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Concussions Deserve a Conservative Initial Approach

Assessing the severity of concussions is becoming a more scientifically 

based process as the sports world gains a better understanding of the 

potential long-term effects of this injury. Less than 10 percent of athletes who 

suffer concussions actually lose consciousness, making initial assessments 

dependent on observations by trained medical staff and coaches.

“It is tempting for athletes to downplay a blow to the 

head as nothing major if they never lose consciousness, 

but it is imperative that coaches and medical staff take 

a conservative approach to potential concussions,” says 

Heidi J. Hunter, MD, physiatrist and medical director of 

Inpatient Rehabilitation at Saint Francis Medical Center. 

“Concussions are traumatic brain injuries and require 

serious attention.”

Recognizing and responding to symptoms of concussions when they first 

occur can help prevent further injury or even death. Common concussion 

symptoms include:

•	 Low-grade	headache

•	 Difficulty	remembering	or	paying	attention

•	 Slowed	thinking	or	acting

•	 Dizziness	or	light-headedness

•	 Blurred	vision

•	 Ringing	in	the	ears

Heidi J. Hunter, MD
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Objective Testing Assists  

in Concussion Evaluation

ImPACT® (Immediate Post-Concussion 

Assessment and Cognitive Testing) is a 

scientifically validated concussion evaluation 

system that assists qualified practitioners in 

making sound return-to-play decisions.

This 20-minute test has become a standard 

tool in the clinical management of concussions 

for athletes from age 10 through adult. The 

system strongly encourages preseason baseline 

testing and/or post-injury neurocognitive testing 

whenever possible. 

These assessments help practitioners objectively 

evaluate the athlete’s post-injury condition and 

track recovery for safe return to play. It is not a 

stand-alone tool or diagnostic instrument.

The ImPACT program measures multiple aspects 

of cognitive functioning such as:

•	 Attention	span

•	Working	memory

•	 Sustained	and	selective	attention	time

•	 Response	variability

•	 Nonverbal	problem	solving

•	 Reaction	time

“Post-concussion syndrome can be quite 

disabling, as evidenced by the extended recovery 

times	required	by	NHL	star	Sidney	Crosby,”	

notes Heidi J. Hunter, MD, physiatrist and 

medical director of Inpatient Rehabilitation at 

Saint Francis Medical Center. “In some cases, 

suffering a second blow to the head while 

recovering from an initial concussion can have 

catastrophic consequences.”

For more information on the treatment of 

concussions, please call the Sports Medicine team 

at Saint Francis Medical Center at 573-331-5153.

The following symptoms are signs of more severe brain trauma and 

require immediate emergency attention:

•	 Vomiting	or	nausea

•	 Slurred	speech

•	 One	pupil	larger	than	the	other

•	 Convulsions	or	seizures

•	 Increasing	confusion	or	agitation

•	 A	headache	that	gets	worse	or	does	not	go	away

•	Weakness,	numbness	or	decreased	coordination

•	 Extreme	drowsiness

Saint Francis offers a Concussion Clinic with specialized resources 

for early follow-up and condition management on Tuesday and 

Thursday	afternoons	at	Cape	Neurology	Specialists,	3004	Gordonville	

Road	in	Cape	Girardeau.	For	more	information	on	the	treatment	of	

concussions, please call the Sports Medicine team at Saint Francis 

Medical Center at 573-331-5153.

Guidelines, Law Govern Safe Return to Play  

The issue of safely returning to play following a concussion 

garnered additional attention in 2011 with the passage of Missouri’s 

Interscholastic	Youth	Sports	Brain	Injury	Prevention	Act.	The	

law requires youth athletes who suffer head injuries to stop play 

immediately	and	stay	on	the	sidelines	for	at	least	24	hours.

“This law puts some teeth behind suggestions the medical community 

has been making for years,” says Heidi J. Hunter, MD, physiatrist and 

medical director of Inpatient Rehabilitation at Saint Francis Medical 

Center. “Athletes are not permitted to return to play without written 

permission from a medical professional trained in the evaluation and 

management of concussions.”

Medical clearance protocol for return to play (RTP) includes the 

following steps. If symptoms recur, the athlete must return to the 

previous level before progressing.

1.	No	exertion	until	the	athlete	is	symptom-free

2.	When	the	athlete	appears	clear,	begin	low-impact	activity	such	

as riding a stationary bike

3.	Initiate	aerobic	activity	fundamental	to	his	or	her	sport,	such	as	

running, and add light resistance training exercises

4.	Begin	non-contact	skill	drills	specific	to	the	sport,	such	as	

dribbling or fielding, and progress to heavier weights

5.	Begin	full	contact	in	a	practice	setting

6. If the athlete remains symptom-free, he or she may return to 

game play with written medical permission

For more information on the treatment of concussions, please call the 

Sports Medicine team at Saint Francis Medical Center at 573-331-5153.
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