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Kevin survived a stroke. He could walk to the bathroom, dress himself, and prepare a simple 

meal. By every metric of modern rehabilitation, the system considered him a success; his chart 

was stamped “functional,” and his therapy was deemed complete. Dr. Michael Ang disagreed. In 

fact, Kevin’s recovery had barely begun. 

In the typical neurorehabilitation landscape, survival and basic independence are clinical 

ceilings. Once a patient is deemed safe, they are discharged—their medical stability achieved 

but their identity left behind. For Dr. Ang, Professor of Occupational Therapy at West Coast 

University Center for Graduate Studies, “functional” is merely the starting line. 

Historically, the International Association of Neurology (IAN) Excellence Series has been the 

exclusive domain of physicians, neurologists, and neurosurgeons. This month, we break 

precedent to spotlight a practitioner whom this board recognizes as a pioneer. Armed with 

deep academic expertise and a radically empathetic approach to clinical care, Dr. Ang is 

bridging the gap between basic independence and life restoration. His philosophy is simple: 

“Don’t settle for functional. Master the improbable.” 

 

THE ILLUSION OF “INDEPENDENCE” 

The catalyst for Dr. Ang’s occupational therapy ideology is best illustrated by a pivotal patient 

encounter. He met Kevin, an elderly man who had survived a stroke and completed the 

prescribed course of physical therapy. In the eyes of the healthcare system, the patient was a 

statistical success; he was nearing independence in basic self-care tasks. 

Yet, Kevin’s reality was starkly different. As he expressed to Dr. Ang, “Just because I can walk to 

the bathroom doesn’t mean I’m normal. I’m not at the level I used to be. I’m stuck at home 

because there are things I can’t do.” 

Kevin’s ambitions extended far beyond the walls of his home. He wanted to fly around the 

world… but with a profound caveat. His goal was to fly the plane himself. Returning to his 

lifelong passion as a recreational pilot was not merely a hobby; it was a core piece of his 

identity. 

Recognizing that standard therapy had failed to restore the part of Kevin that mattered most, 

Dr. Ang took a different approach. He did not focus on restoring independence in activities of 

daily living. Instead, he focused on training the complex neuromotor systems required to pilot 

an aircraft. Using materials sourced from a local hardware store, he constructed a customized 

flight control panel for the patient. By integrating rudder pedals, an aeronautical joystick, and 

augmented reality—requiring Kevin to practice simulated takeoffs and landings alongside 

immersive video feedback—Dr. Ang forced the patient’s brain to adapt to cognitively 

demanding challenges through focused repetition. 

The result was a masterclass in neuroplasticity. Kevin’s recovery extended far beyond basic 

motor function; he reclaimed his sense of self. He did not board a plane as a passenger. He flew 

it as the pilot. 



FINDING OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY 

Dr. Ang’s path to neurorehabilitation was anything but conventional. Unlike many occupational 

therapists, he did not begin his career in the hard sciences. He earned his Bachelor of Arts in 

Political Science and International Relations at the University of Southern California (USC). 

Subsequently, he worked for the California State Assembly in Pasadena. Although the work was 

meaningful, he found himself increasingly frustrated by bureaucracy and the slow pace of 

systemic change. He wanted to improve lives more directly. That desire eventually led him to 

the Los Angeles Unified School District, where he worked as a special education teacher. There, 

he watched occupational therapists transform the lives of children. 

Dr. Ang returned to USC and earned both his Master of Occupational Therapy (MOT) and Post-

Professional Doctor of Occupational Therapy (OTD) degrees. He embraced a profession whose 

philosophy aligned perfectly with his own: rehabilitation should not simply restore movement; 

it should restore the life behind it. 

Early in his career, he created the Outpatient Occupational Therapy Department at St. Vincent 

Medical Center in Los Angeles. Specializing in treating neurological and upper extremity 

conditions, Dr. Ang scaled the department into one of the city’s largest and most 

comprehensive outpatient therapy programs during his tenure. By relentlessly advocating for 

occupational therapy, he transformed a nascent department into a major hub for physician 

referrals. 

 

CONVERTING SKEPTICS 

St. Vincent Medical Center had become the epicenter for creative and transformative 

interventions—an environment where bold ideas could challenge convention and redefine 

what rehabilitation could achieve. Perhaps no case better encapsulates Dr. Ang’s acumen in 

neuroplasticity and strategic advocacy than that of Mr. Kim, a lifelong fan of the Los Angeles 

Dodgers. 

In a glaring example of systemic oversight, Mr. Kim—who had survived a severe stroke two 

years prior to meeting Dr. Ang—had never been referred to occupational therapy. When the 

request was finally made, it was categorically denied. The referring neurologist was blunt: 

“Two years of physical therapy was unsuccessful in fixing his hand. His rehab potential is poor. 

What’s the point of occupational therapy?” 

Dr. Ang challenged the neurologist’s fatalistic view of the brain by pointing out the double-

edged nature of neuroplasticity. “If a patient is active and engaged, his brain is reorganizing 

toward proficiency,” Dr. Ang argued. “If he is sedentary, his brain is also adapting… but toward 

dependency.” Coincidentally, Dr. Ang had noticed the autographed baseball memorabilia 

adorning the neurologist’s office. Knowing his patient shared the same passion, he threw his 

own pitch: “We are here to forge neural pathways. As a neurologist and baseball fanatic, you 

know this more than anyone. Order the therapy so this patient can play baseball too.” 

What followed was a tour de force of occupational therapy interventions that combined 

functional activities with biomechanics. Dr. Ang analyzed the kinematics of throwing a ball 

from different angles. He utilized tenodesis—leveraging the body’s natural pulley system to 

enable finger extension through wrist flexion—while implementing a variety of dynamic 

orthoses to facilitate a functional grasp. To help Mr. Kim release the ball at different velocities, 

Dr. Ang applied self-triggered functional electrical stimulation (FES). He also varied the 

environmental context by transitioning therapy from the hospital to the baseball field. 

The culmination of this intensive, highly specialized program defied the initial prognosis. On 

his final day of therapy, Mr. Kim stood outside and successfully played baseball with the very 

neurologist who had deemed his recovery impossible. 

 



BEYOND THE GAME 

Helping a patient return to recreational baseball illuminated a long-standing deficit in how the 

medical community approaches sports medicine—a realization that became the catalyst for Dr. 

Ang’s work with professional athletes. 

In sports medicine, the chasm between passing a concussion protocol and returning to the 

professional arena is vast. A neurological exam cannot replicate the unpredictable demands of 

live competition. To close that gap, Dr. Ang pioneered interventions that require dual-tasking at 

the highest level. By placing simultaneous demands on both the cognitive and sensorimotor 

systems, he forces the injured brain to adapt to the stressors of the sport. His athletes achieve 

far more than a return to everyday life. Many return to the stadium, proving that with the right 

approach, a neurological injury does not have to be the end of a career. 

Yet, not every athlete returns to the game. For some, a career-ending injury requires an entirely 

different path. Mr. B., a professional hockey player, suffered a severe brain injury that left him 

with impaired balance, poor trunk control, and limited hand function. Ultimately, he was 

confined to a wheelchair. 

Mr. B. had one goal: he wanted to propose to his girlfriend. However, he refused to do it from a 

wheelchair. He wanted to get down on one knee. 

Dr. Ang reverse-engineered the activity demands of a marriage proposal. Lowering to one knee 

requires a controlled descent and sufficient trunk stability; without it, Mr. B. risked collapsing 

onto the ice. They practiced the movement until Mr. B. could lower himself with control. His 

hand function required an equally focused approach. Moving beyond basic grasp-and-release 

exercises, Mr. B. practiced the delicate sequence of holding a small box, retrieving the ring, and 

sliding it onto a finger. 

The outcome far surpassed clinical expectations. Mr. B. brought his girlfriend to the ice rink 

where he used to play. Using an adaptive skating walker, he stepped onto the ice. With his 

improved motor control, he lowered himself to one knee, opened the box, and proposed: “I may 

not be able to win championship rings anymore, but this is the only ring that matters. Will you 

marry me?” 

Mr. B. never played professional hockey again, but he gained something far greater. Through 

his relentless work in therapy, he forged a new chapter—becoming a husband and, later, a 

devoted father. 

 

EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP AND THE NEURO SPECIALIST INSTITUTE 

Dr. Ang’s influence extends far beyond his own patients; he is actively shaping the next 

generation of specialists. As founder of The Neuro Specialist Institute, he oversees a curriculum 

designed for those unsatisfied with the status quo. Its centerpiece is the award-winning 

Certified Neuro Specialist (CNS) Continuing Education Course. The CNS Certification has 

quickly become the standard for clinical excellence in the neurorehabilitation community. 

What makes the Institute’s training uniquely personal is its faculty: Dr. Ang has curated a team 

of outstanding educators, including individuals who have suffered and recovered from 

neurological injuries themselves. As a result, their instruction moves beyond theory, offering an 

unparalleled perspective rooted in the lived reality of recovery—one shaped by their own 

experiences as both providers and former recipients of neurological care. 

Dr. Ang’s leadership extends deeply into the academic sphere. As a former faculty member at 

USC’s prestigious Mrs. T. H. Chan Division of Occupational Science and Occupational Therapy, 

Dr. Ang authored two defining courses: The Neurorehabilitation Workshop and Occupations in 

Adult Neurorehabilitation. Additionally, he taught a robust curriculum that included Creativity, 



Skills, and Activity Analysis; Therapeutic Use of Self; Communication for Effective Practice; The 

Neuroscience of Behavior; and Adult Physical Rehabilitation. 

Currently a professor at West Coast University’s Occupational Therapy Program, Dr. Ang guides 

his students through Occupations in Practice, Preparatory Methods I, and Preparatory Methods 

II. He moves beyond theoretical instruction to instill hands-on proficiency, from the intricate 

craftsmanship of orthotic devices to the sophisticated use of physical agent modalities such as 

therapeutic ultrasound and electrical stimulation. Always pushing the boundaries of 

conventional rehabilitation, Dr. Ang has been instrumental in introducing cutting-edge 

interventions, such as aquatic therapy, nature-based therapy, and ocean-based therapy. 

His relentless pursuit of academic rigor and clinical innovation has not gone unnoticed, earning 

him widespread acclaim and a series of prestigious accolades: 

• 2014: Penelope Louise Richardson Award for Teaching at the University of Southern 

California 

• 2018: RAISE Award (Raising Awareness in Stroke Excellence) from the National Stroke 

Association 

• 2019: Occupational Therapy Faculty of the Year Award at West Coast University 

• 2021: NBCOT Impact Award (Inaugural Winner) 

 

A NEW STANDARD IN NEUROREHABILITATION 

Beyond the clinic and classroom, Dr. Ang is at the vanguard of neurotechnological research. He 

is currently evaluating the use of surface electromyography (sEMG) as an assessment tool for 

neuromotor recovery. Furthermore, his investigations delve into the efficacy of transcranial 

magnetic stimulation (TMS) on spasticity and the novel application of various rehabilitative 

taping techniques and materials. He is continuously expanding the clinical repertoire for 

treating complex neurological injuries. 

At the International Association of Neurology, we recognize that true neurological distinction 

requires a rebellion against the ordinary. This was strikingly evident at the 2026 IAN Annual 

Conference, where Dr. Ang served as one of the keynote speakers. Delivering his address, 

“Neurorehabilitation Innovations: The Disconnect Between Theory & Practice,” Dr. Ang 

challenged the audience to reconsider several long-standing rehabilitation practices. The most 

impactful moment occurred when he challenged the logic of manual muscle testing on a flaccid 

limb—which predictably yields a score of zero—and contrasted it with the ability of sEMG to 

detect and measure latent muscle activity in real time. In doing so, he exposed the limitations of 

outdated, non-salient methods and demonstrated how evidence-based technologies can 

produce more meaningful outcomes when integrated with purposeful activities. 

In a discipline historically dominated by physicians, Dr. Michael Ang stands out as a formidable 

and transformative force within the field. He is widely regarded as one of the foremost 

neurorehabilitation therapists in the world today. Whether he is providing cutting-edge 

courses at The Neuro Specialist Institute, shaping the minds of future practitioners at West 

Coast University, or proving to skeptics that a stroke survivor can return to the skies, he offers 

the medical community a more ambitious standard for neurological recovery. 

Dr. Ang reminds us that our duty as healthcare professionals is not simply to manage a 

patient’s decline or settle for the ordinary. Our duty is to return them to the pilot’s seat, the 

baseball diamond, and the stadium lights. Our duty is to help them master the improbable. 


