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An injury to the anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) or medial collateral 
ligament (MCL) will slow anyone down, regardless of whether you 
are a competitive athlete at some level or just an average, “weekend 
warrior” who enjoys playing a sport for fun.

The ACL and MCL are elastic bands of tissue that connect bones to 
each other and work to stabilize the knee. The MCL helps to prevent 
our knees from going inward toward each other while the ACL keeps 
the knee from shifting during quick, lateral movement.

ACL TEARS
ACL injuries are frequently seen in sports such as football, basketball, 
volleyball, and soccer, which require players to pivot, change 
directions quickly, or jump.  When an ACL tears, you may hear a 
“popping” sound or feel the ligament pop. There will be immediate 
knee swelling and it will be difficult to walk or continue to 
participate in the sport. 

Unless you are a younger athlete, competing at the high school, 
college, or professional level, surgery to reconstruct a torn ACL is not 
absolutely necessary. Conservative, non-operative treatments such 
as activity modification, bracing, and physical therapy can help if you 
are older and can refrain from cutting, jumping, or pivoting sports. 
However, if you want to continue with those specific activities, then 
surgery will be needed. Even if you don’t pursue surgery, there are 
still plenty of other activities you can participate in without an ACL, 
including rowing, riding a stationary bike, running in a straight line, 
and doing squats.

Contrary to many young athletes’ expectations, full recovery from 
a surgically reconstructed ACL takes 9 – 12 months for proper 
rehabilitation and graft healing before they can return to playing 
their sport. Many think they can get back into their sport within six 
months. They see some of their professional sports idols get back to 
playing in that time frame, but on average, it takes an NFL player 12 
months to return to play.

MCL TEARS
Whereas ACL tears are a non-contact injury, MCL tears typically 
happen as a direct result of a blow to the outside of the knee. This 
injury happens frequently to football players. When an MCL tears, 
you will feel pain on the inside of the knee and hear a “popping” 
sound, if it’s severe. There will also be feelings of pain and instability 
with the knee moving toward the other knee. 

Isolated MCL tears are treated non-operatively due to the location of 
the ligament being on the outside of the knee joint and surrounded 
by tissues and muscles that provide blood supply to help with 
healing response. Bracing and rest are usually effective, with 
recovery taking two to eight weeks. Surgery is only considered for 
high-grade tears or when another ligament is injured.

With either type of ligament injury, it is best to see a sports medicine 
orthopaedic specialist. Our physicians at Crystal Clinic are on the 
leading edge of the most innovative techniques for ligament repair, 
and have even created their own procedures using biologics to help 
athletes get back in the game. 
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Dr. Urchek, a Northeast Ohio native, is a graduate of The Ohio State University College of Medicine. 
He completed his orthopaedic sports medicine fellowship at Emory University in Atlanta and his 
orthopaedic residency at Summa Health System. Dr. Urchek’s expertise includes knee, shoulder, 
and ankle arthroscopic procedures such as ACL reconstruction and revision surgery, 
rotator cuff repair, labral repair, and meniscal surgery. He is also skilled in total 
shoulder replacement, fracture care, and treating patellar instability. Dr. 
Urchek currently serves as a team physician for the University of Akron and 
Revere High School.
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