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Making A Difference

Rehabilitation Through  
Adventure and Activity

By Carol-Ann Nelson, PT, DPT (ΒΧ, 
Willamette University)
Founder and Executive Director of 
Destination Rehab

She was in her thirties and lived 
with her parents. We could hear her 
laughter reverberating down the hallway 
as her mother pushed her wheelchair 
through our clinic doors. A brain injury 
had caused her to lose most of her 
coordination and her inhibition, so she 
was prone to falls and had no sense of 
personal safety. She was full of life and 
incredibly determined to improve her 
independence. 

On the other side of the clinic was 
a teenage boy. He had been shot in the 
neck by his “friends” and would likely 
never walk again. For him, independence 
and dignity meant navigating his power 
wheelchair at top speeds and confidently 
directing others in how he needed 
assistance.

At the end of the day, I would treat 
an older man with Parkinson’s disease 
who always walked in with a smile and 

a joke, determined to make the most of 
each day. 

Through these individuals, and many 
more, I began to learn the importance 
of independence, dignity and quality of 
life. These experiences led me to create 
the nonprofit organization Destination 
Rehab in spring 2016. Destination 
Rehab’s mission statement is “building 
confidence and independence for 
individuals with neurologic conditions 
through skills training and adventure 
challenges.”

Here is some background: Several 
years after graduating from Willamette 
University, I traveled to North Carolina 
to attend Duke’s Doctor of Physical 
Therapy program. I was fortunate in my 
third year to get an internship at Brooks 
Rehabilitation, a large rehab hospital in 
northeast Florida. I received fabulous 
training and mentorship and developed 
a passion for working in the field of 
neurology. I treated individuals with 
a wide range of ages and conditions, 
including all levels of spinal cord injury, 
stroke, multiple sclerosis, Parkinson’s 
disease and brain injury. 

After graduating, I spent two 
additional years working at Brooks 
in the Neuro Recovery Center, their 
flagship outpatient clinic for neurologic 
rehabilitation and wellness. We 
employed out-of-the-box thinking to 
solve the unique challenges our patients 
were facing.  

When our family situation brought 
us back to Oregon to settle in the 
tourist mountain town of Bend, I took 
a break to think about where I could 
make the biggest impact. Something I 

had noticed while working in the clinic 
environment was how often we tried to 
re-create situations in the community 
that were challenging for our patients. 
We would creatively simulate stepping 
over obstacles, walking through a crowd, 
navigating in a distracting environment 
and multitasking in different situations. 
I started to think about how nice it 
would be if we could actually take our 
patients out to a festival, coffee shop or 
local museum to allow them to train in 
the very community they were trying to 
navigate. So many of our patients made 
great strides in the clinic yet still could 
not overcome the barriers of insecurity, 
fear and lack of skills when it came to 
getting back to the quality of life they 
wanted.

When someone has an injury that 
leaves them paralyzed or a diagnosis that 
results in unexpected weakness, tremors 
or poor muscle coordination, every small 
task is radically more challenging. So 
it’s no wonder that individuals become 
isolated, fearful of venturing out of their 
home because of the many unexpected 
barriers that they will face. This is the 
challenge I am facing head-on. My 
participants want to live a full life, and 
I want them to remain an active part of 
our community. 

Destination Rehab aims to provide a 
safe, supportive environment that allows 
people to experience community and 
outdoor activities, while also providing 
the physical-therapy-based training to 
help them become more independent 
as they participate in our program. We 
are bringing rehab to the community so 
our participants can work on skills in 
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the most challenging settings they will 
encounter.

As we head into 2017, I have set some 
ambitious goals for the organization. 
My team is actively recruiting to 
fill our Advisory Council, a one-
year appointment to help guide our 
development as a new organization for 
professionals from a variety of fields: 
nonprofit management, fundraising, 
marketing, board development, legal 
issues and neuro-rehabilitation.* 

We will also begin making plans to 
launch a one-week rehab boot camp 
open to individuals from across the 
country. We are calling our rehab week a 
“working vacation” because participants 
will enjoy the many tourist and outdoor 
opportunities that Bend has to offer, 
while working hard to achieve their 
rehab goals through targeted exercises 
and skill sessions throughout the week. 

My third major goal for 2017 is 
to establish working collaborations 
and corporate sponsorships that will 
allow our program to establish a solid 
foundation for high-quality, consistent 
rehab offerings.

I want to leave you the words that 
drive the passion of our organization 
and infuse everything we do: “One can 
never consent to creep when one feels an 
impulse to soar.” - Helen Keller

*If you are interested in applying to the 
Advisory Council, becoming a sponsor or 
volunteering, please visit destinationrehab.
org or email Carol-Ann directly at 
carolann@destinationrehab.org.


