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The Youth Concussion Awareness Network (You-CAN): 
Exploring peer-led concussion education 
programming in Canadian high schools



Hopes for today…
Spark a new way of thinking about concussion 
education

Starting point for possible novel concussion education 
initiatives in sport 

A contact and potential collaborator



Background
Concussions in youth increased annually by 10.3% from 2005-2014 in 
Canada. (Rao, 2018)

Concussions are underreported in youth due to lack of knowledge, 
social environment, perceived outcomes of reporting, perceived norms, 
and self-efficacy. (Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, 2014) 

Social participation after a concussion was impacted by a lack of 
understanding about concussions from their peers. (Valovich McLeod, 2017)

Peers are strongly influenced by their social networks 
Peer education can play a large role in student knowledge, attitudes, and behaviours



Youth Concussion Awareness Network 
(You-CAN)

• A peer-led concussion 
education program for 
Canadian high school students

• Ongoing (COVID impacts)
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Collaborators 

Collaborators:
Brandy Tannenbaum– Sunnybrook
Stephanie Beldick - UofT Brainwaves
Gordon Stringer - Rowan’s Parent
Kathleen Stringer - Rowan’s Parent
Paul Weiser - Youth Advisor
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Rationale

This research addresses the need that Canadian 
high school students do not currently have:
1. Adequate knowledge of concussion

2. Access to reliable, up-to-date concussion resources

3. Opportunities to ‘lead the charge’

By developing, implementing, and evaluating a peer-led service 
learning program (You-CAN) for Canadian high school students, 
the study aims to increase high school student’s:

intent to provide social support 
to a peer after a concussion

intent to report a suspected 
concussion to an adult



You-CAN Study Protocol





You-CAN Intervention 

Create a Council:  Bring together a group of 
students in your school who are passionate about 
concussion awareness and helping others.

Share Concussion Resources: Run a concussion 
awareness campaign in your school.

Showcase Your Work: Share and celebrate your 
campaign with other You-CAN schools from across 
Canada.



You-CAN Intervention 
The You-CAN program uses the IPARD model of service learning



September - December
Create a 

Concussion Council

January - March
Run a Concussion 

Awareness Campaign

April - June
Celebrate campaign at 

the Showcase
(named in honour of 

Rowan Stringer)

You-CAN Intervention



• All participating schools will have access to You-CAN web portal

You-CAN Web Portal



Up-to-date, evidence-based resources



Concussion Awareness Campaign

So many options!  
Campaigns will look different depending on school wants/needs



Finding the Concussion Resources





Online concussion resources for 
Canadian high school aged youth: 

A systematic search strategy

IDENTIFIED NEED: 
Online concussion resources need to continue to be 
updated to reflect the most accurate information, 
and written and designed for youth to fill the 
concussion knowledge gap 





Exploring Social Support through 
Lived Experiences





Challenges
they 

mitigate

• Concerns about falling 
behind in school

• Barriers to 
accommodations

Close friends Peers with previous 
concussion experience

Parents

• Feeling socially isolated
• Feeling misunderstood due to  

experiences of invisible injury 
+ lack of belief from peers

• Feeling misunderstood, 
isolated and unable to ask 
for help

•Social inclusion: texts, visiting 
at home, planning social 
activities that account for 
limitations

•Solidarity: validating 
challenges and standing up 
when peers call them “fakers”

• Sharing validating stories
• Communicating empathy
• Anticipating  and meeting 

needs

•Leveraging their  “adult 
power” at school to 
advocate for 
accommodations

Social Support Network

How?

Social support during youth 
concussion recovery 



Improving the Provisions of Support

IDENTIFIED NEED:

• Education sessions led by 
youth with concussion 

• Education session that focus on 
the functional impacts of 
concussion

• Education sessions that include 
specific examples of  peer 
support



Emerging data:
What factors influence concussion knowledge, 

attitudes and intended behaviours?



Methods

High school students complete the Concussion 
Reporting and Social Support Measure (CRSS-M)

Concussion 
knowledge

Intention to 
report a 

concussion

Intention to 
provide social 

support

Student 
demographics



Study 1:

• Surveyed 1330 high school students

To explore if sport participation, 
specifically in high-risk and team 

sports, influenced high school 
students’ concussion knowledge, 

intention to report a concussion and 
intention to provide social support



Results

Higher
concussion

history

Lower intentions 
to report a 
concussion

Lower intentions 
to provide social 

support

Lower 
concussion 
knowledge 

High-risk and team sport participants: 

Team sport participants: 



Study 2:

• Surveyed 191 high school students

To identify the intended behaviours of 
youth towards providing social support 
to a peer with a concussion

To examine if demographic factors and 
concussion knowledge contribute to these 
intended behaviours



Help Take on School Responsibilities

• I would help them study for an upcoming test after they missed 
days of school (88%)

• I’d offer to take notes for them (89%)

Advise Speaking to an Adult

• I would tell them to talk to their parent/guardian if they felt in 
a fog after falling off their bike (97%)

• I would encourage them to talk to their teacher if they were 
having trouble concentrating at school (98%)

Results: Positive Social Support Responses



Symptoms 

• I would tell them I thought they were faking their symptoms to 
get out of school (30%)

• I would encourage them to play in a sports competition if they 
were still experiencing symptoms (30%)

Isolation

• I’d make sure to leave them alone while they’re recovering 
(51%)

• I would tell them to sit in a dark room and rest (69%)

Results: Negative Social Support Responses



Results 

Females
U=2387, p<0.0005

Older youth
rs=0.380, p=0.01

Higher concussion 
knowledge

rs=0.223, p=0.01

More favourable intentions to provide social support



IDENTIFIED NEED:

• Educational interventions targeted at increasing concussion
knowledge and promoting positive behaviour change 
specifically among athletes that play high-risk and team 
sports 

• Educational initiatives that enhance concussion knowledge 
and create more supportive environments

We can do it together!

Improving knowledge and behaviours



You-CAN: Most Excited About…
• Co-creation with target audience (high school students)

– From grant review to web portal design to implementation strategy!
– “Nothing about us, without us!”

• Unlocks the potential for youth to help youth
– Who would a youth rather listen to?
– Active engagement in solutions – builds capacity for the future

• Simple and fun
– Aligns with club/team culture
– A venue to express creativity 
– Not re-inventing the wheel – sharing great resources made by great 

people in a format that is relevant to high school youth
• Reaching those who are underserved

– Research phase: Maritimes, Northern Ontario etc.
– End of grant dissemination to all parts of country (and perhaps beyond)



Hopes for today…
Spark a new way of thinking about concussion 
education

Starting point for possible novel concussion education 
initiatives in sport 

A contact and potential collaborator



Check it out!

https://www.ontario.ca/page/guide-for-
students-athletes-all-abilities-e-booklet

Promoting accessible concussion education for all!



Thank you!

Email: nick.reed@utoronto.ca
Web: www.oakconcussionlab.weebly.com

Twitter: @DrNickReed @OAKConcussion
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