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On behalf of the Brain Injury Association of North 
Carolina (BIANC), the Board of Directors, and staff, we hope 
that you and yours have remained healthy and safe during 
these unprecedented times.

Like all of you, we at BIANC have been working to 
establish a new norm. Many of our programs, including Camp 
and our Conferences will all be digital for 2020, making them 
accessible to anyone who may not feel comfortable leaving 
home. In the last two months, we have also launched a new 
series of Facebook Live sessions to address what Survivors, 
Caregivers and Families may encounter and ways to transition 
during these times. 

If you are able to get out and enjoy the summer, we want 
to remind you all to THINK SAFETY FIRST! Our summer 
program, Think Safety First, hopes to better equip parents, 
children, and individuals with the tools they need to avoid 
summer accidents that could lead to a traumatic brain injury. 
This issue of Starting Point Magazine is full of helpful hints to 
help you avoid injury and still have fun.

We hope you have a fun and safe summer!
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THINK SAFETY FIRST
A helmet is always required – No matter if you are 6, 16 or 60, a properly fitting helmet designed for the activity is 
always required if you are hopping on a bike or a scooter. These hard facts explain why you should always THINK 
SAFETY FIRST when jumping on two wheels.

 z In North Carolina, a bicyclist is killed or injured approximately every six hours, according to the Division of 
Bicycle & Pedestrian Transportation.

 z Researchers at Rutgers University recently found head injuries from riding electric scooters have tripled 
over the last decade.

 z Wearing a helmet may reduce the risk of brain injury by as much as 88 percent.
Parental guidance advised – An afternoon ride on an all-terrain vehicle (ATV) is not something families should 
take lightly. Before you gas up and go, remember your helmet, stay off public roads and THINK SAFETY FIRST.

 z The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends children under the age of 16 should not operate or ride 
off-road vehicles.

 z Anyone operating or riding on an ATV should wear a full-face motorcycle, not a bicycle, helmet.

www.bianc.net
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Spotlight on Former  
BIANC Board Member

Pier Protz 

No one saw it coming, but that’s the way it is with 
a freak accident. One moment life is normal and good 
and – in the blink of an eye things change forever. 
For my Brother Eric and our family in June of 1964 
everything changed. 

At the age of 15 Eric had touched many lives 
with his thirst for learning. He taught me how to play 
chess, showed me the wonder of using a fluorescent 
light to illuminate gems and minerals, started me 
in coin and stamp collecting, let me help him put 
together rocket models and then to set them off from 
the roof off our sun porch (some going up as high as 
300 feet but never to the Moon). Life with Eric was 
a scientific adventure. He was a chemist, a gem and 
mineral collector and he raised mealworms and white 
mice to feed the lizards and snakes that he raised. He 
taught me to not be afraid of these creatures, to dare 
to explore life and the world. 

He won local and regional science fairs and was 
always happy to share his knowledge. In short, he was 
my Super Brother without the “S” emblazoned on his 
t-shirt. The only time he shut me out was when he and 

his friends had special explorations in the neighborhood. 
They had a club called The Organization of Scientific 
Researchers. NO GIRLS ALLOWED! 

So…on that June evening in 1964, on his way 
with our Dad to a Scout Meeting at our Church in 
Dad’s truck, the unthinkable happened. My awesome 
Brother…the one who early on wanted to save the 
planet…opened the passenger door of the truck to 
catch a piece of paper being tossed about by the wind 
in the bed of the truck. Surely, he could put his hand 
out to catch it as it blew his way. He couldn’t do it 
through the window though, he had to open the door 
to get that potential piece of litter. 

With no control over what would unfold, that 
door opened, Eric involuntarily leaned out, the door 
struck a light pole on the side of the street that then 
flew back to hit the right side of Eric’s head. One 
officer told our folks that there was hair and blood 
on the light pole. We will never know if all of these 
details are correct. Eric did suffer 3 skull fractures, 
many broken facial bones and teeth, he ended up 
paralyzed on his left side, he was in a coma, and he 
had seizure after seizure during that first night that 
he was not supposed to live through. How like Eric to 
prove everyone wrong by living through the night to 
see another day. 

For almost 7 months Eric was in a coma, hooked 
up to what seemed like a hundred tubes and sensors. 
He was in the hospital for over a year. I was not 
allowed to see him for the first two months. Everyone 
was sure it would damage me in some way. When I 
was allowed to visit I distinctly remember taking one 
look at my Brother in a coma. I left the hospital room 
to lean against the hallway wall and fainted dead 
away. I was only 12 after all. This was supposed to be 
my Super Brother. Where had he gone? 

We never know who our true friends are until life 
becomes less sweet for everyone. Eric’s friends for the 
most part moved on, occupying themselves with girls, 
sports and avoiding thinking of the friend they had 
once looked up to. It was hard for them to connect 
with this boy that had to learn how to do everything 
over again. It was also hard for them to deal with his 
challenges. His short term memory would be toast, his 
temper would be quick and often uncontrollable and 
his sense of loss of himself would be profound. What 
teenager can deal with that? How could parents and 
a little sister help this new and difficult person to get 
well? Every day, month, year was filled with challenges. 

Pier has served at least three different terms on the 
BIANC Board of Directors. Currently she is serving 
her third term on the NC Brain Injury Advisory 
Council (BIAC) and co-chairs their Public Policy 
Committee. Her service and commitment to her 
brother, Eric, and to BIANC and brain injury 
rehabilitation in NC over the years is outstanding.
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Eric graduated from High School in 1968. He 
also took some college classes at Central Piedmont 
Community College. He eventually gave up the idea 
of getting a college degree, but never stopped his 
chemical experiments, writing poetry, rock collecting 
and working with his stamps and coins. There were 
personal tragedies along the way for Eric. His terrible 
temper got him into trouble on lots of occasions. 
People did not understand his feelings. He felt left out 
of so many conversations. People said things about 
him behind his back. He felt discriminated against 
in nearly every phase of his life including most of the 
jobs that he had. He eventually went to work at Lance, 
Inc. in Charlotte and that was the job that worked 
best for him, working in the receiving department for 
recycling stale products that came back to the facility. 
He stayed there for 18 years and eventually retired 
on disability when he could no longer physically 
function at his job duties. 

Eric and my Mom came to live with me in 1995, 
three years before her death. It was a blessing not 
to have to worry about them living on their own in 
Charlotte. With Eric now living in Goldsboro, I began 
to seek meaningful things for him to do to occupy his 
time. We got involved in our local Brain Injury Support 
Group which we eventually began managing. Eric 
began volunteering at the Library (books being one 
of his passions) and, also began counting the money 
from the program’s recipients that came into our local 
Meals-On-Wheels program. We also became charter 
members of our local Coin Club. 

I am grateful for the medications that made Eric 
a happier and more focused person. Over the years I 
have seen good advancements made in discovering 
medications that make a difference in the lives of 
survivors of brain injury. In Eric’s case it took a 
particularly bad evening in December to lead us to 
the right Doctor who hospitalized him for observation 
purposes to see what worked best to help him manage 
his intense anger and the desire to self-destruct. 

Working with other survivors of brain injury 
through our support group was very rewarding for 
me and for Eric. We had a large group from the 
community, as well as from ReNu Life, coming those 
7 years or so of our first group. Some months there 
were over 100 people in attendance. Of course, we fed 
everyone lunch. Feed them and they will come. We 
enjoyed the fellowship and Eric could be his quirky, 
funny self without me trying to tone him down. 

I really can’t remember who contacted me about 
applying to be a BIANC Board Member but that 
became the next step in my involvement with the 
Brain Injury community along with adventures at 
Camp Dixie, Camp Mitchell, and Camp Carefree. I 
also can’t remember how many terms I’ve served on 
the Board but I remember being involved with some 
very professional and dedicated people over the years. 
At present, I serve on the NC Brain Injury Advisory 
Council, newly appointed for my third term. I am 
co-chair of the Public Policy Committee and enjoy 
knocking on Legislators’ doors in an effort to garner 
more services for survivors of brain injury and their 
families across the state. 

ReNu Life, however, is the star at the top of my 
brain injury tree. ReNu Life is a provider of Residential 
Brain Injury Rehabilitation in Goldsboro, North 
Carolina. Forget teaching High School, working in 
Public Relations, managing and selling real estate…
this is the pinnacle. It’s my 10th year at my dream 
job. My employer, Diane Harrison allows me to bring 
Eric to work when I 
can manage to peel 
him away from Andy 
Griffith. He has great 
friends there, and I 
believe that many of 
them look up to him 
for his kindness, his 
wit and his nuttiness. 

Eric is 71 now and 
proud of it but I can 
tell you that he’s just a 
mature 15 year old….
and he will always be my Super Brother. 
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Education &  
Training

BIANC Data
July 2019-March 2020

For Online Brain Injury 
Courses and Webinars, 
visit the www.bianc.net/

resources/education-
training

Isolation: A TBI Constant  
But New Way of Life for the Rest of Us

Katie Stephens, PT, NCS Owner, STEPS for Recovery
One of the most challenging 

aspects of recovery after a Traumatic 
Brain Injury is overcoming feelings of 
isolation. A TBI can take away your 
mobility, your communication, your 
independence, or your ability to work 
or take care of yourself. A loss in one or 
more of these areas can make you feel 
separated from your pre-injury life. 

We have all experienced some of 
what it is like to feel isolated during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, with stay at home orders and social 
distancing practices forcing us to abandon our usual routines 
and connections. During this time, it can be difficult to find the 
motivation to maintain a daily routine, exercise, or even to just 
get outside and walk. 

Those with a TBI have added physical, cognitive and 
emotional challenges that can lead to even greater suffering 
when the social support of therapists, caregivers, family, friends, 
support groups, and community are altered or removed. Humans 
are social beings and when we are forced to be separated, because 
of injury, illness or government orders, we must put in even more 
effort to sustain a positive quality of life.

One of the positive outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic is 
that we as a society are figuring out more ways to use technology 
to stay connected. Businesses and individuals alike are using apps 
like Zoom, FaceTime and Skype, along with social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Instagram and Tic Tok to stay in touch and to 
create a feeling of togetherness, even when we are apart.

The use of technology can also benefit individuals as they 
recover from a Traumatic Brain Injury. Real time, virtual 
communication via Zoom, Facetime or Skype allows you to have 
a face to face conversation with one or more people all over the 
world, from the comfort of your own home.

Many organizations are using Zoom for individual and group 
activities or therapies. Triangle Aphasia Project, Unlimited (TAP) 
is a North Carolina non-profit who has converted their entire 
group format for individuals with aphasia to an online format with 
great success. Check out their “TAP at Home” program at www.
aphasiaproject.org. Participants have been able to maintain their 
social connections, support and continue their journey towards 
recovery, all from the safety of their own home.

1,614 Professionals attended  
1 of 117 training sessions

281 Individuals registered for the  
BIANC Quarterly Webinars and  
645 completed online modules

53 Professionals took 1 of 2 Certified Brain 
Injury Specialist (CBIS) classes

382 First responders and police attended  
1 of 16 Crisis Intervention Trainings (CIT)
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Many therapy clinics are pivoting to online therapy 
via telehealth, allowing individuals to continue receiving 
the skilled therapy they need when they are unable to 
leave home. While not a replacement for hands-on, 
in-person therapy, this opportunity has provided a 
tremendous amount of insight into how individuals are 
functioning at home. This allows therapists to provide 
individualized recommendations and care based on a 
person’s own environment and needs. 

When it comes to exercise, we need to look no 
further than YouTube to find our own virtual personal 
trainer. There are numerous channels dedicated to 
exercise and health for individuals at all fitness levels. 
This is also a great resource for seeking out “life hacks” 
or strategies, or adapted means of performing every-day 
activities. A word of caution though, anyone can put 
a video on YouTube and not all advice is good advice. 
Be sure to consult with your therapist or doctor before 
trying anything that looks unsafe for you to do. 

If you want a place to start, please check out 
STEPSforRecovery.com. Under the “Our Services” tab, 
select “STEPS Live Resources”. This page has a wealth of 
therapist-provided information and resources from expert 
clinicians in the field of stroke and brain injury rehabilitation. 
In addition to 20-30 minute “Live” videos lead by a therapist, 
we provide resources and links to more information on 
the video topic. Programs include stretching and exercise, 
memory, communication, meditation, cognition, and 
strategies for working in the kitchen. Upcoming videos will 
provide education on topics related to neurologic injury and 
recovery, including understanding the function of different 
parts of the brain, breaking down spasticity, combating 
brain fatigue and more.

The world as we knew it changed with the COVID-19 
pandemic. While we are all anxious to get back the things 
we enjoyed in the community, we can hopefully carry 
forward with some of the opportunities and advancements 
this time has created. The use of technology to stay 
connected and “work from home” has now become the 
way of life, which is leading to continual improvement of 
technology and access to resources. Now more than ever 
it is easier to be together, apart.

12

BIANC’s 1st Virtual Conference 
‘Forging Ahead’ 
Save the Date ~  

November 17, 2020
We are excited to bring you a 
new experience for learning and 
networking. Join us November 17th 
for a day of education and information 
for Professionals, Persons with Lived 
Experience and their Families. You will be 
motivated by two exceptional individuals, 
Nicole Bingaman and Paul Rogers as you 
listen to their stories. More information 
coming soon. We hope you will join us!
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Our BIANC Raleigh Office has moved!
Brain Injury Association of NC
3733 National Drive, Suite 115

Raleigh, NC 27612

Lippard Traumatic/Acquired 
Brain Injury Fund

Helps Fund Projects and  
Programs such as:

Lippard Lodge
Residential Programs

Prevention
Research

Concussion Awareness
Support for Veterans

Attitude of Gratitude 
Travis Glass, Licensed Professional Counselor

Certified Brain Injury Specialist
Gratitude can be defined as “the quality of 

being thankful; readiness to show appreciation for 
and to return kindness.” After a brain injury or any 
experience in which one suffers, gratitude is essential 
for bringing balance and possible gains from the 
existential pain.

There are many types of gratitude and gratitude is 
beneficial in many ways. Gratitude can be experienced 
during a singular moment like paying attention to 
fresh water as it touches your tongue and slides down 
your throat. Gratitude also exists in larger contexts 
such as awareness of one’s strengths, personal assets, 
and fulfillment of a purpose or goal. Relationships 
are healthier when a cyclical pattern of gratitude 
occurs such as showing appreciation for what others 
give and in return showing acts of kindness. Evidence 
exists showing that an attitude of gratitude improves 
our satisfaction with life, our happiness, and our 
health. Gratitude helps pull one up and out, when a 
person is stuck in a dismal, depressed state of being.

A gratitude journal invites you to take a few 
moments each day to focus on the blessings in your 
life, despite the difficulties you may be facing. Today, 
I encourage you to write down at least one thing that 
you are grateful for. While family and friends are one 
thing that is essential to be grateful for, it is also one 
of the most common things people mention when 
expressing gratitude to others. If possible, today, 
think of something unique about you.
Some ideas to start a gratitude journal entry include:

 y I am blessed for…
 y I am grateful for…
 y I appreciate …
 y I am thankful for…
 y More than anything else, I am grateful for…
 y Having a brain injury has shown me to be grateful 
for…

 y It’s hard to be grateful for anything after a brain 
injury, but one thing …

 y Simply write a list of 5 things for which you are 
grateful. Repeat daily.

Some gratitude quotes that might help get the 
brain working include:
“If the only prayer you ever say in your whole life is 
“Thank You,” that would suffice.”

- Meister Eckhart
“The hardest arithmetic to master is that which 
enables us to count our blessings.”

- Eric Hoffer
 “A noble person is mindful and thankful of the favors 
(s)he receives from others.”

- Buddha
 “Appreciation can make a day, even change a life.”

- Margaret Cousins
“Find one moment each day that makes the pain 
worthwhile—one moment for which you can be 
grateful that you are still here.”

- Dov Siporin
“You gotta look for the good in the bad, the happy in 
your sad, the gain in your pain, and what makes you 
grateful not hateful.”

- Karen Salmonsohn
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Outreach &  
Support

BIANC Data
July 2019-March 2020

A New Way of Life
by Angela Leigh Tucker

Angela Leigh Tucker is a NC native. She has written columns in 
past editions of the Starting Point. She was living and working 
in NY when she was in a car crash that caused her brain 
injury. She lost her husband in that crash. Some of her journey 
has involved being back in NC on the road of rehabilitation, 
contributing to Me Now-Who Next? The Inspiring Story of a 
Traumatic Brain Injury Recovery, moving back to NY, finding 
her new partner in life and getting married, and now their 
journey has them back in North Carolina in the Asheville area.  
For more, visit www.AngelaLeighTucker.com

Human beings are some of the most social animals on the planet, and 
right now we are being asked to stay home to save lives. While social isolation 
may be a new term for many, it is something people living with brain injury 
deal with all the time. Some survivors struggle against their impulses to 
social isolate while others embrace their alone time. I read a Psychology 
Today article titled “Covide-19 Welcomes the World to Brain Injury-Type 
Isolation” where author Shireen Jeejeebhoy said “Suddenly a virus shows the 
healthy what life is like for their ill and injured family and friends.” 

To check-in on their well-being, I began calling a few of the more 
quiet and private brain injury support group members in recent weeks. 
Many of us have endured something seemingly insurmountable, and our 
brain injuries are why we are often referred to as “survivors.” Consider this 
evidence that we can persevere, while taking every precaution necessary 
to keep ourselves safe and healthy. 

Following guidelines set forth by the WHO and CDC means we all 
have to behave differently. I use to jokingly refer to myself as the personal-
space-violator because I openly offered hugs to whomever would like one 

BIANC Staff responded to 1,364 
 emails requesting resources

BIANC staff answered 531  
Resource calls

BIANC Staff had 326 face-to-face  
resource visits.

604 support group referrals and support 
group leader assistance were given

BIANC has created 
guidelines for virtual support 

meetings using Zoom or 
online platform, and staff are 
available to meet with people 

online or by phone.  
Call 919-833-9634 or email 

bianc@bianc.net
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or appeared to need one. Unfortunately, the days of free 
hugs appear to be over or at least for now. While learning 
how to live my life differently, here are a few habits I have 
cultivated that may help make this time of isolation more 
bearable for you too:
1. Limit time spent in front of the TV or computer. I 
find it helpful to create a reoccurring alarm that sounds 
every hour because I can easily lose track of time. 
2. Set aside time for yourself to either meditate or just 
to be quiet and calm. For me it’s meditating ten-minutes 
each day using an app called Daily Calm, I recently 
enjoyed my 200th-Day Streak! It is an important habit 
for me because I am more connected to what’s going on 
in my mind and body and I find it creates space between 
depressing and anxious thoughts. I slip more easily into 
acceptance when faced with a challenging situation.
3. Social isolation does not mean staying in a dark 
cave, so get outside into the sunshine, while maintaining 
appropriate social distance (that means at least 6-feet 
apart from other people). Open the windows of your 
home if weather allows it.
4. To fight the gloom of social isolation, make sure to 
do something that makes you feel good each day. For 
me, that means each morning I intentionally change out 
of my pajamas and get dressed for a casual day of “work”. 
Sometimes I even style my hair and put on accessories!
5. Creating a routine may help breakup a monotonous 
day. These habits can organize an otherwise structureless 
time and helps me move more purposely through the 
day. I hope some of them can help you too. 

My sample day might look like:
 y 30-minute cardio workout on an exercise mat.
 y 30-minutes of local morning news to stay current 
followed by 30 minutes of national news (I am very 
careful about monitoring my news consumption, so 
that I do not end up watching too much TV).

 y Start every day with an apartment Clorox wipe-down, 
making sure I disinfect all surfaces: 

 y Participate in a virtual brain injury peer leader 
roundtable led by colleagues in New York City.

 y Find or create digital connection opportunities using 
FaceTime or Zoom. 

 y Attend Unity of the Blue Ridge Sunday services by 
livestream. Congregants emailed our photos to be 
added to the seats. Rev. Darlene may be speaking in 
a darkened sanctuary to empty chairs, but our color-
copied smiles are creatively there with her!

 y My husband and I make weekly phone calls to our 
parents. In this way, the Coronavirus has actually 
brought us closer to those we love!
Life looks very unfamiliar now. My grocery store 

today implemented one-way aisles to help shoppers 
create more distance between each other as we moved 
through the store. Tape on the floor helps customers 
be mindful of maintaining space at the registers. While 
the world’s terrain looks new, I believe flexibility may 
be key to maintaining our sanity while living in these 
unprecedented times. Having and maintaining a 
structured schedule is so very valuable to those living 
with brain injury. Creating a new schedule that observes 
social isolation and distancing may be difficult, but it can 
be done. 

The pandemic is requiring us to do things differently, 
forcing our real-world relationships into virtual settings 
for the unforeseeable future. Find new ways to stay 
connected to your community, try reaching out to 
your support group facilitators and ask if you can begin 
meeting using Zoom or by conference calls. Set up 
weekly calls or FaceTime visits with friends and family.

My meditation practice invites me to ask “what if 
we already knew that everything is going to be okay?” 
How can we access a place of hope and peace during 
such fearful times? I do not know yet. A lot may have 
changed by the time this article is printed, but I am 
confident that we can figure it all out together. Let’s keep 
our conversations going, it is important to stay in touch 
and not be alone. So keep talking people whether it is on 
the phone or online. Connection is important.

PS: Since writing this article a few weeks ago, I have 
realized that some of these strategies have become so 
valuable to my daily routine and I think I will continue 
to use them even after the stay-at-home order is lifted. 
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Haley Manka is currently a sophomore at 
Western Carolina University. Her passions in 
life are helping those in need and growing strong 
relationships with others. Communicating and 
connecting are important to Haley. She plans to 
pursue a job within the justice system and become 
an advocate for many issues, specifically, proper 
healthcare, inequality, and poverty. 
You can email her at haleymanka01@gmail.com 

A Journey Through the 
Daughter’s Eyes

by Haley Manka
My father, Jeff Manka, had a traumatic brain injury 

when my twin brother and I were about 11 months 
old. He works for our family construction company, 
Western Builders of Sylva, Inc., as a project manager. 
On one of the job sites, my father was lifted up in a 
forklift to take pictures for an advertising brochure. 
The driver of the forklift did not fully understand how 
to operate the machine, and it malfunctioned with 
my dad still on it. My father flew into the air about 30 
feet and landed on pavement with his left leg behind 
his head. He was knocked unconscious and was in 
a coma for roughly 2 weeks with a traumatic brain 
injury as well as extensive leg injuries.

My mother, Stephanie Manka, a CPA working 
from home, was left to take care of my brother and I, 
pay bills, continue to work with her clients and be at 
the hospital with my father. Our family, including my 
grandparents, eventually moved to Atlanta, Georgia 
for a couple months while he was being treated at the 
Shepherd’s Center. This is a specialized hospital for 
spinal cord and brain injuries. Also, it is ranked in the 
top 10 in the nation. 

The recovery was a long process. My father had to 
basically relearn his entire life from brushing his hair 
to tying his shoes to feeding himself to walking again. 
He had a tough road ahead of him. But my father is a 
strong, persevering man with a brave soul enabling him 
to push through the next challenging chapter of his life. 

After many nights and weeks of prayer, the good 
Lord has helped my father recover. Through faith, a 
supportive family, a marvelous staff, and excellent 

healthcare at the Shepherd’s Center, my father 
wouldn’t be in the place he is today. He is truly a 
walking miracle. Life is beautiful with him in it. He is 
key to our family. If he didn’t survive, we would have 
never gotten a little brother. We would have never 
been a happy family of 5. We love our father dearly and 
believe everyone needs to be educated and informed 
about the impact a brain injury has on a person as 
well as their family. I want people to know that they 
aren’t the only ones going through it. I am only one 
call away! Never feel embarrassed or scared to reach 
out because trust me, the kind-hearted workers at 
the Brain Injury Association of North Carolina and 
I, are more than willing to be your rock through it all. 
Never lose hope. This is a difficult and demanding 
path, but the outcome is worth more than anything! 

For over 35 years, Learning Services’ innovative 
programs have provided specialized transitional 
services for adults with catastrophic injuries. We were 
founded on the belief that therapies should focus on the 
development of compensatory strategies that enable 
individuals to function as independently as possible 
in the least restrictive settings. With rehabilitation 
programs offered in six US states, we offer a range 
of therapeutic services, including:

• Neurobehavioral Rehabilitation
• Post-Acute Neurorehabilitation
• Supported Living
• Day Treatment Rehabilitation

Please visit our website:
https://learningservices.com/about-us/ 
for a complete guide to our services and  

a visual tour of our campus.
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Awareness &  
Prevention

BIANC Data
July 2019-March 2020

Over 1,700 monthly eBlast  
newsletters were sent

9,363 people were reached with 37 
Exhibits and Community Events

554 youth attended 1 of 8 
Sports Safety Clinics or 

BrainMinders show

BIANC Starting Point quarterly magazine 
mailed to members

How a Cycling Helmet 
Saved My Life

by John Bowers
It was May 28, eleven years ago. 

A spring Thursday like any other, 
I woke early as I always do, just 
like my father. I started the day’s 
routine by waking up my 3-year-old 
daughter and my 6-year-old son. A 
little later, I dropped them off at 
school, then off I went to work at 
Warren Wilson College.

The College is tucked in the 
Swannanoa Valley, and as you drive 
around the corner, by the red barn, 
and across the river, it’s like taking 
a deep breath. If you’ve been there, 
you know what I’m talking about.

At Warren Wilson, coworkers and I would go on lunchtime road 
bike rides a couple of times a week; on May 28, 2019, Natasha, a 
colleague from the science department, and I were going to do the 
Bee Tree ride. The route leaves campus, hangs a left and climbs 
steadily up to Bee Tree Reservoir—a beautiful mountain basin where 
Asheville gets drinking water. The climb is nice; the brisk descent 
back to Warren Wilson Road is even better.

On group road rides, it is often the practice to treat Stop Ahead 
signs and city limits signs as sprint lines—it’s a little race inside of a 
recreational ride to see who can cross the line first. I am particularly 
fond of these efforts because years ago I was on a cycling team where 
sprinting and providing lead-outs to teammates were my job. I wasn’t 
(and never will be!) a wispy climber dancing on pedals making 
climbing look effortless.

But I can go fast in the flats and downhill.
The sprint to the Stop Ahead sign at the bottom of Bee Tree was 

always an exhilarating one. After descending from the reservoir, the 
road flattens and the sprint line, i.e., the Stop Ahead sign, lies ahead. 
That day, I was in the lead as we hit the flats and I cranked up my 
speed to create a bigger gap between me and Natasha.

That’s the last thing I remember.
Months later, I heard the rest of the story. She told me I was in the 

sprinting position—standing on the pedals, pushing a big gear, head 
down—when my left cleat disengaged from the pedal. I swerved left, 
started to get vertical again, then lost it. I hit the asphalt on my left 
side, bounced, and landed in a pile with my bicycle.

A split-second decision to 
dive into a pool, or a bike 

ride without a helmet could 
lead to an accident that could 
change your life. TBI affects 
more than 2.8 million people 
every year. We urge you to 

THINK SAFETY FIRST
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I’ll spare you the minutiae here and just say 
that among the breaks, lesions and lacerations, the 
greatest was a cracked skull. The first question I 
always get is, “Did a car hit you?” No car—just me 
and the asphalt at 36 mph. The second question is, 
“Were you wearing a helmet?” Yes, I was wearing a 
helmet; if I hadn’t been, I wouldn’t be writing this.

After successful stints in the neuro-trauma ICU 
and a rehab hospital, my brain continued to reboot, 
and I became obsessed with figuring out how I 
crashed—it was such a fluke. I had crashed multiple 
times before, especially when racing, but I never 
had a life-threatening one like that. And it was just a 
recreational ride.

The short answer to why I crashed, why my left 
cleat pulled out of the pedal, is this: the part of the 
cleat that clips to the pedal, not unlike a ski binding, 
was pretty thin. User error. I should have replaced my 
cleats before then. Now, I replace my cleats every year, 
whether they need to be or not. If you’re a cyclist, I 
urge you to take a look at your cleats and replace 
them if you haven’t recently.

But that’s not the major point for writing this 
piece. You know what’s coming—the helmet, the lid, 
the brain bucket. The helmet I had on that day did its 
job—it saved my life.

When you’re wearing a helmet and hit the deck, 
the foam compresses to cushion the blow from your 
brain. The outer layer, the shell, is smooth and makes 
the helmet skid so your neck isn’t twisted; it also 
keeps the foam underneath intact. I won’t go into 
helmet sizing and how-to-wear here, but check with 
your local bike shop to make sure yours fits properly.

When I see someone, especially a kid, riding 
without a helmet, I worry. Check out these stats from 
the state:

Children are among the key demographic 
involved in bicycle-related incidents:

 y On average, 20 bicyclists are killed each year in 
North Carolina. One in six is under 16 years old.

 y Children 5 to 14 years old visit emergency rooms 
for bicycle-related injuries more than any other 
sport or recreation.

 y Typically, less than 50 percent of children wear 
helmets, yet wearing one can reduce the risk of 
severe brain injuries by 88 percent.

TBI survivor and thriver John Bowers lives in 
Asheville, NC, with his two children. When 
he isn’t working as a marketing director in the 
cybersecurity field, he’s out having adventures on 
bike, boat and foot.

Related to those numbers, North Carolina has a 
bicycle helmet initiative that distributes free helmets; 
check it out here—www.bit.ly/nchelmets. If you have 
kids, get them into the habit of wearing a helmet and be a 
good role model when you step on the pedals. Dare I say, 
it could save your brain and your life—I’m an example. 

Thanks for reading!

State-Of-The-Art Rehabilitation Hospital
Scheduled to Open 2021

 

Carolinas 
Rehabilitation
Your Destination for World-Class, 
Comprehensive Care

Our regional footprint o�ers 192 inpatient rehabilitation 
beds, 10 physician clinics and 21 outpatient therapy sites.

The Unmasking Brain Injury Project

Request Mask Kit:919-833-9634 Email: bianc@bianc.net 
Mail Mask to: 3733 National Dr, Ste.115, Raleigh, NC 27612
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Advocacy &  
Involvement

BIANC Data
July 2019-March 2020

9,915 website users and 
45,628 “hits”

431 Instagram followers

2,874 Twitter followers

5,138 Facebook followers and 
5,188 Likes

125 campers/families & 75 volunteers 
attended BIANC camp in 2019.

Social Distancing
by Maura Silverman

Sitting at a stoplight on my way to work, I flipped through the 
radio stations, anxious to hear more about this virus finding it’s 
way into our country. After all, I work with a vulnerable population 
of individuals; people who have suffered strokes and other brain 
injuries. I wanted to assure them of a healthy environment as we 
served their communication/cognitive needs. At that time, some 
aerosol disinfectant and hand sanitizer seemed to be the extent of 
what we would need to secure. But then, I heard it… the phrase, 
created just for this global pandemic that would change everything 
for months on end… Social Distancing. 

Social Distancing… wait, you mean, staying away from other 
individuals, avoid interacting in groups and staying essentially 
quarantined? This concept, this new reality, was the exact opposite of 
my personal and professional philosophy of rehabilitation and quality 
of life after brain injury! As a Speech Pathologist and Founder of 
Triangle Aphasia Project Unlimited, I preached social connections, 
life participation and supported integration into the community. 
I could demonstrate evidence-based efficacy studies on the vital 
role of engagement for individuals meeting their rehabilitation and 
recovery goals. So, now what? Would social distancing mean social 
isolation? Would disengagement from their communities break 
connections that are essential to a sense of well-being? Would a lack 
of communicative opportunities slow, or even halt, progress towards 
our clients’ goals? 

Only if we allowed it. There’s the answer. In a time where “control” 
is as elusive as toilet paper and hand sanitizer, we must embrace this 
opportunity to find ways to connect, engage and continue the path of 
recovery. Afterall, we know that experience-based neuroplasticity is 
dependent on principles of functional, salient and massed practice. 
That is, the concepts of “use it or lose it”, “use it and improve it”, 
repetition and personally-relevant activities are what the brain 
needs for rewiring and new pathways. So, as threatening as social-
distancing can seem to one’s rehabilitation effort, it is not a foregone 
conclusion. In a way, this reliance on personal accountability, 
creativity and flexibility may be exactly what proves to a person that 
therapy is not life, … rather life is therapy.

So, how best to activate this shift in perspective and engage 
in a time of limited social opportunities? Let’s start with planning 
and routine. These critical activities are the foundation of any habit 
and will foster a sense of independence and ownership. Choose 
a scheduling format that works best for you and your family. I 
recommend a large family calendar in a central location in your 
home that collects appointments, outings, and special occasions, like 
birthdays, etc. A personal calendar system should be used by each 
person in the family, including the individual with a brain injury. 
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This is important, as often a caregiver will adopt 
the role of scheduler and maintain the calendar, 
leaving the person with the brain injury in a passive 
role following a predetermined path. Clearly, this will 
impact his/her ability to “own” their rehabilitation 
journey and strips them of some of the independence 
that is essential for re-building confidence. A personal 
calendar, whether digital or paper-based, should 
include a month at a glance, day at a glance and a 
place to enter and check off daily tasks. 

Choose a day a week to do a calendar review and 
planning session. Sunday morning is a good option, 
as it allows for review of the previous week and timely 
planning for the week ahead. Support techniques 
should be used during this time, including, paper/
pen or white board for key words, pictures of people 
or access to your phone/ipad to show pictures of 
physicians, places, etc. that you might be talking 
about during the planning. If the individual needs 
assistance to write or enter/type the information 
into his/her system, the communication partner can 
provide cues/models, etc. The key here is to provide 
just enough support to foster independence. It’s a 
loving, nurturing thing to want to provide a person 
with all of the information, but it will deny him/her 
the opportunity to build a neural connection. I call 
this the “Dignity of Struggle”. 

Once the weekly review is complete and the 
planned activities put into each calendar for 
the week, it’s time to consider specifics for each 
appointment, event and scheduled situation. Will 
you need communication supports (i.e. picture of 
the body for a MD appt) or pre-made scripts or lists 
for appointments? Matching tools to the situation 
embraces preparation and allows for practice and 
repetition that is inherently vital for neuroplasticity. 

Now that the essentials are scheduled into 
your system, it’s time to look for opportunities for 
cognitive and communicative challenges, “social 
connection”, exercise blocks and time for rest and 
rejuvenation. Consider doing some reading aloud 
after your breakfast, followed by a functional 
writing task (i.e. a grocery list, a thank you note, 
etc.). Perhaps your next block of time is reserved 
for exercise, followed by a call to a friend/relative, 
lunch and a rest. Continue your afternoon with a 
game/puzzle or a virtual therapy session, checking 
off each activity with a sense of accomplishment! 
Reviewing your day for 5 minutes in the morning 

and 5 minutes in the afternoon and treating each day 
as a component of your rehabilitation plan will keep 
you on track, despite the restrictions placed on us by 
COVID-19. Remember, this is YOUR journey and 
YOUR commitment to the work is as important as 
your mindset. So believe… and achieve! 

Maura English Silverman, MS, CCC/SLP
Triangle Aphasia Project Unlimited
171 High House Rd; Suite 11 Cary, NC 27511
maura@aphasiaproject.org
www.aphasiaproject.org

A Pathway To Hope. 
As an advocate for TBI victims, 
Thomas Henson has dedicated 
his career to helping individuals 

and families affected by brain 
injuries by providing a path 

to recovery and a plan to 
lead fulfilling lives. 

An estimated 1.7 Million 
Americans sustain a Traumatic 

Brain Injury each year. 
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The law firm you choose does make a difference.
PUT OUR EXPERIENCE AND PROVEN RESULTS ON YOUR SIDE.

PROTECTING THE RIGHTS OF SERIOUSLY INJURED PEOPLE & THEIR FAMILIES FOR OVER 35 YEARS.

• Trucking Accidents

• Car & Motorcycle Accidents

• Serious Accident & Injury

• Wrongful Death

• Medical Malpractice

• Traumatic Brain Injury

• Harmful Products

• Defective Prescription Drugs

• Mesothelioma

• Lung Cancer

• Railroad Injuries

• Construction Site Accidents

• Workers’ Compensation

• Burns & Electrical Injuries

• Insurance & Investment Fraud

• Small Business Litigation

Helping injured people is what we do. Give us a call.

SERVING ALL OF NORTH CAROLINA

1-800-662-1234
www.MartinandJones.com

e have been protecting the rights of injured people for more than 35 years. During that time, 
we have won many of the larger insurance settlements and trial verdicts in North Carolina for 
our clients. But, we want to make sure you know that every case is important to us no matter 
the size. When you call and ask for our help we promise to give you our full attention, keep you 

informed of your case’s progress and be as aggressive as it takes to get you everything you deserve.

If you have been injured or lost a loved one in an accident, we would like to help you. We serve clients 
throughout North Carolina, and if you can’t come to us, we will come to you. You can see us for free. In 
fact, we’re paid our attorney fee only if we win your claim and you collect.

E X P E R I E N C E .

C O M M I T M E N T.

R E S U LT S.

FREE CONSULTATION
SERVICIO EN ESPAÑOL
HOME, HOSPITAL, EVENING
& WEEKEND APPOINTMENTS

RALEIGH OFFICE
4140 Parklake Avenue, Suite 400
Phone: 919-821-0005

DURHAM OFFICE
302 East Pettigrew Street, Suite 100
Phone: 919-544-3000

WILMINGTON OFFICE
1213 Culbreth Drive, Suite 111
Phone: 910-256-4005

Injured?

Virtual BIANC Camp
Life is an Adventure 2020

September 14-18, 2020 
11 AM – 12 Noon Daily
Activities will include:

            Cooking with Cate Art Studio
            Music/Sing-along  Low-Aerobic Exercise

Virtual Tour of Science Exhibit
The first 200 people to register will receive a BIANC Camp Kit which includes a camp t-shirt, 
supplies needed for Art Studio activity, a menu and shopping list for Cooking with Cate activity, 
and other needed materials for the week.
To Register: Please visit the Brain Injury Association of North Carolina’s website (www.bianc.net) 
for more information or call (919) 833-9634.

Hurry up and get your BIANC Camp Kit before they are all gone!

Become a BIANC Corporate Member
Show Your Support for the Brain Injury Community

Contact Daniel Pietrzak, BIANC Executive Director • Daniel.pietrzak@bianc.net
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THINK SAFETY FIRST
Making a Splash – As the temperatures go up, so 
does the desire to make a splash at the neighborhood 
pool, a North Carolina beach, or a community lake. 
Here are a few scenarios that will have you always 
THINK SAFETY FIRST when making a splash.

 z Always keep a close eye on young or 
inexperienced swimmers. An anoxic brain 
injury can occur in near-drowning accidents. 
Symptoms can include cognitive issues, 
memory loss, headaches and trouble with 
movement.

 z Never dive into shallow water. Hitting your 
head at the bottom of a pool’s surface can result 
in a minor concussion or severe trauma.

 z No running allowed. Running around the pool 
increases your risk of slipping on a wet surface 
or tripping and falling and hitting your head.

www.bianc.net
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Spotlight on BIANC  
Corporate Member 

Ricci Law Firm
In 2009 when Brian Ricci established the Ricci Law 

Firm, his goal was to personally be the voice of those 
hard-working people who had been injured and in need 
of someone to advocate on their behalf. Someone who 
could fight for their rights against insurance companies. 
Brian started his personal injury practice in Greenville 
with the ambition to eventually serve the entire state of 
North Carolina. He is well on his way to achieving that 
goal with offices and office shares currently throughout the 
state ranging from New Bern to Charlotte. 

As Brian began to see how vastly important the 
attorney-client relationship really is, he also noticed the 
importance of a different type of relationship. One that 
is directly tied to the community, particularly the non-
profit agencies making a difference throughout our very 
own communities. He discovered many of these agencies 
are doing amazing things that so many people don’t know 
about, but providing services they could greatly benefit 
from. Many of these organizations had limited access 
to ways of advertising their services due to very limited 
budgets. With this realization, Brian began to focus his 
attention on how he could help these agencies in particular 
with their need to educate and inform the surrounding 
communities of their services and benefits. These were 
established 501(c)(3) non-profits with amazing visions 
and volunteers, but still remained at a disadvantage on 
how to communicate their services. This brought about the 
development of the first official community involvement 
initiative sponsored by the Ricci Law Firm titled Eastern 
NC Cares. This initiative recognizes people and their 
organizations that are giving back to Eastern NC and 
helping make a difference. The first Friday of each month 
on the local NBC affiliate, WITN, Brian presents the 
featured non-profit organization of the month a $1000.00 
donation. Not only does this provide a monetary donation, 
it gives the organization a platform and viewing audience 
to educate and inform the community about their services, 
how they are making a difference, and how we can all be 
more involved. The success of the Eastern NC program 
sparked the establishment of the second initiative, Triangle 
NC Cares in September of 2019 as the firm expanded with 
a new office location in Raleigh. This community service 
program for the Raleigh, Durham and Chapel Hill area is 
also aired the first Friday of the month, hosted by the ABC 
affiliate, ABC 11 WTVD. 

In March, as the effects of Covid-19 were beginning to 
surface, so were the demands of working remotely for most 
of the world. Life as we all knew it had changed drastically. 
As the pandemic progressed and the devastating effects 
were felt on our economy, the firm’s continued efforts to 
help the community remained. Seeing Vidant Medical 
Center from across the street every day, the visitor parking 
lots empty, and the afterimage of the healthcare workers 
continuing to come and go really affected Brian. He saw a 
new challenge developing for those who were on the front 
line of the pandemic every day. Showing appreciation was 
very important to Brian, and he wanted to find a way to 
communicate that to all those frontline heroes. The firm 
placed a large thank you banner on the front lawn of the 
office, directly facing the hospital. Simply, but whole-
heartedly thanking them for all their hard work, dedication 
and sacrifices being made. As the quarantine and effects 
from the pandemic continued, the sign didn’t seem like it 
was enough. Having ordered hand sanitizers and masks in 
the early weeks of the pandemic allowed him the benefit of 
another unforeseen opportunity to give back. Mid-April, 
the Pitt County Emergency Management sent out a plea 
for donations of Personal Protective Equipment, and Ricci 
Law Firm was able to help. On behalf of the firm, Brian 
presented the PCEM with 500 masks and hundreds of 
bottles of personal size hand sanitizers. 

Year round, Brian and his team are committed to 
participating in various community events, actively 
engaged in local organizations through means of leading, 
volunteering, donating and sponsorship. Brian said, “I 
love North Carolina and all the wonderful people that care 
for others in our area. That is why we’re proud to support 
these people and organizations with Eastern and Triangle 
NC Cares along with other opportunities as they present 
themselves.” Since the inception of the NC Cares programs 
in 2018, Ricci Law Firm has donated over $25,000 to non-
profits throughout our State. 
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Brain Injury Support Groups
Brain injury support groups are important sources of information for survivors, families, and professionals. These 
groups provide emotional support, networking opportunities, and invaluable advice for navigating the difficult path of 
recovery after a brain injury. If you do not find a support group in your area, contact the Brain Injury Association of North 
Carolina to learn about resources in your area, or let us know if you want to help get a new group started.

Asheville, NC  
Western NC Brain Injury 
Support Network  
Karen Keating  
(828) 337-0208

Burlington, NC  
TBI Warrior Support Group  
Tiffany McCullock  
(336) 264-8001 

Cary, NC  
TBI/ABI/Stroke  
Support Group  
Norman Case  
(919) 244-6221

Chapel Hill, NC 
UNC Rehabilitation  
Brain Injury Support  
Blaise Morrison 
(919) 843-7385

Charlotte, NC  
Charlotte Area  
Brain Injury Alliance  
Sally Rickard  
(704) 355-2620

Charlotte, NC  
Loved Ones of  
Brain Injury Survivors  
Renee Johnson 
(980) 263-9670

Charlotte, NC  
Couples Night Out/ Spouse 
Support  
Barbara Westphal  
(704) 547-1563

Concord, NC  
Cabarrus County Brain  
Injury Support Group  
Todd B. Bennett  
(704) 403-0104

Durham, NC  
Duke Raleigh Brain  
Aneurysm  
& AVM Support Group  
Lazaro Gonzales, JR, PA-C 
(919) 681-8709 

Fayetteville, NC  
Fayetteville Brain Injury  
Support Group  
Ellen Morales 
(910) 309-4860

Gastonia, NC 
Patricia Haithcox 
(704) 736-5307  
Shanda Daniels 
(704) 772-4291

Goldsboro, NC  
Wayne County Brain Injury 
Support Group 
Pier Protz 
(919) 394-1091 
Martha Brown  
(252) 481-5679

Greensboro, NC 
Greensboro Brain Injury  
Support Group 
Lucy Hoyle  
(336) 832-7450 or  
(336) 430-4387

Greenville, NC  
Greenville Brain Injury  
Support Group  
Lindsay Sparrow, RN, CBIS 
(252) 241-9779

Henderson, NC  
Kerr Lake Support Group  
Nina Kalleh  
(919) 810-7507

Hickory, NC  
Hickory Brain Injury  
Support Group  
Travis Glass  
(828) 781- 0778

Huntersville, NC  
(Caregiver group:  
Call for details)  
Hinds’ Feet Farm  
(704) 992-1424

Lake Norman, NC  
Lake Norman Brain Injury 
Support Network 
Sylvia Whitmire 
(704) 224-6069 

Monroe, NC  
Union County Area Brain  
Injury Support Network  
Laura Gray  
(704) 578-5043

New Bern, NC  
Coastal Brain Injury  
Support Group  
Amy Davis  
(252) 670-6625

Raleigh, NC  
Triangle Brain Injury  
Support Group  
Jordan Slade  
jordnfs87@gmail.com 
Susan Fewell 
(919) 618-3003

Reidsville, NC  
Rockingham County Bl  
and Stroke Support Group  
Casey Cockerham  
(336) 552-4696

Rocky Mount, NC  
Emily Ellis Bl and Stroke  
Support Group  
Tabitha Jackson  
(252) 962-3711

Swansboro, NC  
(Onslow County) 
Military, Civilian, Families  
Brain Injury/Neuro Group  
Susan Fewell  
(919) 618-3003

Wake Forest, NC  
Wake Forest Bl/ Stroke  
Support Group  
Brooke W. Hinnant  
(919) 812-6390

Wilmington, NC  
Wilmington Brain Injury  
Support Group  
Morgan Lankford  
(910) 667-7062 
Kelsey Lucas 
(910) 667-6505 

Winston-Salem, NC  
Peer-to-Peer Support/ 
Information Group  
Denzil Strickland 
braininjurysurvivors@yahoo.com

Wounded Warrior Project 
(Military Only) 
(888) 997-2586 



O F  N O R T H  C A R O L I N A

Brain Injury
Association

3733 National Drive, Suite 115
Raleigh, NC 27612


