
As one of the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) top performers, the 
Portland, Ore., VA Medical Center (VAMC) has distinguished itself as 
a leader in the area of veteran care, programs, services and facilities, at 

both its Portland and Vancouver, Wash., campuses.
Nancy McFarlane, recreation therapist and registered yoga teacher, works 

mainly as a recreation therapist in outpatient mental health. “In that clinical 
area I work with veterans in post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) treatment, 
substance abuse treatment and general mental health treatment, for anxiety, 
depressive and other disorders, for instance,” she said. “My role is to help 
veterans find meaningful engagements in their life, because often all of those 
diagnoses that I just mentioned have often narrowed their life. My role is to 
expand the view of what is possible, to help them live a meaningful life.” 

For initial assessment purposes, McFarlane uses the World Health Orga-
nization (WHO) quality of life assessment, a public domain assessment that 
looks at four elements: Physical Health, Social Relationships, Environment 
of Living/Working and Psychological Health.

“Depending on how they answer, I work with them in one or two areas that 
show deficits, because all of the people that I see who are referred to me have 
had their initial overall assessment and screening already, so I can also refer 
to other clinicians’ notes,” she explained. “But the piece that I really focus 
on and want to see is the area of quality of life, and where there are deficits. 

Portland VAMC Programs
Enriching Veterans’ Lives

The Portland VAMC 
organized an adap-
tive golf event last fall 
through the VA Down 
Range Golf program, 
and plans on doing 
the event again this 

summer.
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Typically it comes down to social and 
physical deficits, and for social, many 
times they don’t know how to relate to 
people, so they don’t, and they become 
increasingly isolated and are not getting 
enough or zero exercise, which is a self-
perpetuating problem.”

“We take a multidisciplinary approach 
to an initial assessment with an individu-
al,” added Kiersten Smith, an outpatient 
occupational therapist who spends half 
of her time working in the polytrauma department, which 
treats returning veterans who have traumatic brain injury 
and other physical injuries. “We do standardized testing as 
well as a physical assessment of a person’s, for example, grip 
strength, balance and coordination. In terms of cognition, we 
use standardized tests, or if they have had neuropsychological 
testing, we will refer to that. On the polytrauma team, we are 
a multidisciplinary team, so we have a doctor, a neuropsy-
chologist, a social worker, occupational therapist, physical 
therapist (PT), speech pathologist and a nurse case manager, 
so it is a team assessment.”  

The Portland VAMC has a large gym at both its Portland 
and Vancouver locations. “Those gyms are geared for direct 
clinical therapy intervention, so it is specific to the type of 
physical therapy that we are doing, including parallel bars, 
mat tables and exercise equipment that can assist people who 
have physical limitations,” noted Smith. 

A variety of fitness equipment is available for use at both 
campuses, including: Life Fitness Circuit weight machines; 
Quantum elliptical machines; Cybex metabolic system upper 

body ergometer; Monark upper body ergometer machines; Total 
Gym resistance cable machines; Tunturi recumbent cycles; 
Sportop exercise bike; Nu Step TRS 4000 (2) and Nu Step 
standard (5); and Club Track treadmills. In addition, smaller 
functional pieces are available, including Bosu balls, free 
weights, Thera bands, fit discs and therapy balls in various sizes. 

Both campuses have staff fitness centers with cardio and 
strength equipment, and the Vancouver facility has wheelchair 
accessible cable weight equipment. The Vancouver campus 
also has a gymnasium with a basketball court, which is used 
by veteran groups, such as the wheelchair rugby team. Local 
groups that have veteran athletes will also coordinate to use the 
space, such as the Portland Pounders, a local wheelchair rugby 
team that uses the space on a regular basis to train and play. 

The Portland VAMC rents pool space at the Marshall Center, 
a local Vancouver Park and Rec Facility. VA Physical Therapy 
Assistant Natalie Schmitz runs the pool program, which is 
offered only by referral from a physician with an assessment 
by a PT. “They meet two times per week for 45 minutes, from 
4-8 weeks in duration,” explained Smith. “They do aquatic 

Water fitness and 
therapy is offered 
only by referral from 
a physician with an 
assessment by a 
physical therapist.

JULY/AUGUST 2014 • GOVERNMENT RECREATION & FITNESS 

Veterans Affairs



aerobic exercise for each individual, and they have a deep- and 
a shallow-water class. The pool has a lift and a transitional 
walk into the water, so someone can easily walk into the pool 
with rails for assistance or a lift from a chair. They use noodles, 
ankle floats, floatable barbells, kickboards and aquatic jogging 
belts, which are provided by the rec center.”

RECREATION THERAPY 
According to McFarlane, many of the recreation therapy 

programs run at the Portland VAMC have a clinical orientation. 
“When they come in for treatment, they are coming in for a 
clinical intervention,” she pointed out. “Yoga and Tai Chi are 
two activities that are important therapeutic options at both 
campuses. Tai Chi, which is a movement class, is evidence-
based for fall prevention, and also has collateral benefits for 
calming the mind, because we are cooling down the body. 
The better you get at Tai Chi, the slower you move, and so for 
most veterans who are starting Tai Chi, their body is moving 
as if they are going 20 MPH through a school zone, and their 
brain is screaming 75 MPH down the freeway. Eventually, their 
body and their mind mesh up around 45 MPH, and there is a 
union between the mind and the body.”

McFarlane said that Tai Chi helps with fall prevention by 
increasing strength in the core and legs. “Because they are 
doing a slowing-down activity — it is a moving meditation 
— people who practice Tai Chi tend not to rush through other 
aspects of their day, and that mindfulness aspect is another 
way that they avoid falls because they are watching their 
footing. We offer two different types of classes: One is for 
people who are experiencing chronic pain, and the other is 
for people who are 65 and older.”

Another important program is trauma-sensitive yoga, which 
the VA started a few years ago exclusively for veterans suf-
fering with PTSD, but has expanded recently to any veteran 
with a mental health diagnosis who is under care by a mental 
healthcare provider. 

“In terms of physical ability, they have to be able to get 
down to the floor and up again independently because it is 
not chair yoga,” noted McFarlane. “What makes it trauma-
sensitive is that it is a gender-specific class, one for men and 
one for women. Most of the women have PTSD as well as 
military sexual trauma. In the men’s class, most have PTSD 
and some have a depressive disorder, but all of them have 
combat trauma as opposed to military sexual trauma.” 

According to McFarlane, the teaching style, which makes 
it sensitive to PTSD and trauma, is not as hands-on as what 
one would find in a regular yoga class, where the teacher 
walks around helping people with their poses. “In my class, 
as a teacher, I stay at the front of the class standing on my 
mat, and the room is very private, so everyone feels safer. 
Plus, it is a small class so everyone is in one line, and no one 
is behind another person.”

She continued, “The whole purpose of the yoga is the 
lengthening and strengthening of muscles and muscle groups. 
We want it to be a class that down-regulates their nervous 
system and moves them toward low-belly breathing, which is 
the rest and digest, rather than chest breathing, which is the 
fight-or-flight breathing. We want them to breathe into their 
low bellies, so we create a environment where they know 
exactly what is expected. They watch the teacher do it, and 

if any student’s alignment is way out of whack, I would invite 
the whole class to check their alignment, and do their own 
adjustment.”

SPORTS AND EVENTS
Smith got involved with adaptive sports by starting a pro-

gram for the Portland VA that takes a team of veterans each 
year to the National Disabled Veterans Winter Sports Clinic 
in Snowmass, Colo., which she has been organizing for the 
last five years. VA staff work together to organize participa-
tion at many other veteran events, including the National 
Disabled Veterans Summer Sports Clinic and the VA Golden 
Age Games, which is for veterans over 65 years old. 

Smith also helps with assessing and ordering equipment, 
such as wheelchair fencing equipment, adaptive rowing, and 
a variety of different hand cycles, for example. “In occupa-
tional therapy, our function is also in helping individuals to 
be as independent as possible in everyday life skills, so we are 
maximizing independence in living. We bridge the cognitive 
and physical skills, so we are hands-on in regard to achieving 
functional tasks with cognitive disability.” 

For veterans who want to participate in other national or VA 
events and activities, such as the National Wheelchair Games, 
Smith and other staff members will link them up with the 
right community organizations to help cover the costs. “The 
Oregon PVA has scholarships that veterans who are members 
can apply for, and there is DAV Portland chapter that helps 
us out for funding for veteran participation  in events,” she 
explained. “Oregon Disability Sports is a local organization 
that we link up with. They help veterans who want to participate 
in wheelchair basketball, rugby and tennis, as well as visually 
impaired athletes, including goal ball, which is a sport for 
the visually impaired. Oregon Adaptive Sports helps us with 
adaptive skiing, and there is also Troop Triumph, which is an 
adaptive ski event that is free for veterans.”  

The VAMC staff tries to introduce veterans to a variety of 
different adaptive sports and activities, and helps them link 
up with local organizations and veterans groups to continue 
the sport they love in their own community outside the VA.

“Part of what we do is find out what recreational activi-
ties our veterans may want to do in their own free time, so 
we try to help veterans establish a life outside of the VA,” 
noted McFarlane. “Many vets like to do things with other 
vets, whether it be in their local parks, pools or within our 
facilities on our campuses.”

The Portland VAMC also offers popular training events, 
such as an adaptive downhill ski program that Oregon Adap-
tive Sports offers annually. “They fund the whole weekend 
of Alpine Skiing for individuals with physical disabilities,” 
noted Smith. 

Another activity that was started recently by a group of 
veterans is a Veterans Disc Golf club, which Portland VAMC 
helped get off the ground. The veterans use disc golf equip-
ment from Innova Disc Golf, and play on a course that is like 
conventional golf, using different size discs and baskets, which 
are set up at varying distances. 

“We are really fortunate to have a strong and supportive 
voluntary services program, which has solicited funding from 
different service organizations, and provides funding for veter-
ans to start a new hobby, such as disc golf,” noted McFarlane. 
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“In addition, we see that a lot of veterans want to get into 
shape and start working out, so we can access some money 
to get a 20-visit swim pass or a 20-visit fitness center pass 
wherever they are located. Although we have the Portland and 
Vancouver campuses, as well as different community-based 
outpatient clinics, by paying their membership to a local gym 
for a limited time, they can become active in the community 
in which they live.” 

One of the more popular activities for veterans is golf, and 
the VAMC organized an adaptive golf event last fall through 
the VA Down Range Golf program, and plans on doing it 
again this summer, according to Smith. 

“I was also able to organize some wheelchair fencing 
demonstrations here on campus, and we had a table tennis 
demonstration recently that we did with the American Table 
Tennis Association that was linked in with the Paralympics,” 
she said. “We try to bring in adaptive sports experiences so 
veterans can learn about different things, and then we can 
link them up with local organizations so they can start doing 
these activities in their communities, as well as participate 
in the sports they love.”

The Portland VAMC also helps veteran athletes get ac-
cess to the adaptive equipment they need to compete, such 
as a special adaptive Eagle fencing wheelchair for a nation-
ally ranked veteran fencer, adaptive rowing equipment for a 
veteran who is also ranked nationally, and Freedom Ryder 
hand cycles for veterans racing in national and local races 
and events. In addition, the VAMC has helped veterans get 
adaptive snowboard and ski equipment, as well as adaptive 
horseback riding equipment, which involves a special type of 
saddle with an adaptive stirrup for prosthetic legs.

The Portland VAMC works with veterans to obtain the 
equipment they need based on their personal preference. For 

example, many veterans have chosen hand cycles from Free-
dom Ryder, a local company in the Portland area that many 
veterans have had the opportunity to visit and try the different 
models from. 

“The really positive thing is that veterans can get the adaptive 
sports equipment that they need through the VA, if approved 
by the regional council, to enhance their life and allow them 
to do the sports they used to do prior to their injury,” said 
Smith. “The VA wants to help these veteran athletes succeed, 
and they even have a scholarship for nationally ranked Para-
lympians. The VA provides a monthly stipend scholarship 
for these athletes to be able to pursue their sports dreams.” 

The VA also links veterans up with outside programs, 
such as Project Healing Waters, a fishing program that is 
free to veterans. “Project Healing Waters is a program that 
has really helped some of our veterans who need some of 
that one-on-one time, but also want to get out with the guys 
again,” noted Smith. “There is also Team River Runner, which 
is a kayaking and canoeing program, which is a little more 
adventurous, but has helped a lot of our folks get back on the 
water again post-injury.” 

The VAMC also works with outside groups and organiza-
tions, such as local VFWs, to provide support for activities 
and events for veterans. 

“We work with a local group called the Forty & Eight, which 
is a fantastic financial supporter of programs for veterans,” 
noted Smith. “Outdoors for All is another great organization 
that helps us, and they recently put on hand cycling and kayak-
ing demonstrations that were free for veterans.”

She continued, “We continue to partner with, and reach 
out to other veteran groups in an effort to provide the best 
programs, services and support for our veterans.”

—GRF

The Portland VAMC recently 
organized the first VA Adap-
tive Table Tennis event at the 
Vancouver campus gym.
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