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Returning to Learn Post-
Concussion: Invisible Struggles 
of an Invisible Injury
A Phenomenological Investigation of College Student Experiences

2019 O'Brien

The Issue: Academic Challenges
• Symptoms
• Initial steps 
• Self-advocacy
• Resource awareness
• Symptom management- no protocol
• ADA Constraints

36https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/statutes/adaaa.cfm2019 O'Brien
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The Current Study
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Research Aims

• Student experiences
• Student care pathways
• Possible avenues of 

improvement 

Qualitative Design

• Phenomenology
• Emergent hypothesis 
• Holistic description of 

phenomena 
• Commonalities among 

participants 

2019 O'Brien
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Participants

• Purposefully selected
• Non-athletes

• 1 male, 11 females
• Colvin et al., 2009
• Harmon et al., 2016

• Various academic levels 
•

Data Collection

• Academic dysfunction 
survey (Wasserman et al., 
2017) 

• Learning and Study 
Strategies Inventory (LASSI; 
Weinstein et al., 2016)

• Semi-structured interviews
• Audio recorded

Data Collection and Sample

2019 O'Brien
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Aim 1: To Describe College 
Student Experiences of Concussion

392019 O'Brien

• Physical effects
• Cognitive effects

• Sleep effects
• Social effects

40

Concussion Consequences

2019 O'Brien
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• Physical effects
• Cognitive effects

• Sleep effects
• Social effects

Ph
ys

ic
al

Cognitive

Sleep

Emotional

41

• Primarily cognitive 
effects
• 11 students
• 49 statements

• Physical effects
• 7 students 
• 38 statements

Academic Effects

2019 O'Brien

Aim 2: To Describe Student Care 
Pathways Following Concussion

422019 O'Brien
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Pathways of Care

• 10 sought care
• 4 sought immediate care on 

recommendation of someone 
else
• 4 delayed care (+48 hours 

post)
• 8 received imaging
• 3 to urgent cares
• Others to ER or MD
• 2 thought they could manage 

on their own

432019 O'Brien

Care 
Pathway

Limited 
knowledge of 
concussions

Conflicting 
recommendations 

from care 
providers

Limited 
knowledge of 

campus 
resources
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● Interaction of factors & 
impact on RTL

● Contributions to experience 
+ student reaction 

● Recommendations 
generated from experiences 

Interaction Effect Limited Concussion 
Knowledge

Concussion 
Effects and 
Symptom 
Severity

Negative Impact of 
Symptoms on 

Academics

Limited Self-
Advocacy Skills

Limited Resource 
Knowledge

Student 
Experiences

2019 O'Brien

Aim 3: To Identify Avenues to 
Improvement of Care for Students 
with Concussion on Campus 

462019 O'Brien
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Recommendations

47

Concussion 
knowledge

Resource 
knowledge

Self-
Advocacy

Short term 
accommo-

dations

2019 O'Brien

Conclusions and Implications 

Significant 
impact of 
effects on 
academics

Limited 
knowledge 
impaired 

pathway of 
care 

Complex 
interaction of 

factors 
impaired 
academic, 
social, and 
functional 
outcomes 

482019 O'Brien
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Return to Learn: What Now?
2019 O'Brien

Two Populations of Learners

2019 O'Brien 50

Self-
Learning

Nervous

Self-
Manage 

ment

Self-
Advocacy

Concussion 
knowledge

Resource 
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CDC HEADS UP

https://www.cdc.gov/headsup/youthsports/index.html
512019 O'Brien

CDC Pediatric mTBI Guidelines

522019 O'Brien

https://www.cdc.gov/headsup/youthsports/index.html
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Return to Play

53

• Five step progression
• No activity to full activity
• Progress through each step 

unless symptoms return
• Return to previous step, 

wait 24 hours and repeat
• Based on symptom reporting

 

Graduated Return to Play Protocol 

 

1. NO 
ACTIVITY 

 

(RECOVERY) 
 

Complete 
Physical and 

Cognitive Rest 
until Medical 

Clearance 
 

2. LIGHT 
AEROBIC 
EXERCISE 

 

(INCREASE 
HEART RATE) 

 
Walking, 

Swimming, 
Stationary 
Cycling. 

 

Heart Rate 
<70% - 15 min 

 

3. SPORT 
SPECIFIC 
EXERCISE 

 

(ADD 
MOVEMENT) 

 
Skating Drills 
(Ice Hockey), 

Running Drills 
(Soccer, etc) 

 

NO Head 
Impact 

Activities 
 

Heart Rate 
<80% - 45 min 

4. NON-
CONTACT 
TRAINING 

DRILLS 
 

(INCREASED 
EXERCISE, 

COORDINATION 
& ATTENTION) 

 
Progress to 

Complex 
Training Drills 
(e.g., Passing 

Drills, etc) 
 

May Start 
Resistance 
Training 

 
Heart Rate 

<90% - 60 min 

5. FULL 
CONTACT 
PRACTICE 

 
(RESTORE 

CONFIDENCE & 
ASSESS 

FUNCTIONAL 
SKILLS) 

 
 
 
 

If Symptom 
Free, Return to 

Normal 
Training 
Activities  

 
 
 
 

Symptom Free for 
24 Hours? 

 

Yes: 
Begin Step 2 

 

No: 
Continue 
Resting 

Symptom Free for 
Next 24 hours? 

 

Yes: 
Move to Step 3 

 

No: 
Rest Further 

until Symptom 
Free 

Symptom Free for 
Next 24 Hours? 

 

Yes: 
Move to Step 4 

 

No: 
Return to  

Step 2 until 
Symptom Free 

Symptom Free for 
Next 24 Hours? 

 

Yes:  
Move to Step 5 

 

No:  
Return to  

Step 3 until 
Symptom Free 

Symptom Free 
Next 24 Hours? 

 

Yes:  
Return to Play 

 

No:  
Return to  

Step 4 until 
Symptom Free 

Date Attained:  

Reference: Consensus Statement on Concussion in Sport: the 3rd International Conference on Concussion in Sport held in Zurich 
(2008), Br J of Sports Med 2009; 43: i76-i84 doi:10.1136/bjsm.2009.058248 

Date Attained: Date Attained: Date Attained: Date Attained: 

2019 O'Brien

Return to Learn

54https://cbirt.org/back-school2019

https://cbirt.org/back-school
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Current Work
• Coaching has been 

manualized for other 
researchers’ and clinicians’ 
use (Kennedy, 2017)
• Developing coaching 

program at UGA to support 
students with concussion 
and TBI

2019 O'Brien 56
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Monitoring Over Time

572019 O'Brien
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SUCCESS
Success in College after Concussion with Effective Student Supports

Our goal is to develop a peer mentoring program for 
college students seeking care at Shepherd Center’s 
Complex Concussion Clinic (CCC) that supports short and 
long term success.
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