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Concussion: Traumatic Brain Injury
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Four years ago Rorie Lee slipped on the ice and hit the back of her head. “I

went right back to work,” she shared with me recently. “Everyone said you’ll

be fine, you just had a concussion. It’s no big deal.” But, it was a big deal.

Rorie, who has a Ph.D. in health studies from Temple University and was an

educational instructional designer at Maine Medical Center, ended up losing

her job and going on disability. All because she fell and hit the back of her

head on the ice and suffered a concussion.

Concussions are a big deal
Here’s what can happen when your head takes a hard blow like Rorie’s did.

Your brain slams against the inside of your skull, then ricochets and slams

against the opposite side. Rorie lost consciousness but most people with

concussions don’t pass out.  Most people also recover quickly and completely.

The problem is that diagnosing a concussion isn’t always easy because the

signs are often more functional than structural. That means they don’t show up on an MRI or a CT scan and

instead the person just doesn’t feel right. Some signs may show up immediately, but others may not be noticed

for days or even months. Once a highly organized individual with an almost photographic memory, Rorie now

struggles to accomplish routine tasks or learn new things.

Signs and symptoms of concussion (traumatic brain injury)

Thinking/Memory Physical Emotional Sleep

Difficulty thinking clearly Headache

Fuzzy or blurry

vision

Irritability Sleeping more than

usual

Feeling slowed down Nausea or

vomiting

Dizziness

Sadness Sleeping less than

usual

Difficulty concentrating Sensitivity to noise

or light

Balance problems

More emotional Trouble falling

asleep
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Dr. Bill Heinz

Difficulty remembering new

information

Feeling tired,

having no energy

Nervousness or

anxiety

Life as she once knew it changed dramatically for Rorie — she lost her professional identity, self-confidence,

independence, and ability to earn a living. She is now a member of Brain Injury Voices, a volunteer group of

people in Maine who have experienced varying types of brain trauma.  Members of the group shared their

personal experiences recently at the 2  Annual Conference on Defining Moments in Brain Injury. New England

Rehabilitation Hospital, the Neuroscience Institute at Maine Medical Center, Goodwill Neurorehab Services,

Lakeview Rehabilitation, RiverRidge Center, and NLB Consulting sponsored the Conference.

Concussion risks for high school athletes
Also speaking was Dr. Bill Heinz, a physician with OA Centers for Orthopaedics. He’s a

sports medicine specialist who treats a fair number of concussions and works tirelessly

to educate parents, students, coaches, and athletic trainers about the risks for young

athletes, whose brains are especially vulnerable. The CDC recently reported that

emergency department visits by people 19 and younger for concussions has increased

by 62 percent in the past decade. Dr. Heinz believes that’s only the tip of the iceberg. 

“More than half of student athletes who get hit in the head are not even aware they

have a concussion,” he explained to conference participants. “They may not feel right,

but don’t understand the severity or don’t want to let down the team or be pulled from

the game.”

When in doubt, sit them out
Dr. Heinz recommends two tools that schools can use to help determine if a student has a concussion.

1. Evaluation by a trained professional

2. Neuro-cognitive computerized testing, such as imPACT. The test is especially helpful if baseline testing was

done before the athletic season started.

Because diagnosing a concussion can be tricky, he urges school athletic trainers, nurses, and coaches to err on

the side of caution. His mantra: When in doubt, sit them out.

1. No return to play in the same game even if symptoms go away. Sometimes symptoms take a while to show

up.

2. Send home with a responsible adult

3. No alcohol or substance use

4. OK to give Tylenol to relieve pain

Managing concussions at Cape Elizabeth High School
With the help of Dr. Heinz, several Maine schools have developed concussion management programs. Cape

Elizabeth High School, for instance, has been doing baseline imPACT testing of all student athletes for several
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years. The past few years the $1000 annual cost has been paid for by a grant from the Maine Concussion

Management Initiative. The school takes concussions very seriously says Cape’s principal Jeff Shedd. When

students have concussions they not only have to take a break from athletics, but also from academics. According

to Dr. Heinz, the goal is to give the brain a rest so it can heal. He warns that, “Returning to function is an even

bigger issue than returning to play,” We worry about affecting brain function and not getting it back.”

Mandating concussion education
Several states have passed concussion laws recently, some mandating formal concussion policies. In Maine,

pending legislation would require that parents receive and sign a concussion policy sheet from school that

contains updated information about concussions, including risks. Educating people about the risks is key says

Jeff Shedd, even if it is sometimes challenging. “When we were growing up as athletes ourselves, people would

laugh off concussions and say things like kids got their bell rung or got a stinger or something like that. It was a

matter of toughing it out, and what medical science is telling us now is that’s a real mistake because for some

students it can be a really, really hurtful injury.”

Rorie Lee may not be a student athlete, but she is a classic example of how easy it is to misjudge the impact of

what may seem like a minor blow to the head. Four years later, she is still trying to regain some control of her

life.

If you’d like to learn more about concussions and the risks, here’s a list of resources.

Some concussion education resources

Heads Up: Concussion in Youth Sports

Maine Concussion Management Initiative

National Federation of State High School Associations

imPACT

Concussion and Mild Traumatic Brain Injury/CDC
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