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THE BIG PICTURE

Aryana Carvalho-Mires DPT ’20 records classmate Celina Caovan ’16, DPT ’20 
for their Movement Analysis 1 class. After recording each other doing a natural 
turn, the first-year doctor of physical therapy students use the Hudl Technique 
app to analyze the body’s mechanics as it performs each movement. “The iPad 
has been an essential tool in my learning process,” Carvalho-Mires says of the 
technology required for all DPT students. “We are able to refer to the videos 
later on and relate them back to the lecture.”  
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Associate Dean and Chair,
USC Division of Biokinesiology & Physical Therapy

In this issue of inMotion, we share our plans to move forward with a new hybrid DPT program. We believe that this program will 
fundamentally alter the landscape of physical therapy education — a shift that is, in our view, sorely needed to meet the needs of our ever-
evolving health care system.

While it may seem surprising to many that we are moving in this direction, the decision to start this new program has its roots in a 
process of strategic planning that we began more than two years ago, in the fall of 2015. This process, originally intended to last a year, ended 
up requiring two years because, amid our thoughtful discussions about our vision for the future of physical therapy education, we spent a 

lot of time discussing, deliberating, and debating whether and how to proceed with a new hybrid 
program. Thus, the decision to start the hybrid DPT program was not made in isolation, but was 
part of a major advance in our thinking about where we want to go and how we can get there, not 
just in DPT education, but in research and clinical practice as well.

The product of that strategic planning process, a document outlining our new strategic plan 
for the next five years, is discussed on page 7. I hope you will follow the link in this article to read 
the full strategic plan, titled “Strategic Vision 2017-2022: Transforming Health Care.” 

 When we began to deliberate our strategic plans for the future, we quickly realized that the 
present is itself highly uncertain and difficult enough to grasp. Indeed, we find ourselves in this 
moment at the nexus of the two arenas in our society that are probably changing most rapidly and 
dramatically – health care and higher education. As we noted in Transforming Health Care, in each 
of these areas we face “unprecedented opportunities and extraordinary challenges.”

Nevertheless, to navigate the uncertainties we are faced with, we need a clear and straightforward 
vision of where we want to go. The vision we articulated meets that standard: To transform health care 
by creating the future in physical therapy. In particular, we have decided that “we must transform 

how we prepare the next generation of physical therapists to deliver the highest level of care to society.” 
The bold ambition of that goal, and the risks associated with it, made us hesitate as we considered our role in the future of health care 

and higher education. It would be easy enough to ride on our reputation and past successes, to let others take the risks. But we realized that 
our past history is merely not a set of accomplishments to be proud of. Our past history has educated us, prepared us, and motivated us to 
be leaders, shaping the future of health care. 

In “Transforming Health Care,” we state, “The USC Division of Biokinesiology and Physical Therapy has spent the last three decades 
creating a unique and powerful community of faculty, students, staff, patients, and other partners to answer this challenge.”

We invite all of you — the community that we have worked so hard to build — to be part of our vision.

Transforming 
Health Care
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The division is set to become the first research-based (and top-ranked) educational 
institution to launch a hybrid online/on-campus entry-level doctor of physical therapy 
program. The new program, which will run in parallel with the division’s traditional 
DPT program, aims to set the benchmark for how physical therapists are trained in the 
future.  
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It would be easy enough to 
ride on our reputation and 
past successes, to let others 
take the risks. ...  Our past 
history has educated us, 
prepared us, and motivated 
us to be leaders, shaping the 
future of health care.
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C O N T R I B U T O R S

NATE JENSEN
PHOTOGRAPHER

This issue’s featured photographer not only took many of the pictures featured 
within this magazine, he also captured thousands upon thousands of images for the 
division’s new website, set to go live early next year. 

Career beginnings: After studying in Rome and at Iowa State University, I interned 
at a small ad agency in Kansas City prior to moving to L.A., where I worked in-house 
at a larger agency and continued freelancing.
Work has appeared in: A multitude of platforms and media. My personal and 
collaborative work have international visibility, spanning advertising campaigns 
from top-fashion labels and luxury hotels to Hollywood A-listers.
Other hobbies: Cooking, art and design, traveling and swimming 
On photographing the issue: I’m honored to collaborate once again with USC, one 
of the greatest schools in the region. I’m continuously inspired and have profound 
respect for the incredible faculty and subjects I’ve been able to capture.

DAVE MURRAY
COVER ILLUSTRATOR

This issue’s illustrations come from Toronto-based artist Dave Murray, who put 
pencil to paper to create the cover and imagery for our cover story, The Digital 
Revolution. 

Career beginnings: Drawing is always something that’s come naturally to me, so 
the idea of it becoming my “job” seemed too good to pass up.
Work has appeared in: The Wall Street Journal, Reader’s Digest and inMotion, of 
course.
Other hobbies: Watching and playing far too much hockey and walking my dog, 
Sophie.
On illustrating the issue: Researching physiotherapy always makes me 
consider my own health; every creak of my wrist and neck while creating these 
illustrations had me in a panic (not really).

RACHEL STRAUB MS ’13
GUEST COLUMNIST

In this issue’s “My Inspiration,” PhD student Rachel Straub shares what kept her 
going as she battled both Lyme disease and chronic fatigue syndrome.

Professional writing beginnings: I started sharing “personal” medical information 
on various venues once I started to recover since I felt I had a moral obligation to do 
so. I was beating an incurable illness, and I felt my story needed to be heard.
Work has appeared in:  Psychology Today, Muscle & Fitness, Reader’s Digest and 
more 
Favorite piece written: My book, Weight Training Without Injury: Over 350 Step-by-
Step Pictures Including What Not to Do! 
On writing the “My Inspiration” column: I am sharing my story not only to inspire, 
but also to hopefully increase awareness of a debilitating and crippling condition — 
chronic fatigue syndrome — that most people don’t even know exists.
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FROM HOMELESS TO DPT 15-16
BY MICHELLE McCARTHY

As a child, Mich Hamlin DPT ’20 lived with his parents on the 
streets, before eventually falling into the foster care system. 
Earlier this fall, he became one of a small percentage of former 
foster kids to pursue an advanced degree, entering the USC DPT 
Class of 2020.

BACK TO LIFE 27-28
BY MICHELLE MCCARTHY

Jason Alan had already undergone two surgeries for bulging 
discs and sciatica, which most days left him bed-bound. He was 
about to go under the knife a third time when someone suggested 
Instructor of Clinical Physical Therapy Kenneth Kim DPT ’11.

A GRIPPING 
CAREER 23-26
BY JAMIE WETHERBE MA ’04

Having treated and taught more than 1,000 rock climbers (including 
Jonathan Siegrist, pictured here), Adjunct Instructor of Clinical 
Physical Therapy Jared Vagy DPT ’09 has earned the moniker, 
“The Climbing Doctor.” Find out how he managed to merge his two 
passions into one exciting career.
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BY JOHN HOBBS MA ’14

The USC Division of Biokinesiology and Physical 
Therapy recently adopted a new Strategic Vision 
to guide its efforts in physical therapy education, 
patient care and research during the next five years. 

The document, titled “Strategic Vision 2017-
2022: Transforming Health Care,” is meant to 
align with the overall USC Strategic Vision, which 
calls upon the university community to “address 
global challenges, spark creativity, invent and 
innovate, connect peoples and help improve the 
quality of life.”

The division intends to play a leading role in 
these endeavors, the Strategic Vision says. “The 
objectives that we strive to achieve will require 
us to harness our strengths, continue to achieve 
excellence and be leaders in shaping the future 
of health care.”

Acknowledging its prominent place among 
physical therapy educational institutions — the 
division has been consistently ranked No. 1 by the 
U.S. News & World Report since 2004 — the 
division sets out to use its strengths to achieve 
four major objectives: 

n Transform education to meet societal needs.
n	 Develop leaders for a rapidly changing  

health care system.
n	 Integrate research and practice to advance 

science and human health.
n	 Influence local and global communities of 

practice. 

Perhaps most visible of these objectives so 
far has been the division’s efforts to transform 

physical therapy education by launching an online/
on-campus hybrid doctoral program — the first 
cohort of which begins in the summer of 2018.

The hybrid program, called DPT@USC, aims 
to leverage the division’s academically rigorous 
curriculum with innovative educational tools 
provided by technology company 2U, Inc. to 
expand access to a USC doctor of physical therapy 
degree to a population not bound by geography 
to Southern California.

DPT@USC students will receive the same 
high-quality training, with the same access to 
expert faculty members, as their on-campus 
counterparts. They will be required to complete 
33 courses, 50 weeks in clinical internships and 
must travel to USC for approximately 60 days’ 
worth of hands-on clinical skills laboratories.

“Online education is not merely about conve-
nience,” Associate Dean James Gordon said. “The 
online environment provides opportunities for 
learning that go beyond what is available in a 
traditional classroom.”
 The Strategic Vision lays out a number of 
priorities to keep the division on track to meet 
its objectives. Some of these priorities include:

DEVELOP LEADERS FOR A RAPIDLY 
CHANGING HEALTH CARE SYSTEM

n		Raise funds for scholarships, fellowships and 
grants to offset student costs.

n		Recruit more physical therapists into the PhD 
program in biokinesiology.

INTEGRATE RESEARCH AND 
PRACTICE TO ADVANCE SCIENCE 
AND HUMAN HEALTH

n	 Develop interdisciplinary centers of excellence 
to address major societal health problems 
(cancer, obesity and diabetes and develop-
mental disability).

n	 Create division-wide research center to study 
movement and exercise.

INFLUENCE LOCAL AND GLOBAL 
COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

n Develop sustainable interprofessional, 
patient-centered clinical services.

n Create post-professional educational offerings 
for the international community.

 The division has long dedicated itself to being 
on the vanguard of physical therapy education, 
launching the first PhD in physical therapy program 
in 1978 and the first accredited DPT program in 
1995. 

During his 2014 Mary McMillan Lecture, 
Gordon talked about the importance of contin-
uous learning and transformation to stay apace 
an ever-changing world. 

“We are the architects of our profession’s 
future,” Gordon said. “Through our efforts today, 
we design and build the foundations and frame-
works that will make it possible for a strong and 
vibrant creative profession to emerge in the next 
decade, the next 40 years, in the next century.” 

Division 
looks ahead 

to 2022 
with new 
Strategic 

Vision
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What Will Your 
Trojan Legacy Be?

Amy King Dundon-Berchtold ’72 made a gift through her  
estate, and from donations of real estate holdings, toward the 
endowment of the University Club of USC—which was renamed  
in her honor. Amy’s gift was especially meaningful because the 
historic Trojan meeting place is located in the building named for 
her late mother, Joyce King Stoops EdD ’66, and late stepfather, 
Emery Stoops PhD ’41. 

To create your Trojan legacy, contact the USC Office of Gift Planning 
at (213) 740-2682 or giftplanning@usc.edu and visit us online at  
www.usc.edu/giftplanning.

“ I’m proud to follow in  
my mother’s tradition  
of giving back to USC.”
amy king dundon- 
berchtold, with her  
husband, jim berchtold

NEWS
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A NEW STUDENT-LED NONPROFIT ORGANIZATION AIMS TO EMPOWER 
COACHES AND TEACHERS WITH PHYSICAL THERAPY KNOWLEDGE.

Physical Therapy 
for the Masses

PHOTO BY NATE JENSEN

n	  SMITH AWARDED 
$300K NATIONAL SCIENCE 
FOUNDATION GRANT

Assistant Professor of Research Beth 
Smith and USC Viterbi School of 
Engineering Professor Maja Matarić were 
recently awarded a $300,000 grant from 
the National Science Foundation for a joint 
study that could one day lead to a safe 
robotic intervention for infants at risk for 
developmental delay. The interdisciplinary 
study’s goal is to determine how robots 
might give personalized feedback to 
infants to promote motor babbling — a 
developmental process that teaches them 
how to interact with their environment 
and control their bodies. The researchers 
aim to use robotics to answer some 
fundamental questions about how infants 
learn new skills. Read more about the 
grant here: pt.usc.edu/assistiverobot/

n	  DIVISION FACULTY  
MEMBERS RECEIVE CPTA 
RESEARCH AWARDS

Three division faculty members were 
recognized at this year’s California 
Physical Therapy Association (CPTA) 
annual conference for their contributions 
to the profession’s body of knowledge. 
Assistant Professor Beth Smith was 
awarded the 2017 CPTA Faculty Research 
Publication Award for her study on 
infant leg movement and the onset of 
independent walking that appeared in 
the journal Sensors. Assistant Professor 
James Finley also contributed to Smith’s 
study. Associate Professor Dan Kirages 
received the 2017 CPTA Non-Research 
Publication Award highlighting his 
authorship of a review article entitled 
Pelvic Floor Muscle Rehabilitation to 
Improve Sexual Function in Geriatric 
Men. The CPTA annual conference, which 
typically attracts more than 1,100 physical 
therapists and physical therapy assistants, 
took place Sept. 16-17 at the San Diego 
Conference Center. 

n	  FISHER RECEIVES  
NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR  
THE ARTS GRANT

Professor of Clinical Physical Therapy 
Beth Fisher ’78, MS ’81, PhD ’00 and PhD 
candidate Yi-Ling Kuo have been awarded 
a National Endowment for the Arts grant 
for an interdisciplinary study investigating 
whether the brain plasticity associated 
with skillful musical performance in 
elite musicians translates to everyday 
hand function. Fisher and her team will 
utilize in-lab two-handed coordination 
tasks to determine if the “rewired” brain 
of an expert musician leads to superior 
performance of everyday motor tasks 
compared to non-musicians. The research 
could eventually open up new dimensions 
for evidence-based therapies for children 
and adults afflicted with neuropathologies 
of neuromuscular control like cerebral 
palsy, stroke and Parkinson’s disease. 

n	  TILSON RECEIVES 
NEUROLOGIC PHYSICAL 
THERAPY KNOWLEDGE 
TRANSITION GRANT

Associate Professor of Clinical Physical 
Therapy Julie Tilson DPT ’98, MS ’09 
has been awarded a $20K grant from 
the American Academy of Neurologic 
Physical Therapy to determine how best 
to implement a set of 2016 treatment 
guidelines for patients with vestibular 
hypofunction. It is estimated that 
one-third of American adults over 40 
experience some type of vestibular 
dysfunction. Vestibular hypofunction can 
result in vertigo, dizziness, blurry vision 
and falls. The 2016 treatment guidelines 
included evidence-based suggestions on 
which exercises a patient with vestibular 
hypofunction should do, at what dose 
and for how long to achieve optimal 
results. Tilson and her team will study the 
implementation of these guidelines across 
five different rehabilitation sites to develop 
a Hypofunction Clinical Practice Guideline 
Knowledge Translation Resource Package.  

n	  SYKES NAMED 2017 
DISTINGUISHED ALUMNA

USC Trustee Tracy Sykes DPT ’98 received 
the 2017 Distinguished Alumna Award 
earlier this fall at the division’s Academic 
Convocation and White Coat Ceremony. 
Over the past two decades, Sykes has 
remained remarkably connected to the 
division and the university overall. She 
was one of the founding members of 
the USC PT Alumni Association, served 
on the division’s Board of Councilors 
and, together with her husband Gene 
Sykes, endowed the Sykes Family Chair 
in Pediatric Physical Therapy, Health and 
Development. In 2015, Sykes was named a 
member of the USC Board of Trustees — 
the university’s ultimate governing body — 
by USC President C. L. Max Nikias. “Tracy 
does not seek recognition or accolades 
for her accomplishments,” explained 
Associate Dean James Gordon before 
presenting her the award. “She is one of 
the rare people who gets satisfaction from 
seeing the effect of her generosity rather 
than taking credit for that generosity.” 

n	  DIVISION WELCOMES  
DPT CLASS OF 2020

Earlier this fall, the division welcomed 
100 doctor of physical therapy 
students at its annual White Coat 
Ceremony. The entering class was 
chosen from an applicant pool of more 
than 1,000 students. The class hails 
from 24 states and comes to the division 
with 26 undergraduate majors. More 
than two-thirds of the class is female; 
the average age is 23.2 years old, with 
students ranging in age from 20 to 35 years 
old. During the ceremony, the division also 
recognized its 17 residency graduates — 
representing neurologic, pediatric, sports 
and orthopedic physical therapy — and 
presented a number of scholarships and 
awards. The 2017 Academic Convocation 
and White Coat Ceremony took place on 
Aug. 24 on the Broad lawn. 

NEWS
BRIEFS

Continued on page 11 »
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The idea for Movement Alliance got its 
start nearly a decade ago when Alex Goldenring DPT ’18 
was training as a short-track speed skater. 

“There’s a saying in speed skating,” Goldenring says of 
the competitive ice skating sport. “Go fast, and turn left!”

All that “turning left” eventually took its toll on 
Goldenring’s body when he suffered knee injuries as a 
result of the intense asymmetrical training.

Thinking that his injuries might’ve been avoided had 
his coach had some basic physical therapy knowledge, 
Goldenring spotted an opportunity. 

“I kept thinking how cool it would’ve been if a movement 
expert had evaluated the program and said to the coach, ‘I 
see that you’re principally only training your athletes to go 
to the left, but studies have shown that body asymmetries 
can predispose people to injury; here are my recommen-
dations to modify your program,’” Goldenring says. 

Though he intended to pursue this opportunity after 
school, he brought the idea up to classmates, who were 
not only excited but also said they didn’t want to wait 
to start it.  

The idea blossomed into Movement Alliance, a nonprofit 
organization that aims to empower coaches and performing 
arts teachers with the knowledge necessary to maximize 
performance and prevent injury — all for free. 

“We believe that quality health care services are at 
their best when they are made available to all people 
irrespective of their socioeconomic status, culture, age, 
race, religion, gender orientation, medical history or 
state of mental health,” explains Lindsay Backiev DPT 
’18, Movement Alliance vice president.  

The organization is composed of 14 doctor of physical 
therapy students — four of which (Grace Boll DPT ’18, Kendra 

Breunling DPT ’18, Backiev and Goldenring, pictured above) 
make up the organization’s executive board. Goldenring 
serves as the group’s president. Four physical therapists 
(including faculty members Beth Fisher ’78, MS ’81, PhD 
’00 and Sam Franklin) serve as advisers.

The way the program works is that a coach, parent or 
performing arts teacher will reach out to Movement Alliance, 
having learned about the group through its social media 
marketing efforts on Facebook, Instagram or Twitter.

From there, a small group of doctor of physical therapy 
students will conduct a face-to-face consultation with the 
coach or teacher to get a 365-degree view of their program.  

Movement Alliance will then present a customized, 
evidence-based protocol to be implemented to prevent 
injury and enhance performance.

With its goal of getting physical therapy education 
out to the masses, the Movement Alliance team hopes 
that working with coaches and teachers — rather than 
individual athletes or artists — will help amplify their 
message. 

“If we empower one coach at a basketball camp, 
they’re taking care of 250 kids,” Goldenring says. 

Though the idea for the group was his alone, 
Goldenring is quick to point out how truly collaborative 
it has become.

In fact, it’s this group effort — bringing together 
individuals with backgrounds in many sports and perfor-
mance arts — that Goldenring hopes will be the key to 
Movement Alliance’s success.

“Seeing how each person has contributed and developed 
her or his own passion for Movement Alliance has been 
truly spectacular to watch,” Goldenring says.

Just Plane Tough
It was a tug-of-war that pitted human against machine earlier this year when 43 teams 

(including ones from the USC Division of Biokinesiology and Physical Therapy as well as the 
USC Marshall School of Business) raced to pull a FedEx airliner a dozen feet during the 12th 
annual Special Olympics Southern California Plane Pull.

The division’s team managed to drag the 124,000-pound Boeing 757 across the finish 
line in 6.71 seconds. The winning team, the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department Custody 
Services Division, shaved a second and a half off that to finish in just 5.1 seconds. It took 
USC Marshall 8.59 seconds.

While the teams of 25 might have walked away from the annual fundraiser with 
bragging rights (and more than a few sore muscles), the real winners were the athletes 
with intellectual disabilities who received nearly $140,000 raised by the participants in the 
lead-up to the competition.

Quoted
“The disk itself promotes stability. 
When you have a weakening of the 
outer ring of the disk, it makes it more 
susceptible for a return injury.”

—Assistant Professor of Clinical Physical 
Therapy Jonathan Sum ’01, DPT ’05, 
remarking in the Los Angeles Times about 
how L.A. Dodgers pitcher Clayton Kershaw’s 
herniated disk from 2016 could have led to the 
“Grade 1” back strain that sidelined the pitcher 
this summer.

“We’re using innovative tools — like 
motion analysis with high-speed 
cameras and platforms that measure 
force — to understand what yoga is 
actually doing and how it’s targeting 
the biological processes of our body.”

—Associate Professor George Salem on his 
work to study the possible health benefits of 
yoga in the August 2017 issue of NIH News in 
Health

“We hypothesize that the immersive 
component of virtual reality, and the 
embodiment of a virtual avatar, should 
generate greater brain activity in 
motor-related regions of the brain than 
simply viewing the same feedback on a 
typical screen.”

—Assistant Professor Sook-Lei Liew MA ’08, 
PhD ’12 on her work using virtual reality to 
promote motor recovery in stroke survivors 
in the IEEE Xplore Innovation Spotlight in 
August 2017

Been quoted in the news too?  
Email us your media mentions at  
––  

“

“EVERY 
PERSON 
CONTRIBUTES 
BEAUTIFULLY 
TO THE 
CONVERSATION 
AND GOALS AT 
HAND, AND 
WE ALL GROW 
MUCH CLOSER 
AS A RESULT.”

—ALEX 
GOLDENRING SAYS 
OF THE 14 USC 
DPT STUDENTS 
WHO COMPRISE 
MOVEMENT 
ALLIANCE

 (L-R) Lindsay Backiev, Alex Goldenring, Grace Boll and Kendra 
Breunling comprise Movement Alliance’s executive board. 
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https://mvmtalliance.org
http://pt.usc.edu/bfisher/
https://www.facebook.com/MvmtAlliance/
https://www.instagram.com/mvmt_alliance/
https://www.instagram.com/mvmt_alliance/
http://sosc.convio.net/site/TR?fr_id=1070&pg=entry
http://pt.usc.edu/sum/
http://www.latimes.com/sports/dodgers/la-sp-dodgers-report-20170725-story.html
http://pt.usc.edu/gsalem/
https://newsinhealth.nih.gov/2017/08/getting-it-straight
https://newsinhealth.nih.gov/2017/08/getting-it-straight
http://pt.usc.edu/sliew/
http://ieeexplore-spotlight.ieee.org/article/motor-rehabilitation-virtual-reality-feedback/
http://ieeexplore-spotlight.ieee.org/article/motor-rehabilitation-virtual-reality-feedback/
http://www.inn8creative.com


BY YASMINE PEZESHKPOUR MCM ’16

Ari Baquet ’12, DPT ’18 is the first-ever recipient of the 
Joanne Gronley Scholarship, a $5K award established 
to support doctors of physical therapy students in their 
research. Baquet plans to use the money to investigate 
tendinopathy, reserch he hopes could help clinicians better 
diagnose and prevent the disease. Here are five more things 
to know about Baquet:

HE COMES FROM A LITERARY FAMILY. 
“My parents are huge influences,” he says. “One is a journalist 
[New York Times Executive Editor Dean Baquet] and one is 
a writer [Author Dylan Landis], which has led me to think 
investigatively and critically in almost everything I do.”

HE BECAME INTERESTED IN PHYSICAL THERAPY 
AFTER AN INJURY LANDED HIM IN A  
PT’S OFFICE. 
After graduating from USC as an undergrad, Baquet suffered 
an ankle injury. While relearning to walk, he became inspired. 
“Seeing what went into the problem-solving, science and 
the psychological aspects of my physical therapist’s work 
made it blindingly clear that this was what I needed to be 
doing for others.”

UNLIKE MANY DPT STUDENTS,  
BAQUET DECIDED TO CONDUCT RESEARCH. 
Baquet emailed Professor Kornelia Kulig a list of ques-
tions that he didn’t get a chance to ask in class. During 
office hours, she answered him and, sensing his inquisitive 
nature, offered him three research ideas that she didn’t 
have time to pursue herself. “[Research] is of great benefit 
to those who participate and to the profession as a whole,” 
Baquet says.  

HE’S AN AVID SKIER. 
Baquet and his longtime friends make annual pilgrimages 
to Colorado. He’s also helped organize a Mammoth ski trip 
with division classmates. “Suffice it to say winter break is 
always full of travel — and sore legs,” he says, with a laugh. 
  
HIS FONDEST MEMORIES ARE THOSE SHARED  
WITH CLASSMATES. 
As Baquet completes his final year, he says his fondest 
memories are the ones he’s shared with classmates. “Anytime 
you are under intense pressure, and a classmate sees it and 
comes over to pick you up, those moments are individually 
memorable. That’s something that’ll stick with me. I hope 
I’ve been able to reciprocate.”
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More Than 
a Ride

5Things To Know About

Ari
Baquet
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4
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Monica Nelsen DPT ’98 takes part in 
Million-Dollar Challenge, a 620-mile 
bike ride to raise money for athletes 
with physical challenges.   

Monica Nelsen DPT ’98 knows how 
important sports participation can be for 
people with physical challenges. 

The division alumna and adjunct faculty 
member has witnessed it firsthand, having 
worked in neurorehabilitation for many years 
and supporting individuals in adaptive sports.  

So when an opportunity arose for Nelsen to 
join the Million-Dollar Challenge — a seven-day, 
620-mile bike ride from San Francisco to San 
Diego aiming to raise $1 million for people with 
physical challenges to compete in sports — 
she knew she had to do it.

“Illness and injury can create physical, 
social and emotional isolation,” Nelsen 
explains. “Participation in sports can combat 
this by helping people develop attributes that 
promote mobility in concert with camaraderie, 
both of which build confidence.”

The nonprofit organization behind the ride, 
Challenged Athletes Foundation (CAF), was 
founded in 1994 with a mission to provide 

opportunities and support to people with 
physical challenges. Involvement in sports 
at any level increases self-esteem, encour-
ages independence and enhances quality of 
life, according to the organization’s website.

The Million-Dollar Challenge helps support 
the CAF’s efforts to provide grants to challenged 
athletes; host camps and clinics for people 
with traumatic injuries; and raise awareness 
about the importance of sports for people 
with physical challenges.

Dubbed “More than a Ride,” the Million-
Dollar Challenge of fers cyclists — both 
able-bodied and challenged — the chance 
to push their limits, enjoy the scenic California 
countryside and experience the camaraderie 
of their fellow riders.

For Nelsen, one of the most rewarding 
aspects was hearing the life stories of the 
other riders.  

There was Scott Leason, 60,  a U.S. Navy 
veteran who lost his sight after being shot 
in the head during a robbery. Leason told 
Nelsen that he was at first despondent and 
nearly homebound. After participating in the 
CAF’s Operation Rebound, a program that 
reintroduces wounded service members 

and first responders to sports, he found a 
renewed vitality.   

Then there’s Mackenzie Johnson, a college-
aged guy who sustained a paraplegic spinal 
cord injury last year. Not wanting to be side-
lined by his injury, Johnson began playing 
wheelchair basketball and recently began 
cycling, inspiring his mother to ride as well. 

And there was Andre Kajlich, 38, who 
sustained bilateral above-knee amputations 
after he was hit by a subway train. He says 
that participating in sports pulled him out of 
a deep depression to world-class athleticism.

Listening to these stories and seeing the 
determination of her fellow cyclists helped 
Nelsen push through the burning quads and 
the breathlessness to finish the ride. 

Altogether, the Million-Dollar Challenge 
surpassed its goal, raising $1.5 million for 
athletes with physical challenges. 

For Nelsen, though, the event did even 
more. “It reminded me that our limits are 
typically self-imposed and may be overcome by 
challenging our own and others’ perceptions 
of our abilities,” she says — a lesson she plans 
to take with her into the clinic.

http://pt.usc.edu/kulig/
http://www.inn8creative.com
https://www.wilmatthews.com
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BY MICHELLE McCARTHY 

From the age of 6, Mich Hamlin remembers 
being homeless. 

In fact, he doesn’t ever remember not living on 
the streets of Southern California with his parents 
and two brothers. To Hamlin — now 24 and a 
first-year doctor of physical therapy student — it 
was a normal existence. 

“I guess I was so accustomed to our living 
situation that I never really processed that, ‘Oh, 
kids actually go home and have a bed, a shower 
and warm food on the table every night,’” he 
explains. 

Hamlin’s family never slept in the same place 
two nights in a row because his parents, both 
unemployed substance abusers, were suspicious 
of authorities. As a result, they rotated from 
parks to behind dumpsters to available cars, 
using blankets provided by a local thrift store. 
“In my head, it ended up turning into a game of 
not getting caught,” he says. 

LIFE ON THE STREETS
A typical day at the park would start around 

3 a.m., when Hamlin and his brothers would wake 
up and use cardboard to block the sprinklers 
from getting their mother wet while she slept. 
“We’d go back to sleep, and when the sun rose, 
we’d load up our belongings onto our dad’s bike 
and push it to the gas station down the street 
where we’d shower by the sink. Then our parents 
would drop us off for school.”

The boys received breakfast and lunch at 
school, eating as quickly as possible so they could 
re-enter the line for seconds or get food to take 
with them. Each Friday, their teachers would fill 
backpacks with items such as Spam, canned hot 
dogs, granola bars, juice and water to ensure 

they were fed through the weekend.

THE TURNING POINT
Then in December 2005, when Hamlin was 

in seventh grade, his mother showed up to pick 
up her boys from school, and a front office worker 
smelled alcohol on her. The cops were called, 
Hamlin’s mother was arrested, and the kids 
were placed in foster care. “We were under the 
assumption my dad would figure it out, that this 
is just somewhere temporary to stay,” Hamlin 
recalls. “Unfortunately, that never occurred.” Two 
months later, Hamlin’s mother passed away from 
liver failure, and the boys remained in foster care 
permanently. 

Though Hamlin struggled academically 
throughout middle school, receiving all Cs and 
Ds, everything changed after he was introduced 
to track and field in high school. “Every time I 
ran, I always thought, ‘This is for my mom.’ I used 
her as a motivational factor to push myself. My 
coach would tell me, ‘If you want to stay here, 
you have to do well in the classroom.’ Then I 
started focusing on school. I noticed the harder 
I worked on the track, the easier the classroom 
got. It was an outlet. It gave me the discipline to 
stay focused and make goals.”

BEATING THE ODDS
Hamlin’s coach also convinced him to 

apply to college, and he was accepted at Cal 
Poly Pomona, where he majored in kinesiology. 
“Anatomy was my favorite class in high school,” 
he says. “My teacher said there were profes-
sions in the field working with the body and 
possibly sports and athletes. After an extensive 
chat with my coach, physical therapy was the 
profession I set my sights on. My experiences 
interning have been nothing short of rewarding 

— rehabilitating individuals to a better lifestyle. 
There is nothing more rewarding than helping 
someone else.” 

In addition to being the first person in his 
family to attend college, Hamlin graduated with 
honors. It’s quite an accomplishment given that 
only 3 percent of foster kids graduate college and 
just a fraction of them go on to get an advanced 
degree. With the help of a Chafee Grant that 
assists foster youth and a Pell Grant, Hamlin 
graduated debt-free.

JOINING THE TROJAN FAMILY
The next chapter of his life — becoming a 

Trojan — fills Hamlin with pride. When searching 
for doctoral institutions, he felt a strong need to 
put his name on something bigger than himself. 
“It’s time for me to grow, and what better place 
to grow than the number one institution in the 
nation for my program? ”

Once he enters the physical therapy field, 
Hamlin plans to help those who are in a similar 
situation as he was as a child. Whenever he sees 
people asking for money on a freeway off-ramp, 
it pulls at his heartstrings. 

“That used to be my parents,” he says. “No 
one should have to go through anything close to 
what I’ve gone through. I want to give back to the 
foster youth programs. I wouldn’t be where I’m 
at if it weren’t for their contributions and acts 
of kindness.” 

When Hamlin put on his white coat for the 
first time earlier this fall, there was one person 
especially on his mind. 

“I just know that if my mom had been there, 
she would've been extremely proud to see all 
the hardships I’ve been through and the ways 
I’ve managed to persevere, be resilient and put 
myself out there to find ways to succeed.”
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FROM 
HOMELESS 

TO DPT
As a child, Mich Hamlin lived on the streets with his parents. 

Beating all odds, he is now a first-year USC doctor of physical therapy student.

FEATURE
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COVER STORY

The USC Division of Biokinesiology and Physical Therapy is 
diving into the digital world, with DPT@USC, an innovative 
online/on-campus hybrid program that reimagines the way 
doctors of physical therapy are trained in the 21st century. 

BY KATHARINE GAMMON
Continued on page 19 »

THE
DIGITAL 
REVOLUTION

http://i2iart.com/dave-murray
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Head of 
the Class
The USC Division of 
Biokinesiology and 
Physical Therapy has 
long been on the leading 
edge of physical therapy 
education. Here’s a look at 
the many educational firsts 
accomplished at USC:  

1978
Division launches a doctor  
of philosophy program, 
which is the first of its kind 
in the United States.

1984
Marybeth Brown MS ’74, 
PhD ’84 finishes physical 
therapy’s first PhD 
program. 

1992
Division establishes 
nation’s first  
post-professional 
transitional doctor of 
physical therapy program.

1995
Division’s first entry-
level DPT class begins its 
studies. USC is one of the 
pioneering few to offer  
this degree. 

1998
Division enrolls its 
inaugural class of 
orthopedic physical 
therapy residents. The 
program is the nation’s 
first academically based 
residency. 

2018 
Division scheduled to be 
one of the first top-ranked 
programs to offer entry-
level online/on-campus 
DPT degree.

hysical therapists are in high demand — so much so that the physical 
therapy job market is expected to increase by 34 percent (much higher 
than the majority of other occupations) by 2024, the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics estimates.

With this in mind, the USC Division of Biokinesiology and Physical 
Therapy began to assess the ways in which it might expand to not only 
help meet that demand but also to ensure the profession continued to be 
populated by high-quality physical therapists providing patient-centered, 

evidence-based care. The division considered its responsibility, as one of the nation’s top-ranked 
physical therapy programs, to help maintain the quantum leaps that the profession has made in 
the past two decades toward its now recognized position as a doctoring profession. And how it 
could expand its reach to provide a top-ranked educational experience to ambitious prospective 
students across the nation who might not be able to relocate to Los Angeles?

The answers came two years ago when the division was approached by 2U, Inc., an education 
technology company that works with schools across the country — including the USC Rossier 
School of Education, the USC Suzanne Dworak-Peck School of Social Work and the USC Iovine 
and Young Academy— to build online degree programs that are as good as or better than their 
traditional classroom-based counterparts.

2U was interested in doing the same for USC’s doctor of physical therapy program. 
Under the leadership of Associate Dean James Gordon, division faculty went through months 

of careful contemplation and discussion to figure out if it was the right move. Was a hands-on 
profession like physical therapy something that could be 
taught partly online? Would the move to a digital platform 
sacrifice the quality of a USC doctor of physical therapy 
degree? Would USC be able to succeed where others 
who had preceded it online had faltered? 

“We all knew we wouldn’t do it if we couldn’t do it 
to the standards we hold for ourselves,” says Associate 
Professor of Clinical Physical Therapy Julie Tilson DPT 
’98, MS ’09.

After much consideration, the division decided to 
move forward, launching DPT@USC, its new hybrid online/
on-campus program, set to begin in the summer of 2018. 
“Our goal is to revolutionize how we educate physical 
therapists,” says Tilson, DPT@USC director. “This is our 
opportunity to do just that.”

NO BACK ROW TO EDUCATION

Students in the new hybrid program will take the 
same courses as the residential students — just in a 
different format. They will study full-time, starting each 
week with asynchronous content — video combined with 
bidirectional learning materials — that after 10-minute 

chunks of instruction will require them to answer questions by looking for information on their 
own or by meeting with other students, preparing them to be lifelong learners. 

Every week, DPT@USC students will also meet with a professor from each of the courses 
they’re taking to continue in a live-classroom environment. The ratio is 1 faculty member to 12 
students. “The motto of 2U is ‘no back row’,” Tilson says. “You really can’t hide and not be asked 
questions about the material.” These meetings take place every week for every course, so on 
average, hybrid students will spend six to eight hours with faculty members in small-group 
settings every week. 

COVER STORY

What did you want to make sure was included in the new DPT@USC program?“Our goal is to 
revolutionize 
how we educate 
physical 
therapists. 
This is our 
opportunity to 
do just that.”

—Julie Tilson DPT ’98, MS ’09,
DPT@USC Director

“It’s important that DPT@USC 
students are offered the same 
accessibility to our professors 
(and even PhD students) and 
USC-affiliated research. This is 
what sets our program apart from 
others. 

—Kevin Peterson DPT ’19,
DPT@USC Student Advisory 

Committee Member 

“We must craft a blended 
experience that faithfully 
translates the practical 
components of our curriculum 
into instructional modules that 
support the development of 
critical thinking and mastery of a 
robust and effective clinical skill 
set.”

—Jesus Dominguez MPT ’88, PhD ’02, 
Chair of Admissions Committee

“We wanted to combine the 
educational elements that 
we do really well now — like 
live discussions and intense 
laboratory experiences — with 
new teaching modalities to invent 
a new physical therapy student 
experience.”

—Kate Havens MS ’05, PhD ’13,
DPT@USC Development Committee 

Member

“Our first and foremost 
commitment is to quality. We 
are dedicated to providing an 
outstanding educational experience 
that results in excellent clinicians 
ready to lead the future of physical 
therapy.”

—Julie Tilson DPT ’98, MS ’09,
DPT@USC Director

“True to the Trojan Family way, 
the on-campus DPT program has 
an untouchable sense of support 
for its students, and I definitely 
wanted to make sure that held 
true for DPT@USC.”

—Kendra Breunling DPT ’18,
DPT@USC Student Advisory  

Committee Member

“We have an opportunity to bring 
‘make-believe’ patient cases to life 
in the hybrid program using video 
technology.  It is up to the faculty to 
design creative methods in which to 
record these videos to model PT and 
patient interactions, clinical decision 
making and patient presentations.”

—Dan Kirages ’94, DPT ’98,
DPT@USC Development Committee 

Member 

Continued on page 21 »
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NEW DEGREE
MASTER’S OF 

SCIENCE,
SPORTS 
SCIENCE 

EMPHASIS

Sports science jobs are 
expected to grow by nearly 13 
percent  —  faster than average 
— over the next decade.

In response, the division 
is launching a master’s of 
science degree program, with 
an emphasis in sports science 
in Fall 2018.

The two-year program will 
prepare grads for careers as 
performance scientists, sports 
performance entrepreneurs and 
sports researchers. 

“This new emphasis will 
capitalize on the division’s 
current expertise in exercise 
physiology, biomechanics and 
motor control to best prepare 
students for a career in the 
sports science profession,” 
says Susan Sigward PhD ’04, 
associate professor of clinical 
physical therapy and director 
of the new program.

Upon earning their master’s 
degrees — with the sports 
science emphasis — students 
will have a complete under-
standing of musculoskeletal and 
cardiopulmonary anatomy and 
physiology; the physics of body 
movement and sport-specific 
biomechanics and physiology 
and much more.

The program is recruiting 
now for the first cohort, begin-
ning their sports science studies 
next year.

» More Info115 UNITS REQUIRED  
TO COMPLETE

THREE YEARS TO 
COMPLETE

FACE-TO-FACE 
CONTACT WITH USC 

FACULTY
50 WEEKS OF  

CLINICAL ROTATIONS

OUTCOME: DOCTOR  
OF PHYSICAL  

THERAPY DEGREE

SELECTIVE 
ADMISSIONS 

REQUIREMENTS
IN-PERSON 

INSTRUCTION

ONLINE 
INSTRUCTION 

USING A MIX OF 
SYNCHRONOUS 

(LIVE) AND 
ASYNCHRONOUS 
(HIGH-QUALITY 
COURSEWORK) 

CONTENT
ON-CAMPUS 
IMMERSIONS

And once or twice per semester, depending 
on the lab content, the hybrid students 
will be required to travel to USC for six- to 
eight-day stints. Once on campus, they’ll be 
attending lab sessions, building on what they 
have learned. Like the residential students, 
they will have mentorship and practice time 
during the immersion where they will refine 
and be tested on their physical skills. Over 
the three-year program, hybrid students are 
expected to be on campus approximately 60 
days for hands-on clinical skills laboratories. 

Associate Professor of Clinical Physical 
Therapy Dan Kirages ’94, DPT ’98 sees oppor-
tunity for both future hybrid students as well as 
those who are part of the traditional program. 
“Creating the hybrid program is allowing us to 

dissect our curriculum and really figure out 
what we are teaching, how we’re teaching it,” 
he says. “We’re laying it out on the table and 
translating it from the residential to the hybrid 
program.” He adds that in designing the new 
program, he can examine the efficiency and 
the content of the existing residential program 
and revamp certain things, if needed.

“That’s really good for a program, because 
you want to stay fresh and think about new 
ways to disseminate information to students,” 
he says. “This is a process that prevents us 
from being stale.” 

It helps that USC has teamed up with 2U, 
Inc., an educational technology company 
that has worked with 24 university partners, 
including Harvard University, Yale University 

and University of California –Berkeley on 42 
degree programs.

“Online and hybrid education for grad 
programs is in high demand,” says Jeremy 
Shane, 2U vice president and general manager. 
“In health and medical fields, there is tremen-
dous opportunity to grow these programs, 
because the demand is so high.” 

Shane says the technology isn’t meant to 
supplant traditional on-campus education — 
it’s about opening doors for more students to 
participate. “We’re not saying this is better than 
on-campus learning,” he says. “But what we 
find is that the people who attend these hybrid 
programs are older, more experienced, further 
along in their career and pursing education 
for a different reason, like a career switch.” 

For someone in their 30s with a couple of kids 
and trying to change career paths, the oppor-
tunity to study at a world-class institution can 
be challenging.

Tilson says that the program hopes to attract 
ambitious, dedicated future physical therapists 
who want to experience the rigor and excellence 
of USC physical therapy education and who feel 
that the hybrid environment with asynchronous 
and live sessions is a good fit for their learning 
style. 

“That may be people who can’t relocate, 
maybe because a spouse has a job in another 
city, but they’re still able to make the full-time 
commitment,” she says. 

While there are some other physical 
therapy online learning options, USC is the first 
research-intensive institution (and top-ranked 
physical therapy program) to offer a full-time 
entry-level  doctor of physical therapy degree 
using a hybrid online/on-campus format. “This 
program will continue to set us apart from the 
pack, and it does expand our reach,” Tilson says. 

DO IT THE RIGHT WAY

When Kendra Breunling DPT ’18 first heard 
about the hybrid program, she was neutral on the 
idea. “I think it just took me a while to realize what 
the overall intentions were with the development 
of the program. After the announcement, there 
were clearly several concerns floating around,” 
says Breunling, who sits on a student advisory 
committee to weigh in on the new degree program. 

The faculty held town hall meetings to have 
an open forum with the community about DPT@
USC, which soon put Breunling and others at ease. 
“When I applied to USC, I trusted their methods, 
approach and overall teaching environment to 
put me on the right path for a successful career 
in physical therapy,” she says. “During my time 
as a student, my trust in USC and the program 
has only strengthened — in large part because 
of my continued and growing respect for our 
faculty.” 

Kevin Peterson DPT ’19 saw the potential 
in the hybrid program right away. He also saw 
others hesitate. “It takes someone saying: 

‘We’re going to do this the right way’ to prove 
to people we can do it,” he says. Peterson is 
also part of the student advisory committee 
that ensures that students’ perspectives are 
taken into consideration when designing the 
hybrid program. 

He has appreciated the experiential learning 
at USC, including the physical location of the DPT 
program. “Luckily, we are right across the street 
from a teaching hospital,” he says. “From our 
first year, we get to shadow a physical therapist 
in the in-patient community. It’s something I’ve 
found really valuable,” he continues, adding that 
the hybrid students will have the same oppor-
tunities. There will also be a buddy program, 
allowing residential and hybrid students to team 
up and review material together. 

AHEAD OF THE CURVE

Kirages acknowledges that some alumni have 
questions about whether the hybrid program 
will be as high quality as the residential, and he 
wants them to know: The new program will be 
every bit as excellent as the current program. 

“This is the way academics are going, in 
general,” he says. “Students want to have more 
flexible schedules. So we are meeting a need, 
and we’re a little ahead of the curve. It’s nice 
to be on the forefront where we can set the 
bar really high.” 

Tilson says the DPT program will be doing 
research on the outcomes of the hybrid students 
compared to the residential students. They’ll 
also be doing semester-by-semester analyses 
of the programs and making adjustments as 
they go along. 

“My hope is that in the end we have two very 
powerful effective mechanisms for delivering 
the USC DPT experience,” she says. “I hope that 
we define what excellence is in the future of 
education.” 

Help us shape the DPT@USC curriculum 
by participating on an alumni advisory 
committee. If you’re interested, email us  
at hybriddpt@pt.usc.edu.  

Traditional

Online/ 
On-Campus Hybrid

FEATURE
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DPT@USC students are 
required to travel to USC 
multiple times a year for 

hands-on clinical skills 
laboratories.   

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 
Whether a prospective student chooses a traditional or a hybrid educational model, both curricula ultimately lead to a doctor of  
physical therapy degree from the U.S. News & World Report’s No. 1-ranked program. But just how do the paths differ?   

Continued from page 20 »
PHOTO BY NATE JENSEN

Kate Kevorken DPT ’18 conducts a thoracic spine 
examination on Ari Baquet ’12, DPT ’18 during PT 630,  
Integrated Management of the Upper & Lower Extremity.     
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Rock climbing is a physically demanding activity  

that can put a lot of wear and tear on a body.  

But who do rock climbers turn to when they need a 

physical therapist who truly understands their sport? 

Division faculty member Jared Vagy,  

“The Climbing Doctor,” that’s who.

BY JAMIE WETHERBE MA ’04

A 
GRIPPING 

CAREER
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Continued on page 25 »

Professional climber Jonathan Siegrist attempting the 
incredibly difficult “crux move” on a rock climbing route  
in Catalunya, Spain. 

https://www.bearcammedia.com
https://www.bearcammedia.com


few years ago, avid rock climber 
Adam Galper had problems 
finding a provider who under-
stood his injury. 

“I was experiencing a lot 
of pain on the inside of my 

elbow,” says Galper, a route setter who 
designs routes for rock-climbing walls. 
“Every doctor and orthopedic specialist 
said it was tendonitis and suggested I stop 
climbing. But they didn’t understand rock 
climbing or how you use your body, and that 
as a route setter, I’m pretty much climbing 
everyday as a job.”

After taking six months off, Galper’s 
injury still hadn’t improved. “So 
I didn’t think it was tendonitis,” 
he says.

Galper started searching 
for providers who specialized in 
rock climbing injuries and found 
Jared Vagy DPT ’09. “There was a 
doctor in Australia and Dr. Vagy,” 
Galper says. 

After an assessment testing 
mobility, grip and strength, as 
well as a series of movements 
that mimicked climbing, Vagy 
agreed it wasn’t tendonitis.

“He looked at all the crazy 
muscular imbalances happening 
in my body, and said it was pretty 
much an issue of imbalance,” 
Galper explains. “He put me on 
a comprehensive plan where I 
exercised the opposing part of 
my forearm, and I could keep 
climbing. After two months, I 
was injury-free.”

“The Climbing Doctor” is in
During the past several years, Vagy 

has treated and taught more than 1,000 
climbers, earning him the moniker “The 
Climbing Doctor.” 

“From a physical therapy perspective, 
there are very specific things you need to 
look for in rock climbers that are unique,” 
Vagy explains. “It’s is such a specialized sport 
with a lot of terminology that specifically 
relates to movement patterns on the wall.”

Vagy speaks from experience. After 
years of dividing his time between his two 
passions — physical therapy and rock 
climbing —  he left his job at an orthopedic 
outpatient clinic in Santa Monica, Calif., to 
pursue climbing full-time in South America.

“You wake up in the morning and don’t 
even need coffee,” he says of his time in 
South America. “You just look over the 

edge and you have 2,000 feet of air right 
underneath you.”

After spending six months alpine and 
rock climbing, Vagy returned to California 
to start a movement science fellowship at 
Kaiser Permanente. “The DPT degree from 
USC gave me a strong foundation in clinical 
reasoning, my residency training solidified 
my manual skills, and the movement science 
fellowship improved my ability to analyze 
and treat complex movement patterns such 
as those in rock climbing,” he says. 

“I was 100 percent committed to 
understanding movement, and eventually 
I started applying those same concepts to 

rock climbing,” he says. “As a climber and 
doctor of physical therapy, I have learned, 
above all, to put an emphasis on climbing 
with proper movement technique. You can 
perform all of the best injury-prevention 
exercises, but if you are climbing with poor 
technique, it’s only a matter of time before 
you get hurt.”

While more than 40 percent of the 
injuries Vagy treats involve the wrist, hands 
or fingers, he says the pain often stems 
from a patient’s shoulder or lower body.

“If I’m looking at a climber with a finger 
injury, the first thing I do is watch them climb 
on a wall or watch video of them climbing 
to see if it’s a technique issue,” he explains. 
“Maybe they’re not using their feet enough 
and overgripping with their fingers.” 

Next, Vagy looks for poor shoulder 
blade mechanics.

“But not the same way you look at 

most patients’ shoulders by taking them 
through a range of motion in the air,” he 
says. “On a climber, you have to watch their 
shoulder in a closed kinetic chain where 
their arms or their hands are first stabilized 
on the ground in a crawling position, since 
this mirrors what they do on a rock wall.”

An ounce of prevention
Vagy also focuses much of his efforts on 

teaching patients proper movement patterns 
to avoid overuse injuries. 

“A good portion of the patients who 
come to me don’t have any real injuries,” 
he says. “They want to know how they can 

become stronger climbers without 
getting hurt, so they can push their 
performance to the next level. It’s 
about injury prevention.” 

Vagy recently published a 
book called Climb Injury-Free, 
which teaches rock climbers how 
to prevent injury by correcting faulty 
movement patterns.

“I wrote the book so that 
medical professionals or physical 
therapists who aren’t climbers 
can apply their own movement 
analysis skills to assess and treat 
rock climbers,” he says. “The key is 
understanding the intricacies of the 
sport — all the different components 
of movement — then you can start 
to give climbers different strategies 
to avoid all these overuse injuries.”

Jonathan Siegrist is one of 
more than a dozen top professional 
climbers featured in the book. “It’s 
a troubleshooting guide for any kind 

of injury you might have [and] gives you the 
tools to do injury prevention on your own,” 
Siegrist says.

While training in 2015, Siegrist hurt 
his shoulder and drove from Las Vegas to 
L.A. to seek Vagy’s expertise. 

“After being with Jared for just three 
days, my shoulder started feeling better 
and all of my training started feeling better,” 
he says. “I was so encouraged by the work 
I’d done with Jared, we came together to 
work on his book.”

Galper agrees Vagy’s unique expertise 
is worth the commute. 

“You can say, ‘I was doing a rose move 
on pockets the other day, and I was doing 
a left drop knee and it was super techie 
footwork,’ and Dr. Vagy knows the exact 
position your body was in and where it 
hurts,” he says. “I haven’t been injured 
since I started seeing him.”

“The key is 

understanding the 

intricacies of the 

sport ... then you can 

start to give climbers 

different strategies 

to avoid all those 

overuse injuries.”

 —Jared Vagy DPT ’09

FEATURE

ILLUSTRATION BY DAVE MURRAY/I2IART

Continued from page 24 »

A

Siegrist experienced a shoulder injury that led him to the 
office of Jared Vagy, “The Climbing Doctor.” 
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rom August to November 2016, Jason Alan, 32, visited 
the hospital 17 times, twice by ambulance. 

With three bulging discs in his lower back and sciatica 
that felt “demonic,” he says the pain was so excruciating 
that most days he stayed in bed and took painkillers 
to help him through the episodes. Eventually, he had 

to move in with his grandmother, and his job as a credit 
repair specialist suffered. “I wasn’t quite alive, but I wasn’t 
dead,” he says. “I wasn’t suicidal, but I was somewhere 
in between. And that’s a weird place to be.”

There wasn’t a traumatic injury 
that caused Alan’s pain, which 
started in his early 20s. Instead, it 
was a gradual onset that is all too 
common in our technologically driven 
and sedentary society. “I think you’d 
be surprised at how many students 
we see at USC who have moderate to 
severe lower back pain just because 
they’re sitting down all the time,” 
says Instructor of Clinical Physical 
Therapy Kenneth Kim DPT ’11. “Over 
time, the muscles that attach the 
hips to the lower back become very 
tight, and the deep trunk muscles 
become weak. Due to the imbalance, 
they start having issues at different 
lumbar sections of the lower back.”

Alan did everything in his 
power to f ind a cure, including 
seeing multiple physical therapists, 
medical doctors and specialists. He 
ended up having two L-4, L-5, L-5-S32 
microdiscectomies in which doctors 
shaved off the disc that was pushing 
on the nerve, but they were only 
temporary fixes, and the symptoms 
returned. Consequently,  Alan was 
scheduled to have a third surgery. 

Understandably, when Alan’s stepbrother suggested 
he see his physical therapist, Kim, he was a bit leery. “He 
wasn’t even going to give me a shot,” Kim says. Luckily, 
Alan relented. 

“Dr. Kim said, ‘Give me two weeks; there’s a good 
chance you won’t need the surgery.’” Alan agreed to post-
pone his surgery 45 days. The results were not only life 
changing — Alan refers to what transpired as a miracle. 
“Kenny is the real deal,” he says. “He’s like the Mr. Miyagi 
and Obi-Wan Kenobi of physical therapy. Everyone I’ve 
recommended him to, he fixes — and fast.” 

So what made Kim’s approach unique? In addition 
to years of experience and confidence in his work, Kim 
always keeps one goal in mind: to help his patients no 
matter what it takes. “That means we may need to go 
home and study up or ask other PTs or professionals who 

might have a better handle on it,” he says. “It’s important 
for us to use all the resources we have. No one should be 
too prideful or embarrassed to ask. A lot of times, that’s 
not done enough.” 

Coming into the Engemann Student Health Center 
one to two times a week for sessions with Kim, Alan was 
amazed at the progress he achieved in such a short time. 
“With all the little adjustments he made, I felt a 30 percent 
improvement in the first week,” he says. Immediate adjust-
ments included custom orthotics to assist Alan’s flat feet 

and the purchase of an ergonomic 
office chair.

The first order of business 
was to relax Alan’s overly tight hip 
muscles, which would then decom-
press the spine and then focus on a 
combination of mental and physical 
exercises. After strengthening his 
deep abdominal and back muscles, 
he learned how to activate and 
control those muscles. “I needed 
to make sure Jason knew how to 
turn them on first and then how to 
keep them on without using the hip 
muscles,” Kim says. “A lot of times, 
we’d do very low-level exercises for 
the back and abs, and he would 
feel it in his hamstrings or thighs 
when that shouldn’t be happening. 
Having him be able to isolate those 
muscles built their endurance and, 
over time, flexibility automatically 
improved. His body learned how to 
use the muscles it needs to protect 
his spine.” 

Alan jokingly refers to the 
mental activation exercises as “Jedi 
Mind Tricks.” “There were lots of 
exercises Dr. Kim had me do where 

there was no movement,” he says. “It was simply thinking 
about certain areas, which caused either the muscles to 
actuate or ligaments to loosen.”

Now that Alan’s physical therapy treatments are 
coming to a close, he’s eager to get back to life as he 
knew it. His injury robbed him of a lot, and he’s ready to 
make up for lost time. 

A move out of his grandmother’s house is scheduled 
for January, but first on his to-do list is heading to the 
beach to partake in one of his favorite hobbies, which he 
wasn’t able to do for more than a year: kite surfing. “I’m 
a little nervous only because I don’t want it all to come 
unglued,” he says. “But as soon as I get the first session 
under my belt, I know I’ll be fine.”
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BACK 
TO 
LIFE

F

After two surgeries — and a third one scheduled  
— Jason Alan finally finds relief from excruciating  
back pain through physical therapy. 

BY MICHELLE McCARTHY
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"Kenny is the 
real deal. He's 

like the Mr. 
Miyagi and 

Obi-Wan Kenobi 
of physical 

therapy. 
Everyone I've 

recommended to 
him, he fixes — 

and fast."

—Jason Alan 
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1961
 
DAPHNE STOERMER ’61 is still 
practicing after 56 years and loving 
it! She wrote a stretch book, called 
Range of Motion, a Therapeutic Home 
Stretch Program, which sold on Amazon 
for many years. She is currently doing 
mainly craniosacral therapy and is 
an independent Bemer distributor. 
“Everyone should own one as it increases 
microcirculation by 30 percent,” she says.

2003
JOHN KIM DPT ’03, MHA ’08 was 
recently named the Area Quality Leader 
for the South Sacramento Service Area.

LAURA (TAMPANELL0) THOENE 
DPT ’03 has qualified to run the 2018 
Boston Marathon on April 16!

2011
DANAE (DIPILLA) GEORGE DPT 
’11 was awarded the Cystic Fibrosis 
Foundation Physical Therapy Grant for 
2016-2019. She had her second child, a 
baby girl named Emerson Rose George, 
on Sept. 11, 2017. Her son, Patrick Joseph 
George VI, who was born Oct. 18, 2015, 
recently turned 2 years old.

SAMANTHA (DUTROW) 
NORWOOD DPT ’11 received her 
PCS and traveled to the West Bank with 
Operation Rainbow on a medical/surgical 
mission trip on Sept. 21.  This was her third 
mission trip with the organization. She 
had traveled to Honduras on her past two 
trips.

2014
EMMA SHAPIRO DPT ’14 published a 
traveling physical therapy book, which was 
ranked No. 15 on the Amazon Kindle Store 
for Physical 
Therapy 
ebooks. It is 
a very honest 
and thorough 
guide to help 
therapists 
succeed as 
traveling 
health care 
workers. The 
book is called 
The Ultimate 
Guide to 
Traveling 
Physical 
Therapy: 
Travel The Nation, Maximize Income, 
Build Unbeatable Experience. 

2015
ALEXIS (ARAK) KINDER DPT '15 
and her wife Gretchen welcomed their 
baby girl Sterling Page Kinder on July 9, 
2017. 

2017
CHRISTINE YIM DPT ’17 wrote 
a literature citation summary for the 
Performance Arts Special Interest 
Group’s monthly newsletter on the topic 
of “Ballroom Dance and Aging.” She also 
presented her results on “Improving 
Student Physical Therapists’ Confidence 
in Leading a Community Exercise Class 
for Cancer Survivors” at the 2017 CPTA 
conference and plans to attend CSM 
Poster Presentation in 2018 to present 
these findings.

ALUMNI

CLASS NOTES CONTINUING 
PROFESSIONAL 
EDUCATION

LIVE COURSES:

Orthopedic Boot Camp: Management 
of the Shoulder 
Jan. 6-7, 2018
Instructor: Sean Johnson, PT, DPT, OCS
1.5 CEUs

Orthopedic Boot Camp: Management 
of the Thoracic Spine and Ribs 
Jan. 27-28, 2018
Instructor: Sean Johnson, PT, DPT, OCS
1.5 CEUs

APTA Clinical Instructor 
Credentialing Program
Jan. 27-28, 2018
Instructors: Michael Simpson, PT, DPT, 
CCS and Valerie R. Teglia, PT, DPT, NCS
1.4 CEUs 

USC Science of Throwing and Hitting 
February 2, 2018
Instructor: Lori Michener, PhD, PT, ATC, 
SCS & Faculty 
0.45 CEUs 

USC Shoulder Update 2018: 
Diagnosis and Management 
Feb. 3, 2018
Instructor: Lori Michener, PhD, PT, ATC, 
SCS & Faculty 
0.7 CEUs

Orthopedic Boot Camp: Management 
of the Cervical Spine 
March 3-4, 2018
Instructor: Daniel Kirages, PT, DPT, 
OCS, FAAOMPT
1.5 CEUs 

Essentials of Spinal Manipulation 
with Peter Gibbons and Philip Tehan
March 9-11, 2018
Speakers: Dr. Peter Gibbons and Dr. 
Philip Tehan
1.8 CEUs

Torticollis & Plagiocephy: 
Assessment & Treatment of Infants 
& Children Evidence & the “Rest of 
the Story” 
March 10-11, 2018
Speaker: Cindy Miles PT, PhD, PCS
1.6 CEUs

Orthopedic Boot Camp: Management 
of the Pelvic Girdle 
April 7-8, 2018
Instructor: Daniel Kirages, PT, DPT, 
OCS, FAAOMPT
1.5 CEUs

Orthopedic Boot Camp: Management 
of the Lumbar Spine
April 28-29, 2018
Instructor: Daniel Kirages, PT, DPT, 
OCS, FAAOMPT
1.5 CEUs

IADMS 2018 Regional Meeting & 
USC Division of Biokinesiology 
and Physical Therapy Continuing 
Education Course: Dance Injuries: 
Prevention and Treatment  
June 9, 2018
Keynote Speaker: Marijeanne 
Liederbach, PhD, ATC, PT, CSCS - 
Director of NYU Langone’s Harkness 
Center for Dance Injuries   
0.7 CEUs

Orthopedic Boot Camp: Management 
of the Hip and Knee 
July 7-8, 2018
Instructor: Daniel Kirages, PT, DPT, 
OCS, FAAOMPT
1.5 CEUs 

Orthopedic Boot Camp: Management 
of the Foot and Ankle 
Aug. 25-26, 2018
Instructor: Daniel Kirages, PT, DPT, 
OCS, FAAOMPT
1.5 CEUs 

Orthopedic Boot Camp: Management 
of the Elbow, Wrist and Hand
Nov. 10-11, 2018
Instructor: Sean Johnson, PT, DPT, OCS
1.5 CEUs 

ONLINE COURSES:

The Movement System: The Upper 
Quarter Athlete
Instructor: Jared Vagy PT, DPT, OCS, 
CSCS
0.48 CEUs

Essentials for Appraising Evidence 
Instructors: Linda Fetters, PT, PhD, 
FAPTA and Julie Tilson, PT, DPT, NCS
2.0 CEUs for 4-part series 

Introduction to Exercise and Cancer 
Survivorship
Instructor: Christina Dieli-Conwright, 
PhD, CSCS
0.2 CEUs

Introduction to Male Pelvic Health: 
Urinary Incontinence 
Instructor: Daniel Kirages, PT, DPT, 
OCS, FAAOMPT
0.2 CEUs 

SHARE YOUR NEWS  
WITH YOUR CLASSMATES

Got some exciting news to  
share with your fellow alumni?  

Tell us about your awards and grants, publications, professional developments, births 
and marriages for possible inclusion in an upcoming issue of inMotion.

  
Visit pt.usc.edu/Stay_In_Touch
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enerally speaking, I am a very 
private person. Therefore, most 
people have no idea that I was 
bedridden and housebound for 
four-plus years from an incur-
able illness. Today I am sharing 

my story not only to inspire, but to hopefully 
increase awareness of a debilitating and crippling 
condition that most don’t even know exists. It’s 
called chronic fatigue syndrome. 

It started in January 2013 when my health 
completely shattered. At the time, I was a 
master’s student at the division. Due to severe 
and compounding fatigue, I had to take a medical 
leave from school and return home with my 
parents. Within the span of weeks, I went from 
being an active independent person to being 
fully bedridden and incapable of caring for 
myself. Everything that I had previously taken 
for granted — down to the simple act of show-
ering — became impossible. My life essentially 
broke in all dimensions.

After eight months and five doctors, it was 
estimated I would fully recovery after three to 
fourth months of antibiotic therapy. Long story 
short, that didn’t happen. I just continued to spiral 
further downhill. At my lowest point, I was not 
only bedridden from severe, crippling fatigue, but 
also from severe hypotension, migraines, burning 
joints, kidney pain, fevers, chilling and more. 

I had a severe case of chronic fatigue, but 
the underlying cause(s) remained unknown. It 
wasn’t until I underwent “unconventional” testing 

during the third year of my illness that Lyme 
disease was uncovered, along with a host of 
other problems. 

How did I contract Lyme? Well, for starters, 
during the summer of 2005, I obtained extensive 
tick bites while on a medical service trip in Central 
America. But 10-plus years of conventional testing 
had continually showed no signs of infection.  

How did I recover? My recovery was a combi-
nation of trying the unthinkable and leaving no 
stone unturned. I had to do things most people 
would never dream of attempting (such as using 
colored lights seven-plus hours per day in an 
effort to disintegrate drug-resistant biofilms). 
In the end, my recovery was the combination 
of multiple minds (f ive to be exact, myself 
included), modalities and medications (herbal 
and prescription).

How did I manage? Honestly, it wasn’t easy. 
I had my fair share of meltdowns. For example, 
I remember spending my fourth consecutive 
birthday in bed, and there were many tears. 
However, I had to learn to separate my mind and 
body to maintain my sanity. I did this by finding 
endless projects to occupy my mind: I learned 
a new profession, wrote and published a book 
(Weight Training Without Injury: Over 350 
Step-by-Step Pictures Including What Not 
to Do!), and continued to cultivate the research 
projects I left behind all too soon at USC. All 
these things helped me find a novel purpose 
during dire circumstances.

As of August 2017, I have returned to USC to 

complete my PhD in biokinesiology. I am exceed-
ingly indebted to the division for allowing me to 
return, despite a very long and disconcerting 
health history. I am also forever indebted to my 
academic advisor, Christopher Powers, for his 
unrelenting support and extraordinary patience 
during the entire duration of my illness, which 
played a powerful role in my recovery. It is only 
because of one person’s faith in my ability to 
heal that I am finally able to follow my dream 
and obtain my PhD. 

It goes without saying that my medical 
experience has forever changed me. I know 
what it is like to experience true darkness and 
what it means to persevere when the odds are 
stacked against you in a seemingly endless battle. 
I believe, from the bottom of my heart, that my 
medical nightmare happened for a reason, and in 
the end, it will be for a greater good. I now have 
an uncanny ability to relate to those faced with 
extraordinary challenges (and problem solve in 
the face of little hope), which will serve me well 
in a profession of research aimed at improving 
patient treatment outcomes in the area of phys-
ical therapy. 

Now, you are probably wondering: Am I 
fully healed? This is a very tough question to 
answer, as every day I live with a large black 
cloud over my head, and I will be dealing with 
this for the rest of my life. However, I am so 
immensely grateful for each and every day of 
health that this overshadows my past as I now 
try to rebuild a future. 

MY INSPIRATION BY RACHEL STRAUB MS ’13
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ARE YOU 70 1/2 ?
Do you know someone who is?

HAPPY 
HALF-BIRTHDAY!

A gift to the USC Division of Biokinesiology and Physical Therapy directly 
from your IRA is a tax-smart way to support your favorite program and can be 
excluded from your gross income (tax-free gift!). 

Of course, everyone is unique. We are happy to chat about any additional tax 
benefit or criteria that might apply to your situation.

Call the Office of External Relations at (213) 740-0428 or email  
ostrow.development@usc.edu to create your legacy today. 

Doctoral student  
Rachel Straub shares 
what kept her inspired 
during a four-year 
battle with chronic 
fatigue syndrome. 
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http://www.inn8creative.com
https://www.amazon.com/Weight-Training-Without-Injury-Step/dp/0996263810
https://www.amazon.com/Weight-Training-Without-Injury-Step/dp/0996263810
https://www.amazon.com/Weight-Training-Without-Injury-Step/dp/0996263810
http://pt.usc.edu/powers/

