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HEALTH BEAT

Mary Ellen Quinn assumed the shaking in
her right arm and leg was restless leg
syndrome. But her doctor referred her to a
neurologist, who determined the Chicago
Ridge resident was in the early stages of
Parkinson’s disease and prescribed her medi-
cation to control the symptoms.

“Overall, it’s helped and the disease is
under control,” said Quinn, 55. “If I get
nervous or tired, I notice it more.”

Like many of the nearly 1 million Ameri-
cans with the disease, Quinn holds out hope
that the results of a $40 million, five-year new
study could change the way this common
movement disorder is diagnosed and treated.

Northwestern University’s Parkinson’s
Disease and Movement Disorders Center has
been selected as one of the 18 research sites for
the study, the Parkinson’s Progression Mark-
ers Initiative, sponsored by the Michael J. Fox
Foundation.

The study is recruiting 400 people recently
diagnosed with Parkinson’s who are not
currently taking medication as well as 200
control subjects without the disease. At
Northwestern, 20 participants will be fol-
lowed for about two years.

The initiative is the first study of its size to
search for a biomarker for Parkinson’s.
Researchers will track patients using samples
of blood, urine and spinal fluid as well as
advanced imaging and behavioral assess-
ments. Because it is an observational study,
participants will not receive an experimental
drug or treatment.

Parkinson’s disease is a slowly progressing
disorder of the nervous system marked by
slowness of movement, tremor at rest, muscle
stiffness and gait problems. The symptoms
are triggered by declining levels of dopamine
in the brain.

“It is overall the disease of aging,” said Dr.
Tanya Simuni, director of Northwestern’s
center and principal investigator for the trial.
“With our aging population it’s expected there
will be twice as many people living with
Parkinson’s over the next 20 to 40 years.”

There is no cure for Parkinson’s disease
and no standard for treatment, as doctors
typically treat the most bothersome symp-
toms. In addition to medication and surgical
therapy, treatment approaches include gen-
eral lifestyle modifications (rest and exer-
cise), physical therapy, support groups, occu-
pational therapy, and speech therapy, ac-
cording to the National Parkinson’s Founda-
tion

There is also no single diagnostic test for
Parkinson’s disease. The study aims to find a
biomarker for Parkinson’s in much the same

way blood sugar level is a biomarker for
diabetes. Doctors use blood sugar level to
measure the effectiveness of diabetes treat-
ment.

Finding a biomarker for Parkinson’s is
essential to improve the accuracy of diagnosis
and to monitor progression of disease, said
Simuni. “Once a biomarker is established, we
anticipate using it for more rapid testing and
development of effective new treatment op-
tions.”

“We need objective measures along with

doctor assessments that would provide us
with rapid and accurate knowledge of which
drugs work and which do not,” said Simuni.

“We’re honored to be the one and only site
in the Midwest to take part in the study and
are prepared to have participants from the
entire geographic area,” said Simuni. “We not
only look forward to the scientific results but
hope to increase awareness of Parkinson’s
disease in the community.”

Quinn also looks forward to the results, but
for now, she does her best to live with the
disease. She walks a mile each day and is still
able to work as a secretary at a Chicago law
firm.

“I try to get to the gym, do Pilates and ride
the bike,” she said. “I do have my moments but
I try to keep as busy and active as possible.” 

For more information on the study visit
www.parkinsons.northwestern.edu.
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BREAST CANCER 

AWARENESS

Dr. Rabia Bhatti will discuss new

ways to diagnose breast cancer,
how to perform a self-exam,

screening options and risk fac-
tors. 5 p.m. Wednesday, Resur-

rection Medical Center, 7435 W.
Talcott Ave. Free. Registration

required. Call 877-737-4636.

ESTATE AND ASSET 

PLANNING

n Kerry R. Peck, of Peck Bloom

LLC, will speak about Estate
Planning for Families Dealing

with a Diagnosis. Topics include
powers of attorney versus living

wills. 6:30 p.m. Thursday, Gilda’s

Club, 537 N. Wells St. Free. Call
312-464-9900.

n Wendy Thornton of Medicaid
Matters will discuss how to

protect assets through the use
of legal documents, health

insurance and care planning. 6
p.m. Tuesday, Weiss Memorial

Hospital, 4646 Marine Drive.
Free. Registration required. Call

800-503-1234.

FREE SCREENINGS

Men and women ages 18 and
older will receive free screenings

and information on diabetes,
heart disease, prostate health,

gout and other chronic diseases.
This event is sponsored by the

Chicago Bulls and Rush Univer-
sity Medical Center. 10 a.m.

Friday, United Health Center,

1901 W. Madison St. Call 866-
543-6461, ext. 101.

CAREGIVER CONFERENCE

The Alzheimer’s Association,
Greater Illinois Chapter, will

partner with the South Side
Dementia Consortium to

present, “You Are Not Alone:
Supporting Caregivers of Loved

Ones With Memory Loss.” 9 a.m.

Saturday, Kennedy-King Col-
lege, 740 W. 63rd St. $10 in ad-

vance, $15 at the door. To regis-
ter, call 847-933-2413. 

GLUTEN FREE PROGRAM

Join Swedish Covenant Hospital
to learn what it means to follow

a gluten-free diet. A gourmet

raw-food dinner will be served. 6
p.m. Monday, Cousins Incredible

Vitality, 3038 W. Irving Park
Road. $10. Registration required.

Call 773-478-6868.

Send health and wellness items

to city@tribune.com.
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Advocate Illinois Masonic Medical Center

is one of the nation’s 100 Top Hospitals.®

The physicians, nurses, staff and volunteers of Advocate Illinois Masonic Medical Center

never cease to amaze. Their commitment to patient safety, quality, service and satisfaction

is extraordinary, and Thomson Reuters confirms it. This prestigious national award is a true

reflection of what collaboration, innovation and dedication can accomplish. It also means

better outcomes for patients, which is always the ultimate goal.

To find a physician, visit advocatehealth.com/masonic or call 1.800.3.ADVOCATE (1.800.323.8622) || 836 W. Wellington Avenue, Chicago 60657
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