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Welcome

My name is Kris McElroy. I am a freelance 
writer, artist, and advocate living in Carroll 
County, Maryland with my wife and 8-
month-old daughter. I have a Master’s 
degree in Multidisciplinary Human Services, 
a Bachelor’s degree in Psychology, and 
certification as a Life Coach. In my spare 
time I enjoy cooking, nature, and 
participating in adaptive sports (wheelchair 
tennis is my favorite). I will be using my AAC 
device to support my communication 
during this presentation. Thank you for 
your patience and understanding.



What you 
will gain 
during this 
workshop

At the conclusion of this presentation:

• You will have a deeper understanding of the connection 
between self-care and independent living in relationship to 
engaging, empowering, and enabling adults living with brain 
injury and other disabilities.

• You will have a greater awareness of how pre-existing 
perceptions, self-care, and self-advocacy informs independent 
living opportunities for adults living with brain injury.

• You will understand the role self-care plays in reclaiming and 
reimagining independent living with brain injury.



When you see these 
two phrases – what 
do you think of and 
what feelings come up 
for you?

Has having a brain 
injury changes how 
you think, feel, or 
interact with these 
two phrases in any 
way?

Independent 
Living

Self-Care



What does 
“Independent Living” 

mean to you?

How would you 
define “Self-Care”?

Today…





My 
Independent 
Living Journey

• I grew up with a genetic neuromuscular  
condition and autism. Once I was a 
teenager, it had been instilled in me 
that I would not be able to live on my 
own or live life independently due to 
my conditions. 

• At 29 years old I filed for Social Security 
Disability and I left home on a quest to 
heal from traumatic events and figure 
out independent living. It was a rocky 
time.

• At 32, I had my first apartment in a 
subsidized senior community also for 
adults with mobility disabilities. 



• In 2017, I experienced an acquired brain injury 
due to what I was told was my 
neurodegenerative disease. 

• It was diagnosed after I lost my speech, voice, 
and some of my physical and cognitive 
functioning, ability to read, write, and process 
information. 

• My days became all about physical, 
occupational, and cognitive rehabilitation. 

• I felt like I had lost my idea of independence 
instantly. It was a time full of many different 
emotions, especially intense frustration and 
fear.



What Exactly 
is 

Independent 
Living

• Independent living for me meant I was able to 
work, I lived on my own, I had freedom of 
choice and I could complete every aspect of 
life without help.

• Over the years, especially since my brain 
injury, my perception of what independent 
living means and looks like has changed. 

• According to the Office for Disability Issues 
“Independent living does not necessarily 
mean doing things for yourself or living on 
one's own. It means having choice and 
control over the assistance and/or equipment 
needed to go about your daily life and having 
equal access to housing, transport and 
mobility, health, employment, education and 
training opportunities” (Office for Disability 
Issues, UK, 2008, p.28).



Personal 
Definitions/Meanings

• It is the ability to live independently and productively in the community 
and to live with the same freedom of choice as a non-disabled person. So 
it's not that you are living on your own but that you control where you 
live and have the same range of choices as a non-disabled person. (Jill 
Weiss)

• Independent living means the ability to examine alternatives and make 
informed decisions and direct one's own life. This ability requires the 
availability of information, financial resources and peer group support 
systems. Independent living is a dynamic process, it can never be static. 
A person's physical, emotional and social environment and subsequent 
needs are continually changing and evolving. The struggle for 
Independent Living and personal determination is something each 
disabled person must approach in their own way. However, as disabled 
persons we have common problems and concerns and we must continue 
to work together to eliminate artificial barriers to our full and equal 
participation in society. (Michael Huck)

• Independent living really is an idea, a concept, a thought process. You 
apply this thought process to your lifestyle. I would think that even if a 
person were in prison and the only choice that they could make would be 
whether they would eat their food when they first got it, or eat it an hour 
later, they would still be practicing Independent Living. (Elizabeth 
Semkiw)

• I feel Independent Living is living independently without the 
dependency created by an institution.
(Doreen Demas)

Personal Accounts of Independent Living Meanings According 
to the Independent Living Institute

https://www.independentliving.org/toolsforpower/tools11.html


The Impact of a 
Brain Injury on my 

Independence

• The reality of living with a brain injury is it changes things 
and impacts all areas of life. The mental, emotional, 
social, and physical impact can be especially challenging.

• The long-term effects of brain injury are difficult to 
predict. They will be different for each person and can 
range from mild to profound.

• It is common for many people with brain injury to 
experience increased fatigue (mental and physical) and 
some slowing down in how fast they can process 
information, plan and solve problems. They may 
experience changes to their ADL’s, body functions, 
behavior and personality, physical and sensory abilities, 
or thinking and learning.

• Brain injury can impact intimate relationships, 
friendships, social networks, recreational and vocational 
activities. 

• It may force the person and their immediate family to 
adapt to a completely new way of life and new kinds of 
relationships.





What is Self-
Care?

• There are many different perceptions, 
definitions, and examples of self-care.

• My definition of self-care is any action taken to 
care for oneself (supported or unsupported) 
that improves how that person is feeling and 
their overall well-being and quality of life.

• Known areas of self-care include mental, 
physical, social, professional, educational, 
financial, environmental, emotional, etc.… 

• Self-care practices can change at any given 
time based on life circumstances, schedule, life 
events, health events, family, school and/or 
professional demands, access, etc.…



My Self-Care 
Journey

• After my brain injury, my self-care was all about 
my doctor’s appointments, rehabilitation, and 
navigating a new life.

• I signed over my autonomy, my abilities, my 
voice, my ability to live on my own, my dreams, 
and was in the process of moving into a nursing 
home. 

• I was depressed and felt helpless, sad, grief, 
isolated, disconnected, frustrated, and suicidal. 

• My neurologist talked to me about self-care 
beyond the basics of my brain injury and 
connected me with a neuropsychologist and a 
cognitive-speech therapist. 

• We worked through the emotions and dismantled 
and reimagined what life after brain injury looked 
like through my visions and goals. 

• Together with the support, I made little and big 
gains toward those visions and goals.

• All of which helped me get to where I am today.



The impact of a 
brain injury on 
self-care?

• Brain Injury Survivors like me are 
oftentimes faced with post-injury 
challenges that make recovery difficult.

• They may have trouble paying 
attention, communicating, or 
maintaining their balance. 

• Going to doctor’s appointments, 
dealing with financial issues and 
insurance problems, and coping with 
family conflict can seem to take up 
most of a survivor’s time. 

• To make matters worse, difficulties 
handling stress are quite common and 
survivors may feel easily overwhelmed.



What a world of difference self-care makes

However, condition management is only one aspect of 
self-care. Holistic self-care not only considers managing 
life with a brain injury, but also all other aspects of self-
care. 

Intentionally engaging in activities in all areas of self-
care helps us build the strength, confidence, support, 
and tools we need to not just deal with life, but live 
our best lives with a brain injury.

So much energy goes into managing life with a 
brain injury, such that often it is easy to think of 
self-care and condition management as the 
same thing. 





Self Care Tools and Strategies 

APPS Labels & Timers
Educate Family 

& Friends

Simplify & 
Energy 

Conservation

Adaptations, 
Resources & 
Support Groups

Engage in 
Rehabilitative 

Therapies



Self-Care Tips 
Other Brain 

Injury 
Survivors Have 
Found Helpful

• Give yourself credit for things you accomplish. People like to be recognized for their successes. Don’t 
wait for others to praise you. Reward yourself when you take positive steps or reach a goal.

• Keep track of your stress level and emotions. Monitor them regularly, so you can get help and support 
as needed.

• Set aside alone time. We all need time alone to re-charge our batteries. Take a little time out each day 
to do something alone — take a bath, go for a walk, write in a journal, meditate.

• Take time out to do things you enjoy. Read a book, go dancing, watch a movie, etc. You’ll be happier 
and better able to cope with life’s stresses if you take time to do things you enjoy!

• Protect your health. Eat a balanced diet. Get enough sleep. Exercise regularly. Avoid alcohol and 
drugs. Follow up with your doctors regularly and take medications as prescribed.

• Remember no man is an island. Ask for help when you need it. Everyone needs help at times in their 
lives, especially when facing new challenges. Let trusted family and friends help carry the load.

• Don’t overload yourself. When you take on new responsibilities, drop some of your old ones. Ask 
others to step up to the plate and help.

• Remember that no one can do everything. Recognize your limitations. Try to take on activities that 
make the most of your strengths. Ask for help with tasks that are difficult for you.

• Be kind to yourself. You have been through a number of very difficult situations. Give yourself credit 
for doing your best.

• Ask others how they’ve coped with similar problems. You can learn a lot from people who have had 
similar experiences. Find out how others deal with problems. They may be able to save you time and 
pain.

https://www.brainline.org/article/self-care-10-tips-brain-injury-survivors-and-family-members



My Self-Care Plan Wheel 
For

Living My Best Life With 
a Brain Injury



Examples of how I 
have used tools 

and strategies for 
self-care to 
increase my 

independent living

• Concentrate on what you can have and what you can do; 
not on that you can’t have and can’t do! Therapy and 
Support Groups have helped me with this.

• I use calendar apps, like google calendar and visual 
calendar to keep track of my appointments and schedule.

• I have a network of providers who are a part of collaborating 
my care.

• I have a list of virtual and in-person social connection 
activities and adaptive activities.

• I use an AAC device and gestures to support my 
communication.

• I use reminder post-it notes and alarms to remind me to eat 
meals, drink water, for work assignments, and for my tasks 
involved in caring for my daughter, being a husband, and 
caring for our house.

• Engaging in self-advocacy.



Finding 
Hope and 
Living Your 
Best Life a 

Brain Injury



I want to take a few minutes and think 
about:

• What do you need to hear?

• What would this message look like 
for you?

• What message would provide you 
hope, encouragement, empowerment, 
and/or support?

What is your “Message of hope for 
living your best life with a brain injury”.

Message of 
Hope



My Personal Message of Hope to Myself

Living my best life is not just a dream, it is a reality 
happening right now. I wasn’t always like this, and my 
life looks different than I imagined. But it’s my life, and 
it is also better than I could have ever imagined. You 
are not alone. Keep on moving forward. 



Thank You!
Kris McElroy, MS, CLC

kristian.mcelroy@gmail.com

410-530-0332

Website: https://sites.google.com/view/krismcelroysite/home

mailto:kristian.mcelroy@gmail.com
https://sites.google.com/view/krismcelroysite/home


Questions?


