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     One of Madonna’s core values is teaching. 

We strongly believe knowledge and skills should 

be shared with all. This issue of the Independent 

illustrates how committed Madonna is to this 

value. The articles reflect Madonna’s rich history of 

excellent patient care and dedication to advancing 

the field of rehabilitation and training the next 

generation of rehabilitation professionals. 

     Patient achievements are made possible by staff members who teach those we 

serve how to complete activities in new and novel ways so patients can once again 

participate in life. Other stories demonstrate Madonna’s efforts to share knowledge and 

experience with those inside and outside our Lincoln and Omaha campuses. Madonna 

staff members welcome these opportunities to share with each other; we have long 

served as a rehabilitation practicum site for nursing and therapy students from all 

corners of the United States. 

     In 2014, Madonna entered into an agreement with the University of Nebraska 

Medical Center (UNMC) College of Medicine to expand its rich history of teaching. A 

UNMC Department of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation (PM&R) was created with 

the goal of establishing a residency program – the first in Nebraska and one of few in 

the Midwest. I am proud to report success. On March 16 the first group of residents for 

the newly-created PM&R program were selected. These residents will begin training 

at both Madonna’s Lincoln and Omaha campuses in July. The demand for the first four 

training slots was so great that two additional training positions were created.  

     Like the patients we treat, medical students are coming from across the country 

from medical schools in the state of Nebraska, the Midwest region (Iowa) and the nation 

(Washington State, California and Texas). With this new residency program in place, 

I believe we are on the path to realize Madonna’s and UNMC’s shared vision to 

become the region’s most comprehensive source of rehabilitation treatment, training 

and research.

     On behalf of Madonna’s sponsor, Diocesan Health Ministries, our Boards of Directors 

and all staff members, I want to thank all who support our mission and this teaching 

vision.  We are grateful for your support.  In the Benedictine way, we view our value of 

teaching as a way to share the gifts we have been given.
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A letter from the  
president and CEO

DEAR FRIENDS:

Paul Dongilli Jr., Ph.D., president and CEO

MISSION STATEMENT 
Madonna Rehabilitation Hospitals is a 
Catholic hospital system that provides 
physical medicine and rehabilitation 
services to children and adults 
throughout the nation. We rehabilitate 
those who have sustained injuries or 
disabling conditions so they can 
fully participate in life. We lead 
research to improve outcomes and 
prevent physical disabilities and 
promote wellness through 
community programs.

CORE VALUES
Our core values reflect Madonna’s 
history, mission and beliefs. 

COLLABORATION | HOSPITALITY |

RESPECT | INNOVATION |

STEWARDSHIP | TEACHING 

Madonna Rehabilitation Hospitals 
complies with applicable federal 
civil rights laws and does not 
discriminate on the basis of race, 
color, national origin, age, disability 
or sex. Madonna Rehabilitation 
Hospitals does not exclude people 
or treat them differently because 
of race, color, national origin, age, 
disability or sex.

Madonna.org | 800.676.5448

Visit Madonna.org/VirtualTours for a 
close-up look at our hospitals.

Paul Dongilli Jr., president and CEO
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residents to get hands-on training with 

our diverse patient population at a 

world-class rehabilitation hospital.”

    UNMC’s PM&R program is a first 

in Nebraska and one of few in the 

Midwest. Residents will work at 

Madonna to gain PM&R knowledge and 

training and to work in interdisciplinary 

teams for the maximum benefit of 

the patient. Rotations will take place 

at both Madonna campuses and 

include pediatric rehabilitation, stroke, 

traumatic brain injury, spinal cord injury, 

rehabilitation specialty hospital as well 

as UNMC’s areas of focus including 

emergency medicine, trauma and long 

term acute care. 

     All six residents will start training on 

July 1, 2018.

Nebraska’s first Physical Medicine 

and Rehabilitation (PM&R) 

residency program has matched all 

six of its positions. On March 16, 2018, 

or “Match Day,” the graduate medical 

students discovered they will be part of 

the inaugural class and gain experience 

at both Madonna campuses. First year 

residents are: Alexander Jacobsen, 

University of North Texas Health Science 

Center of Fort Worth/Texas College of 

Osteopathic Medicine; Seella Nimmo, 

Creighton University; Sonia Shah, 

Creighton University; and Brett Rosauer, 

University of Iowa Roy J. and Lucille A. 

Carver College of Medicine.  Second 

year residents are Bryan Baker, Pacific 

Northwest University of Health Science 

College of Osteopathic Medicine, 
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Six matched PM&R students  
to hone skills at Madonna 

Preliminary Residency: IU Health Ball 

Memorial Hospital; and Rohit Nalamasu,  

Touro University College of Osteopathic 

Medicine, Preliminary Residency: Chino 

Valley Medicine Center.

     The four-year residency program 

is in partnership with the University of 

Nebraska Medical Center (UNMC) led by 

Dr. Samuel Bierner, medical director of 

Madonna’s Omaha Campus and chair of 

UNMC’s PM&R department. Roughly 250 

applicants applied for the six positions 

and came to Omaha from November 2017 

to January 2018 to interview and tour 

both Madonna and UNMC campuses. 

“We are incredibly pleased with the 

residents matched to our inaugural 

PM&R program,” said Dr. Bierner. “This 

is an extraordinary opportunity for these 
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Hands-on research  
opportunity attracts top 
students nationwide 
Students are traveling 1,500 miles 

for the opportunity to advance 

rehabilitation care, outcomes and 

science. Through the Madonna Research 

Institute, interns are working along side 

research team members, clinicians and 

volunteer research assistants as part of 

the Clinical Research Hybrid Internship. 

Since its inception in 2006, the internship 

has attracted undergraduate, graduate 

and post-doctoral students from top 

academic programs focused on fields 

of study including physical, speech and 

occupational therapies, pre-medicine, 

engineering, computer science and 

exercise science. 

    

    To date, 37 students have completed 

the internship. Shannon Schulz was a 

member of that first class. She came from 

the University of Southern California’s 

(USC) physical therapy program. At the 

time, Dr. Judith Burnfield, now director 

of Madonna’s Research Institute, was 

serving as an assistant professor of clinical 

physical therapy at USC, in addition 

to serving as director of the Institute’s 

Movement and Neurosciences Center.  

     “It was a different side of physical 

therapy that I had not experienced up 

until that point,” said Shannon. “The 

people were great to learn from and work 

with every day. We came from different 

backgrounds so collaborating together 

made for such a wonderful learning 

atmosphere.” 

     Upon completion of her internship, 

Shannon became part of the Madonna 

family, initially as a ProActive physical 

therapist and currently as clinical 

supervisor of the Madonna TherapyPlus 

Northwest clinic location. 

   Creighton 

University’s Gail 

Jensen, Ph.D., PT, 

FAPTA, said the 

internship program 

is shaping the 

next generation 

of rehabilitation 

experts. “Dr. 

Burnfield has developed a robust clinical 

research hybrid internship model that 

draws professional students from across 

the country to engage in patient-centered 

translational and clinical experiences,” 

said Jensen, who is dean of Creighton’s 

Graduate School and College of 

Professional Studies. “A number of 

our own students have participated in 

this program and benefited from the 

opportunity to refine clinical reasoning, 

and subsequently, apply these skills 

during care delivery in facilities across  

the country.”

CREIGHTON UNIVERSITY 
Omaha, Nebraska  

DREXEL UNIVERSITY 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  

DUKE UNIVERSITY 
Durham, North Carolina  

MARQUETTE UNIVERSITY 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin  

NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY 
Evanston, Illinois 

ST. LOUIS UNIVERSITY 
St. Louis, Missouri 

TEXAS WOMEN’S UNIVERSITY 
Denton, Texas 

THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY 
Columbus, Ohio 

UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA 
Gainesville, Florida 

UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA– 
MEDICAL CENTER 
Omaha, Nebraska 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH  
DAKOTA 
Grand Forks, North Dakota

UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN 
CALIFORNIA  
Los Angeles, California

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN  
La Crosse, Wisconsin

ACADEMIC PROGRAMS 
THAT PARTICIPATE IN 
MADONNA’S CLINICAL 
RESEARCH HYBRID  
INTERNSHIP PROGRAM:

“It was a different side  

of physical therapy that 

 I had not experienced  

up until that point.”

Gail Jensen, Ph.D., 
PT, FAPTA



2017 Mullin Education Fund scholarship recipients were honored at the Angel 
Spotlight Thank You event last May. They are (from left to right): Amanda Harvey, 
Ceanna Schroeder and Markie Novotny.

Donor support prepares next  
generation of rehab professionals

• Thanks to gifts in 2017 from the  

May L. Flanagan Foundation and  

U.S. Bank Foundation, 127 employees 

completed coursework in 291 classes 

for a total of more than $200,000 in 

tuition reimbursement. Madonna also 

draws support from several endowed 

educational funds to help advance 

employee goals. 

• This year, the R.F. and Margaret Mullin 

Education Fund granted four $1,500 

renewable nursing scholarships to 

employees. The fund was established 

in 1986 by the Mullin’s daughters, 

Marilyn Story and Charlene Hammer, 

to honor their parents.  

• Two $500 Betty Sweinimer Employee 

Scholarships were awarded this year 

to staff members pursuing degrees 

in physical therapy and occupational 

therapy. Ian Thompson and his 

mother, Vikki Harsh, both employees, 

created the scholarship in memory of 

Ian’s grandmother and Vikki’s mother. 

• Donations to Madonna’s Research 

Institute are providing rehabilitation 

science and engineering research 

and development opportunities for 

undergraduate and graduate  

students from across the country. 

Generous gifts to the Madonna Foundation illustrate how donors are helping prepare the next generation of health care 

professionals in rehabilitation medicine. Here are a few recent examples:

In fiscal year 2016-17, the highly 

successful mentorship program 

attracted 32 student interns 

from schools such as Duke, 

Northwestern, Wake Forest, 

University of Kansas Medical  

Center, University of Nebraska-

Lincoln and University of Wisconsin-

La Crosse. Students come from 

a variety of disciplines including 

physical therapy, biological systems 

engineering, electrical engineering, 

mechanical engineering, exercise 

science and neuropsychology.
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2018
22,

SAVE THE DATE
3RD ANNUAL  

MILES FOR MADONNA 

Saturday, Sept. 22, 2018
10 a.m.  

Zorinsky Lake Park 
Omaha, Nebraska

Run, walk or stroll. 
We hope you can join us!



Madonna matters to me

     It’s rather unusual how my relationship with Madonna initially began and where  

it is today.  

    It all started with our therapy dog, Rocky. Madonna helped certify Rocky as a 

therapy dog through the Angel Dog Program. My wife, Mary Jane, and I became 

volunteers visiting patients with Rocky. I found making patient visits was personally 

very rewarding.  

     We also discovered the fantastic work that was taking place both in Lincoln and 

in Omaha. Some of the most difficult injuries and illnesses were being treated with 

remarkable outcomes. We often witnessed patient improvements that astounded us.  

     Seeing how the staff interacted with the patients made us want to become more 

than just volunteers. We decided to become donors as well. We wanted to see our 

support provide funds for rebuilding lives through world-class rehabilitation. When 

you see an organization that does so many good things, and you see people who 

are so dedicated to helping others, a donation to Madonna became our priority.  

     Fortunately, Madonna recognized our interest and asked me to join the Madonna 

Foundation Board. Since joining the Board, I have been privileged to meet many 

more professional and dedicated employees, executives and board volunteers. For 

me, being a part of Madonna, where everyone is committed to patient excellence, is 

very gratifying. 

BY JIM FITCH 
Madonna Foundation Board Member and Angel Dog Volunteer 

Hall of Fame  
honors Angel 
Dog team 

Madonna Angel Dog Rocky and 

his owners, Jim and Mary Jane 

Fitch (above center and right), are 

2018 recipients of the Nebraska 

Veterinary Medical Association’s 

Animal Hall of Fame Award. The 

annual award, presented by Lt. Gov. 

Mike Foley (above left), spotlights 

pet heroes and their caregivers who 

exemplify the strength and value 

of the human-animal connection. 

Rocky’s calm attitude and friendly 

personality are reassuring to 

everyone he meets. The bright blue 

boot the golden retriever wears is a 

topic of conversation as Rocky was 

born without his right front paw.

    Angel Dogs have been bringing a 

sense of being at home to patients 

at Madonna Rehabilitation Hospitals 

for more than 15 years. The Angel 

Dog Program works with Pet 

Partners Program to register therapy 

teams as a nationally recognized 

visiting team. Learn more at 

madonna.org/volunteer. 
Rocky and Jim Fitch make a special visit to Levi Weber (read more about Levi’s  
story on page 14), who recovered at the Omaha Campus following a severe 
motorcycle accident in June 2017. 
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A foundation of giving 
Madonna Rehabilitation Hospitals 

means world-class rehabilitation. 

This type of care is years in the making 

with experienced, skilled clinicians, 

state-of-the-art technology and cutting-

edge research.

   One catalyst which helps elevate 

Madonna’s mission is philanthropy. Willie 

Gilmore understands the importance 

of yearly giving. She has been a loyal 

Madonna donor for 34 straight years. 

   Every year since 1984, without fail, 

Willie has contributed to the Madonna 

Foundation. Whether it’s gifts to the 

Brain Initiative to help buy specialty 

equipment like eye gaze technology, 

pictured at right, which allows patients 

to manipulate a computer screen 

with their eyes, or donations to the 

Omaha Campus Campaign, to rebuild 

more patients lives, Willie has been a 

consistent difference-maker.

   Willie gives because she remembers 

the special people who cared for her 

mother for 13 years at Madonna.

   “We are so grateful to Willie, who is 

Madonna’s longest continuous donor. 

She epitomizes the spirit of giving from 

the heart,” said Suzanne Sughroue, 

director of Development for Madonna’s 

Lincoln Campus. “Willie’s consistent 

giving allows us to continuously fund 

programs and purchase technology 

which directly impacts the outcome of 

our patients.”

   At 81, Willie moved to Monterey Park, 

California years ago but that has not 

stopped her passion for Madonna.  

   “While my brothers and sisters did 

a great job taking care of my mother, 

Margaret Schommer, we were so lucky 

to have a place like Madonna when the 

time came for her to leave her home. It 

was a safe place for her to be and it was 

especially important to her to have the 

chapel onsite,” Willie recalls. 

   Today, Willie gives back to her 

community by volunteering one day a 

week at a local library where she stocks 

shelves, takes inventory and waits 

on customers. While her community 

in California is important, she always 

remembers to help Madonna. 

   The last time Willie visited our Lincoln 

Campus was in 2012. “I couldn’t believe 

how much everything has changed from 

when my mother was at Madonna. I was 

very impressed and amazed by what I 

saw. Madonna is such a hopeful place.”

   That hope is supplied by our wonderful 

staff and our friends, like Willie.

1958 SOCIETY RECOGNIZES 
LOYALTY GIVERS

Madonna’s 1958 Society, named for the 
year Madonna was founded, honors 
those who have made gifts to Madonna 
for at least five years in a row. Last year, 
the Madonna Foundation recognized 
365 loyalty donors who are members 
of the 1958 Society. Willie Gilmore is 
the longest continuous member with 34 
years of giving.

For more information on how you  
can become a yearly donor with  
a recurring gift, please contact  
Suzanne Sughroue, director of 
Development at the Lincoln Campus, 
at 402.413.4782 or John Glenn, vice 
president of Development at the 
Omaha Campus, at 402.401.5051. 
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   “All of our donors are so important to 

Madonna,” said Sughroue. “Consistent 

donations help advance programming, 

research and patient care. Willie, and all 

our yearly donors, have helped Madonna 

become a national leader in rehabilitation 

through their kindness and financial help.”

“Madonna is such a 

 hopeful place.”



The Madonna 

Foundation 

will present 

the Innovation 

Award to Ron 

Harris at its 

Annual Angel 

Spotlight Thank 

You event on May 8, 2018, in Lincoln. 

     A founding benefactor of Madonna’s 

Institute for Rehabilitation Science and 

Engineering, Ron was among the first to 

see the vision of establishing a research 

presence on Madonna’s Lincoln Campus. 

     According to Suzanne Sughroue, 

director of Development for Madonna 

Foundation’s Lincoln Campus, “Bringing 

his background of research medicine 

in the pharmaceutical industry, Ron 

understood the importance of being able 

to take research innovation from the 

bench to the bedside to help patients at 

Madonna and beyond. Ron supported the 

vision of the Madonna Research Institute 

with his considerable time, talent and 

personal resources.” 

     Ron’s father, Lewis Harris, was a clinical 

research pioneer who founded Harris 

Laboratories in 1933 in Lincoln. Ron grew 

up in the company, washing dishes in the 

lab at age 8, later becoming president 

and CEO in 1974. Ron and his brother, 

Bob, started the clinical research and 

testing services that fueled the company’s 

growth. When the family sold Harris 

Laboratories to MDS Pharma Services in 

1996, Ron remained as chairman of the 

board until his retirement.  

Ron Harris receives Innovation 
Award at Angel Spotlight Event

     Ron raised funds through corporate 

and family gifts to establish the Harris 

Family Assistive Technology Lab in the 

Madonna Research Institute. The Harris 

Family Assistive Technology Lab contains 

the latest in augmentative and alternative 

communication, environmental control, 

and computer access technology. The 

research underway in this lab focuses  

on the development and field-testing 

of new communication and assistive 

technology options for patients with 

severe disabilities.

     Ron has shared his expertise with 

numerous nonprofit, civic and corporate 

boards. Madonna was honored to enjoy 

Ron’s service on its hospital board of 

directors for many years. He presided 

as hospital board chair in 1991 and 1992. 

He and his wife, Chris, are Madonna 

Foundation Trustees. 

     “My entire professional career was 

directed toward research on medicines,” 

THE MADONNA  
INNOVATION AWARD

The Madonna Innovation Award 
is presented to an individual or 
organization that merges knowledge 
with imagination to improve the quality 
of life for children and adults with 
disabilities. Past recipients include:

2017
THE GOLDWIN FOUNDATION 

2015
RICHARD W. & JACQUELINE B. CHAPIN 

2014 
DR. JUDITH BURNFIELD

said Ron. “So the opportunity to support, 

in a small way, a totally different type 

of research related to communication 

disorders was of great interest. The work 

that Madonna does in this and other areas 

to help people achieve a better quality of 

life is truly remarkable,” he said.
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Chris and Ron Harris

COMMUNITY GIVING OPPORTUNITIES
Friends can support Madonna during two community giving  

celebrations in May. Omaha Gives is scheduled for Wednesday, May 23,  
and Give to Lincoln Day will be Thursday, May 31. Each 24-hour  

celebration raises the awareness about local nonprofits and celebrates  
the collective effort it takes to make each community great.  

Donations to Omaha Gives will benefit Madonna’s Omaha Campus  
and gifts to Give to Lincoln Day will benefit Madonna’s Lincoln Campus.  

 
To lend your support this year, visit  

OMAHAGIVES.COM or GIVETOLINCOLN.COM



Young athlete tackles rare  
neurological condition
Landon Severson, then 14, left home as usual for school on 

Aug. 25, 2016. But hours later, the three-sport athlete couldn’t 

move his legs. A strange tingling sensation moved quickly through 

the teen’s lower limbs, paralyzing him from the waist down.

     Landon, of Onida, South Dakota, endured lumbar punctures 

and MRI tests at Sanford Children’s Hospital in Sioux Falls, where 

specialists diagnosed him with transverse myelitis. He’d never 

heard of the autoimmune disorder, a rare neurological condition 

caused by inflammation of the spinal cord. No one could pinpoint 

the cause. Doctors treated Landon with high doses of IV steroids 

and plasma exchange therapy to decrease the swelling. “He took 

it all like a champ!” said his mother, Sarah Severson, who moved 

to Madonna’s Lincoln Campus two weeks later to support her 

son’s rehabilitation.

      Landon’s pediatric care team was impressed with the young 

athlete’s positivity. He was in a wheelchair and readily committed 

to the hard work of regaining his mobility. Landon gradually 

achieved his goals using the same mental and physical discipline 

that fueled his athletic endeavors.

      Initially, standing was a huge hurdle, but the determined teen 

slowly graduated to more rigorous therapies. Landon accepted 

every challenge with humor and an uncommon maturity. Within 

two months, he transitioned to the outpatient Rehabilitation Day 

Program, engaging in group and individualized therapies.

    “Landon greeted each day with a smile and tackled difficulties 

with zero complaints,” said Tara Luetkenhaus, PT. Technology 

like the ICARE and Ekso GT, devices that help patients with 

lower-extremity weakness, played a big role in the game plan of 

Landon’s recovery. “It was almost like my sports workouts, but 

instead of running miles, I was taking slow steps,” said Landon.

     During 14 weeks of physical, occupational and pool therapies, 

Landon’s muscles rallied as his strength, balance and 

coordination returned. He graduated from wheelchair to walker, 

to two canes, to a single cane and finally, walking independently.

After being paralyzed by transverse myelitis, Landon 
Severson gradually regained his mobility with help from 
technology like the Ekso GT. Assisting Landon are Tara 
Luetkenhaus, PT (left), and Lana Fry, program aide.

     On May 14, 2017, Landon competed in a junior high track meet, 

his first athletic competition since overcoming transverse myelitis. 

Three months later, as a high school freshman, Landon returned 

to the football field and scored an inspirational touchdown. In 

November, the 5-foot-9-inch tall guard rejoined the Sully Buttes 

Chargers on the basketball court. The multi-sport athlete, resilient 

in the face of adversity, was back.
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“Landon greeted each day with a smile and  

tackled difficulties with zero complaints.”

Madonna’s Neurological Program provides 
rehabilitation for patients with disorders that affect their 
body’s nervous system. This includes diagnoses like 
Guillain-Barré syndrome, multiple sclerosis, Parkinson’s 
disease, as well as transverse myelitis.



INTERDISCIPLINARY TREATMENT TEAM

Each patient at Madonna has a team of physicians overseeing their care. Physicians 
are supported by a interdisciplinary treatment team that may include a wide range of 
professionals including:

REHABILITATION NURSES

CASE MANAGERS

SOCIAL WORKERS 

PHYSICAL THERAPISTS 

OCCUPATIONAL THERAPISTS 

SPEECH THERAPISTS  

NEUROPSYCHOLOGY STAFF 

SPIRITUAL CARE 

RECREATION THERAPISTS

NUTRITION THERAPISTS 

RESPIRATORY THERAPISTS

EDUCATIONAL SPECIALISTS 

CONSULTING PHYSICIAN 
SPECIALISTS 

Meet members of the team
At Madonna, we recognize the unique 

needs of each patient who comes 

through our doors. We have dedicated 

rehabilitation teams composed of a wide 

variety of clinicians, each with varied roles 

and areas of expertise and training, to 

meet the needs of patients recovering 

from serious injury or illness. 

     The ability to assess and implement 

appropriate technology to aid a patient’s 

recovery requires extensive clinical 

knowledge and expertise. Madonna’s 
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Dr. Adam Kafka, medical director of MRH-Lincoln, discusses a patient’s case with the Lincoln Campus care team. Throughout 
the recovery process, each patient at Madonna has an attending physician who is supported by an interdisciplinary team of 
rehabilitation professionals.

team of specialists treat thousands of 

patients every year, offering the latest 

techniques and methods to produce the 

best results for every patient.  

     Our staff physicians include physiatrists 

(medical doctors who specialize in 

rehabilitation and physical medicine) 

and hospitalists (medical doctors who 

specialize in internal medicine). Other 

physicians on the team include specialists 

in pediatrics, infectious diseases, wound 

care, neuro-optometry and pulmonary.  

     Additionally, members of our medical 

staff hold faculty affiliation at the University 

of Nebraska Medical Center. Serving 

in dual roles allows our physicians to 

better serve patients while applying 

their knowledge, skills and abilities from 

classroom to bedside. 



Young SCI survivor assists others 
after life-changing accident
The American rock band the Eagles sang about “Life in the 

Fast Lane,” but Crista Hudson lived it. Ten years ago, Crista, 

of McCook, Nebraska, then 17 years old, began partying hard and 

eventually dropped out of high school. “I had no focus in my life 

and was completely out of control,” recalls Crista.

    One bad decision brought the teen’s carefree life to a 

screeching halt. On Dec. 1, 2008, after drinking heavily, Crista got 

behind the wheel of her car and set the cruise control at 85 mph. 

She drove black-out drunk and rolled her car three times into a 

30-foot ditch. Crista lay trapped upside down in her vehicle for 

hours in sub-zero temperatures. “Doctors didn’t offer much hope 

to my family,” said Crista, who recovered at a Colorado hospital. 

     Despite the odds stacked against her, Crista survived. 

Paralyzed from the chest down, she considered the crash a 

wake-up call. “I felt motivated to get my life back on track,” said 

Crista, who arrived at Madonna’s Lincoln Campus a month later. 

    In addition to therapy goals, Crista aspired to earn a high 

school diploma. Nova Adams, therapeutic education coordinator, 

arranged the details with the Nebraska State Department of 

Education. Eight weeks later, Crista earned her GED, scoring high 

marks. Her therapy team proudly held a graduation ceremony in 

Crista’s honor.

 

   During her recovery, Crista mastered a new way of life. “I wasn’t 

about to let my disability define me,” said the determined young 

woman. She discovered how a custom-fit wheelchair increased 

her mobility. Adaptive devices allowed Crista to dress herself, 

brush her hair and eat. “Madonna taught me how to live fully 

again,” said Crista. In 2010, Madonna honored Crista with an 

award for her courageous attitude during recovery. 

     As her life shifted gears, Crista matured. Today, she lives 

independently, driving her van to socialize with friends, to church 

and college where she’s pursuing a counseling degree. As a VIP, 

Voices for Injury Prevention, speaker for Madonna’s ThinkFirst 

“Madonna taught me how  
to live fully again.”

SCI survivor and peer volunteer Crista Hudson (at 
right) locks hands with patient Tia Matthies, during 
a visit to the Lincoln Campus pediatric unit. Crista 
develops relationships with new patients and shares 
her personal insights on spinal cord injury recovery.

chapter, Crista shares her recovery story with youth to raise 

awareness on preventing injuries. “The accident robbed a lot 

from me, but taught me what’s important in life,” said Crista.

The ThinkFirst National Injury Prevention Foundation 
develops award-winning, evidence-based programs 
to help people learn to reduce their risk for injury 
and provides training through a network of chapters 
around the country. For more information, contact 
Madonna's ThinkFirst Chapter Director Kipp Ransom, 
MS, LPC, LIMHP, at 402.413.3553.
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CRRNs make a difference
Employing the most knowledgeable 

and skilled nursing staff is a feather 

in Madonna Rehabilitation Hospitals’ cap. 

Hard work and dedication are driving 

forces for any advanced credentials 

behind a clinician’s name. The Certified 

Rehabilitation Registered Nurse (CRRN) is 

an important certification that represents 

a commitment to excellence in patient 

care and a high degree of specialization 

in the field of rehabilitation nursing.

    Administered by the Rehabilitation 

Nursing Certification Board, the CRRN 

program is designed to enhance the 

knowledge and skills of nurses who care 

for individuals with disabilities and chronic 

illness in achieving optimal outcomes. 

Earning CRRN certification is an asset to 

professional rehabilitation nurses who 

want to advance in their careers. “The 

CRRN credential helps patients feel 

confident in their nurse’s level of expertise 

and their commitment to professional 

development,” said Susan Klanecky, vice 

president of Patient Care. 

     Madonna employs 36 CRRNs whose 

specialized care and knowledge help 

educate patients and families on living 

independently. “After starting as a nurse 

aide and transitioning to the RN role, 

my passion for working with people in 

rehabilitation grew,” said Cody Kohles, 

nursing clinical education supervisor. 

Kohles’ supervisor encouraged her to  

take the CRRN exam in 2009. 

     “Earning the CRRN expanded my 

rehab knowledge and understanding 

of techniques required to care for our 

diverse patient population,” said Kohles. 

The CRRN certification continues to 

support Kohles’ professional development 

while allowing her to share rehabilitation 

knowledge with coworkers.

     A landmark study has validated the 

importance of certification in rehabilitation 

nursing. This study found that as the 

percentage of registered nurses certified 

in rehabilitation nursing increased, 

the length of stay decreased. (Nelson, 

et al., 2009). 

     “Madonna’s philosophy is to actively 

support and foster this professional 

development and recognition for our 

nurses,” said Klanecky.

“The CRRN credential  

helps patients feel 

confident in their nurse’s 

level of expertise.”
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Kendra Bevans, RN, CRRN, nurse therapist, reviews an individualized care plan for spinal cord injury survivor Teressa Shriver.



14 | Now you can.® 

Former patient thanks care team 
with guitar concert 
Levi Weber says that overnight he went from a fully 

functional 23-year-old to one heavily leaning on others for 

support. The glass blower who loves motorcycles was riding 

his bike to his father’s retirement dinner when a car hit him 

while crossing a busy intersection. The result was 23 broken 

bones and a traumatic brain injury. The impact also caused 

severe internal injuries including several strokes. Heavily 

sedated at Mercy Medical Center in Sioux City, 

Nebraska, family and friends stayed by Levi’s bedside for 

28 days. “That was the toughest thing I’ve ever had to go 

through,” said Levi. 

     Beginning with Madonna’s Specialty Hospital in Lincoln, 

staff helped Levi get up and move. Levi’s healing progressed 

slowly, however, due to medical complications including 

pneumonia and sepsis. Next, Levi moved to Madonna’s 

Omaha Campus for acute rehab. Weak and in pain, Levi’s 

initial therapy consisted of getting up, dressed and into 

his wheelchair. 

     “Each day was rough and there weren’t day-to-day 

improvements,” said Cindy Weber, Levi’s mother. “Luckily, 

Madonna professionals saw the long-term picture and were 

incredibly patient.” 

     For motivation, Levi’s parents brought his guitar from 

home. Therapists incorporated the instrument, and his 

passion for blowing glass into recovery. “We look for hobbies 

patients are interested in to keep that positive outlook and 

also to help continue to push themselves,” said Kayla  

Hoge, OT.

    

    Hoge encouraged Levi to practice outside of therapy, 

which helped to improve Levi’s memory, concentration 

and sequencing skills while restoring hand strength and 

coordination. Little by little, Levi’s outlook and attitude 

improved. Leaving for home Aug. 31, 2017, Levi’s goal was to 

come back and play guitar for his care team. 

“I still find myself thinking how lucky 

I am. I’m able to walk and am back to 

doing activities I truly enjoy.” 

Traumatic brain injury survivor Levi Weber thanked 
his care team with a guitar concert March 3, 2018. 
The instrument was incorporated early on in his 
therapy to help motivate him. 

     Levi fulfilled his promise to his care team six months after his 

accident. On March 3, 2018, accompanied by his parents, Levi 

returned to the Omaha Campus. He played two songs in front of 

a crowd of 50 staff, patients and families as a way to say thanks. 

     “I still find myself thinking how lucky I am. I’m able to walk and 

am back to doing activities I truly enjoy,” said Levi. 

Madonna supports patients recovering from a serious 
illness or accident throughout each stage of their 
recovery. This continuum of care includes specialty 
rehabilitation for patients with complex needs, acute 
rehabilitation once patients can tolerate three or more 
hours of therapy, Rehabilitation Day Program which is 
an intense outpatient program and finally outpatient 
therapy through TherapyPlus. 



In February, Madonna Rehabilitation Hospitals brought together more than 

150 leading  speech disorder and speech science researchers, representing 

10 countries, for the International Motor Speech Conference. The conference, 

established in 1982 by Kathryn Yorkston and David Beukelman, a clinical researcher 

in Madonna’s Research Institute, continues to be organized by Madonna every  

other year. 

     Conference attendees actively participate in an overview of progressive research 

related to speech disorders in children and adults derived from neurological 

impairments such as brain injury, stroke, ALS, Parkinson’s disease and Cerebral Palsy.  

     “The unique aspect to this conference is that it brings together researchers in the 

areas of basic science and clinical disorders for collaborative discussions,” said Mark 

Hakel, Madonna’s director of Education and conference coordinator. “Everyone there 

is focused on understanding and developing the best methods for improving the 

lives of individuals with speech disorders.”  

     The conference also provides an opportunity for experienced researchers to 

provide mentoring and input to the more than 30 doctoral students who attend. 

“It’s another opportunity for Madonna to show its commitment to teaching the next 

generation of rehabilitation professionals,” said Hakel. 

Madonna coordinates 
international speech 
conference

Madonna Rehabilitation Hospitals has always 
placed a high value on teaching, both for our 
own employees as well as future nursing and 
therapy students. The goal is to provide an 
exceptional post-acute care experience for 
future clinicians.  

Clinical rotations are offered for students in  
a variety of disciplines:   

• Physical Therapy
• Occupational Therapy
• Speech/Language Therapy
• Recreation Therapy 
• Research
• Case Management/Social Work
• Nutrition
• Neuropsychology
• Nursing

Madonna has a tradition of employing the 
best clinicians in rehabilitation care. To 
continue this tradition, we collaborate with 
schools across the country that consistently 
produce top students.

Students selected for an inpatient clinical 
rotation may be placed in: 

• Acute rehabilitation Lincoln Campus – 
spinal cord injury, traumatic brain injury 
or stroke 

• Acute rehabilitation Omaha Campus – 
traumatic brain injury or stroke

• Specialty hospital with medically complex 
patients

• Transitional care unit 
• Pediatrics 

Outpatient rotations, may include: 

• Outpatient
• Rehabilitation Day Program
• Satellite outpatient sites for orthopedics 

or industrial rehabilitation 

Currently, Madonna has 88 clinical affiliation 
agreements with programs across the United 
States. Last year, more than 500 nursing and 
therapy students were onsite at Madonna 
gaining clinical experience.
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Student 
rotations at 
Madonna 

Conference attendees, representing 10 countries, participated in sessions 
focusing on research related to speech disorders in children and adults.



Madonna Rehabilitation Hospitals 
5401 South Street 
Lincoln, NE 68506

 Admissions: 402.486.8260   |   Toll Free: 800.676.5448   |   www.madonna.org   

At Madonna Rehabilitation 
Hospitals, we combine 
heartfelt hospitality with 
incomparable innovation 
and education. Our clinical 
expertise, world-class 
research and state-of-the-art 
equipment empower us to 
help all patients, even those 
whose diagnoses pose the 
most complex challenges. 
Our investment in exceptional 
talent, groundbreaking 
technology and progressive 
treatments is changing the 
face of rehabilitation. 

Our people are changing lives.

On the cover: Members of the Madonna Omaha Campus 
team are easily identified by the color of their clothing.  
Back Row  (L to R) Black Scrubs: Occupational,  
Physical and  Speech-Language Therapists; Royal  
Blue Scrubs: Registered Nurses (RNs);  Purple Polos:  
Food Service; Caribbean Blue Scrubs: Dietitians; Black 
Polos: Maintenance. Front Row (L to R) Business Casual: 
Admissions, Case Management, Mission Services,  
Non-Clinical Staff and Social Workers; Turquoise Scrubs: 
Nurse Aides; Dark Gray Scrubs: Respiratory Therapists;  
Teal Scrubs: Laboratory; Red Polos: Environmental Services. 
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