
 
 

 
 

 

Living with Two Birth Dates: The Culture of Neuro-
Rehabilitation Clinics 
Colin Vanden Berg 

 
 
Abstract 
His project is “Living with Two Birth Dates: The Culture of Neuro-rehabilitation clients,” which is an 
ethnographic essay for Advanced Composition in which he observed a local neuro-rehab clinic and 
examined the rituals, symptoms, and defining features of the clients in clinics such as the one he 
observed.  Neurorehabilitation was the subculture that was most accessible to him because he has been a 
neuro-rehab client since 2011. Also, he was eager to learn more about his own impairments as compared 
to other neuro-rehab clients, and how these issues are treated at the clinical level. For this project, he 
was passionate about featuring a group of people who have experience feeling marginalized on a daily 
basis. He wasn’t initially sure what he hoped to achieve when he started the project besides more 
knowledge on the subject, but in the process of completing completion, he gained a sense of gratification 
that he was educating others on a group to which he belongs. 

 
  
Introduction 
     On April 6, 2011, I spoke what I now 
consider to be my first words: “Hi Mom, they 
put this thing in my mouth, and now I can 
talk, and I want a slushy.” “They” were my 
doctors, and “this thing” was a Passy-Muir 
Valve[i], which enabled me to speak for the 
first time following my massive stroke and 
three-month coma. Until that day, I had no 
reason to learn of the complex and 
underrepresented world of rehabilitation 
therapy. Over the course my recovery 
process, I have come to learn a great deal 
about the subculture of rehabilitation clinics. 
My observation of the local neurological 
rehabilitation Clinic Acadia, as well as 
secondary research, provided me with a fresh 
perspective on needs, concerns, and key 

issues of the clinic culture as it pertains to 
both the clients and the therapists. 
     I have received rehabilitation therapy at 
Acadia since October 2011. Due in part to my 
youth, I attained an uncommonly 
sophisticated comprehension of my own 
impairments—and the general rehab 
process—considering the severity of my 
brain injury. I think this lack of 
understanding is partially since people with 
disabilities—including those who require 
constant care—have been underrepresented 
and misrepresented in popular media. To my 
knowledge, the most enduring cultural image 
of neurological-rehabilitation clinics is the 
film One Flew Over The Cuckoo’sNest[ii]. I 
can conclusively say that there are no Nurse 
Ratchets at Acadia, and overall, the culture at 
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Acadia is vastly more inclusive and patient-
oriented than the one depicted in the film.        
 
Traumatic Brain Injuries    
     A traumatic brain injury (TBI), according 
to Ralph F. Gonzalez of the Florida Institute 
for Neurological Rehabilitation, is defined as 
damage to living brain tissue sustained 
through head trauma. An acquired brain 
injury (ABI), which is sustained after normal 
development, is an insult to the brain which 
results in impairment of brain function.[iii]  
For clarification, my brain injury was 
acquired, because I sustained it during 
surgery rather than via a blow to the head. In 
contrast, Brett, an Acadia client, revealed via 
interview that his brain injury was sustained 
in a motor-vehicle accident. 

     The Department of Health and Human 
Services estimates that 1.7 million Americas 
sustain a TBI annually. Of them, 52,000 die, 
275,000 are hospitalized, and nearly 80%, are 
treated and released from an emergency 
department.  TBI rates for higher in males 
than females. Children aged 0 to four, 
adolescents aged 15 to 19, and adults aged 65 
and older are most likely to sustain a brain 
injury. [iv]  
 
Acadia Neuro–Rehabilitation Clinic 
     According to the official website, services 
at Acadia include cognitive rehabilitation 
therapy, counseling, speech-language 
therapy structured group therapy. [v] Most 
client and therapist names were altered for 
this report for confidentiality. Most clients 
observed were considered “high 
functioning”, as previously explained by 
Sarah. Linda, a cognitive therapist at Acadia, 
identified three common symptoms which 
manifest in most clients with brain injuries: 
memory, executive functioning, and social 
behaviors. 
 

 
     All the groups I observed offered 
examples of these symptoms, such as clients 
needing repeated instruction as well as 
assistance with planning and problem-
solving. They also showed difficulties 
cooperating and refraining from asking 
personal questions. The sessions I observed 
included Martial Arts Group, Card Sharks, as 
well as a group which I do not believe had a 
name, and instead was listed as a company. 
     Sarah explained that client needs, and 
concern fall under two categories: physical 
needs and lost independence. While physical 
therapy can assist clients in regaining some 
lost physical capabilities, [iv] physical needs 
contribute to perhaps the most pressing 
need/concern for clients with brain injuries:  
the loss of independence. According to 
Sarah, clients often need to re-learn—and 
require assistance with—performing basic 
tasks such as bathing, dressing, brushing 
teeth, and doing laundry. Sarah emphasizes 
that such assistance is not meant to create 
dependency, but to promote learning for 
eventual independent living. “We don’t want 
to create an institution; we want to create a 
life.”  
     While both clients and staff discussed 
targeted rehabilitation and community re-
integration, Anne tells me that Acadia is not 
a true vocational rehab clinic. Since many 
Acadia clients require long-term services to 
maintain the skills they have post-injury, so 
they stay in our program for years, with life-
long funding through the Medicaid waivers 
to support that. She estimated an annual 
discharge rate for all clients total at10%. 
Only 4 clients were discharged, out of 63 
people receiving services in 2016.  
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