
Veterans from 14 counties 
can receive physical, oc-
cupational and speech 

therapy at a new 8,500-square-
foot addition to the James E. 
Van Zandt VA Medical Center, 
Altoona, Pa. The facility of-
fers physical medicine services 
to veterans of all generations, 
and serves as an example of the 
Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA) strategic plan to enhance 
the veteran’s experience and ac-
cess to health care. 

The one-story building features all new equipment, and is 
designed to offer veterans the highest quality health care avail-
able in the region. 

“Today we are cutting the ribbon on a new generation of 
serving veterans of all generations.” says Francisco Vazquez, 
acting director of the medical center. “This impressive new fa-
cility shows our commitment to pay back part of the debt that 
a grateful nation owes to our veterans who have sacrificed so 
much to keep us free. They deserve the very best health care 
available, and this is an example of VA health care at its best.”

Veterans will receive multiple forms of care, including 
pain management; amputee clinics; wheelchair and powered 
mobility clinics; a brace clinic; electromyography (EMG) 
testing; polytrauma services; compensation and pension ex-
aminations for traumatic brain injury; inpatient and outpatient 
physical and occupational therapy; home-based occupational 

therapy; speech pathology; 
chronic pain school; patient 
and employee wellness pro-
grams; analysis and treatment 
of traumatic brain injuries 
(TBIs); and the VA’s weight 
management program called 
MOVE!

The clinic had previously 
been located on the second 
floor of the medical center, 
serving 15,000 visits from vet-
erans in 2011. This volume is 

expected to continue to grow at the rate of 20 percent per year, 
as it has the last three consecutive years.

“Phase one included the new Physical and Occupational 
Therapy departments, and the second phase created a building 
for podiatry, speech pathology, administrative and prosthetics,” 
notes Timothy Skarada, supervisor, Physical Therapy. “We are 
expanding our polytrauma and patient-centered care to reflect 
the new VA model, which focuses on bringing services to the 
patient, so they don’t have to jump from building to building 
to receive care. We now have physical medicine, caseworkers, 
polytrauma, physical therapy, prosthetics, for example – all in 
one location.”

Wellness Focused 
With the expanded space and services now available, depart-

ments work hand-in-hand to provide a comprehensive program 
for veterans, from caseworkers to doctors to physical therapists. 

“In our pain management program, and in our 
physical medicine and rehabilitation departments, 
we try to stress non-medicine-type programs, so that 
patients understand what is wrong with them, and 
they can do exercises and use modalities that can 
help them heal without getting addicted to pain med-
ication, for example,” notes Dr. Frederick Struthers, 
chief, Physical Medicine/Rehabilitation department. 

In addition to the pain management program, the 
VA has a program that designs and fits prosthetics, 
and with the new advancements in technology, pro-
vides the newest bionic knees for those in need. 

With the new building, Physical Therapy was 
able to design a fitness center tailored to the needs 
of those with spinal cord and other injuries, includ-
ing fully accessible equipment with room for wheel-
chairs.

“When we got the new building, we looked around 
to find the most unique and most appropriate equip-
ment to cover the range of patients, from highly func-
tional to people who are in wheelchairs and have 
modified transfers and things,” notes Skarada.

VAMC
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Van Zandt VAMC Expands 
Options with New Building
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Veterans can use the latest 
technology in the new Aquatic 

Therapy program.



day, and in the past it was very cramped and crowded, but now 
with the additional space we are not running into one another, 
which is nice.”

Struthers and four other staff members are veterans, and 
the VA also gets a lot of former veterans volunteering and 
helping out, which is a great aspect of the care, as many vet-
erans feel more comfortable opening up to fellow veterans, 
according to Struthers. 

“We don’t look at a person as a paraplegic but as an indi-
vidual,” he says. “Instead of looking at their weaknesses, we 
look at their strengths, and try to develop that, so that they feel 
positive about the whole process, rather than always thinking 
that they can’t do that because of this. Now they feel, ‘This is 
what I can do because this is what I have.’”

In addition to the new fitness room and equipment, the 
physical rehab department has an overhead device that can 
suspend people (up to 800 pounds), so they can practice walk-
ing or for gait analysis without the fear of falling. A motorized 
table that can handle up to 800 pounds is also available, and 
a new Pilates machine from Stott Pilates was also added to 
provide additional options for physical therapy.

“There has been a big movement to incorporate Pilates 
into physical therapy, particularly with neurological patients 
and those with back problems,” notes Skarada. “The machine 
allows our certified staff to do core-stabilization or limb-coor-
dination exercises.”

“The core – and core strength – is very important in bal-
ance, so the purpose of having the different types of equip-
ment available is to teach people to strengthen that critical 
area, especially for the many patients who are dealing with 
mild TBI or TBI and PTSD, who usually have vestibular and 
balance problems,” adds Struthers.

According to Skarada, the diagnosis and treatment of 
mTBI and TBI is one of the largest areas of growth at the VA. 

“There has been a lot of data in the last few years, espe-
cially coming from the research done by professional sports 
(the NFL, for example) and DoD, who are working together to 
do research on brain trauma and new helmets,” he points out. 
“TBI is one of the biggest issues we deal with here but what 
is great is Dr. Struthers and his medical staff – as well as our 
physical therapy staff – have been instrumental in diagnosing 
and treating post-concussion syndrome.”    —GRF

The fitness room features fitness equipment from Cybex, 
as well as some pieces from Elgin and True Fitness. The ma-
jority of the equipment comes from the Cybex Eagle line, 
which was developed and designed with the help of the De-
partments of Defense and Veterans Affairs. 

“All of the equipment is ADA accessible,” notes Skarada. 
“So on our occupational side, each piece of equipment has a 
seat that either swings out of the way or is removable, so our 
patients who are in wheelchairs or motorized devices can pull 
in and use the equipment. It is very user-friendly.”

Having specialized equipment provides veterans with the 
opportunity to excel in sports and athletic competition, and 
the VA also has a Paralympian program for aspiring athletes.

“We have one athlete here who won two gold medals and 
one silver medal in the Wheelchair Games in Richmond this 
year,” notes Struthers. “When we set up our new fitness center 
in the new building, Timothy and his staff put in special fit-
ness equipment that can be used by patients with spinal-cord 
injuries (in wheelchairs), and this young athlete was able to 
use that equipment and develop himself to a point where he 
has been able to excel. And I think it is very important because 
the patients here need that outlet, and the ones who use it are 
benefitting greatly from it.”

“Veterans are happy because they are able to train on our 
equipment, which enables them to compete on a higher level,” 
adds Skarada. “So, we are now able to work with people with 
spinal-cord injuries to create a fitness program based around 
the equipment that we have, so there are very few limitations 
in terms of what they can do.”

In the area of aquatic rehab and therapy, the VA was able 
to purchase an Aquacisor (see pictured, page 24) from Hud-
son Aquatic Systems, LLC, which has been very effective in 
providing new rehabilitation and therapy options for veterans. 

“We use it as part of our Aquatic Therapy program,” ex-
plains Skarada. “It is a single-use unit with its own 450-gal-
lon heated water tank, internal treadmill and jets, and we can 
utilize it for back patients or anyone who we can get in there. 
And from an infection-control standpoint, we chose this brand 
because it has a self-contained filter and heating system, so if 
the water gets contaminated – with blood, for example – we 
can dump the water straight out and sterilize the holding tank.” 

Another area that is expected to expand is mind-body pro-
gramming, according to Struthers. “We are going to 
start doing yoga, tai chi and meditation, for example, 
because not only are they good for movement, but 
they are also very good at teaching people to relax,” 
he explains. “When people are stressed out from, 
and dealing with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD), it is important to give them a way to get rid 
of that stress and focus on healing, and to process 
information in a healthy environment.”

Patient-centered care
With the expanded space, services and equip-

ment, the VAMC is now able to treat more veterans, 
and provide the best care possible.

“We have had a dramatic increase in our caseload 
in the last few years, so the added space has been 
vitally important, and our service has been improved 
dramatically as a result,” notes Skarada. “Our physi-
cal therapists usually see eight to 10 patients each a 
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The new VAMC fitness center 
provides equipment for veter-
ans of all abilities, including 

those in wheelchairs. 


