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Most brain injury survivors struggle with 
cognition (thinking abilities such as attention, 
learning and problem solving) after a TBI, 
especially with moderate and severe TBI. 
Although the brain has an expected period of 
recovery, multiple strategies exist to boost your 
cognitive health at home: 

1. Prioritize REST! After a head injury, your brain 
needs time to heal. Make sure you are getting 
enough sleep and taking breaks during the day. 

2. Exercise. If you are able, add in cardiovascular 
activity, like simply taking a daily short walk. 

3. Don’t neglect emotional health. Increased 
anxiety and depression are common after TBI. 
Manage your stress and if necessary talk to your 
doctors about treatment options.  

4. Stimulate the brain. Just like the body, the 
brain needs exercise. Do interesting things you 
enjoy to avoid being bored (e.g., listening to 
music, reading, playing word games, socializing 
with friends). 

5. Recovery takes time. Consider gradually 
increasing your activities by avoiding taking 
on too many responsibilities. Instead, start with 
simple chores (e.g., laundry). Once this is easier 
to manage, add in more challenging tasks (e.g., 
scheduling appointments).

6. Train your attention. After a head injury, 
survivors struggle with things like paying 
attention for a long time and multi-tasking. 

the Specialist
ASK 

Set yourself up for success by:

a. Getting good at concentrating on one 
thing at a time before trying to multi-task. 

b. Doing daily mindfulness exercises to 
improve focus.

c. Decreasing distractions: Remember, 
distractions can be internal (e.g., pain, 
negative thoughts) and external (e.g., phone, 
noise). 

7. Structure your environment. This will help your 
ability to get through larger tasks and support 
any memory problems you may have.  

a. No matter the task, try to plan (e.g., 
preparing a meal, getting ready for an 
appointment)

b. Take notes to provide reminders. 

C. Get help with organizing your space. 

8. Avoid activities or substances that can 
put you at risk for an additional injuries (e.g., 
reckless behaviors, alcohol use).

If you are having significant problems with thinking 
abilities, talk to your doctors about a referral for 
cognitive rehabilitation.

Ask a question! Email us at 

BOOSTING COGNITIVE 
HEALTH AFTER TBI

Suggest a topic! Email us at 

trrp@uams.edu
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THE TRRP/TBI-SPP TEAM KEITH HANDCOCK: TBI SURVIVOR
AS TOLD TO KARMEN ROBINSON

People often make resolutions to kick off the new year, but at 18 
years old, Keith Handcock woke up from a coma on New Year’s 
Day in 2016, marking the start of a tough, yet rewarding, journey 
ahead.  

On Oct. 30, 2015, five months after graduating from Conway 
High School, Keith headed out the door to run an errand for his 
mother, who wasn’t feeling well. As he hopped in his new car – 
a graduation gift from his grandmother – he used his phone’s 
navigation system to plug in the address to a family friend’s 
house, so he could pick up a couple items for his mother. 

“My GPS wasn’t talking to me, so I had to look down to read the 
directions,” said Handcock, now 24. “By the time I looked up, I 
was drifting to the right and off the road.”

In a panic, he attempted to straighten the car to avoid crashing 
into the woods. He yanked the steering wheel to the left but 
ended up overcorrecting, causing the tires to lose traction as the 
car spun out of control. 

The car eventually went airborne until finally hitting a tree. Keith 
was only four minutes away from home. 

Keith wore his seatbelt, which secured him in the driver’s seat 
during the accident, and EMS removed Keith, unconscious, from 
the car. 

From there, he was airlifted to Baptist Health Medical Center, 
where he remained in a medically-induced coma for over a 
month, followed by an additional month-long semicoma. 

Nearly two months after the accident, Keith was transferred to 
Timber Ridge NeuroRestorative in Benton on Dec. 29, waking up 
from his coma just three days later, on New Year’s Day.

“After waking up and seeing what happened to me, I was terrified 
when I heard that I had a traumatic brain injury because I didn’t 
know what it was,” he said. “I was scared.”

Keith, his mom, and grandmother at the annual Brain injury Survivors' Conference 
in 2017, where Keith gave a motivational speech. 
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He was diagnosed with a diffuse axonal injury. 
This type of traumatic brain injury occurs when 
the brain rapidly shifts inside the skull, causing 
severe nerve damage.

“I could only look around. I couldn’t make a sound, 
and I couldn’t even smile,” said Keith, known for 
his big smile and sense of humor. “That was kind 
of depressing because I couldn’t do anything. All I 
could do was rely on my family.” 

Miraculously, he didn’t have any other 
injuries to his body, but his road to 
recovery was challenging. Before his 
accident, he played sports and was 
accustomed to healing quickly. However, 
recovering from a TBI would take a bit 
longer than he expected. 

“I learned to take it one day at a time, 
and one step at a time,” he said. “I had to relearn 
how to walk, talk and shower — basically, I had to 
relearn how to do every single thing.”

While at Timber Ridge, his motivation to recover 
stemmed from his gratitude of waking up again. 
He saw patients who never came out of their 
comas as well as those who struggled to progress 
due to the severity of their traumatic brain injuries. 

“I said to myself ‘I’m going to do it for them.' They 
didn’t get the chance to come back, so since I got 
a chance, I’m going to come back,” Keith said. 
“And nobody is going to tell me that I’m not.”

His drive is easily noticeable, and he stresses 
the importance of having a strong work ethic 
to achieve goals, even if those goals may seem 
insurmountable in the beginning.

“I would always ask 
my physical and 
speech therapists 
what I could do in 
my free time. I feel 
like I made so much 
progress with my 
voice, my walking 
and my physical 
appearance because 
I worked so hard,” he 
said. 

“You have to put in 
that work. If you really want something, you can’t 
just work out in physical therapy, you have to 
work out outside of physical therapy.”

Keith continues to work out six days a week and 
still goes to physical therapy every Wednesday to 
reach his ultimate goal of running again. 

Determined to improve daily, he also attends 
local support group sessions, working with TBI 
specialists, including UAMS associate professor 
Rani Lindberg, M.D. Additionally, he stimulates 
his mind through various activities, like learning 
Spanish and playing chess. 

“Playing chess, I have to think before every 
move I make, and I realized that helped me,” 
he said. “I felt that would translate to every 

decision I make.”

Keith said his accident also 
enhanced his personal 
relationship with God. 

“I was already religious before 
my accident, but I was super 
religious after it,” he said. 
“When my family would leave 

and I was alone at Timber Ridge, God was the 
only one I could call on.”

He relied heavily on Bible scriptures to keep his 
spirits up, referring to Luke 11:10 in particular. 

“Whoever asks, receives. Whoever seeks, finds. 
Whoever knocks, the door will be open,” he 
said, reciting the verse from memory. 

“When I was in rehab, I was knocking, I was 
banging,” he said as he laughed. “But I had to 
learn to love and trust the process.”

Almost two years after the accident, he was 
discharged from Timber Ridge in September 
2017. Initially, he struggled to adjust to his new 
life at home, and with frustration, he would 
occasionally lose his temper – an issue he never 
had before the accident.

“My mama didn’t play that mess,” he said, 
laughing again. 

“It was pretty rough for my family because 
even though I had a positive outlook on life, my 
temper was outrageous,” he said.  “But when I 
would calm down, I remembered what I did, the 
way I shouted and what caused it, but I know 
it’s not me, so I always apologized.” 

To cope with “this traumatic brain injury life”, as 
he refers to it, he decided to develop a new self-
mantra to accept change and move forward.  

“If you don’t like something, change it. If you 
can’t change it, live with it,” he said. “Living with 
something means finding peace. No hate, no 
complaining. Peace.”

He’s learned to live with his traumatic brain 
injury. In fact, he loves it. 

If you don’t 
like something, 
change it. If you 
can’t change it, 
live with it.

“
”

Keith in recovery at Baptist Health 
Rehabilitation Institute

Continued on page 4
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“I always considered myself different. Now I 
live a brain injury life that no one really knows 
about. They can’t tell you what to expect,” he 
said. “I feel different, but I like it. I know it sounds 

Continued from page 3

APP 
HIGHLIGHT   

Did you know that 
games and fun 
apps can help 
exercise your brain? 
Smart phone game 
apps are a great 
way to challenge your 
thinking, work your 
executive functioning, 
and even exercise upper 
mobility! 

crazy, but I like it.”

In addition to the hurdles 
he’s overcome, Keith 
has even surprised 
himself with some of 
his accomplishments. 
Serving as an inspiration 
to others, he’s written 
and published two books 
and hopes to become a 
motivational speaker. He 
decided to write them 
at the suggestion of his 
therapist. 

“If you were to tell me in 
high school that I would 
write two books, I would 
have laughed,” he said 
with another chuckle.

His first book, “A 
Setback Setting Up for 
a Major Comeback,” was 
published in 2019. He published his second book 
in 2020 called “From Setbacks to Comebacks: 
Don’t Try It Alone!” 

As someone who also loves working with his 
hands, Keith plans to enroll in auto mechanic 
school in the near future, believing anyone can 
accomplish their goals as long as they “put in 
that work.”  

Keith's Tips for Brain Injury Survivors: 
• Have Faith

• Don’t be afraid to put in “that work” to 
achieve your dreams.

• Ride your own wave—be steadfast in what 
you believe in.

• The first year or two after waking up from 
my coma, I told myself, “just because you’re 
handicapped, it doesn’t mean you have to 
act handicapped.” Meaning, do what you 
can. 

A recent photo of Keith

We want to hear your story! Email us at 

trrp@uams.edu

BRAIN
WORKOUTS

Do you need a phone?  
You could be eligible for Lifeline, a federal 
benefit that lowers the monthly cost of 
phone or internet service. Visit https://
nationalverifier.servicenowservices.com/
lifeline to apply.

Flow Free: Connect matching 
colors with pipes to create 
a Flow®. Pair all colors, and 
cover the entire board to 
solve each puzzle in Flow 
Free. But watch out, pipes 
will break if they cross or 
overlap! Free on Apple and 
Android.

Matrix Game 3: Helps develop 
visual perception skills such 
as visual discrimination. It 
also helps develop attention 
and concentration, spatial 
orientation and principles 
of classification and 
categorization. Furthermore, 
it helps develop executive 
functions such as planning 
and perseverance. Free on 
Apple and Android.

Jigsaw Puzzles: Puzzles 
offer practice with cognitive 
processing, dexterity, and 
visual processing. This app 
lets you put together jigsaw 
puzzles without losing pieces! 
Free on Apple and Android.
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 RESOURCE HIGHLIGHT

People with mobility limits often find it hard to visit public parks and trails, because the 
accessibility of most places is unknown. 

The Arkansas Disability and Health Program collaborated with several community and 
educational groups across the state of Arkansas to film and survey accessible trails.

Volunteers surveyed local trails with an adapted accessibility checklist. A person using a 
wheelchair traversed the trail in order to better understand any barriers.

To learn about some of the most accessible trails around the state, visit 
https://wordpressua.uark.edu/accessibletrails/view-trails/ 

ACCESSIBLE 
TRAILS PROJECT

On this page, you will find a chart 
that describes the type of path and 

whether the trail has accessible 
features such as ramps, accessible 

restrooms, and parking. 

Use the red drop-down menu that 
says "Trail List" to view an even more 
detailed description of each trail, with 

real video footage!

For Caregivers and Service Providers
 2021 Arkansas Lifespan Respite Summit

A conference offering caregivers resources, information, networking, 
and communication opportunities. 

July 27-29, 2021, Online 

Register for FREE at http://ARLifespanRespite.events.whova.com

Email awatson@uams.edu for assistance
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A SUPPORT GROUP FOR EVERYONE!
Our partners at Sources for Community Living in Northwest Arkansas have been 
working hard to offer support group access for every member of the family. We 
are excited to share that we now have THREE categories of support groups, with 
hopefully more to come in the future! 

For Adults with Brain Injury: Every Tuesday at 1 p.m.

For Youth with any disability, ages 14-18: 
Meets the 2nd & 4th Thursday of the month from 4:30-5:30 p.m. 

• Know yourself, what you need, & how to get it
• Build relationships with peers who have similar experiences
• A safe place to talk about struggles and challenges

To sign up, visit https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/JBKYM8Q 
or contact Kasi Miller at 479-802-3907 (calls or texts welcome)

To Join: 
Download Ring Central Meeting to your computer or smartphone,

click Join Meeting and type the meeting ID: 149 916 5893
-or-

Type this link into your browser: 
https://meetings.ringcentral.com/join?jid=1499165893 

No internet? No problem: Call+1(650)242-4929, type the above
meeting ID then press #.

For more information contact NeCol Whitehead at
nwhitehead@arsources.org or call/text 479-802-3903

For Caregivers: the 1st Monday of every month at 2:30 p.m.

Support groups are a positive place to meet people who understand your struggles, 
whether you are a survivor or a caregiver. They can also be a good place to learn 
new skills and strategies for living with your (or your loved one's) injury. The great 
thing about these groups is they are all online, so you can join from anywhere! Here 
are our current options: 
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POINTERS
Social Security/
Disability

CHOOSE A REPRESENTATIVE PAYEE FOR 
SOCIAL SECURITY BEFORE YOU NEED ONE
By Phylis Dills
Social Security Public Affairs Specialist in Little Rock

Suggest a topic! Email us at 

trrp@uams.edu

The future is uncertain. Our Advance Designation 
program allows you to pre-select a trusted individual if a 

time comes when you need a representative payee to help 
manage your money.  Advance Designation enables you to 

identify up to three people, in priority order, whom you would like to serve as 
your potential representative payee.  

We recently celebrated the one-year anniversary of our Advanced 
Designation program. Since its launch in March 2020, more than one million 
eligible individuals have opted to participate.

You may choose an Advance Designation if you are capable of making your 
own decisions and are:

• An adult or emancipated minor applying for benefits and do not have a 
representative payee.

• An adult or emancipated minor beneficiary/recipient and do not have a 
representative payee.  

You can submit your Advance Designation information when you: 

• File a claim for benefits online. 

• Use the application available in your personal my Social Security 
account at  www.ssa.gov/myaccount. 

• Call us by telephone at 1-800-772-1213 (TTY 1-800-325-0778).

In the event that you can no longer make your own decisions, you and your 
family will have peace of mind knowing you already chose someone you 
trust to manage your benefits.

We have updated our Frequently Asked Questions to answer any questions 
you may have about Advance Designation at www.ssa.gov/faq under 
“Other Topics.”  You may also find more information about representative 
payees on our blog at blog.ssa.gov. 
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The Trauma Rehabiliation Resources Program offers a Disability Resource Website to connect those 

with trauma-related disabilites to helpful resources and organizations in the community. 

To access the Disability Resources Website, go to:

www.atrp.ar.gov

The nurse call center is a partnership of the UAMS Institute 
for Digital Health & Innovation and the UAMS Department of 
Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, and is funded by the 
Trauma Rehabiltation Resources Program.

For more information about the 
Disability Resource Website or 

the nurse call center, 
call (501) 295-6576 or email 

trrp@uams.edu

We also offer a 24-hour nurse call center for people with a brain or spinal cord injury, their caregivers, 

or medical providers. Call anytime with questions about your health, symptoms, or medical care. 

To access the call center, call:

1-855-767-6983
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