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Head injury 
 
What is a head injury? 
 
A head injury is a blow or trauma to the 
head.  While no signs of a brain injury may 
have been found at this time, problems may 
develop up to 48 hours later.  The signs may 
be subtle, and may last for days, weeks, or 
months.  Watch your child closely after the 
injury.  
 
 
What are signs of a brain injury?  
 
Within the first few days: 

• bulging “soft spot” in an infant  

• blood or clear drainage from nose or ears 

• nausea (upset stomach) 

• vomiting more than 2 times 

• more irritable, or other change from your 
child’s normal behavior 

• headache that gets worse or lasts longer 
than 24 hours 

• blurred vision 

• dizziness, clumsiness, trouble walking 

• sudden weakness or trouble using one 
side of body 

• slurred speech or trouble talking 

• confusion and memory loss 

• seizures 

• hard to wake up 

• pale skin color 

Later signs: 

• impulsive or tends to interrupt others 

• irritable 

• more passive than normal 

• more tired than normal 

• hearing problems 

• trouble following instructions  

• slowed thinking, or trouble making 
decisions 

• trouble getting along with others 

• trouble paying attention or concentrating 

• memory problems 

• learning or reading problems 

• vomiting now and then (no known 
cause) 

 
How should I care for my child? 
 
• Wake your child if directed by a nurse or 

doctor, and check for normal behavior. 

• Limit activities for 24 hours. 

• If your child accepts it, place an ice bag 
or cold pack on the injured area to stop 
any swelling. 

• If vomiting, offer clear liquids (such as 
apple juice, Popsicles®, broth, or gelatin) 
for the first few hours after injury.  (See 
the education sheet, “Vomiting.”) 

• Give acetaminophen (Tylenol® or another 
brand) for headache or discomfort every 
4 hours as needed. 
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When should I call the doctor? 
 
Call the doctor if your child has any of the 
listed signs of brain injury, or if you have 
any questions or concerns about the way 
your child looks or is acting. 
 
Changes in behavior, thinking, and mood 
usually improve during the first few weeks 
after the injury.  If they last longer than 4 
weeks, please call your doctor.  An 
evaluation by a neuropsychologist (a 
specialist in brain function and behavior) 
may be needed.  The neuropsychologist can 
suggest ways to help improve your child’s 
learning, memory, and behavior after a brain 
injury. 
 
What activities can my child do? 
 
Even if this injury caused no damage, you 
should prevent further blows to your child’s 
head.  Repeated mild head injuries within a 
short time (hours, days, or even weeks) 
could result in serious brain injury and  
long-term problems.  Avoid sports such as 
hockey, football, soccer, skiing, and any 
other activities that seem risky to you, until 
approved by your child’s doctor.  Here are 
some general guidelines: 
 
Your child can return to normal activity if: 
• no loss of consciousness. 
• symptoms lasted 15 minutes or less.  
 
If your child was unconscious for a few 
seconds, wait one week after all symptoms 
go away. 
 
If your child was unconscious for a minute 
or more, wait two weeks after all symptoms 
go away. 
 
 
 
 

What else do I need to know? 
 
Here are some ways to speed your child’s 
progress in the days and weeks following a 
mild head injury: 

• Allow extra time for rest and play. 

• Follow a predictable daily routine. 

• Increase activities slowly, as tolerated. 

• Ask the doctor when your child should 
return to school and regular activities. 

• Tell family members and teachers what 
happened, how to modify class work and 
activities, and to watch for signs of 
problems.  Share this education sheet 
with them. 

• Monitor your child’s school performance 
for the next several months. 

• Use resources (medical staff, 
neuropsychologist, school counselor) if 
problems continue beyond a few weeks. 

 
Questions? 
 
This sheet is not specific to your child, but 
provides general information.  If you have 
any questions about your child’s condition, 
please call the clinic. 
 
For more information, education, and 
support, contact the Brain Injury Association 
of Minnesota, at www.braininjurymn.org or 
call (612) 378-2742 or 1-800-669-6442.  
Services provided include: 

• resource library 
• support groups 
• educational programs 
• injury prevention 
• advocacy 
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