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INJURED MINDS
Penn State athletes deal with concussions

By Jocelyn Syrstad
COLLEGIAN STAFF WRITER

Penn State is also taking the
issue seriously, as it has many doc-
tors, trainers and coaches on staff
who know the implications of con-
cussions. With research being
done atRec Hall in the kinesiology
department, the school is taking a
proactive approach on head-relat-
ed injuries.

"Things do occur occasionally"
men's gymnastics coach Randy
Jepson said. "We're fortunate
here at Penn State because we've
got some research going on right
here with our sports medicine
people that is cutting edge. We're
right out in front with the topic
that way and we get great treat-
ment that way"

appear to be resolved we do some
of these repeated tests and com-
pare them to baseline," Millard
said. "We might be able to say that,
'Well, yes in fact you have recov-
ered and you're back toyour base-
line and you can return to play.'
Or, 'No, you're significantly
impaired as compared to your
baseline.' "

Once an athlete has been con-
cussed, they may be sent to
Slobounov's lab to take the various
tests. There, the tests will be
administered and the results will
be sent back to the trainers and
doctors to be examined.

In January, Matt Albrecht prac-
ticed on the high bar. The Penn
State men's gymnast did a release
move, showing offsome flips in the
air and missed the baron the way
down causinghim to slamonto the
mat below, leaving him feeling
nauseous.

This summer, Penn State
women's soccer player Maddy
Evans was fightingfor the ball in a
club match when she slammed
heads with the opposing team's
goalkeeper, leaving her with a
huge bump on her head and send-
ing the goalie to the hospital for
stitches.

While each athlete felt the
repercussions of their hit, they
didn't think it was anything too
serious right away. It wasn't until a
day or two later when they still
had headaches andfelt out of sorts
that they realized their hits did a
lot more than expected they left
the athletes with concussions.

Slobounov said the point of his
research is to "find abnormalities
in patients with concussions that
can't be seen in a clinical way of
assessment." In other words, the
tests provide answers that go
beyond the physical symptoms an
athlete might experience.

"We're not just looking at one
aspect. We're looking at all the
angles," said Katie Finelli, an
understudy to Slobounov. "Their
memory might be good, but the
EEG will indicate they're not fully
recovered. It shows us the whole
spectrum."

Fact of the (grey) matter
The brain has been a topic of

interest for a number of years.
The way it works has always fasci-
nated mankind, and the damage
that can be done to it is no excep-
tion.

A concussion is caused by a
blow or hit to the head, causing
the brain to rattle inside a person's
head and function abnormally.

According to the Sports
Concussion Institute, Albrecht
and Evans account for two of the
estimated 1.6-3.8 million sports-
related concussions that happen
in the United States eachyear.

"It's a huge national aware-
ness," said kinesiology professor
Dr. Semyon Slobounov, who also
runs a concussion research lab at
Penn State. "It's an epidemic by
definition forthe growingconcern.
We don't know the mechanism,
but it's a huge, huge issue nation-
wide, especially in contact sports."

Doctors admit concussions are
still a huge unknown in medicine,
with several of their effects to the
brain still unclear. But with more
and more studies and guidelines
coming out each year, the
unknowns are decreasing.

But there are many things doc-
tors are aware of one being the
immediate effects of aconcussion.

Headaches are the most com-
mon symptom associated with a
concussion, but Dr. Roberta
Millard , a team physician at Penn
State, said loss of memory and
concentration, lack of balance,
grogginess, sensitivity to light and
nausea are other symptoms an
athlete might experience.

Senior Matt Albrecht performs on pommel horse in a meet in 2009

Finelli said the goal of
Slobounov's studies is to make
sure an athlete doesn't return to
play before they are fully recov-
ered. If that happens they could
experience a wide range of prob-
lems in both the near and far
future.

season because of his concussion.
But both he and his coach, Jepson.
agreed the injury was handled
well by the trainers and doctors
involved.

ple in the medical professions
need to know about the treatment
and management of concussions,
but athletes of all ages must know
the severity of the injury as well.

"Educate people, educate
coaches and educate the ath-
letes," Slobounov said. "I'm not
saying we need to make them
paranoid and afraid of doingtheir
sport, but at least we should be
aware if something suspicious
happens and [not tol overlook
these kinds of injuries."

"It's nice to know we have peo-
ple that can keep on top of guys,"
Jepson said of the training staff.
"Our trainer has done a great job
and he's really on top of it. He's a
guyyou can really trust. He's cre-
ated a great situation for us."

In the short term, an athlete's
reaction time could be slowed on
the playing field, making them
susceptible to other injuries. They
might also have a lack of balance
that could cause problems.

In the long term, all three doc-
tors agreed that concussions
could lead to chronic headaches,
clinical depression, Parkinson's
Disease, Alzheimer's Disease,
amnesia and cognitive slowing.

With the testing options avail-
able at Penn State, the school is
trying to ensure its athletes don't
experience those effects later in
their lives.

With more and more studies
coming out in recent years about
the severity of concussions and
the effects they can have on peo-
ple later in life, both Penn State
and the NCAA are doingwhat they
can to make the injuries as un-
traumatic fortheir athletes as pos-
sible.

Athletes like Owen Thomas
from the University of
Pennsylvania have helped spur
national awareness about deaths
believed to be related to concus-
sions. Thomas, who committed
suicide in his on-campus apart-
ment in April, had the early stages
of chronic traumatic encephalopa-
thy (CTE), according to a study
conductedby doctors from Boston
University

Evans, too, feels her coaches
and trainers handled her injury
well, but her experience was a dif-
ferent one from Albrecht's

The Penn State women's soccer
player admitted she didn't realize
the severity of her injury until the
next morning, even though she
got taken out of the game when
the collision happened.

Because the game didn't get
over until around 9:30 p.m. and the
hit happened late in regulation,
she just felt "out of it" until she
went to bed late that night.

When she woke up the next
morning she said she had a terri-
ble headache, felt a little bit of
nausea and was "in a fog." She
said she couldn't quite explain the
weirdness she felt, but she knew it
wasn't right and went to see her
trainer thinking she had a concus-
sion.

For trainers and doctors it is
important to understand the
symptoms and care that goes into
concussions. However, for the ath-
letes it is the knowledge of these
symptoms that are important.

If an athlete has a headache,
they need to understand they can't
return to action and they need to
be honest with themselves and the
people working with their recov-
ery If that is not done, the athlete
is submitting themselves to poten-
tial long-term effects.

"It's really important for the
athlete to understand that
because they're going to be the
only one to really know what
they're feeling or if they feel like
they're back to where they were,"
Bosha said. "The trainer can ask
all sorts of questions, but if the
athlete is saying they feel fine and
want to get back to play there's not
really a whole lotyou can do about
that.'

When an athlete endures a blow
or hit to the head, a team doctor or
physician will examine them
immediately on the sideline, see-
ing if these symptoms or others
are present. If the athlete is sus-
pected to have been concussed,
they will be taken off the field
immediately.

"We'll ask them a couple of
questions like what the date is,
what's the score, who their oppo-
nent is and whatnot," said Dr.
Philip Bosha, another team physi-
cian for Penn State. "This will give
us a feel for how with it they are.
Most sportsyou'll have a couple of
minutes to look at the athlete and
see if there's a concussion ornot.-

Once an athlete is determined
to have a concussion, the recovery
process starts. When healingfrom
their injury, the athlete is asked to
relax and isn't allowed to do any-
thing that strains the brain like
watching TV, playing video games
or even reading.

Once their symptoms start to
subside they take a series oftests,
which will then be compared to
their baseline.

"We're trying to decrease how
much this happens," Bosha said.
-We really don't have a great way
of knowing when a concussion is
fully resolved, but we're usually
keeping a very close eye on the
athletes and leaning on the side of
conservative to getting them back
to full activity"

CTE, alongwith depression, has
both been found in former NFL
stars and has been connected to
head-related injuries. If these hits
had been taken care of, their
effects could have been lessened.
In a Sept. 13 article in the New
York Times, Thomas's family and
friends said he showed no signs of
depression and never complained
ofany injury.

In April, the NCAA installed a
concussion management plan
that requires schools to have a
plan of action on file for how to
handle such head injuries. The
policy also requires an athlete to
sit out the day ofthe injury and be
cleared by a teamphysician not
coach before returning to
action at a later date.

And the U.S. House of
Representatives passed a bill in
Septemberrequiring high schools
nationwide to set guidelines on
concussion treatment and man-
agement to prevent the long-term
effects of the injuries. That bill is
the first of many to likely be
passed, with other concussion-
related issues still pending in
Congress.

A look into their minds
Initially, Albrecht didn't think

anything of his nausea following
his fall from the high bar. The sen-
ior gymnast said he usually feels
kind of sick on the bus ride home
from competition, so he attributed
his upset stomach to that.

"I assumed that's what it was.
but I'd never had anything like
that before," Evans said. -I'd got-
ten hit in the head plenty of times.
but I knew this was different."

Most of Evans' symptoms went
away almost immediately, except
for the headache. She initially
missed three weeks and was told
by her team trainers and physi-
cians to take it easy and "be a veg-
etable basically."

Albrecht, a kinesiology major
who has intensively studied con-
cussions in some of his classes,
suggested inviting trainers or doc-
tors into the first team meeting of
a season to go over the serious-
ness surrounding concussions.

He said this way, the medical
professionals could be upfront
with the athletes and the athletes
in turn would understand what
they needed to be aware of and
that they needed to be able to be
honest with themselves if they
were ever concussed.

However, when he continued to
feel nauseous three and four days
after the meet, and constantly felt
groggy and as if he was "walking
through a fog," he knew some-
thing was wrong.

Albrecht ended up missing
three weeks of the season as he
recovered from his concussion,
and he admitted that time out
wasn't always easy.

really wanted to be back in
the game and I didn'twant to take
time out," Albrecht said. "I was
told by so many people that this is
my brain and I only get one of
them, so yeah it sucks you might
have to sit out an extra couple of
weeks. But if you keep pushing
yourself you're going to lose this
season and possibly next season
and possibly anywhere you want
to go with the sport after that
because you won't be able to stand
the pressures of the sport any-
more."

Baseline tests are given at the
beginning of every season to get a
normal reading of an athlete's
brain. They are administered in
Slobounov's lab in Rec Hall. The
test consists of various things
such as an electroencephalogram
(EEG), balance tests, memory
and attention tests and reaction
time tests.

An athlete will take those same
tests post-concussion so medical
professionals have a basis for
comparison.

Once she started to feel better
she was allowed to go on a walk,
then a jog, then a run. Eventually
she was able to practice without
contact and shortly after that she
was in game situations again at
the end of July.

However, once Penn State's
season started at the end of
August, Evans' headaches started
to come back. The symptom con-
cerned her and she went to her
trainer only to find that she would
have to miss more time because of
her concussion, as it hadn't fully
cleared up yet.

His coach agreed with that sug-
gestion, and added that coaches
need to be upfront with their ath-
letes about safety in their respec-
tive sports. Jepson said the gym-
nastics coaches often tell their
team how important each turn is,
because it's the one athletes may
not focus on that is goingto cause
them problems.

"Accidents happen," Jepson
said. "But it's that one turn where
you took it for grantedwhere you
broke your finger or underlocated
and hit your head andyou have a
concussion. You wish you got that
turn back because ifyou had done
that turn better, you wouldn't be in
that situation. Don't take things
for granted because the one you
take for granted is the one you
want back"

Dan Vallimont was amember of
the Penn State wrestling team for
five years. Though he never expe-
rienced a concussion first-hand,
he saw numerous teammates sit
out portions of each ofthe five sea-
sons he was there.

"Athletes are tested post-con-
cussion and if their symptoms

"It was a dull headache, but it
was consistent and constant."
Evans said. "Once I got the
headache symptoms I was back to
doing nothing and had to go
through the same process again."So Albrecht did whatever his

trainer told him to do. He had to
limit his time in front of computer
and TV screens and was allowed
to leave class if his symptoms took
over and he wasn't allowed to
practice until he was symptom-
free.

This time Evans was out for two
weeks, missing the first part of her
sophomore season.

While she is fully recovered
now, she admits her time out was
sometimes frustrating and she
was anxious to get back on the
field. But now that the injury is
past her, she said it was handled
perfectly by everyone involved.

"Looking back on the situation,
I was really gladthey were so seri-
ous about the situation because if
I had come back too early it
would've been even a longer
process," Evans said of her train-
ers. "I'm gladthey took the time to
make sure I was fully back I think
it helped a lot. It paid off."

Mind over matter

During his time away from his
sport, he could feel the effects the
injury had on his brain. One of the
weirdest things for Albrecht was
his struggle to concentrate. No
matter what he was frying to read
or pay attention to, his mind would
escape him and it would take him
nearly twice as long to do a simple
task

Being in a contact sport he
knew what a concussion could do
to an athlete, and he urged his
teammates and fellow athletes to
truly think about the injurybefore
they try to rush their recovery. He
hopes people understand how a
concussion could change their
lives.

"You had no control over it. It
wasn't like you were trying oryour
mind was wrapped around other
things at the time," he said. "It
would just start to wander once I
sat down and tried to get stuff
done."

While Albrecht and Evans were
fortunate enough to have training
staffs that were supportive and
understanding of the severity of
concussions, not every athlete has
those resources.

Once Albrecht had clear symp-
toms for three days, he was
allowed to graduallywork his way
back into his sport. He would start
on the exercise bike and work his
way up to sprints and eventually
work his way back up to gymnas-
tics activities.

"It's really important because,
in the end, sports are justa game,"
Vallimont said. "It's notworth risk-
ing your mental health the rest of
your life. You need to be able to
draw that line of how much you
want to risk With a concussion,
you don't really want to take too
many chances."

With the serious long-term
effects of concussions coming
more into the forefront with stud-
ies done bythe NFL, aswell as the
labs at Penn State among many
others, it is becoming more and
moreobvious that not only do peo-

Sophomore Maddy Evans (left) runs down a ball in a game against
Virginia earlier this season. Evans suffered a concussion this summer.

All in all, Albrecht missed three
meets in the beginning ofthe 2010 To e-mail reporter: Jess2lo@psu.edu
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