things:  
(1) A blow to the head or to the body that moves the head violently, and  
(2) Any sign or symptom that indicates a change in the child’s physical, cognitive, emotional 
function or behavior.  
For further information and education, we recommend parents view one of the online 
educational videos on concussion (e.g., CDC’s Concussion Training www.cdc.gov/concussion , 
the Brain 101 concussion training program http://brain101.orcasinc.com/  or one of the sport-
specific videos (football, lacrosse, ice hockey) made by the National Academy of 
Neuropsychology and the National Athletic Trainer’s Association www.nanonline.org).  

Use tools to guide your recognition and response. The CDC materials are excellent 
(www.cdc.gov/concussion) either in paper form or via the free Concussion Recognition & 
Response (CRR) app to help guide your recognition of the signs and symptoms that we 
developed. (http://www.childrensnational.org/score/smart-phone-apps.aspx)  

Learn the 12 Danger Signs of brain injury. There are 12 danger signs of a brain injury that, 
although relatively uncommon, require immediate emergency medical attention if they are 
observed or suspected. Call 911 immediately if any of these signs are present. 

2. IF YOU SUSPECT, YOU MUST PROTECT!  Remove the child from play if you suspect a 
concussion, and obtain a medical evaluation. When in doubt, sit them out. Any blow to the 
head, no matter how mild, can cause a concussion. Look for the associated signs and 
symptoms. It is better to be safe than question if they should return to the game. Treat all 
concussions as serious.  

If you suspect a concussion, call your child’s pediatrician and ask if he or she would prefer 
to examine your child or if you should go to the emergency room. Do not try to judge the 
seriousness of the injury yourself. Second-impact syndrome, though rare, occurs when an 
individual sustains a second concussion before the first has properly healed, and can be 
severely disabling or even lead to death. 

3. Monitor and record the child’s symptoms at home as is recommended by the CDC. The Home 
Symptom Monitoring feature of the CRR app can assist you to track symptom progress and 
provide this valuable information to your healthcare provider to assist post-injury treatment. 

Support proper treatment. After a concussion, the individual’s brain should not be over-
stimulated or subjected to any further risk of re-injury. The less “work” the brain has to do, 
especially early in recovery, the more energy it can put toward healing. During recovery, it 
is important to provide a careful balance between activity and rest, not allowing the 
symptoms to worsen but also increasing activity as symptoms allow. Managing the child’s 
physical and cognitive (school) activity is very important throughout recovery. 

  

http://www.cdc.gov/concussion
http://brain101.orcasinc.com/
http://www.nanonline.org/
http://www.cdc.gov/concussion
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Ten Questions to Ask Youth Sports Organizations About Head Safety 

In whatever sport a child chooses, to feel more comfortable and confident with their participation 
as it relates to concussion risk, parents must do their homework and ask questions of the league 
and coaches about how they handle head safety. A parent needs to feel at ease that safety is 
treated as a priority. At a youth football Q&A event in Virginia in 2012, the commissioner of the 
NFL, Roger Goodell, was asked by a parent how to be assured of their child’s head safety by the 
youth sports league. He responded with an excellent question “How many of you would send your 
child to a babysitter without first checking on them for safety, quality, etc.? You need to do the 
same with their sports activities.”  In following this advice, we encourage parents to ask the 
following 10 questions, and we encourage all youth sports organizations to properly prepare 
themselves for these questions. 

1. Does the league have a general policy in how they manage concussions? 
2. Does the league have access to healthcare professionals with knowledge and training in sport-

related concussion? 
3. Are the coaches required to take a concussion education and training course?  
4. Who is responsible for the sideline concussion recognition and response to suspected 

concussions during practice and games? 
5. Do the coaches have readily available the tools - concussion signs & symptoms cards, 

clipboards, fact sheets, smartphone apps, etc. - during practice and games to guide proper 
recognition and response of a suspected concussion? 

6. Does the league provide concussion education for the parents, and what is the policy for 
informing parents of suspected concussions? 

7. What is the policy regarding allowing a player to return to play? [Correct answer – ONLY when 
an appropriate medical professional provides written clearance that the athlete is fully 
recovered and ready to return.] 

8. Does the league teach/ coach proper techniques (e.g., blocking and tackling in football, 
checking in hockey and lacrosse) in ways that are “head safe” by not putting the head in 
position to be struck? If the player does demonstrate unsafe technique during practice or a 
game, do the coaches re-instruct them with the proper technique/ method? Is head and neck 
strengthening taught? 

9. If a contact sport, are there limitations to the amount of contact? How often (# days per week, 
# minutes per practice) do you practice with live contact? Is that any different than past years? 

10. How amenable is the league/ team / coach to accepting feedback from parents about their 
child’s safety as it relates to head safety? 
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