
 

A concussion is an injury to the brain usually 
caused by a blow to the head. In most cases, it 
does not involve a loss of consciousness. When 
you’ve had a head injury, it’s important to know:
• the symptoms of a concussion  
• how it should be managed
• its lasting effects 

Monitor your symptoms
Because the brain is very complex, every brain 
injury is different. Some symptoms may appear 
right away; others may not show up for days 
after the concussion. 
Seek medical care if you experience any of the 
following symptoms after suffering from a head injury: 
• headaches that won’t go away
• having trouble (more than usual): 

 - remembering things 
 - paying attention or concentrating 
 - organizing daily tasks 
 - making decisions or solving problems

• slowness in thinking, acting, speaking, or reading
• getting lost or easily confused
• neck pain
• feeling tired all the time, lack of energy
• change in sleeping pattern 

 - sleeping for much longer periods of 
   time than before 
 - trouble sleeping or insomnia

• loss of balance, feeling dizzy, light-headed
• increased sensitivity to light, sound, distractions
• blurred vision, eyes that tire easily
• ringing in the ears
• mood changes: 

 - feeling sad, anxious, listless 
 - becoming easily irritated or angry  
   for little or no reason 
 - lack of motivation

Sometimes the injury makes it hard for people 
to recognize or acknowledge they are having 
problems. It may be helpful to enlist the support 
of others for help with recognizing symptoms. 
Most individuals can be safely observed at home 
by friends, roommates, or family members. In 
fact, friends and family members may be better 
at noticing changes in behavior than a medical 
provider (who may not know the patient as well).
Symptoms of a concussion are usually 
temporary, but may last for days or weeks. 
Watch for new symptoms. If you feel something 
is “not quite right,” or if you’re “feeling foggy,” 
talk with your health care provider.

RECOGNIZE DANGER SIGNS
Visit your health care provider or emergency 
department immediately if —after a blow 
to the head—you have any of these signs:
• headaches that get worse
• weak or numb arms or legs
• unsteadiness
• repeated vomiting 
The people checking on you should take 
you to the emergency department right 
away if you:
• are very drowsy or cannot be awakened
• cannot recognize people or places
• have one pupil that is larger than the other
• have convulsions or seizures
• have slurred speech 
• behave unusually, seem confused or are  

very irritable 

Facilitate full recovery
While signs of concussion can last for weeks, 
most people recover without any long-term 
problems. The two most important things you 
can do to facilitate a full recovery are rest and 
careful observation. Resting your mind and 
body can be hard for busy, highly motivated 
students; however, taking shortcuts may 
compromise your ability to return to work 
and play at pre-concussion levels.

Take care of your body
You should not return to strenuous activity 
(including sports) while you still have signs 
of a concussion, like headache or dizziness. 
Other suggestions include:

Recovering from a 
Concussion (head injury) 

Rest & careful observation are needed after concussion.
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• 

• Get plenty of sleep. 
• Ask your health care provider when 

you are ready to drive a car, ride a 
bike, etc.

• Don’t drink alcoholic beverages until 
your health care provider says you 
are well enough to do so. Alcohol 
and certain other drugs may slow 
your recovery and put you at risk of 
further injury.

• Take only drugs approved by your 
health care provider. Avoid any 
medications that cause drowsiness 
or changes in level of consciousness: 
pain medications, sleeping pills, 
muscle relaxants, tranquilizers, or 
recreational drugs.

Take care of your brain 
Reducing cognitive strain during 
the healing process is critical to 
allowing the brain to heal. You’ll 
need to be patient because healing 
takes time. Prematurely engaging in 
activities involving mental exertion 
or multitasking (e.g., reading, taking 
notes, problem-solving, test-taking, 
computer or smartphone use) may 
exacerbate or prolong symptoms and 
decrease your ability to perform at 
your pre-concussion level. 

• Return to daily activities, such as 
work or school, gradually and at 
your own pace. 

• Complete the Student Disability 
Services self-disclosure form.

• Reach out to professors and meet 
regularly with your academic 
advising office to discuss your 
symptoms and develop a plan for 
return to study. 

• If you need additional assistance, 
speak with your primary care provider.

• Write things down if you are having 
trouble remembering.

• If you’re easily distracted, try to do 
just one thing at a time (e.g., don’t 
watch TV while preparing dinner).

• Consult your family members or close 
friends if making important decisions.

Don’t risk 2nd brain injury 
During the healing process, you should be 
extremely careful to avoid activities that 
could lead to another blow or a jolt to your 
head (including contact or recreational 
sports). Suffering a second brain injury can 
cause a much longer recovery.
Recovery time
Most people recover from a first 
concussion in 7-10 days. How quickly 

they improve depends on a variety of 
factors, including:
• the amount and severity of symptoms
• what part of the brain was injured
• their age
• how healthy they were before the 

concussion
If you already had a medical problem 
at the time of your concussion, it 
may take longer for you to recover 
from your brain injury. Anxiety and 
depression may also make it harder to 
adjust to the symptoms of brain injury.
Be sure to schedule follow-up 
appointments with your health 
care provider as recommended. If 
symptoms increase or do not improve 
within 24 hours of consulting with a 
health care provider, call Cornell Health 
(607-255-5155) for follow-up care 
right away. If symptoms persist beyond 
two weeks, contact Cornell Health to 
discuss a referral to Student Disability 
Services for appropriate academic 
accommodations.

For more information 
• cdc.gov/Concussion
• imPACTtest.com
• ncaa.org [search “concussion”] 
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Return to play
Report all head injuries or symptoms of 
concussion to your team athletic trainer 
immediately. Never return to your sport 
or a heavy activity level after a major 
concussion until you’ve gone through 
the following stages of recovery and 
been cleared by your team physician:

Stages of recovery
• Physical & mental rest for 24-48 hours
• Light aerobic exercise (e.g., walking, 

stationary cycling), no resistance training 
• Sport-specific exercise (e.g., skating or 

running drills), no head impact activities
• Non-contact training drills (start light, 

progressive resistance training)
• Full contact practice after clearance by 

team physician & athletic trainer
• Return to competition

FOR INTERCOLLEGIATE ATHLETES

At least 24 hours should be devoted 
to each stage of recovery. If symptoms 
worsen, stop and resume activities the 
following day. Resistance training should 
be added only in the later stages. 

ImPACT & SCAT 5 testing
All Cornell varsity athletes will have 
baseline neuropsychological (imPACT) 
testing and baseline SCAT 5 test before 
starting their sport. Post-injury testing 
will be used as a tool to aid in returning 
the athlete to their sport. The SCAT 5 test 
includes balance testing to assess the 
vestibular system* which can be negatively 
affected by concussion.
* A system in the body that controls sense of 
movement and balance.

Return to Learn
• Complete the Student Disability Services 

self-disclosure form.
• If you need additional assistance, reach 

out to your athletic trainer or team 
physician.
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