
OPINION

John Fetterman’s stroke recovery
during Senate race is inspiring
Here’s how 70,000 Texans recover from this brain injury every year.

Pennsylvania Lt. Gov. John Fetterman, Democratic candidate for U.S. Senate from Pennsylvania, addresses supporters at an election night
party in Pittsburgh, Wednesday, Nov. 9, 2022. (AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar) (Gene J. Puskar / ASSOCIATED PRESS)
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10:26 AM on Nov 18, 2022

Political affiliation aside, the fact that a recovering stroke patient secured a U.S. Senate seat is quite
incredible. Pennsylvania Sen.-elect John Fetterman’s stroke recovery has inspired patients and advocates
around the world and emblemizes a growing sense of resilience and hope for those who have suffered a
brain injury.

Though politics can be divisive, we must not let them disrupt our common denominator — health.
Fetterman’s accomplishment is inspiring to anyone who is hoping to return to work after suffering a
stroke.
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Each year, according to the Texas Department of State Health Services, more than 70,000 Texans suffer a
stroke that requires hospitalization, then begin a lifelong path to recovery. Interestingly, some stroke
patients see their brain injury as a blessing and an opportunity to take ownership of their health and well-
being. Early detection of risk factors is our strongest weapon in the fight to reduce the number of strokes
each year.

The cold truth about brain injury is that without support from medical specialists, therapists, family and
friends, recovery is uncertain. I am privileged to be part of a multi-disciplinary team that treats a wide
variety of brain-injured patients, including stroke victims, in my role at the Centre for Neuro Skills in
Dallas. Unfortunately, many people don’t realize the need for such a comprehensive rehabilitation
approach and the positive impact it has for patients and their families.

There are two main classifications of brain injury: traumatic and acquired. Traumatic brain injuries are
external injuries to the head that are often due to motor vehicle accidents, falls and contact sports.
Acquired brain injuries include strokes, aneurysmal ruptures and tumors. Both injuries disrupt neural
pathways that allow us to conduct our daily tasks, such as speaking, walking, breathing and processing
our thoughts; in other words, the tasks we all take for granted.

From the time a brain injury occurs, the clock begins to tick for a full recovery. Each passing moment
means less opportunity for recovery. Thus, immediate action is critical. Depending on the severity, a
traumatic brain injury may need the expertise of a neuro-trauma center. A stroke requires assessment at a
comprehensive stroke center as soon as possible to consider treatment pathways. In each instance, timing
and appropriate care are exceptionally important and outcome determinative. Acronyms like FAST (face,
arms, speech, time) are quick tools to help identify a stroke. Often patients experience face drooping, arm
weakness or speech alteration and need rapid assessment by a specialist to determine if reversible
intervention is possible. What makes brain injury identification challenging is that, in many cases, the
symptoms are subtle. When in doubt, seek medical attention.

After emergency services are provided, the cause of the brain injury must be identified. In the case of
strokes, heart rhythm issues, blood clotting disorders, clogged arteries, uncontrolled blood pressure and
genetic conditions could all be causes. If these diagnoses are missed, patients can suffer additional
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strokes. In the hands of the right medical specialist, the investigative work can be done, and treatment
can reduce stroke recurrence. This necessary step is often overlooked.

So, how does someone have a stroke from atrial fibrillation and then get elected to the U.S. Senate in a
span of weeks? The answer lies in the orchestration of medical and therapeutic management. I tell
patients every day that their road to recovery is paved brick by brick with their physical, occupational,
speech, cognitive and behavioral therapies. The confluence of therapeutic and medical management is the
path to recovery.

An additional struggle lies, however, in the expectations of the patient, the family and their previous (or
new) employer. This is an additional aspect of recovery that is often overlooked. Everyone involved must
understand that it takes time to adjust as the brain continues to heal and accept the new norm. Clear
communication between patients and employers is necessary at each stage to ensure a safe reassimilation
back to their previous or new occupation. Stroke survivors should not be ostracized but instead
encouraged, even if new oversight measures need to be considered to assure both employee and employer
satisfaction. In most cases, a solid understanding of these expectations leads to a successful return to
productivity for all parties.

The biggest factor for a patient recovering from a brain injury lies in their resilience. A strong dose of
encouragement, hope and patience is the best prescription for a patient recovering from a brain injury.
Drastic life-altering events such as a stroke can recalibrate priorities in life and bring an inspirational
rebirth of purpose for those who are willing to persevere, whether that purpose is serving in Congress or
spending more time with grandchildren.

Omesh Singh is a medical director at the Centre for Neuro Skills and an associate professor of internal
medicine at Plaza Medical Center of Fort Worth. He wrote this for The Dallas Morning News.

We welcome your thoughts in a letter to the editor. See the guidelines and submit your
letter here.
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