
The physical and aquatic therapy programs 
and services at the Ann Arbor VA Health-
care System, Mich., and at its Toledo, Ohio, 

Community Based Outpatient Clinic (CBOC), 
are making a difference in the lives of veterans, 
providing a path to healing that includes a support 
network of caring and experienced therapists 
and medical professionals. 

Gessie Limber, who has been working as a 
physical therapist at the VA Toledo Community 
Based Outpatient Clinic for the past six years, 
explained that each veteran is scheduled for an 
initial evaluation by a licensed physical therapist.  

“At this appointment, we collect the veteran’s 
medical history and also a description of his/her 
current problem — back pain, knee replacement, 
stroke, or balance impairment, for example,” said 
Limber, who has a master’s degree in physical 
therapy from the University of Toledo, and is 
certified in trigger point dry needling. “Depending 
on what we are seeing each veteran for, we may 
use a standardized test to assess their strength, 
range of motion, joint mobility, balance, toler-
ance to activity, coordination, or reflexes. We 
also perform a variety of special tests in order to 
help assess his/her impairment. In addition, we 
provide cardiac and pulmonary rehab programs.”    

Once a veteran is evaluated, an individual-
ized home exercise program is provided to each 
veteran, and follow-up visits are scheduled at 
the clinic. “The clinic has a wide variety of ex-
ercise equipment including bicycles, NuSteps, 
treadmills, free weights, weight machines, and 
our underwater treadmill,” she noted. “Each visit 
may include individualized exercises to work on 
their functional impairments; and it may also 
include manual therapy (hands-on treatment, for 
example, and joint mobilizations, trigger point 
dry needling, and manual stretching).”

She added that veterans may also receive 
modalities, such as electrical stimulation, ultra-
sound, traction, diathermy, and/or hot and cold 
packs to address musculoskeletal pain and/or 
neurological function.  

The clinic also has an underwater treadmill 
from Hudson Aquatics, which is used for veterans 
who are unable to tolerate traditional land thera-
py. “The underwater treadmill provides a warm, 
partially weightless environment for veterans 
to exercise,” said Limber. “The warm environ-
ment (90 degree water temperature) promotes 
relaxation and helps to loosen sore muscles. The 
water also provides a partially weightless environ-
ment, which decreases the amount of pressure 
placed on joints in the back, hips, knees, ankles 

and feet. This helps to reduce pain, so the 
veteran may perform exercises that would 
typically cause pain on land. Veterans can 
also walk against resistance jets in order 
to build up their endurance.” 

Limber noted that veterans have been 
“very willing to participate in aquatic 
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therapy, and they enjoy the warm water and the feeling of 
less stress being placed on their bodies. It allows them to 
move in ways they have not been able to move.”

In addition to the Hudson AquaCiser, the clinic has a wide 
variety of adaptive equipment to help veterans reach their goals, 
including NuStep (3), Endorphin UBE, ProGym, Rebounder, 
Total Gym, SportsArt treadmill (2), Schwinn Airdyne, True 
elliptical, BAPS board and BOSU ball, as well as parallel 
bars and numerous free weights and therabands.  

“Our ProGym seat can be removed to allow for wheelchair 
use,” said Limber. “In addition, most of the equipment can 
be modified to use with almost any patient population with a 
variety of disabilities such as amputations, spinal cord injuries, 
strokes and multiple sclerosis.”  

She added, “If we have a veteran who is competing in a 
sport through an official organization, the VA will provide the 
necessary adaptive equipment for him/her to compete. We, as 
physical therapists, will evaluate and determine the necessary 
specifications for each piece of equipment.”   

Although the Toledo CBOC does not offer recreational 
therapy, this service is offered by the VA Ann Arbor Health-
care System for patients in the Community Living Center 
(sub-acute rehab).  

The VA sponsors participation in a variety of activities 
including National Disabled Veterans Winter Sports Clinic, 
National Veterans Wheelchair Games, National Veterans 
Golden Age Games, National Veterans Tee Tournament, Na-
tional Veterans Summer Sports Clinic and National Veterans 
Creative Arts Festival. 

“We also work with veterans who compete locally and 
nationally for such organizations as Wounded Warriors and 
Team USA for the Invictus games,” said Limber. 

Within the physical therapy department, therapists “encour-
age patients to adapt healthy living habits,” said Limber. In 
addition, the VA Toledo CBOC has a dietician on staff who 
works individually and in groups with veterans to form an 
appropriate nutrition plan.  

Therapists also take measures to prevent injury and loss 
of health and fitness. 

“We have several prevention-based programs,” Limber 
explained. “PAVE (Prevention of Amputations in Veterans 
Everywhere) is a class designed to educate veterans on proper 
care and inspection of their feet. In addition, the veteran’s 
sensation is tested and appropriate equipment is ordered, such 
as diabetic shoes and socks. Since its inception, there has 
been a 60 percent decrease in lower-extremity amputations 
in veterans.”  

In addition, Power over Pain is a multidisciplinary class 
that focuses on managing chronic pain, and the Movement 
Disorders Class provides exercise routines that help to delay 
the effects of movement disorders such as Parkinson’s disease. 
“They also help to prevent further loss of function due to 
chronic illness, enhancing the fitness of our veterans,” she said.  

Overall, Limber said that the goal for physical therapists 
and physical therapy assistants is “to instruct veterans in safe 
and effective exercise programs that they can continue at their 
local recreational facility once they have completed their pre-
scribed course of physical therapy.”    —GRF
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