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The Spinal Cord Injury/Disorder (SCI/D) Center 
at the VA Palo Alto Health Care System is a CARF 
accredited rehabilitation center.  The SCI/D 
Center is affiliated with Stanford University 
School of Medicine and has been serving persons 
with SCI/D since 1974.  We provide rehabilitation, 
specialized services, and coordinated lifetime 
care for veterans and active duty military with 
injury or disease of the spinal cord living in many 
of the western states of the USA.  We promote 
early mobilization, maximum function, and 
prevention of complications.  From 2009 through 
2011, we admitted over 80 patients for acute 
rehabilitation and over 700 for specialized care. 
The SCI/D team works closely with patients, 
families, and caregivers. Members of our team 
include: 

•	Case Mangers 
•	Dieticians 
•	Drivers Evaluation Staff 
•	Nurses 
•	Occupational Therapists 
•	Orthotists & Prosthetists 
•	Physical Therapists 
•	Physicians 
•	Psychologists 
•	Recreational Therapists 
•	Respiratory Therapists 
•	Social Workers 
•	Other Consulting and Supporting Staff

Mission
The mission of the SCI Service at VAPAHCS 
is to enhance the quality of life of persons with 
Spinal Cord Injury and Disorders (SCI/D).  We 
provide comprehensive treatment and services in 
collaboration with these individuals to promote 
health, functional independence and community 
participation throughout their lifetime.

Vision
The VAPAHCS SCIS will be the health care 
provider of choice and will exceed customer 
expectations by continually developing better 
ways to provide the highest quality care and 
services to persons with spinal cord injury or 
disorders (SCI/D) within an environment that 
empowers and inspires excellence. The SCIS will 
continue as a valued community resource and 
leader in SCI/D education and research.

Values – "I CARE"
Integrity, Commitment, Advocacy, Respect, 
Excellence

Philosophy
The SCIS Interdisciplinary team is dedicated to 
excellence in the provision of comprehensive, 
integrated rehabilitation and state of the art 
health care and treatment for individuals with 
SCI/D. Mobilization, maximal independence, 
health promotion, prevention of secondary 
conditions, productivity, attainment of vocational 
and avocational pursuits, and highest quality 
of life are promoted. The program utilizes the 
rehabilitation model of health care with emphasis 
upon patient and family education, self-reliance, 
independence, and optimism about the future. 
The unique qualities, needs, and choices of the 
individual and family are embraced and addressed 
within a supportive community atmosphere.

VA Palo Alto Health Care System
Spinal Cord Injury/Disorder Center



Patient Demographics
Causes of SCI/D 
Most patients admitted to our program had a 
traumatic injury which resulted in their SCI/D. 
From 2009 – 2011, falls caused the majority of 
all injuries among our patients (25%), followed 
by vehicular accidents (11 %), stenosis (10%), 
myelopathy (8%), and sport activities (8%).

Outcomes
Patient Satisfaction
The SCI/D staff continuously survey patients after 
completion of their acute rehabilitation in order 
to obtain feedback and identify areas needing 
improvement. In 2011, 100% of patients who 
participated in our survey reported overall high 
satisfaction with their rehabilitation program.

Discharge Living Environment
Since 2009, 90% of all patients who completed 
our acute rehabilitation program have been able 
to go home or to a similar non-institutionalized 
environment. This means living in a family 
member’s home or in the community rather 
than in a nursing home, skilled nursing facility, 
or long term care facility. The percentage of 
patients who were discharged to home (or non-
institutionalized setting) by impairment group is 
shown below:  

High Tetraplegia ...................................... 82%
Low Tetraplegia  .................................... 100%
Paraplegia .............................................. 100%
ASIA/AIS D or SCD ................................ 88%

Functional Independence
Upon starting acute rehabilitation, each patient 
has numerical goals set for each functional 
independence measure (FIM) based upon factors 
such as age, level of injury or impairment, and 
psychosocial status. We compare these goal FIM 
scores with each patient’s FIM scores attained 
upon completion of acute rehabilitation in order 
to determine effectiveness of the program. 74% of 
our patients reached at least 90% of their goal FIM 
scores, and 93% reached at least 80% of their goal 
FIM scores after completion of acute rehabilitation. 

Rehabilitation Length of Stay 
The average time that a patient within each 
impairment category of SCI/D spent in acute 
inpatient rehabilitation is shown below. This is 
referred to as rehabilitation length of stay (RLOS). 

High Tetraplegia ................................. 92 days
Low Tetraplegia ................................ 101 days
Paraplegia ........................................... 71 days
ASIA/AIS D or SCD ........................... 38 days

Age 
The average age of the patients admitted to our 
acute rehabilitation program was 58 years and 
ranged between 20 and 86. The majority of our 
patients fell between the ages of 50 and 69.

Categories of Impairment 
The distribution of patients within each SCI/D 
impairment category who were admitted for acute 
rehabilitation is shown below:  

High Tetraplegia* .................................... 19% 
Low Tetraplegia ......................................... 6% 
Paraplegia ................................................ 21% 
ASIA/AIS D or SCD** ............................. 54%

*Tetraplegia is the term currently used for 
Quadriplegia – that is, upper limbs affected.
**ASIA Impairment Scale D represents incomplete 
motor injury with substantial function; SCD=spinal 
cord disorder.



Continuum of Care 
The SCI/D Center offers both inpatient and 
outpatient services for a lifetime which include: 
•	Coordination of Specialty Care 
•	Coordination of Community Services 
•	Comprehensive Rehabilitation 
•	Evaluation of Equipment Needs
•	Health Promotion Services 
•	Medication, Supplies, & Equipment
•	Patient, Caregiver, and Family Education
•	Psychosocial Assessments/Intervention 
•	Specialized Social and Recreation Opportunities 

including Wheelchair Games Participation

Annual Evaluations 
We encourage all patients to undergo a yearly 
comprehensive “wellness-check-up” called an 
Annual Evaluation either as an outpatient in our 
clinic or as an inpatient during a short-stay on 
our ward. Since 2009, we have conducted over 
300 inpatient annual evaluations and over 950 
outpatient annual evaluations. In addition to 
routine clinical examination, these include mental 
health evaluation, renal studies, colon cancer 
screening, occupational and physical therapy 
assessments, and immunizations. As needed, we 
also offer access to specialty care such as urology, 
neurosurgery, sexuality, driver training, etc. 

Specialized Therapeutic Interventions 
•	Accessibility Evaluation 
•	Adaptive Equipment Evaluation 
•	Biofeedback 
•	Community Mobility 
•	Driver Training 
•	Electrotherapeutic Modalities 
•	Gait Training 
•	Individual and Family Counseling 
•	Individual and Group Exercise Programs 
•	Sexual Counseling 
•	Social Skills Training 

Wound Care 
The SCI/D Inpatient Service at VAPAHCS has 
a Pressure Ulcer Prevention Program (“Team 
PUPP”) consisting of a Certified Wound Care Nurse 
(CWCN) certified through the Wound Ostomy 
Continence Nurses Society and several nurses 
who have been specially trained in the prevention, 
treatment, and management of pressure ulcers. 
They utilize a national monitoring tool (Pressure 
Ulcer Monitoring Tool, or SCI-PUMT) to track 
wound healing and assist with the planning of care 
for SCI/D patients with pressure ulcers. In addition, 
the SCI/D Outpatient Clinic has a Wound Clinic 
that is run by a Nurse Practitioner CWCN to treat/
manage pressure ulcers in the community. 

Specialized Clinics 
•	Coagulation 
•	Diabetes/Heart 
•	Sexuality 
•	Telehealth 
•	Urodynamics 
•	Upper Extremity/Hand

SCI/D Home Care 
The goal of the SCI/D Home Care program is to 
support participants in their homes to live well and 
remain as healthy and active as possible. Certain 
medical conditions can only be monitored and 
managed in the home via Home Care visits. The 
SCI/D Home Care team is comprised of a nurse 
practitioner, social worker occupational therapist, 
and recreational therapist, who provide assessment, 
treatment, and teaching in patients’ homes. Those 
who live within two hours driving distance from the 
hospital may be served by this program. 

SCI/D Peer Support Group 
•	Support group for people with SCI/D 
•	Monthly meetings chaired by a veteran with 

SCI/D who volunteers at our center 
•	Attendance/participation can be virtual 
•	Format includes educational presentations, 

Q&A with clinical staff, connections with the 
community – topics based on input from peers 



SCI/D Caregiver Support Group
•	Bi-monthly support group for caregivers of 

people with SCI/D – beginning February, 2012 
•	Available to paid and non-paid caregivers 
•	Available by phone or in-person Patient 

Educational Programs 
•	Computer Evaluations and Training 
•	Patient and Family Education Classes 
•	Therapeutic Home Visits 

Network of SCI/D Spoke Clinics 
Primary care and follow-up can also be provided at 
“Spoke” Clinics located in the VA Medical Centers 
in Sacramento, Fresno, Reno, San Francisco, and at 
the Tripler Army Medical Center in Honolulu. The 
VA Palo Alto Health Care System SCI/D Center 
functions as the “Hub” in this national system of 
coordinated specialty care. Expert consultation is 
available to Spoke sites by use of Telehealth visits 
with SCI/D clinicians at the Hub (VA Palo Alto). 
In this way, patients can receive specialty care close 
to where they live without having to travel to the 
SCI/D Center. However, if needed, more intense 
care is readily available for complex conditions. 

Professional Education 
The VA Palo Alto SCI/D Center provides training 
to Residents, Nurses, Psychologists, Therapists, 
Clinical and Advanced Fellows in Spinal Cord Injury 
Medicine and is part of the Stanford Partnership 
for Spinal Cord Injury and Repair. 

Clinical Research
The SCI/D Center has an active program of research 
including studies of skeletal response to paralysis, 
exercise and activity to prevent cardiac disease and 
secondary complications, metabolic and nutritional 
needs, predictors of functional recovery, assessment 
of upper limb function, vocational rehabilitation, 
and combined spinal cord injury and brain injury. 
Clinicians and researchers work closely together 
and with patients and veteran service organizations 
to identify essential topics for study. Numerous 
opportunities are available to participate and enroll 
in clinical research studies. 

The Future 
Construction at the VA Palo Alto 
New construction will provide more single rooms 
and renovated facilities for the SCI/D Center in the 
next few years. Outside of the Center, there will 
also be a new Aquatic Center; a new Ambulatory 
Care Center; and additional parking for patients, 
families, and staff.
In addition, a new facility, to be called the Defenders 
Lodge, is being built for temporary accommodation 
of veteran patients in association with a clinic visit. 
A second Fisher House is also under construction 
to accommodate the families and caregivers of 
SCI/D inpatients.

Contact Information
VA Palo Alto Health Care System  

Spinal Cord Injury/Disorder Center 
Building 7 – Mail Code 128  

3801 Miranda Ave Palo Alto, Ca. 94304
Admissions Coordinator

Aleli Gabayan, RN, MSN-CNL  
650-493-5000, ext 65043
Outpatient Clinic Clerk

Alfred Walthall  
650-493-5000, ext 65871

The Fisher House at  
VA Palo Alto Health Care System


