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Back-to-School Alert: 
Complex Concussion
Proper Treatment Is Key
By Barb Hailey

N
ot much can keep Lake Forest 
High School varsity lacrosse 
player Kelly Nolan down. So 
when a concussion sidelined 
her for more than a month, 

her family turned to nationally renowned 
NorthShore sports concussion expert 
Elizabeth Pieroth, PsyD, ABPP, who serves as 
concussion specialist for the Chicago Bears, 
Blackhawks, White Sox and Fire. 

A ball hit the 17-year-old in the face during 
a March practice, causing her to fall back-
ward. “I didn’t feel the symptoms right away. 
But after practice, the pain started,” recalled 
Nolan, who experienced severe headaches, 
dizziness and blurred vision. When the 
teen’s symptoms lingered for three weeks, 
her high school trainer referred her to Dr. 
Pieroth, who also is on the Board of Directors 
for the Brain Injury Association of Illinois.

Dr. Pieroth is the Associate Director of the 
Sports Concussion Program, a comprehen-
sive, multidisciplinary team of specialists at 
NorthShore Neurological Institute. The 

program is directed by leading traumatic 
brain injury expert and renowned Neuro-
surgeon Julian Bailes, MD, the Arlene and 
Marshall Bennett and Joseph A. Tarkington, 
MD, Chair of Neurosurgery.

Concussion symptoms typically last one 
to three weeks but can persist in some 
patients, explained Dr. Pieroth. “Symptoms 
lasting longer are most often attributed to 
secondary injuries, including the neck and 
inner ear,” she said, stressing the vital 
importance of being examined by a clini-
cian experienced with this kind of injury.  

Many of Nolan’s complaints revolved 
around vestibular dysfunction that causes 
balance-related issues such as dizziness. 
“The vestibular system is the feedback loop 
between what the inner ear senses, your eye 
sees and your body position in space,” Dr. 
Pieroth said. “When you get hit in the head, 
that system can be o� -kilter.” 

Dr. Pieroth thoughtfully sorted out the 
causes of Nolan’s symptoms. And then, after 
expert diagnosis and treatment, Nolan was 

An Ounce of 
Prevention
Preventing concussions is diffi cult, but 

NorthShore expert Elizabeth Pieroth, 

PsyD, ABPP, offers these important tips:

• Adhere to your coach’s rules for safety 

and the rules of your individual sport.

• Make sure your coach is teaching 

safe techniques and is trained in 

concussion awareness.

• Use sport-specifi c, properly fi tting 

protective equipment, including 

helmets, padding, shin 

guards and eye/

mouth guards.

NorthShore’s Dr. Elizabeth 
Pieroth serves as concussion 
specialist for the Chicago 
Bears, Blackhawks, White 
Sox and Fire.

referred to physical therapy. The teen was later 
medically cleared by her pediatrician to 
resume her lacrosse activities.

 “Dr. Pieroth diagnosed Kelly’s condition 
to a ‘T,’” said Nolan’s mom, Jill. “She’s very 
experienced and relatable.”

JOIN THE 
CONVERSATION NorthShore 
Neuropsychologist Dr. Elizabeth Pieroth 
(@DrEPieroth) will participate in a live 
Twitter chat about sports concussions 
on Sept. 15 at 11 a.m. Join the 
conversation by using #NSchats.

HERE FOR YOU
Call (847) 492-5700 (Ext. 1269) to 
schedule an appointment with one of our 
sports concussion experts. Urgent care 
appointments are available. You can learn 
more about treatment options for all types 
of head injuries at northshore.org/C9.
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Lake Forest High School lacrosse player 
Kelly Nolan was sidelined for more than 

a month after suffering a concussion.
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