
 

 

Rehab Newsletter 
RIW is Expanding Neuropsychological Services 

RIW has welcomed two new neuropsychologists to the team. VA-trained 
clinical neuropsychologists Dr. Evan Zahniser and Dr. Joel Eppig joined 
the team this summer as permanent staff members (read more about them 
on page 3) Due to this, RIW is excited to be able to offer more options for 
patient-centered neuropsychological evaluation, along with the same level 
of excellence from neuropsychological assessments included in the Brain 
Injury Rehabilitation Program. New evaluation options include Standalone 
Neuropsychological Evaluations or Combined Neurocognitive Assess-
ments (i.e., joint evaluation by neuropsychology and physiatry) to help 
identify cognitive deficits that pose barriers to recovery; provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of a person’s functioning; answer more spe-
cific referral questions, aid with diagnostic clarification, etiology, and oth-
er contributions to neurocognitive functioning; and/or offer more detailed 
information regarding treatment needs.  

Additionally, beyond services for injured workers, Drs. Eppig and Zahnis-
er are excited to offer comprehensive neuropsychological evaluations for a 
diverse range of clinical populations. Read more about our neuropsycho-
logical services on pg. 2. 
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COVID-19 Recovery Support Group 
Along with offering rehabilitation for individu-

als recovering from COVID-19, RIW is hosting 

a Zoom support group for survivors. This meet-

ing is meant to be a time for survivors at any 

point in recovery to join together to share infor-

mation and support. If you or someone you 

know is interested in participating, send an email to communica-

tions@rehabwashington.com for more information. If you are interested in 

exploring rehabilitation options, contact our Program Coordinator, David 

Kidder, at (206) 859-5036.   
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A decade of dedication! 
Dr. Sean Tollison is celebrating his 10 year anni-
versary with RIW. Sean J. Tollison, PhD received 
his doctorate in clinical psychology from the Uni-
versity of Washington in 2010 then completed a 
one-year post-doctoral fellowship in interdiscipli-
nary treatment of substance abuse at the Seattle VA 
Medical Center. Since joining the team at the at the 
Rehabilitation Institute of Washington, he has 
strived in his role as a pain psychologist and clini-
cal director of the pain management program to 
work with people in facilitating recovery from inju-
ry using mind-body, acceptance, and motivational 
approaches. He emphasizes the importance of in-
corporating patient values and building relation-
ships to not only facilitate the rehabilitation pro-
cess, but also help people re-establish quality of life 

and sense of fulfillment. In addition to his work at RIW, he has provided various presentations 
and trainings on psychological approaches to facilitating recovery from persistent pain/disability 
and motivating behavior change for The Foundation of Medical Excellence, Professionals in 
Worker’s Compensation, and International Association of Rehabilitation Professionals. When not 
at RIW you can find him cheering wildly (and maybe a little uncontrollably) at Seattle Sounders 
games or romping through the mountains and jumping into the glacial lakes of the Pacific North-
west with his wife, Kathy and mini-mountain dog, Sammie.  
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RIW is Expanding Neuropsychological Ser-
vices (continued from front page) 

Beyond services for injured workers, Drs. Eppig and Zahniser are 
excited to offer comprehensive neuropsychological evaluations for 
a diverse range of clinical populations. Both providers are paneled 
with Medicare and specialize in assessment, diagnosis, and treat-
ment planning for older adults with concerns related to cognitive 
aging, such as differentiating age-associated memory changes 
from mild cognitive impairment or dementia. Evaluations are also 
available for patients with any of the numerous medical conditions 
(e.g., epilepsy, stroke, movement disorders, multiple sclerosis, ge-
netic conditions, addiction, or severe mental illness, among others) 
that can be associated with cognitive dysfunction. Our neuropsy-
chologists also offer psychological treatment for patients adjusting 
to cognitive and/or physical changes associated with aging, ac-
quired brain injury, or medical illness. RIW’s Neuropsychology 
Service offers compassionate, patient-centered, evidence-based 
care that is guided by the latest scientific knowledge in conjunc-
tion with our patients’ values to best serve the needs of patients 
and their referring providers. 

Make a Referral! 

If you have a patient you 

would like to refer to one of 

our programs or providers, 

please print out and com-

plete our Referral Form and 

return it to us along with 

medical records or other 

appropriate documentation. 

You may fax it to (206) 859

-5031 or mail it to our clinic 

address. 

If you have any specific 

questions or need assistance 

in facilitating your referral, 

please contact our Program 

Coordinators, David Kidder 

at (206) 859-5036  or 

Vanessa Quintero at (206) 

245-1608.  

http://www.rehabwashington.com/WP2015R/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Referral-Form-092313.doc.pdf


 

 

Dr. Evan Zahniser earned his Ph.D. in clinical psychology 
from Loyola University in Chicago, IL. He completed his 
internship training in neuropsychology and geropsychology 
at the West Los Angeles VA Medical Center, followed by 
fellowship in clinical neuropsychology at VA Puget Sound, 
American Lake Division. Dr. Zahniser specializes in neuro-
psychological assessment, cognitive rehabilitation, and 
treatment of patients with cognitive and psychological con-
cerns related to neurological illness or neurotrauma. Partic-
ular clinical interests include cognitive aging, brain injury, 
and precision-medicine approaches to neuropsychology. He 
is also active in research, publishing and presenting at pro-
fessional meetings on topics such as neurodegenerative dis-
ease, neuroimaging correlates of cognition, and psychologi-
cal and functional outcomes of traumatic brain injury. 

Get To Know Us! 
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Two Heads are Better than One! 

RIW is excited to announce that we have recently added two new neuro-
psychologists to the team, Drs. Evan Zahniser and Joel Eppig!  Now that 
they have joined our staff, we are able to expand our offerings of neuro-
psychology services. See page 2 to learn about our additional services 
and read below to learn more about each of them. 

Joel Eppig, PhD received a BA in psychology from Temple 
University and a PhD in clinical psychology from the San 
Diego State/University of California, San Diego, Joint Doc-
toral Program in Clinical Psychology. He completed his in-
ternship and a two year post-doctoral fellowship in clinical 
neuropsychology at the VA Puget Sound Health Care Sys-
tem, Seattle Division. Dr. Eppig specializes in neuropsycho-
logical assessment, cognitive rehabilitation, coping with ill-
ness and disability, and aging. His interests include optimiz-
ing functioning and autonomy in individuals with brain inju-
ry, dementia, and other neurological disorders.  
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The practice of focused breathing, mindful breathing or yoga breathing has been practiced for 

centuries. In Spanish the word is respirar; in Tagalog huminga and in Swahili kupumua. All 

humans need to breathe to sustain life. Learning to focus on your breathing can provide you 

relaxation, help you sleep, improve blood circulation, and give you more energy.   

This is the first of a series of lessons we will provide on types of breathing practice that may 

help you in your recovery and overall well-being.  

 

Benefits of Learning how to Breathe 

 Relieves tension 

 Slows the mind and calms your emotions 

 Opens the chest 

 Reduces blood pressure and heart rate 

 Promotes peace and serenity 

A Simple Breath Lesson 

 Sit or lie comfortably in a quiet space. 

 Slowly inhale (breathe in) through your nose. 

 Slowly exhale (breathe out) through your mouth. 

 Repeat. Slowly inhale to a count of five. 

 Slowly exhale to a count of five. 

 

With just this simple exercise you can reset your body and mind towards relaxation. You can 

practice this several times a day and each time you practice you should feel more relaxed and 

rejuvenated!  
 

References:  Breathing Techniques for Stress Relief, Web MD; The Yoga Deck: Poses & Meditations for Body, 

Mind and Spirit; Chronicle Books. Special thanks to Tracy Cloud, PT who inspired the concept of Haiku for 

Breath. 

 
Clinician’s Corner 
By Sarah Christensen, PT 
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I must remember 

Something I take for granted 

I just need to breathe 
(Breath Haiku by S. Christensen, PT) 
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Emotions and injury recovery: Healing the heart in the healing body 
 
A major factor in facilitating recovery from injury and chronic disability is addressing the im-
pact the injury has had on the emotional well-being of the person injured. When someone has 
persisting symptoms like pain, dizziness, or numbness that are no longer medically explainable; 
emotional factors may be playing a significant role. In fact, when it comes to pain, the Interna-
tional Association for the Study of Pain defines pain as, “an unpleasant sensory and emotional 
experience.” So how do we address these emotional factors when people may be reluctant to 
acknowledge their role in their persisting symptoms.  
 
Lumley et al (2011) nicely summarize the research on emotional processes and factors affect-
ing pain and functioning as well as the role of emotional processes from pre-existing life expe-
riences in affecting pain. These authors point out that two (among many) likely important fac-
tors in exacerbating pain are difficulty identifying the experience of emotions and emotion sup-
pression. Many people are taught to ignore their emotions or are punished for expressing cer-
tain emotions to the degree that they may have a hard time recognizing what they are feeling. 
This can also lead to emotional suppression.  
 
It can be important for a person who has been injured to learn how an injury can have an im-
pact on emotional well-being. The injury event itself can be very emotionally distressing and 
potentially traumatic resulting in the person having strong emotional reactions to reminders of 
the event. The person may be distressed about how the injury happened leading to anger and 
blame toward self or others. The person may also be experiencing notable loss from the injury 
and frustration with ongoing changes compared to pre-injury levels of functioning. By helping 
one learn that having strong emotions in response to an injury is a normal part of how an injury 
affects a person, it may reduce some of the stigma associated with experiencing and expressing 
emotions.  
 
To increase a person’s ability to identify emotions, it can be helpful to provide education about 
what emotions do for us as human beings. This is especially important for emotions that typi-
cally are labelled ‘negative’ or are unwanted. This can be done noting how anger can protect us 
and communicate to others times when we need to be left alone, fear can helps us be aware of 
and avoid danger, sadness can get us to slow down and reflect on our experience, and guilt can 
keep us connected with and responsible to our loved ones. Then we can work at labeling emo-
tions in the moment so that they can increase awareness of their emotional experience. 
Plutchik’s Wheel of Emotions can be helpful in giving more words to use to describe emotional 
experiences. Mindfulness exercises directed at locating where in the body they feel certain 
emotions (e.g. the stomach or chest) and what they feel (e.g. tension, racing heart) can help 
with recognizing bodily cues associated with certain emotions and reduce the aversiveness of 
emotions. Read more on page 6. 
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Psychologist’s Corner 

By Dr. Sean Tollison 
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Emotions and injury recovery: Healing the heart in the healing body (continued 
from pg. 5) 
 
Being able to recognize emotions may still sound very aversive to some people as many still 
feel ‘there is no point’ in feeling certain emotions and that they are a sign of ‘weakness.’ We 
can then revisit how all emotions serve some function. However, it can also be helpful to ad-
dress how emotional suppression may be affecting them in ways they are not aware of. To 
illustrate this, we can use the metaphor of a shield:  
 
“You mentioned feeling tired all of the time. I don’t know if this is the case for you but for 
many people dealing with an injury, they feel they have to suck it up and not show people how 
they are truly feeling. We can liken this to having a large shield with you at all times. You can 
hold this large shield up and it can protect you from the outside world while also preventing 
others from seeing what you don’t want them to see. It is nice to have this shield and can 
make us feel very safe. However, if you have to hold the shield up all the time, the weight of 
this shield is going to eventually make you exhausted and wear you out. It can be very chal-
lenging to lug this shield around everywhere you go. Finally, while using this shield people 
will not be able to see the good parts of you, the stuff you want them to see. When we work so 
hard trying not to show certain emotions, unfortunately other emotions like love and happi-
ness have a harder time getting out”    
 
We can then take this metaphor further to recognize ways of finding a balance between regu-
lating emotions and allowing for the experience of emotions. We can emphasize that they can 
use the shield when needed (e.g. like when someone may not be understanding or may take 
advantage of them), but they do not have to use it all the time. We can emphasize how finding 
this balance can give them time to recover and avoid the exhaustion and strain that may actu-
ally be contributing to persistent pain and other symptoms.  
 
Lumley, M. A., Cohen, J. L., Borszcz, G. S., Cano, A., Radcliffe, A. M., Porter, L. S., 

Schubiner, H., Keefe, F. J. (2011). Pain and Emotion: A Biopsychosocial Review of Re-
cent Research. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 67 (9), 942-968.   

Research Updates 

A recent study conducted by Chung et al. on older adults with uncompli-
cated mild traumatic brain injury indicated that post-concussion symp-
toms after a mild TBI are common in older adults and can be persistent 
past the chronic phase. The authors concluded that intervention to manage 
post concussion symptoms are warranted to support quality of life. Read 
the full article here: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34698683/  

Postconcussion Symptoms After an Uncomplicated Mild 
Traumatic Brain Injury in Older Adults: Frequency, Risk 
Factors, and Impact on Quality of Life 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34698683/


 

 

  I feel healed not only in body, but in spirit.  
         — Sparrow 

Patient Testimonials 

"I have enjoyed all the training that I 

have received since I've been here. 

Staff has been very helpful and in-

formational with everything that I 

needed. Things were a little difficult 

at the first week but things got a lot 

better as the time progressed. Good 

job!" 

  —Bradley 

 

       

My experience at RIW has been life 

changing in the most positive ways! 

The staff is phenomenal, and work 

hard to make every patient feel safe 

and heard. The program itself is so 

well thought out and gives the patient 

the best tools for recovery. I am so 

pleased with the progress I made at 

RIW for my health, happiness, and 

confidence! I feel healed not only in 

body, but in spirit. Thank you RIW!  —Sparrow 
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PROGRAMS & SERVICES 

The Rehabilitation Institute of Washington, PLLC is a multidisciplinary rehabilitation center for 
individuals with musculoskeletal injuries, brain injury, acute or chronic (persisting) pain, and func-
tional limitations or disability. 
Our experienced team of physicians; psychologists; physical, occupational, and speech therapists; 
and vocational rehabilitation counselors works with patients to help them return to healthy and 
functional lifestyles by addressing physical limitations, pain, emotional distress and vocational 
problems. 

Structured Intensive Multidisciplinary Program » 

The Structured Intensive Multidisciplinary Program is an interdisciplinary rehabilitation program 
for injured workers and others with persisting low back, neck, shoulder, or other musculoskeletal 
or neuropathic pain including complex regional pain syndrome (CRPS). The functional restoration 
program includes medical management, reduction of excessive or harmful medications, compre-
hensive physical conditioning, psychological and cognitive behavioral therapy for depression or 
other emotional distress, and vocational counseling. Read More » 

Brain Injury Rehabilitation Program » 

The Brain Injury Rehabilitation Program is a comprehensive interdisciplinary program for those 
with post-acute traumatic brain injury or other acquired neurocognitive impairments. The goals of 
treatment are to improve physical health and fitness, psychological well-being, coping and com-
pensatory strategies, social and leisure activities and capacity for returning to work and/or to other 
functional activities. Read More » 

Work Hardening » 

The Work Hardening Program is an intensive, individualized, job specific program of activity for 
work injuries with the goal of safe return to work. The functional restoration program uses real or 
simulated work tasks and graded conditioning exercises to improve fitness and tolerance for 
work. Read More » 

Work Conditioning » 

The Work Conditioning Program treats disability related to chronic pain. Treatment improves 
strength, endurance and flexibility and safe body mechanics to safely return to work. Read More » 

Neuropsychological Evaluations » 

A neuropsychological evaluation helps to determine an individual’s pattern of cognitive strengths 
and weakness. This information can be used to better understand thinking problems someone may 
be having in their daily life.  Results from a neuropsychological evaluation can help to identify the 
nature and degree of any cognitive problems, aid in differential diagnosis, guide medical or rehabil-
itation treatments, and assist in educational or vocational planning. Read More » 
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