
notes Recreation Therapy Supervisor Jeff Lewis. “We try to 
provide an atmosphere where we encourage them to bring 
their families and friends to participate. The ultimate goal 
is that they take the skills that they are learning here and 
apply them to their personal endeavors.” 

Veterans also support each other to achieve their 
individual goals. “The collaboration throughout the 
facility and the community, certainly at Bedford 
and I hope nationally, is one that really promotes 
peer-to-peer,” adds Kristin Pressly, public affairs 
specialist at Bedford. “So when veterans come 
here, they are supported by people who have that 
same or similar experience, and they can con-
nect. Approximately 25 percent of our staff are 
veterans themselves, so when veterans come 
here they have that camaraderie — the same 
kind of philosophy toward team participa-
tion. For example, I see a lot of our veterans 
who work out together in the fitness center, 
so you never see anyone alone, which is 
heartwarming.”

RecReation theRapy
As the recreation therapy 

supervisor, Lewis oversees a 
large department, including 
seven recreation therapists, 

The Edith Nourse Rogers Memorial Veterans Hos-
pital, Bedford Veterans Affairs Medical Center 

(VAMC), in Bedford, Mass., offers world-class facilities 
and programs, supported by staff members who are in-
novators in the areas of physical and recreation therapy. 

“Improvement with an eye toward enhanced veteran-
centric care has been our objective at Bedford,” says 
Christine Croteau, acting hospital director. “The ben-
efit of supporting our employees to be creative in the 
offering of personalized, proactive physical activity is 
something we are passionate about. Through our fit-
ness center and extended partnerships, veterans have 
been able to train and achieve their fitness goals, as 
most recently evidenced by our seven 2013 Golden 
Age Games participants.”  

In the area of recreational therapy and fitness, Bed-
ford has made a concerted effort over the past few years 
to improve and expand on programs and facilities, 
while increasing efforts to promote all that is available 
to veterans and their family members.

“Overall, with recreation therapy and recreation in 
general, it is showing our veterans that that they still can do 
the things that they love,” 
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six recreation therapy assistants and two compensated 
work therapy (CWT) workers within Mental Health and 
Long Term Care programs. Recreation therapy, which 
runs a wide spectrum of fitness, sports and recreation 
programs, has access to the VAMC’s pool, gymnasium, 
fitness center, computer lab and greenhouse, as well as 
the Patriot Golf Course and fitness center at Hanscom 
AFB.

Working with outside veterans organizations, rec-
reation therapy provides numerous adaptive and able-
bodied programs, events or activities, including: weekly 
trips to the Museum of Fine Art Boston; therapeutic 
horseback riding at Strongwater Farm; fly-tying and 
fishing through Project Healing Waters; golf clinics 
through the Salute to Military Golf Association; rock 
climbing and racquetball at Hanscom AFB; Raytheon 
annual trip to Gillette Stadium; annual adaptive cross-
country ski clinic in association with Nordic Adaptive 
Ski Association; canoe and kayak trips; a veterans 
sailing program through Boston Harbor Piers Park; 
adaptive riding and non-riding lessons for veterans 
at the Tewksbury therapeutic horse farm; bowling 
at a local bowling center in Weston; and a rowing 
program through Community Rowing. 

“We have had a long relationship with Com-
munity Rowing, and we do various scull rowing 
programs that attract a good mix of veterans from 
young to old,” notes Lewis. “We go weekly and 
sometimes two times per week on the Charles 
River up until late fall. It is free of charge, and 
we are always trying to recruit new veterans for 
this popular activity.” 

Bedford also assigned a recreation therapist 
to work exclusively with adaptive sports outpa-
tient programming. “We did a lot of legwork, as 
did Kristin [Pressly] and the other programs here, to promote 
programs, advertise them and get interest and participation,” 
notes Lewis. “We assess every individual to gauge what their 
interests are, and how we can program for them. We try to make 
everything open to them and their families as much as we can. 
And we have worked with Northeast Passage out of University 
of New Hampshire, through a United States Olympic Committee 
grant, to offer adaptive cycling, fishing trips, kayaking, sailing 
programs and more.”

Lewis points out that this is the first year the VA is collabo-
rating with the Boston chapter of the Salute to Military Golf 
Association (SMGA-B). 

“SMGA-B made a wonderful donation of 10 brand new golf 
sets in addition to providing local PGA-certified golf instruction 
to our veterans,” says Lewis. “We are lucky to have the Patriot 
Golf Course at Hanscom working with us so closely, providing 
two adaptive golf carts in addition to free driving balls.”

For the weekly golf clinics, various PGA professionals come 
in, take veterans out on the golf course, and give instruction 
on various topics — putting, driving, chipping, etc. Solo Rider 
adaptive golf carts allow veterans of any ability, even those 
restricted to a wheelchair, to participate in the golf clinic. 

“These carts are a great way for wounded warriors to be 
able to stay connected to the game of golf,” says Patriot Golf 
Course Manager John Carey. “The program runs from 1 p.m. 
to 3 p.m. with instruction from PGA golf professionals Jim 

Tobin, Bob Beach, Jay Carey and others, who give their time 
and expertise to help the wounded warriors get back into the 
game they love. There is no cost and the balls and clubs are 
donated by the Patriot Golf Course.”

“We have a wheelchair-bound veteran who takes advantage 
of our transportation services here at the VA, and he is so excited 
about the golf, because not only can he golf with the adaptive 
golf carts, but his 8-year-old son can golf, too, and they can 
bond together,” adds Pressly. 

Lewis notes that recreation therapy staff members always en-
courage veterans to bring their families in because “if the veterans 
have a strong family connection, we found that the vets will come 
and attend, and continue to go to the programs we offer.”

In addition to golf, recreation therapists take veterans over to 
Hanscom AFB for rock climbing and racquetball at the fitness 
center. “We usually get a strong presence each week when we 
run these programs, and the Air Force has been very accom-
modating in allowing us to use the facilities and by providing 
easier access to the base for our staff,” notes Lewis. 

Recreation therapy staff also promotes national VA events, 
such as the Creative Arts Festival and Golden Age Games, 
which are very popular with Bedford veterans. 

“We have adaptive and able-bodied skiing programs — cross-
country and downhill — and we do have a large participation 
and history with the Golden Age Games,” says Lewis. “We do 
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bike and two recumbent bikes from 
SciFit. Speed bags are also available 
for use, as well as a variety of sports 
equipment for basketball, hockey, 
golf and volleyball. 

“We work with the VA’s national 
weight-loss and f itness program 
called MOVE!, and provide veter-
ans with an orientation that includes 
a tour of the fitness center, and a 
tutorial on how to use the equip-
ment,” notes Lewis. “Our personal 
trainer provides one-on-one training 
and group exercise classes, and we 
also provide walking and jogging 
programs through our MOVE! 
program. We have various pieces 
of equipment that can be used for 
individuals in wheelchairs for both 
physical therapy and recreation 
therapy.” 

A therapy pool with a ramped 
entrance is also available for recre-

ation and physical therapy. The pool is maintained within the 
therapeutic temperature threshold between 85 and 90 degrees, 
notes Lewis.

“The ramp for the pool, as well as the dip bars, pull-up bars 
and parallel bars, are fully accessible in the pool,” he says. 
“We also have water belts, kick boards, noodles and buoys for 
core-stabilization exercise. We use paddles and fins for resistive 
exercises, as well as water weights where appropriate.”

eye on the FutuRe
The Bedford VA continues to reach out to veterans in an 

effort to not only get them participating in programs, but also 
get them more involved in the process, which allows staff to 
cater to specific needs.

“We need to get our younger veteran population more in-
volved in the programs that we have going,” notes Lewis. “And 
continue to evaluate what we are providing to make sure we are 
meeting the needs of our veteran population. It is an ongoing 
process and we are always looking to add new programs or 
expand on existing ones, such as buying more adaptive golf 
carts for the our adaptive golf program. Staff development is 
also important, and we want to stay attuned to new adaptive 
equipment, which is always changing.”

“As a whole, we are trying to provide exceptional health 
care that improves people’s health and well-being, and we do 
that through motivating folks to strive for physical activity in 
their daily lives,” adds Pressly. “We try to offer a wide variety of 
products and equipment that can meet the needs of many. And 
we are reaching out to a new population, which is our women 
veterans, and we are supporting their interests, such as creating 
programming space in the pool and the gym.”

Pressly points out that the recreation therapy outpatient 
program is “going to new places and learning new things about 
our returning veterans that change the dynamic of the traditional 
offerings that you would have at a VA facility. 

“This is not your grandfather’s VA.” —GRF

a lot of practice and preparation for field events and swimming 
programs.” 

With a renewed focus on adaptive sports and recreation, 
the VA has seen an increase in interest and participation from 
veterans in VA national events. 

“We are planning an awards ceremony for our Golden Age 
Games participants,” says Pressly. “As part of our improvement 
recognition ceremony for staff, we decided to ask our Golden 
Age Games participants to come so we can recognize them, 
share with them our excitement for their accomplishment, and 
give them the governor’s proclamation, which was a nice com-
mitment from the state of Massachusetts.” 

Last year, Bedford celebrated one of its own employee’s 
successes as an Olympic rower, which has inspired others to 
push themselves and compete in national events.

Fitness in Focus
Over the past few years, Bedford has made a renewed com-

mitment to fitness, including new fitness equipment, expanded 
fitness center hours and the hiring of a personal trainer to help 
veterans achieve their goals.

“A few years ago we decided to really jump into the fitness 
area for our veterans,” Lewis explains. “We had a great need 
from our veteran community to increase the hours. With the aid 
of management here we were able to secure funding to purchase 
all new equipment, and we are now open seven days a week.”

The VAMC was able to purchase several new pieces of 
strength equipment from Legend Fitness, including a Univer-
sal system; a squat rack with plates; a dumbbell set up to 75 
pounds; a cable pulley system; a plate-loaded linear leg press; 
chest and shoulder presses; a bench press (decline adjustable) 
with two Olympic bars; two EZ-curl bars; a preacher curl bench; 
assisted pull-up machine; and benches for leg press/curl and 
knee extensions.

On the cardio side, the fitness center houses three elip-
ticals and four treadmills from Sports Art, and one upright 
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