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Teen Brain Takes Biggest Sports Hits
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Contact sports can pose serious threats to the athletes who play them, but are teenagers in greater danger
than others? In this informational text, Katherine Harmon discusses the effects that head injuries can have
on the teenage brain. As you read, take notes on what happens to an athlete as a result of a head injury
and the additional effect it can have on teenagers.

The teenage brain is special. Less plastic than a
child’s developing brain, but not yet with all of the
executive functions1 of an adult noggin. And that
makes them more vulnerable2 to long-term
effects of head injury, according to new research.
Especially when it comes to sports-related
concussions.3

In football, soccer, hockey or rugby, the top-front
of the head usually receives the brunt of the
blow. And that region is where the all-important
executive function areas are forming for
teenagers: the frontal cortex.

To learn more, researchers recruited 96 male sports participants ages nine through 26 — half of whom
had had a diagnosed concussion in the past year. Using a battery of memory, attention, motor tests
and EEG4 monitors, the researchers found that all of the concussed athletes showed reduced working
memory.

But the adolescents had the most cognitive5 impairment, even if months had passed since their injury,
and they reported feeling just fine. The findings are in the journal Brain Injury. [Annie Baillargeon et al.,
“Neuropsychological and Neurophysiological Assessment of Sport Concussion In Children, Adolescents
and Adults”]

So for high school athletes, a rough hit could lead to problems lasting longer than a bad headache.

[1]

[5]

1. referring to neurologically-based skills involving mental control and self-regulation
2. Vulnerable (adjective): capable of being wounded or hurt
3. an injury that affects your brain function, usually caused by a collision or blow to the head
4. EEG, short for electroencephalography, is a method to record electrical activity of the brain
5. Cognitive (adjective): connected with thinking or mental processes
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which sentence expresses the central idea of the text?
A. Teenagers are at greater risk of certain negative effects of concussions due to

the state of their developing brain.
B. Children and adults are safe from the negative effects of concussions due to

their brains’ stage of development.
C. While teenagers are more vulnerable to concussions, they are able to recover

from the damage more quickly than adults or children.
D. No matter how much time has passed since an athlete has received a

concussion, they will continue to experience difficulty with mental tasks.

2. PART B: Which detail from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “Less plastic than a child’s developing brain, but not yet with all of the executive

functions of an adult noggin.” (Paragraph 1)
B. “And that region is where the all-important executive function areas are forming

for teenagers: the frontal cortex.” (Paragraph 2)
C. “To learn more, researchers recruited 96 male sports participants ages nine

through 26 — half of whom had had a diagnosed concussion in the past year.”
(Paragraph 3)

D. “Using a battery of memory, attention, motor tests and EEG monitors, the
researchers found that all of the concussed athletes showed reduced working
memory.” (Paragraph 3)

3. Which of the following statements best identifies the author’s purpose in the text?
A. to encourage parents not to let teenagers play contact sports
B. to show readers how to recognize and treat a concussion
C. to provide readers with the resources to further explore the effects of head

injuries
D. to inform readers about how vulnerable the teenage brain is

4. How does the text draw a connection between the development of teenage brains and
sports injuries?
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. How are teenagers more vulnerable during this time of their life than at other ages? Is it
more important for teens to be protected at this time in their lives, or to have the freedom
to make their own choices and mistakes? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience,
and other literature, art, or history in your answer.

2. How can studying concussed brains potentially help us prevent the harmful side-effects of
participating in sports? Should teens’ participation in sports be limited? Why or why not?
Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in
your answer.
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