Not all concussions are created equal
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Just as no two people are exactly alike, no two injuries are exactly alike.  Such is the case with concussion.  Depending on an individual’s medical history, family history, how the injury occurred, age, gender, and resources to support recovery, myriad symptoms can occur.  Symptoms may be physical, sleep-related, emotional, or even cognitive in nature and while certain individuals may experience only one type of symptoms, others may experience a wide variety.  Different symptoms impact an individual uniquely, particularly when it comes to academic performance.  Therefore, it is important to recognize the numerous symptoms that may occur as a result of a concussion as each may require unique academic accommodations and treatment to support a complete recovery.   
Concussed individuals may experience physical symptoms including headaches, nausea, dizziness, balance problems, sensitivity to light and noise, and visual problems.  They may endure migraines, and/or environmental sensitivity.  These, along with any sleep disturbance, may influence an individual’s ability to attend school and be an active participant in learning.  Significant symptoms may cause students to miss full or partial days of school which can lead them to fall behind academically.  Individuals who develop sleep difficulties as a result of their injury may experience daytime drowsiness or fatigue.  In more complicated cases, medications may be prescribed to help manage symptoms.  However, certain medications may produce side effects that can negatively affect the student’s performance in school.  
It is important for students experiencing physical symptoms to be allowed to go to the nurse for rest breaks throughout the day.  Sensitivity to light and/or noise may require individuals to miss assemblies and eat lunch in a quiet place, be excused from music or shop classes, and wear sunglasses inside.  They may even need to leave class early to get to the next class to avoid busy hallways.  Students with visual problems may need to decrease eye strain and should therefore reduce reading and computer work when feasible.  They may benefit from more auditory based learning but may not necessarily be bothered by noise and busy environments. 
A concussion not only causes physical limitations but can also lead to changes in an individual’s social roles, sense of identity, and self-esteem.  It can affect relationships with family, friends, coaches, and teachers.  Emotional reactions may occur as a result of the trauma of the injury itself as well as the inability to perform normal activities.  Students may feel anxiety and appear withdrawn or even more emotional.  In younger individuals who are not mature enough to articulate their difficulties, this may manifest as irritability.
Individuals experiencing emotional symptoms may act differently and in a manner that is out of the ordinary for them.  It is important that teachers work with these students to develop a plan to help manage emotional symptoms in the classroom.  Discussing emotional issues that arise with these students privately can help prevent further distress for them.  In some cases, the school’s guidance counselor may offer another level of support for students.  If the emotional symptoms become severe and prolonged, these individuals may benefit from therapy to help develop positive coping skills.  Often these students respond well to engaging in light levels of physical activity as well as social activities when possible.
A number of individuals with concussion experience symptoms that affect their performance in school.  Attention and concentration problems as well as difficulty with memory are common complaints reported by concussed students.  Specifically, they may report difficulty focusing on challenging material for a sustained amount of time.  They may also appear restless and “zone-out” in class.  These students may have trouble learning new information as well as recalling previously learned information.  Teachers and parents may observe them to be forgetful and repetitive.  As a result, these individuals often have difficulty multitasking, can become confused with complex instructions, take longer to process information, and have difficulty adapting to new situations.  Extra-curricular activities such as memorizing lines for a play or assisting their team from the sidelines are often affected as well.
For students with cognitive difficulties, it is important for them and their parents to meet with teachers and discuss the symptoms observed.  In some cases, the adults are more aware of the symptoms than the student.  Teachers should encourage these individuals to ask for assistance and create an environment in the classroom that is supportive of their request for help.  These students need academic accommodations which may include extra time on tests and assignments, reduced workload, audiobooks or preprinted class notes, and preferential seating.  These individuals will often benefit from repetition of information, cuing, chunking information, working in a quiet environment, and meeting with the teacher individually to review information.
While most individuals recover from concussion within a month’s time, certain individuals may experience prolonged symptoms that warrant formal legal accommodations in the form of a 504 Plan.  This is a civil rights act that protects individuals with disabilities and eligibility is typically determined through reviewing documentation from outside sources and/or a school evaluation.  It is considered best practice to involve the parents and student in formulating the plan as it should be tailored to each student’s specific needs.  Ideally, students’ grades should not suffer as a result of this temporary disability.  As there continue to be advances in research recognizing the different aspects of concussion, treatment approaches and recommendations will become even more specific and individualized.
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