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cohesive and potential developmental delays 
can be immediately addressed. The skills the 
child learns in one therapy can be general-
ized to other therapy sessions.   

Dawn explains; “If a therapist is con-
cerned about the progress of their client or 
wonders how to more effectively work with 
their client, they can consult with other 
therapists about their approach and the 
results of that approach. They can advise 
each other on how to maximize their therapy 
time with the child.  They share tips on how 
to communicate with the child to help them 
progress more quickly.”

Armanda adds,  “I feel the therapists 
are kind and helpful. They teach me how 
to work with Daimé. They teach me about 
what is going on with her and what the 
problems are. They explain what they are do-
ing and give me tips on what I can do with 
her at home.”

In addition to physical, occupational, 
and speech therapies; the Therapy Clinic 
also provides small group sessions includ-
ing “Jump Start Language” for children 18 
months to 2.5 years old, articulation groups 
for 4 – 9 year olds, and social skills groups 
for children 4 years and older.

Dawn further states; “Our therapists 
have a great reputation in the community 
and parents want to continue their child’s 
therapy with their current therapists. Our 
overall goal is to get them (the child) to a 
place where they don’t need us anymore.” 

Four-year-old Daimé spots speech therapist 
Dawn Ferrer across the hall and squeals with 
delight as she runs into her arms.  Dawn 
bends down to Daimé‘s level and asks her 
about her morning.  They chat back and 
forth and head off to the therapy room hand 
in hand.

The room is sunny and bright, full of 
colorful toys and special equipment designed 
to engage the child in oral and physical exer-
cises used to encourage speech and language.

Dawn lifts Daimé gently into a swing 
“box” that hangs from the ceiling and sits 
on the floor facing the young girl.  An iPad 
sits to the right of Dawn within arms reach.  
She gives Daimé a dog puppet and asks her 
what the dog says. Daimé moves her hand to 
move the dog’s mouth and says “bow-wow”.  
Dawn then clicks the iPad screen to an im-
age of a dog.  She asks Daimé what the im-
age is and the girl quickly says “dog”.  They 
continue their exercises using a combination 
of the swing, puppets, and the iPad as Dawn 
helps Daimé pronounce each word and 
rewards her with high fives and high praise.   

Daime’s mother, Armanda, appears 
ecstatic as she watches her daughter. “Her 
progress is incredible, and it’s only been one 
month! What I love about Abilities United 
is they understand my child.  No one judges 
her. She gets really good service here.  Even 
though we can get therapy services for free, 
what we get here is better because of the 
sensory integration.  I absolutely think the 
$120 per hour is worth every penny.”

The Therapy Clinic was the brain child 
of Abilities United staff when they repeat-
edly heard from parents of children graduat-

ing from the Early Intervention program 
that their 3 year-old children still needed 
individual physical, occupational and speech 
therapy.  Since each parent and child had 
established relationships with the Early 
Intervention therapists, it was beneficial to 
the child to continue those relationships.   

The Therapy Clinic is a private pay 
service and does not require a referral from 
a pediatrician or regional center.  The clinic 
now serves 55 children from infancy to 
school age.  For the children and parents 
from Early Intervention and Milestones 
Preschool, the clinic is a familiar and con-
venient option.  For the children who are 
new to Abilities United, the Therapy Clinic 
offers a “one-stop-shop” of the various 
therapy modalities and provides immediate 
therapy with no wait list.  For all clients, 
the fact that all the therapists are under one 
roof means that they collaborate and consult 
with each other so each treatment plan is

children thrive in individualized therapies

For more information on the Therapy Clinic,  
contact 650-618-3353 or  
dawn@AbilitiesUnited.org                               •
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afford the therapy fees. Funding will also 
help train additional hydrotherapists, said 
Renate Henry Olaisen, director of social 
enterprise for Abilities United, which runs 
the swim center.

Hydrotherapy client Ron Coté became 
paralyzed from the waist down in January 
2005 due to a spinal condition that was 
initially undiagnosed. Surgery did not 
restore his mobility; he remained in intense 
pain from spasms that come with paralysis, 
he said.

Hydrotherapy in the warm pool has 
brought relief from pain to Coté, a retired 
corporate attorney for Adobe Systems.

“The whole system locks up. It follows 
down from the torso to the toes. You feel 
like you’re going to break,” he said of the 
pain. The soothing water is crucial to people 
with spinal-cord injuries; because often they 
cannot regulate body temperature. Coté 
once developed hypothermia within 15 
minutes of entering an 80-degree pool, he 
said.

Working with three of Betty Wright 
Center’s hydrotherapists -- Vladimir 
Choubabko, Morgan Pozzi and Kim 
Motzny -- he learned to touch his feet to the 
bottom of the pool and to use his muscles 
in limited ways: to contract, extend, work 
and relax.

Coté has had a total of 10 surgeries. Each 
operation means months of recuperation 
and setbacks. Each time Coté has sought the 
water to regain his strength and transcend 

paralyzed patients walk again in warm water
After nine grueling years of therapy, dashed 
hopes and incremental progress, Amber 
Mickel was able to use a walker -- a bit. But 
she couldn’t run and play with other kids, 
her grandmother, Sally Mickel, recalled.

Amber was a robust infant until she was 
3 months old. Then everything changed. 
Pneumococcal meningitis nearly took her 
life and left her deaf, suffering from cerebral 
palsy, and developmentally disabled.

Then in 2005, practically in the blink of 
an eye, everything changed again, thanks to 
Palo Alto’s Betty Wright Swim Center, the 
therapeutic aquatics center for people with 
disabilities at Middlefield and E. Charleston 
roads.

Amber’s father put the little girl into 
her swimsuit and lowered her into the wa-
ter. 

Sally turned her back on the pool for only 
a second. Then she heard Amber’s father 
yell,“Mom! She’s walking!” 

Sally’s voice broke with emotion, recount-
ing the story earlier this week. “She was run-
ning through the water -- all the way across 
the pool,” she said.

Now 14, Amber can walk on land and 
can even run a bit.

“It’s absolutely amazing. For years, we had 
to pack up all the gear -- the wheel chair and 
the walker -- we couldn’t just go ‘anyplace,’” 
Sally Mickel said.

Amber’s Lourdes-like miracle has been re-
peated many times at Betty Wright, although 
perhaps not as spontaneously, clients said.

Persons with paralysis, heart, neurologi-
cal and arthritic conditions, developmental 
disabilities or injuries from accidents go into 
the pool often unable to stand or walk.

In the 93-degree water, working with 
dedicated hydrotherapists, they learn to 
stand, walk and swim. An evolution often 
takes place. Some clients learn to walk on 
land, without having to be buoyed by the 
water.

But the center, opened in 1969, is aging. 
A boiler that keeps the pool at its healing-
level temperature is near to failing and the 
building’s ventilation system needs revamp-
ing, staff says. Solar panels will help cut 
energy costs in half -- crucial in these lean-
budget times -- and the money saved will 
help fund scholarships for people who can’t 

his pain.
“It allows you to cope with things that 

would otherwise be so terrible and drain 
you,” he said.

Coté now walks using a walker and he 
uses a cycling machine. In 2011, he hopes 
to walk without the walker, he said. 

The future offers great promise, he said.
“I’ll be happy if I can walk without hold-

ing onto things. We could travel again.”
Another client, Molly Hale, 61, faced 

a dire prognosis following a rollover car 
accident on U.S. Interstate 280 in 1995, in 
which she suffered a broken neck. Doctors 
said she would be permanently paralyzed
below her shoulders.

She is now walking and swimming. She 
initially shunned traditional therapies -- and 
some drugs could cause liver damage, she 
said. But Hale, a competitive swimmer in 
her youth, found hydrotherapy a natural fit.

In 2001Hale could finally get her legs be-
neath her body and bear weight in the water 
and, later, on land.

“It completely rocked my world -- just to 
be able to stand up in one spot and pull up 
my own pants was huge,” she said.

Her arms now take long, powerful 
strokes through the water. And she can walk 
on land again, using people for balance, she 
said.

“The water allows me to unfold and get 
my body completely open. There is a strong 
sense of welcome. The water says, ‘Ah -- 
you’re home.’ That’s what it feels like to me. 
I’m totally free,” she said.

Reprinted with permission from the Palo Alto Weekly. The 

full story is available on www.PaloAlto.com    •

Ron Coté receives hydrotherapy from Vladimir Choubabko at 
the Betty Wright Swim Center.  

project waterwell
thanks to your help, we have raised half 
of the $425,000 needed to make the Betty 
Wright Swim Center more energy efficient 
with new solar panels, insulated sliding 
glass doors, and a ventilation system.   

donations to Project WaterWell can be 
made at AbilitiesUnited.org/waterwell 
or by contacting 650-618-3329.



people with disabilities leading the lives they choose.
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Linda Vargas, a San Jose resident, received 
the President’s Volunteer Service “Call to 
Service” Lifetime Award during a recep-
tion at Abilities United on January 26. Since 
1974, she has worked three to four hours, 
three days each week helping the fund-
development department. Her son, Robin, 
attends adult day care there.

The presidential pin she received had 
company: The lapel of Vargas’ red blazer 
shone with more than a half-dozen pins she 
has received from Abilities United com-
memorating her service.

Vargas was also given a personalized 
certificate and a congratulatory letter from 
Obama, which staff framed along with her 
portrait. A dozen or so participants were 
on hand for the celebration; they presented 
Vargas with a basketful of heart-shaped 
cookies they baked and a valentine each 
person had signed.

The lifetime award is the highest honor 
of five awards given by the president to 
people who volunteer, bestowed on those 
who have done 4,000 hours of volunteer 
service over a lifetime. Vargas has clocked at 
least 4,500 hours. 

Vargas said she encourages other people 
to donate their time doing the little things. 
“It helps me to volunteer. There’s so much 
out there in the community. It’s been 
rewarding for me. They’re such wonderful 
people: I could start out my day down and 
they make me feel good,” she said. “I was 
going to retire when I turned 75, but I’m 
still here.”  Reprinted with permission from the Palo Alto 

Weekly. The full story is available on www.PaloAlto.com   •

presidential award
On a sunny April 16 spring day, during 
the Marine Science Institute (MSI) “Earth 
Day on the Bay” celebration, the Abilities 
United Community Connections volunteers 
were honored with the Robert G. Brownlee 
Service award for outstanding community 
service. The group of seven individuals has 
been volunteering at MSI for over three 
years and has logged hundreds of volunteer 
hours.

The volunteers radiated with pride as 
they received their gleaming award. Their 
smiles doubled in size when they were also 
handed a $500 check from the Marine 
Science Institute. Their award is displayed in 
prominent location at Abilitites United and 
the money is to be used in the Community 
Connections program to purchase supplies 
and materials.

Lynda Steele, Executive Director of 
Abilities United, is equally proud. “This is 
the ultimate award! This is not an award for 
the agency, this is an award that the  
participants earned and deserve for their 
contribution to the community.”

After a photo opportunity with their 
award and check, they boarded the Robert 
G. Brownlee, a 90-foot research vessel, to 
join the MSI crew for a two-hour expedition 
of the south bay.  During the cruise, they 
learned about the ecosystem and observed 
wetland ecology from the ship.  They got 
to see how their volunteer work has a direct 
benefit to the bay and the community.  •

thanks to our community partners

Bothin Foundation, HEDCO Foundation, San Jose 
Mercury News Wish Book and their readers for 
making it possible to buy three new Ford wheelchair 
accessible vans for our community outings and 
volunteer work. 

Oracle and NVIDIA for each of their $10,000 leadership 
sponsorships of the Aquathon 2010.

Rebuilding Together, Cooley Law Offices, and Hooper 
Construction for creating our wheelchair accessible 
outdoor classroom space.

Sand Hill Foundation and our donors for supporting our 
computer and technology upgrades.

  

thanks to our board members

Geri Hadley and Ron Cote for their leadership of the 
Aquatic Services Project WaterWell fundraiser. 

Elizabeth Wolf for hosting our Major Gifts event.

Rosemary (board alumni) and Alain Enthoven for 
hosting the Authors Luncheon Sponsorship event.   

welcome to new board members

Jere King: Mother of twin boys and Vice President of 
Marketing, Cisco Systems

Carol Leynse: Mother of a lifelong participant of Abilities 
United and Manager of Stanford Conference Center

Abilities United champions people with developmental and physical 
challenges and provides the training,education, and support they need 
to lead the lives they choose.mission

donate your vehicle to 
reap many benefits!
It’s easy, convenient, and a great way to help 
people with disabilities.  You get a tax benefit 
and Abilities United gets a generous donation!

877-525-4483 (877-525-GIVE)
learn more at www.AbilitiesUnited.org

an organized estate plan 
makes life easier for  
your family and you
ask for your complimentary 
estate planning organizer now!

contact linda@AbilitiesUnited.org or
650-618-3329

thanks to the 
Sobrato Family Foundation
For each dollar you donate, they will give 
Abilities United $2.  

Your donation will go three times as far to help 
people with disabilities!

best of all awards
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save the date!
“A premier provider of services” is how 
CARF, the accreditation agency for rehabili-
tation facilities, describes Abilities United.  

Their choice of words was based on the 
surveys they conducted with service partici-
pants and their family members, funders, 
employers and friends of the organization.  
Their responses led to the glowing commen-
dation “staff exemplifies the value statements 
of the organization on a daily basis.” 

Considering the challenging economic 
times, CARF was impressed by Abilities 
United’s capacity to “remain fiscally strong 
and well prepared to continue to weather the 
current budgetary crisis.”

Every three years, two professional sur-
veyors from CARF descend upon the agency 
for an intensive 2-day survey of our services, 
fund raising, human resoure, health and 
safety and accounting functions.  Since our 
first accreditation in 1984, Abilities United 
has consistently received CARF accreditation 
with high praise from stakeholders.  • 

To receive a copy of the CARF report, 
contact 650-494-0550

nov 5: authors luncheon

Join us for the 20th anniversary of the 
Abilities United Authors Luncheon on 
Saturday, November 5th at the Crowne 
Plaza Cabana Hotel in Palo Alto!  Over 
600 book lovers will gather to hear four 
renowned authors discuss their latest works 
and share their literary inspiration.  

This year’s planning committee is co-
chaired by long-time friends of Abilities 
United, Carolyn Brennan and Gina 
Rayfield.  Proceeds from sponsorship, ticket 
and book sales will benefit the thousands of 
individuals and families who receive  
therapeutic, educational and support  
services at Abilities United.  

If you have never been to this exciting 
and enjoyable event, join us to see what 
has made this one of the community’s most 
anticipated fundraising events.  • 

To learn more about the benefits 
you, your company or book club will 
receive as a sponsor of the event, or to 
purchase tickets, contact  
michele@AbilitiesUnited.org or       
650-618-3330

red goes green
Help us save printing costs when you join 
the Abilities United email list and you’ll stay       
up-to-date on Abilities United activities at 
the same time!  
Contact justin@AbilitiesUnited.org. • 

You don’t have to swim like a fish to have 
fun and benefit over 2,500 children, youth 
and adults, with developmental and physi-
cal disabilities in the Bay Area.  Just form a 
team (6-8 people) and join us at our annual 
Aquathon at the California Sports Center, 
Fremont High School, Sunnyvale. 

The Aquathon is a fun family activity and 
great corporate team-building event.  Invite 
your co-workers, family and friends to join 
over 500 swimmers and volunteers for a fun 
day in the water.  Your fundraising efforts 
stay in our local community to help indi-
viduals with disabilities who may be your 
neighbors, co-workers, and friends.  •

For information about the Aquathon, 
contact jo@AbilitiesUnited.org or       
650-618-3331 

sept 10: aquathon“premier” review by carf


