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proudly serving our nation’s heroes

  

                  

ROLL 
                 MODELS  

Local youths take a turn as reporters and introduce some 
of VA pittsburgh’s fi nest wheelchair athletes—and the 
31st National Veterans Wheelchair Games
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To all our partners: 
let the Games begin! 

As many of you know, the 31st 
National Veterans Wheelchair Games 
are coming to Pittsburgh during the first 
week of August 2011. This annual 
event—the largest of its kind in the 
world—will draw more than 600 
Veterans from around the country to 
participate in a week of nonstop 
wheelchair sports. 

VA Pittsburgh Healthcare system  
and Keystone Paralyzed Veterans of 
America have teamed up to co-host  
this amazing event. 

To do our part to raise awareness and 
community involvement for the Games, 
we passed our reporter’s notebook to 
five Pittsburgh-area youths—all 
wheelchair users—for this issue’s cover 
story (page 8). dominic, Alex, sarandon, 
Marcus and Charlie had creative carte 
blanche to help us introduce local 
athletes and the event’s honorary chairs. 
The end result is an equally entertaining 
and insightful first look at some of the 
major players in the 2011 Games. 

Beyond this cover piece, I invite  
you to learn more about our Veterans 
Justice outreach Program (page 4),  
read one Veteran’s heartwarming  
story about building a brighter future 
(page 6), and check out how we are 
caring for Veterans with traumatic 
brain injury (page 19). 

Please, enjoy! 

Terry Gerigk Wolf, FACHE 
director and Chief executive officer 
VA Pittsburgh Healthcare system 

Me and my 
nephew Christopher 

volunteering at 
the 30th National 

Veterans Wheelchair 
Games in Denver. He 

coached power soccer, 
and I tried my best to 
work the time clock! 

To learn more  
about the National  

Veterans Wheelchair 
Games—including how  

to volunteer—visit  
www.pittsburgh.va. 

gov/NVWG. 
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thebragsheet
�

50+ Community partners attended VAPHs’s Homeless  
Veterans Forum in January to help brainstorm  
solutions on how to end Veteran homelessness. 

Medal 
Moment 
➼VA Pittsburgh 
recently earned the 
American Heart 
Association’s 2010 Get 
With The Guidelines 
Silver Performance 
Achievement Award 
for excellence in heart 
failure care. 

setting New 
standards in 
Behavioral  

Health Care 
➼ A survey team recently  

recognized two behavioral health 
innovations at VAPHS— 

the Calming Room (a relaxation 
room filled with soothing 

images, sounds and tools) and 
the Clothing Room (a room 

stocked with street clothes available 
for long-term patients to wear 

and feel more at home)—as “best 
practices” within the VA. “It’s very 

satisfying to know that the work we 
do for Veterans is being recognized 
and that we are setting an example 
for other VA facilities around the 

country,” says Nurse Manager 
Patrice Driever, who helped 

develop both rooms. 

Nursing
spotlight
➼Nurse Kathy Downey 
nabbed a 2011 Tribute to 
Excellence Award from the 
American Liver Foundation’s 
Allegheny Division for devel-
oping a hepatitis educational 
program to train VAPHS staff. 

A Hero Turns 100 
On March 6, Army Veteran Samuel 

Simon celebrated a major milestone—his 
100th birthday—at VA Pittsburgh Healthcare  
System surrounded by three cakes, dozens  
of presents and a generous helping of  
family and friends.  “I’m amazed,” 
says Simon of the event.  
“Thank you.”   

Community  
serviceKudos 
➼ Rory Cooper, who directs VA Pittsburgh’s 
Human Engineering Research Laboratories, is a 
recipient of the 2011 
Chancellor’s Distin-
guished Public Service 
Award, which recognizes 
University of Pittsburgh 
faculty who make out-
standing contributions to 
their community. 

V E T E R A N S F I R S T I spring 2011 3 




ustice Outreach       
         

 

 

 

VAchatter Veterans J 
Key players sound off on this innovative VAPHS program By ARIn GenceR 

I’ve never been able to 
access as much help 
as I’m receiving now, 
through the courts and 
also through the VA 
health care system. It’s 
unbelievable….I’m 52 
years old, and guess 
what? I can live again. 
—dale Weber, Navy Veteran 

It’s the best thing I’ve ever 
done. If it weren’t for this 
program, I’d probably go 
back and do the same 
thing all over again. I am 
lucky to be a Vet. 
—Tony Coppola, Army Veteran 

I’m getting older. I don’t have a lot of things 
that I can fall back on, and this [program] 
gives me a lot of cushion when my back is 
against the wall. It’s been working for me. 
—Tony West, Army Veteran 
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Veterans J
Key players sound off on this innovative VAPHS program   By ARIn GenceR
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VAPHS 
Goes to
Court… 
and 
Veterans 

Win 
VA Pittsburgh’s Veterans 
Justice Outreach Program 
is all about giving justice-
involved Veterans a second 
chance. The program, which 
celebrated its one-year 
anniversary in November 
2010, works like this: In ex-
change for the possibility of 
a reduced sentence, partici-
pants use VA resources and 
services to confront issues— 
often behavioral health or 
substance abuse issues—at 
the root of their problems. 

To identify potential 
candidates, VAPHS staff 
visit local jails and courts 
and accept referrals from 
community partners such 
as public defenders, 
district attorneys and 
county agencies. Veterans 
ultimately volunteer to 
attend a special court 
created by the Allegheny 
County court system. This 
Veterans Court closely 
monitors participants as 
they complete counseling 
and treatment at VAPHS, 
often in lieu of incarcera-
tion. The program also pairs 
the Veterans with a peer 
mentor—also a Veteran— 
who offers guidance and 
additional support. 

The Veterans Justice 
Outreach Program serves 
Veterans in the western 
Pennsylvania counties of 
Allegheny, Beaver, Green, 
Washington, Fayette and 
Westmoreland. 

This is a rare win-win for all 
involved. Veterans get their 
lives back on track. Society 
benefits. The court system 
benefits. And VAPHS gets to 
do what we do best: heal our 
Nation’s heroes. 
—Beverly Vanderhorst, Veterans  

Justice outreach specialist 

The least we can do 
is to provide support 
to get these Veterans 
through trying times. 
This type of court 
works, and it is clearly 
the right thing to do 
for our men and 
women who have 
served and fought so 
hard for our country. 
—John A. Zottola, supervising 

judge of Allegheny  
County’s Veterans Court 

They say that no person knows  
a Veteran like a Veteran. 
The mentor component puts  
Veterans with other Veterans 
who have been there, who  
have seen it...and it helps set 
them up for success. 
—Michael Bodis, mentor coordinator  

and Marine Veteran 
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Building A 
Brighter Future 

One Veteran finds the ideal classroom—and career—on a VAPHS construction site BY Arin Gencer 

C
onstruction work is in John Klingensmith’s 
blood. His grandfather was a general 
contractor. His father was skilled in masonry. 
For 30 years, the Monroeville, Pa., resident 

installed tile, marble and granite. But a fractured 
femur and knee troubles dogged Klingensmith, and, 
after losing his job in December 2008, he paused to 
reconsider his options. 

“I wanted to get into the other side of construction— 
the administrative side—for years,” says Klingensmith. 

In summer 2009, the Army Veteran took an 
important first step down this new career path. 
Through VA Pittsburgh’s Compensated Work Therapy 
program—which helps Veterans find employment—he 
joined a construction team working on the Ambula-
tory Care Center (see box for details) at the health care 
system’s H.J. Heinz campus. 

“I always wanted to see the very beginnings of 
major construction projects,” says Klingensmith, 50, who 
helped manage excavators, cement truck deliveries and 
other work during his six months in the program. “A 
house—that’s nothing. Big buildings are what I’ve 

always  been  interested  in....This  was  a  terrific  opportunity 
for  me  to  do  a  different  part  of  construction.” 

“It was really a win-win situation for everybody,” adds 
Jerry Pifer, the senior resident engineer of the construction 
site. Pifer—who hails from the VA’s Office of Construction 
and Facilities Management— worked with the Pittsburgh 
VA Regional Office and VA Pittsburgh Healthcare System to 
have Klingensmith and another Veteran join his crew. “We 
certainly benefited from their assistance, and I think John 
benefited, too. He was in a really good environment and had 
people helping him head in the right direction.” 

Today, more than one year after wrapping up his stint at VA 
Pittsburgh, Klingensmith is still headed in the right direction. 
The Veteran is taking classes in the Community College of 
Allegheny County’s building construction technologies 
program, which will prepare him for several jobs, including 
inspector, engineering technician or project manager. 

Klingensmith ultimately wants to return to what he 
considers the perfect classroom—an actual construction site. 
“I’m hoping that maybe when I get my degree, I can work for 
construction and facilities management,” he says. “I learned 
so much on the VAPHS project.” 

The new 
Additions 
Learn about 
two buildings 
currently under 
construction as 
part of VAPHS’s 
multimillion-
dollar expansion 
initiative 

1 2 
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A house—that’s  
nothing. Big buildings  
are what I’ve always  
been interested in…. 
This was a terrific  
opportunity for me  
to do a different part  
of construction.” 

‘‘

On many days, “I arrived to work 45  
minutes early,” says Klingensmith (with 
Pifer on right). “I was thrilled to death.” 

1 Ambulatory Care Center
 Where   h.J. heinz campus  
 MoVe-IN dATe  fall 2011
  SIze 3 floors; 117,000 square feet 
 CoST  $38.2 million
 WhAT’S INSIde  outpatient pharmacy, audiology 
and speech pathology, dental, physical medicine and 
rehabilitation, prosthetics, adult day care, patient 
registration, a heroes hall, agent cashier’s office, 
police station, coffee shop, a flexible education space, 
phlebotomy, speciality care, radiology, and primary 
care with integrated behavioral health services and 
services for new Veterans.

2 Consolidation Building
 Where   University drive campus  
 MoVe-IN dATe  winter 2011-2012
 SIze  6 floors; 194,850 square feet
 CoST  $75.8 million 
 WhAT’S INSIde   a full spectrum of outpatient 
behavioral health services seamlessly integrated with 
primary care, plus a chapel, audiology and speech  
pathology, a simulation training center, medical media, 
and a flexible learning space. Floors three through five 
will house private inpatient behavioral health bedrooms 
and multipurpose activity spaces. Patients on these floors 
will also have access to three rooftop terraces. 
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Athletes! 
 Wheelchair Games Heroes  ediTed BY BeTHAnY miGA   

Meet the 

Tomorrow’s Stars introduce Today’s national Veterans  
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Meet the 
Tomorrow’s Stars introduce Today’s national Veterans      

    

              

Athletes! 

Wheelchair Games Heroes  ediTed BY BeTHAnY miGA 

VA Pittsburgh Healthcare System  

is one of the proud hosts of the 


31st national veterans Wheelchair  

Games. To prepare for this life-


changing event, which will unfold  

during the first week of August 2011, we 

asked children from the community to  


help introduce four of Pittsburgh’s finest 

competitors. Two off-the-record  

questions and one pink plastic  


microphone later, the interviews are  

over. The end result? An unconventional 


(and totally adorable) look at  

four of VA Pittsburgh’s athletes  


in training. Let the Games begin!
�
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, 64 Jerry “Bull” BAylor

SPorTS: track and field events and rugby 
The Leechburg, Pa., resident began playing wheelchair sports in 
1981, at the very first National Veterans Wheelchair Games. 
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Meet 
interVieWer 

Alex Brown ➼
 

Alex, 5, from Cranberry 
Township, Pa., is in his rookie 

season with the Pittsburgh 
Mighty Penguins sled hockey 
team. The prekindergartener 

likes story time in school, 
and he enjoys playing 
baseball, playing with 
friends and watching 

movies outside of class. 

  

 

 

  

  

 

 

  



Jerry “Bull” 
SportS: track and field events and rugby
The Leechburg, Pa., resident began playing wheelchair sports in  
1981, at the very first National Veterans Wheelchair Games. 

  

 

        
         

       
   

     
          

       
        

        
  

     
          

         
        

     
        

   
            

 

        
          
      

       

     
 

      
  

     
            

       

     
         
         

        

     
          

      
         

        
  

       
   

        
         

       
        

  

              

Baylor, 64 


Q: What is it like to be a Veteran? 

JB: It was a very proud moment when I went 

through Marine Corps boot camp, and I served 

our country in Vietnam.
�

Q: Do you have any kids?
�
JB: No, but I have a ton of kids that hang 

around my neighborhood. Kids just seem to be 

attracted to me, the same way animals are. My 

mother always said I was nothing but a great 

big little boy.
�

Q: When was your first tattoo?
�
JB: 1966. When I got out of the Marine Corps, I 

started hanging out in a tattoo shop in D.C., and 

I worked as a tattoo artist in the ’70s. 


Q: What was your first tattoo?
�
JB: My first one is the Marine Corps bulldog. 


Q: Do you drive?
�
JB: Yes. I have a big van with a lift in it and 

power doors.
�

Q: Do you like to play in the snow?
�
JB: I used to do a lot of hunting, ice fishing, 

sled riding and snowboarding. Now, I don’t 

get to go out and play too much.
�

Q: What is your favorite 

hockey team?
�
JB: What is my favorite hockey team? 

Naturally, the Penguins. 


Q: What is your favorite food?
�
JB: I like to cook, so I have a lot of favorite foods. 

Lasagna is one my favorite dishes to make.
�

Q: What is your favorite sport?
�
JB: I have so many of those. I pretty much 

like all sports, and I compete in so many. Right 

now, quad rugby is one of my favorite sports.
�

Q: Do you like any toys?
�
JB: I have all kinds of toys. I have a 

regular wheelchair, a racing wheelchair, a 

field events chair and a quad rugby chair. I 

am in the process now of getting a handcycle 

to practice handcycling. 


Q: What advice do you have for 

people in a wheelchair?
�
JB: You don’t have to be in a wheelchair 

for this advice, but my advice is don’t let 

anything stop you. Never say you can’t, 

because you can always think about a way 

to do anything. 
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Joe Gilkinson 
SportS: rugby and basketball 
The Waterford, Pa., resident participated in his first National 
Veterans Wheelchair Games in 2010, but he has played 
wheelchair sports for more than a decade. 

➼
 

Meet 
interviewer 

Dominic “Dom” 
ruperto 

Dom, 7, from Verona, Pa., plays 
wing for the Pittsburgh Mighty 
Penguins sled hockey team. The 

second grader, who is also a 
wolf in Boy Scouts, wants to 
be a surgeon when he grows 

up. He also recently tried 
wheelchair basketball and 
is hooked. “It was fun,” he 

says. “I’d like to do it again.” 



Joe 
SportS: rugby and basketball 
The Waterford, Pa., resident participated in his first National  
Veterans Wheelchair Games in 2010, but he has played  
wheelchair sports for more than a decade.  

 

      
  

         
         

       
      

       
    

      
       

     
        

      

       
    

        
   

       
       

           
            

        

      
     

        
         
        

      

       
          

        
          

        

 

    
   

          
    

       
          
    

       
   

              

Gilkinson, 49
�

Q: What equipment do you use when 
you play sports? 
JG: In basketball, it is a lightweight chair. In rugby, 
the chair is heavier because it’s a full contact sport. 

Q: How many hours do you practice? 
JG: For rugby, we have a three-hour 
practice once a week, and for basketball, 
it’s a three-hour practice also. 

Q: What is the longest distance you’ve 
traveled to play in a game or event? 
JG: We flew out to Arizona—Phoenix—for 
nationals one year. We drive all over, from Florida 
to Michigan. We’ve been to Texas. 

Q: How do you cheer for your team 
when you are not playing? 
JG: I sit on the sideline, screaming, like everyone 
else on the bench! 

Q: My favorite music group is Kiss. Do 
you listen to any music before you play? 
JG: I see a lot of guys with the headphones on, but 
I usually don’t do that. If I listen to music, I like the 
older bands, like Journey and Boston. 

Q: they call me “the Godfather” in 
hockey. Do you have a nickname? 
JG: Well, for basketball, they used to call me 
“Pick” because I used to set picks for the guys. 
When I first started playing rugby, they called 
me “Mr. Rugby.” I don’t know why. 

Q: Do you have any good luck charms? 
JG: No, not really. I just go with the flow. My 
daughter always used to be with me for rugby, 
but she has grown older and is not there. That was 
a hard thing to get used to and overcome. 

OFF-The-ReCORD quesTIONs* 

Q: How many girlfriends 
have you had? 
JG: I only have one right now. My wife. I have 
been married for 25—almost 26—years. 

Q: Do you have any pickup lines? 
JG: I haven’t used a pickup line in so long…I think 
I’ve forgot all of them. 

*ALL PARTIes LATeR OK’D The FuLL 
use OF ThIs INTeRVIeW 
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Anthony w
�
SPorTS: weightlifting, track and field, slalom and air rifle 
The Pittsburgh resident will be competing in his first National 
Veterans Wheelchair Games this summer. 
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Meet 
interVieWer 

mArcuS 
BettS 

➼

 

Marcus,  7,  from  Pittsburgh,  Pa.,  loves 
watching  wrestling  on  TV. “It  is 

entertaining,”  he  says  of  the  sport,  
adding  that  his  favorite  wrestlers 
are  John  Cena  and  Rey  Mysterio.  

The  second  grader  also  enjoys 
playing  video  games  and  wants  to 

be  a  cowboy —or  “the  next  male 
oprah” —when  he  grows  up.    



Anthony 
SportS: weightlifting, track and field, slalom and air rifle
The Pittsburgh resident will be competing in his first National  
Veterans Wheelchair Games this summer.   

 

 

     
           

       
     

        
   

         
 

      
          

          
           

          
  

           
      

        
  

          
       

        
            

 

        
         

        
          

   

      
        

        
     

      
         

        

         
      

           
       
      

   

      
         

         
        

   

              

Woods, 43
�

Q: Who is your favorite wrestler? 
AW: I like football a lot, so I don’t watch that much 
wrestling. But Bruno sammartino…he is an old guy. 
he used to wrestle for real. 

Q: I like salsa music. What type of 
music do you like? 
AW: I really like all music. I like rap. hip-hop. 
soul. R&B. 

Q: How many wheelchairs do you have? 
AW: I just got this chair a month or two months 
ago. Before, I was in a borrowed chair. I love my 
chair. It is nice and light, and I can do a wheelie. 

Q: I go to rehab twice a week. Do you 
go to rehab? 
AW: I go to rehab at highland Drive, and I have a 
big therapist named Derek. he is great. 

Q: I heard this is your first Games. 
Are you nervous? 
AW: I’m a little nervous, but I was a little more 
nervous meeting you today. I should be good 
with the Wheelchair Games. I’m just going to try 
my best. As long as I do that, there is no reason to 
be nervous. 

Q: What do you like to do for fun? 
AW: I like music. I just bought a new computer, 
and I like to make music on the computer….The 
other thing would be working out. I like to work 
out and get stronger. 

Q: How many children do you have? 
AW: I have four, and they are all teenagers. 
My daughter is in the ninth grade—she is the 
youngest—and then I have three boys. 

Q: Are you practicing for the Games? 
AW: I am practicing by getting strong. I am lifting 
weights and working on my mobility with my legs. 

Q: I love Eat’n park. Do you have a 
favorite place to go in the city? 
AW: I am kind of big, so I like to eat. My 
favorite spot is a little Jamaican place called 
Fireside Caribbean Restaurant. They make a 
really good jerk chicken. 

Q: What branch did you serve in? 
AW: I served in the united states Marine Corps. I 
was in the infantry…a rifleman. I am good at rifle 
skills and organizing men, and I’m pretty good at 
taking care of people. 

V E T E R A N S F I R S T I spring 2011 15 
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RoRy Cooper

SPorTS: slalom, swimming and handcycling 
The Gibsonia, Pa., resident directs VA Pittsburgh’s Human Engineering 

Research Laboratories and has played wheelchair sports for 30 years. 


➼
 

Meet 
interviewer 
sArAndon 

MAnion 

Sarandon, 6, from Charleroi, Pa., 
likes speech, physical therapy and 
hanging out in the teepee at her 
Easter Seals school program. She 

also attends a standard preschool 
class two mornings each week. 

Outside of school, Sarandon 
enjoys horses, baby dolls and 

playing with friends. On most 
days, her favorite color is purple. 

 
 

 

     
    

      
    

    
     

    
    
    

     



rory 
SportS: slalom, swimming and handcycling
The Gibsonia, Pa., resident directs VA Pittsburgh’s Human Engineering  
Research Laboratories and has played wheelchair sports for 30 years.  

 
 

          
      

    
            

      

    
      

          
          

        

       
      

 
          

          
           

      
  
          

         
   

      
         
    

          
          

         
 

         
       

  
        
        
       
  

        
        

      

      
    

    

              

Cooper, 51 


Q: I have a pool at home. And I like to 
swim and blow bubbles in the water. 
Do you like to swim? 
rC: I have a pool at home, and I like to swim too! 
But I only swim in the summertime. 

Q: Besides swimming, what other 
games do you like to play? 
rC: I like to ride my handcycle. It’s like a wheel-
chair, but you sit really low so that you don’t fall 
over, and the pedals are up in your hands. 

Q: What advice do you have for some-
one who wants to get involved in 
wheelchair sports? 
rC: I would tell them to find a friend and play 
together. You can race or throw the ball or see who 
can do a wheelie. You can even learn to dance in a 
wheelchair. 

Q: I like horses. What animals 
do you like? 
rC: I like animals, too. I like dogs and cats and 
horses. And lizards. And my wife has two horses, so 
we like horses, too. 

Q: My favorite power chair is purple 
and it has my name on it. What do you 
like most about your chair? 
rC: Well, I like my light-up wheels. I also like the 
carbon fiber on the back and on the sides. It’s really, 
really light. It’s like what they use in airplanes and 
rocket ships. 

Q: I am on a billboard for Easter Seals. I 
heard you were on a Cheerios box. How 
did that happen? 
rC: That is a good question. They wanted to 
put some Veterans on the Cheerios boxes, so I 
was one of the people they picked....That was 
two years ago. 

Q: I like to play angels in the snow. 
What do you like to do in the snow? 
rC: I like to drink hot chocolate. 

Q: I like marshmallows in my hot 
chocolate. What do you like? 
rC: I like whipped cream. 

V E T E R A N S F I R S T I spring 2011 17 
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Meet HonorAry
co-cHAirS art rooney ii

and roCky Bleier 

art rooney ii 
Pittsburgh Steelers 

president and co-owner 

Q: Why did you want to be an 
honorary chair? 
Ar: It is an opportunity to give 
back in some small way to the men 
and women who have sacrificed so 
much for our country. 

Q: Why is it important for 
your family to be involved in 
such an event? 
Ar: We believe the sacrifices made 
by the men and women in our 
military should be recognized and 
appreciated by all Americans. This 
is an opportunity for us to actively 
show our appreciation. 

Q: What is your favorite part 
about Pittsburgh? 
Ar: It would have to be a tie 
between the people and the rich 
history and tradition that make 
Pittsburgh such a great city. 

roCky Bleier 
Veteran and four -
time Steelers Super 
Bowl champion 

Q: What are you going to do 
as honorary chair? 
rB: The biggest part of being an 
honorary chair is to help promote the 
Games and raise awareness about this 
competition. I will also solicit the help 
of my former teammates. 

Q: Why should everyone in 
Pittsburgh be excited about 
the Wheelchair Games? 
rB: The Games give the people 
of Pittsburgh an opportunity to 
support the men and women who 
have served their country, and they 
inspire us to overcome the obstacles 
that lie before all of us. 

Q: does this event have any 
special significance since 
you are a Veteran? 
rB: Yes, because all the participants 
are Veterans, and I will do every -
thing I can to support my fellow 
brothers and sisters. 

Meet interViewer 
Charlie lindahl 
Charlie, 17, from Brentwood, Pa., is a junior at Mon Valley school 
in Jefferson hills, Pa. Outside of school, he loves playing video 
games on his Playstation 3. he also enjoys reading —mystery 
books are his favorite —and listening to rap music. 

kiDS DAy: A ChAnCe 
for Children to feel 
like ChAMPionS    
As the 31st National Veterans 
Wheelchair Games draw to a 
close, 30 to 35 children in wheel-
chairs will connect with Games 
competitors at the event’s annual 
“Kids day” celebration. each child 
will pair with a Games athlete 
to participate in three sports: 
T-ball, basketball and an obstacle- 
course-style event called slalom. 

“Kids day helps elevate aware-
ness about adaptive sports and 
celebrates our local children,” 
says Kyra Krotec, a VAPHs inte-
rior designer who is in charge 
of arranging the event. “It also 
introduces them to instant role 
models—Veterans and wheel-
chair athletes from throughout 
the country.” 

WheN: Friday, Aug. 5, from 
9 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. 
Where: shady side Academy 
senior school grounds  
deTAIlS: each child participant 
will receive an award, a goodie 
bag and a free lunch. 
To learn more, contact  
kyra.krotec@va.gov. 

VAPHS would like to thank Easter 
Seals Western Pennsylvania Linda Lanham 
Zeszutek School Program, The Children’s 
Institute and Mon Valley School for their 
help with this story. 
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theexpertscorner 

TRAUMATIC BRAIN INJURY
�
Traumatic brain injury, commonly 
called TBI, is an injury to the brain 
caused by an external force. TBI can 
affect a person’s ability to touch, 
taste, communicate and reason. It 
can also impact a person’s memory 
and emotional state. 

Nurse Christine Wackowski is part of a multi-
disciplinary VAPHS team that evaluates and treats 
all new Veterans who have screened positive for 
TBI. Here, Wackowski discusses what VA Pitts-
burgh is doing to ensure that returning service 
members get tested and, if necessary, treated for 
this sometimes debilitating injury. 

A sign of the fighting times “In non-war time, there are 
about 11,000 cases of mild TBIs in the military each year. In 
war time, the number of mild TBIs can range from 12,000 to 
28,000 each year.” 

Spotting wounds you cannot see “Some people do not 
recognize their symptoms. They may think it is nothing, but a 
year or two later, they are still having some symptoms. About 
60 percent of patients with TBI recover in one month; 15 
percent recover within one year. The remaining patients may 
experience prolonged symptoms.” 

Leaving no neuron unturned “All Operation Enduring 
Freedom, Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation New Dawn 
Veterans—even if they are not deployed—get screened for 
TBI. We do an intense, three-hour evaluation on anyone who 
screens positive: 1.5 to two hours for an interview and physical 
exam, an hour or more for a neuropsychological evaluation and 
additional testing as necessary.” 

A comprehensive medical toolkit “We care for the whole 
person. Treatment often involves education and medications. 
If necessary, we create individualized programs involving 
various disciplines such as speech therapy, physical therapy 
and vocational rehabilitation. We also partner closely with 
neurology and behavioral health.” 

Quick Take: Some Symptoms of TBI 

Mild 
confusion 
dizziness 
tired eyes 

mood changes 

Moderate to Severe 
repeated vomiting or nausea
�

slurred speech
�
loss of coordination 

worsening headache
�

V E T E R A N S F I R S T I spring 2011 19               

CoNCUSSIoN is the most minor and the most common type of TBI. 
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haveyouheard? 
A New Space for Female Veterans 
VA Pittsburgh’s recently completed healthy Women’s Center at 
university Drive offers three exam rooms and a waiting room 
complete with a lactation area and a wellness resource nook. 
“We wanted a cozy area where women Veterans would feel at 
home and comfortable getting their health care,” says Women 
Veterans Program Manager Deborah Mitchum. 

A Full-Service Center 
Female Veterans can receive 
comprehensive care at VAPhS’s 
healthy Women’s Center, including: 
• primary care 
• gynecologic care 

including surgery 
• prenatal care 
• menopausal care 
• general physicals 
• treatment for urinary 

incontinence 
• treatment for military 

sexual trauma 

“The waiting room has a fireplace 
and designated play area for  
children,” says Mitchum. 

Helping Veterans Find the Perfect Provider 
The VAPHS community can now search for providers by field, 
board certification, gender or last name using a new online 
directory at www.va.gov/providerinfo/pittsburgh. 

Teaming Up For Faster,
Easier Dermatology Care 

Dermatology patients at VA Butler Health-
care can now skip a trip to Pittsburgh by 

opting to have their local primary care 
doctor snap high-resolution images of their 

problem skin. Some 30 miles away, VAPHS 
dermatologists will analyze the digital 

images and send back treatment recommen-
dations. Total turnaround time? A 

traffic-jam-free 24 to 48 hours. 
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We’d Like to  
Hear From You 
Veterans First serves 
employees, volunteers, 
patients and friends of 
VA Pittsburgh Healthcare 
System. To learn more about 
this magazine, contact us 
at 412-822-3533 or at 
bethany.miga@va.gov. 
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