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BIOGRAPHY AND STORY 
 
Adrienne Patterson has been an Ontario Educator for over 25 years with experience as an Elementary School 
Teacher, Consultant, and Administrator.  Her career centered on adolescent aged students, vulnerable student 
populations, with specialization in Special Education and Behavioural Supports.  In the course of her work, she 
was assaulted repeatedly over a period of time by special needs’ students and sustained injuries.  Having been 
on an extensive healing and recovery journey through Traumatic Brain Injuries and PTSD for the last decade, 
she has gained a great deal of insight into how difficult recovery can be and what enormous resilience, 
dedication, work, and support it takes to achieve even small gains.   
 
Over the years, Adrienne’s fierce determination and adhering to treatments and strategies has led to 
improvements in her recovery.  She has learned a great deal through this journey of pain and the number of 
years it took to find what works best for her.   Learning to live life differently with these diagnoses and health 
challenges has been paramount for her to be able to experience joy once again.   
 
She shares her journey through difficult times and her belief in the importance of the therapeutic connection 
with providers.  Her passion is giving back so that others may feel less alone.  Further, that brain injury 
survivors, and those working with and caring for them, will find support or ideas that can aid them along their 
own life’s journey.  Adrienne demonstrates, through her story, that strong therapeutic connections impact 
systems of care positively.   



INJURIES 

 
PTSD and Traumatic Brain Injury 
 
Both are brain injuries.  The brain scan photo indicates physiological changes in the brain in PTSD. 

 

                                             
 

Co-Occuring Symptoms of PTSD and TBI 
 
Learning how to deal with all of these symptoms and what strategies and supports worked for healing took a 
great deal of time and professional support. 

 

                                              
 

THERAPIES 
 
Nervous System Regulation  
 
The nervous system is the key to healing both the brain injuries and the PTSD.  The Polyvagal Theory, by Dr. 
Stephen Porges,  



 
   “emphasizes the role the autonomic nervous system - especially the vagus nerve - plays in     
    regulating our health and behavior. Created and developed by Stephen Porges, PhD, the  
    theory describes the physiological/psychological states which underlie our daily behavior as  
    well as challenges related to our wellness and mental health. By applying Polyvagal Theory to  
    our personal lives as well as to disciplines such as medicine, education, and management, we  
    can understand how safety, co-regulation, and connection are paramount to a healthy human  
    experience” (Porges Website description of the Polyvagal Theory). 

 

                                    
 

Occupational Therapy 
 

                                     
Vestibular Physiotherapy 
 

                                   
 



Pain Management and Assessments 
 

                                   
 
Lifestyle Habits, Tools, Skills, and Strategies 
 

                                  
 

ADRIENNE’S TIPS FOR ADVOCACY AND MANAGING CARE 
 

Self-advocating, or by a caregiver, involves speaking up about your feelings, asking for what you need, and making sure 

your rights are respected, all of which can help health care providers treat you more efficiently and effectively. 

                                           
 

1. Listen to your body's cues  
- Don’t ignore symptoms and patterns. 
- Ignoring symptoms and pain, can cause them to worsen.   



- Get in tune with your body in order to start identifying problematic symptoms.  
- If people who care about you give you feedback or are concerned, pay attention to what they are saying, 
  as they may notice cues or behaviours that may indicate a need for medical supports. 

 
2. Assess needs  
- Pay attention and assess needs in the following categories:  physical, psychological, logistical 

       and support. 
- Keep track of patterns, issues, and methods or interventions already tried and keep track of the data 
  and details. 
- Review your notes at regular intervals to see what is working and what isn’t and what may need further  
  support. 

 
3. Reach out, speak up, be honest  
- Be honest about symptoms and seek support from various groups of providers or resources  
  (ie. caregiver, family, friends, medical and health providers, support groups).  
- Without being honest about symptoms, feelings, and behaviours, accurate assessment 
  will be difficult and possibly make you feel worse. 
- Speak your truth and don’t hide it, even when it is difficult to share your reality, from your providers as  
   it makes it more difficult for them to make sound decisions and recommendations regarding 
   medications, referrals, and treatment protocols. 

 
4. Prepare for appointments  

     - Know what you need help with, have all the information compiled and ready to give to your provider  
       so important details don’t get missed in the rush of the appointment.   
     - Call ahead if you’re struggling so supports can be prepared and to find out information like  
       parking or expectations of the appointment like wearing appropriate clothing for a treatment or 
       assessment. 
     - Have all your personal and medical information ready to provide to the medical professional. 
     - It is very helpful, especially for those with complex needs, to have things prepared.  Keeping an  
       up-to-date record of medications, supplements, and treatments on a print out and as a document in  
       your phone.  Prepare a list of surgeries and medical procedures/treatments, a list of medications, 
       and also, a list with contact information of all providers.   It is helpful at appointments for the  
       administrator of the provider, your provider, and for your significant people (like partner, friend or  
       Powers of Attorney) to have to help advocate for you, or if you can't speak for yourself.  This is also  
       helpful as forms to be filled out often don't have enough space on them to write everything you might     
       need to tell your provider and can take more time than you have at the appointment. 
     - Keep track of all medications and supplements every day and when they are taken so that patterns  
       and trends can be analyzed and compared with treatments, rest, exercise, and pain levels, etc.  It 
       becomes useful for the provider to help decide if treatment protocols need to change or remain the  
       same.  It is also helpful to keep track of when medication was taken in case you forget. 
     - Bring a support person if needed.   
     - If you're having a rough day and know you'll struggle at check in, call the office in advance and explain  
       the situation.  Often, the office will have suggestions on how things might be made easier or at least  
       they will have a heads up that you may need support when you arrive, before you have your appointment. 
     - Wear or bring the appropriate clothing to appointments like physiotherapy, so that exercise or     
       acupuncture needles can be placed more easily (ie. shorts). 
     - Find out where the parking is located and what will be needed when you get there…also be aware of  
       stairs, elevators, or long walks.  Ask for instructions on how to locate an office or clinic if you’ve never  
       been before.  Then you’ll be on time and less stressed. 



     - Keep a note in your phone attached to the date of the appointment that has your questions and  
        concerns already written down to discuss. 
     - Bring needed items such as:  water, ear filters, headphones, ice pack, medications, proper clothing  
       and footwear, a book or something to keep you occupied if you have to wait.  Also bring Fitness Tracker 
       data, notes made, questions for provider, and medication tracking.                                                                                            

5. Be clear about what you need  
     - When talking with the professional, try to provide examples, descriptions, and provide any data as these      
       are helpful for the professional to understand what you are trying to explain.   
     - Ask them to slow down if you don't understand and take notes of advice given (or your    
       chaperone/caregiver can). 
     - Jot notes in your phone or on paper to keep track of what was discussed and what your instructions are.   
       That is why it is helpful to have a chaperone for complex or difficult appointments, as they not only help to  
       make you feel supported, but they can help keep track of details also.  It helps to ensure greater accuracy. 
    - If you know what helps you then that can be provided or if you have it with you, they can help.  For  
      example:  In a panic attack, an ice pack, a cold glass of water, quiet or physical space can help you regulate  
      much quicker.  Although the providers you see are experts in their field, you are the expert about you.  They  
      give better care when they already know what works.  
 

6. Establish relationships with your providers and their administrative staff  
     - Even though it should be the professional and their staff that form relationships with you and are 
       responsible for their environment and their support of you, it is human nature that if you consider that 
       these professionals are human too, then making an effort to connect to them will only help yourself and  
       your care in the long run.  It helps to establish rapport and consistency.   
     - Know their names, keep them recorded in your contact information in your phone, so if you forget, you   
       can refer to your phone and still use the person’s name…you’d be amazed how often that helps the worker,   
       especially if they are having a tough day….   
     - It helps to establish rapport and consistency.  It is extra helpful that when you're struggling and may not be 
       able to converse as you normally do, that they already know you and how to support you better. 
     - It is really helpful that providers know your patterns and how hard you work.  This is great so that when 
       you may need to be squeezed in for an appointment, the providers will know that you only call when 
       you’ve exhausted all other resources first. 
 

7. Set realistic goals with your provider and make adjustments  
     - Attempt to do what is asked of you, yet if you notice that it is too hard or causes symptoms to flare too  
      greatly, accommodate yourself, allowing more time to achieve if success is not immediate.  Getting a 'win'  
      leads to greater successes over the long term.  
 

8. Follow through on the advice, skills, and treatments 
    - Without a solid attempt to try, it is difficult for providers to alter the plan or make other decisions.  It is  
     frustrating that often things take time to work or to be dismissed if they don't, but without trying, you're  
     simply stuck.  
 

9. Research treatments, diagnoses, and options given 
- Taking the time to understand your conditions and treatments helps you to make better decisions, 
reduces anxiety, and often deepens your resolve to stick with a particular treatment, when research 
indicates its efficacy. 

     - Research allows you to discover questions you may want to ask your provider. 
     - Sometimes, research and bringing this up with your provider may remind them of an aspect of your case  



      that may have slipped their mind in the moment and can bring a better depth to your care. 
 

10.   Keep a regular routine for follow up with your essential providers  
- It helps with your own consistency, stability, and access to supports. 

      - Your body will also adjust to the routine and this consistency helps to know when things continue to  
        worsen, or a new symptom (or side effect) may crop up that need addressing. 
 

11.   If things go wrong at an appointment, address them 
- Take time to reflect on what happened so you can be clear about the changes to be made.  Without    
   addressing issues that the professional may have missed, been unaware of, or they may have been having  
   a bad day…the issue will grow and this impacts your recovery.  Reach out to Patient Services’      
   Departments or contact the colleges that govern certain Professions when necessary, which when done,    
   positive changes can be made. 
- Addressing issues, allows things to improve, or a new way can be found to solve a problem, or it helps    
  others as it brings an issue to light that may have been overlooked. 

 
12.   Don't be afraid to try alternative approaches to health 
- Do your homework and investigate its efficacy and manage your expectations of how they can help  
  and tell your medical providers what you are trying or doing as it can impact medication regimens, or  
  treatment protocols. 

 
13.   Adopt a management philosophy  
- There are no quick fixes and slacking off sets you backwards.  Keeping regular routines helps stability, 
including planning for and following through with rest and recovery time. 

 
14.   Try to only change one major treatment or medication at a time  
This allows you to monitor its effectiveness.  Changing too many things all at once makes it difficult to 
discern what is working and what is not and leads to frustration and often an exacerbation of symptoms. 

 
BUILDING STRONGER SYSTEMS OF CARE 
 

“It is the therapeutic connection, when honed and nurtured, that we strengthen systems of care.”  
- Adrienne Patterson 
 

Professional Therapeutic Relationships 
 
Advocating for oneself and ensuring adherence to treatment plans and working with a variety of professionals 
in the pursuit of health and safety is paramount to good care…let’s not forget that often patients are 
vulnerable, ill, injured, lack experience and expertise and that they rely on the system to aid them in their 
hours of need.  Yet, this is not always how it works.  Therefore, providers need to understand that while their 
respective discipline is important and necessary for the patient, it is a fraction of the entire puzzle.  Each 
provider needs to understand the grander context for the patient. 

 
 
 
 
 



Adrienne’s Providers’ Conclusions 
 
Here are the main learnings that came out of the interviews with providers: 

 
- One main provider who sees the big picture of overall health and what the priorities for healing and 

specialized treatments are.  He stated that, “Your organization, self-advocacy, research, and questions 
has aided not only your recovery, but enhanced our therapeutic connection.   Your suggestion for 
more regular check-ins allows me to keep up more regularly on your case and needs and has created 
a more fluid consistent approach to managing other healthcare needs that pop up.  I now use this 
strategy with other complex patients”. 

 
- “Listen with humility and let symptoms lead the path to treatment.” 
 
- “Don’t confuse our professional goals with that of the patient.  Align treatment goals with what the 

patient wants.  Be open and human, with professional boundaries.” 
 

- “Stay committed, break the case down into component parts, start somewhere and see how it 
evolves.  Always inform the patient what you are doing.  Listen, think, and select evidence-based 
treatments, ensuring the patient understands and will follow through.” 
 

- One provider, who has worked in a hospital care setting for over 30 years, says, “Let’s put the ‘care’ 
back into Healthcare”.  She further states, “As Professionals, we actively seek to be inspired by the 
folks we work with and to recognize that we are a small part of their Post Traumatic Growth or 
recovery”. 

 
- “There is power in creating a therapeutic connection.  Be authentic, be consistent, and create the 

therapeutic space.  The relationship is the key.  If approached with honour and humility, by bearing 
witness, and by not getting overwhelmed…this shifts the paradigm which creates an authentic place 
where understanding and awareness grows.” 

 
Compassionomics 
 
The relationship between provider and patient is crucial in building stronger systems of care and helps to guard 
against Vicarious Trauma (Compassion Fatigue or Empathic Stress) and actually supports Vicarious Resiliency. 

 
In a TEDxPenn talk about the “compassion crisis,” Dr. Stephen Trzeciak, a critical care Doctor at Cooper 
University Health Care in Camden, N.J. shared his research and scientific study on compassion, which he dubs, 
‘Compassionomics’.  This experiment and review of articles, literature, and medical studies indicated that a 
lack of compassion in healthcare tops the long list of challenges facing health care for not only patients but 
also the health of the provider...and “The absence of compassion can lead to devastating, and even fatal, 
consequences.” – ‘Compassionomics’ p. viii.   

 
The books ‘Compassionomics’ and ‘Wonderdrug’ by Doctors Trzeciak and Mazzarelli, further explains that,  

 
“it takes as little as 40 seconds of undivided attention for providers to  
  connect with their patients and improve health outcomes”. 
 



Compassion Can Improve Our Healthcare System 
 

“Compassionomics provides the evidence that one simple tool, compassion, can    
     affect not only the outcomes for our patients, but also the financial health of  
     our organizations and the well-being of our providers.” 
       - Dr. Donald Berwick, M.D. – President Emeritus, Institute for Healthcare Improvement 

 
There is hope for the future and we all need to turn our attention to our daily interactions in our work and with 
each other, that do make a difference for patients, their caregivers and families and for the professionals 
themselves as burn out is real and can happen to the best-intentioned worker.  The symbiotic relationship of 
the care provider and the patient, if managed with compassion, strengthens outcomes for patients and 
reinvigorates the professional, as they see and feel that what they do…does make a difference.  The individual’s 
commitment and accountability sets this chain of engagement and therapeutic rapport into action, thus 
strengthening systems of care. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 
To quote Martin Luther King Jr.,  

 
“Life’s most persistent and urgent question is, ‘What are you doing for others?’”   

 
We are all grappling with and being inspired to do just that.   
 
Adrienne’s challenge to you all is… 

 
What will YOU do with your 40 seconds? 

 
 
 
 
Thank you!   

Adrienne Patterson 
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