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The Great Wheelchair Adventure

I found this adventure to be quite an eye opening experience. My journey from the library all the way to the bank was much more challenging than I had anticipated. It was really helpful to experience even just a couple of hours of what life would be like in a wheelchair. I think it is difficult for someone who is a perfectly healthy human being to really empathize with an individual who is functionally disabled. As PTAs, we really have to put ourselves in our patient’s shoes and realize that every day activities are much more challenging when you are a person who is disabled or uses a wheelchair. We have to be patient, use good communication skills, and be creative when designing exercise programs for our patients.
Beginning my wheelchair adventure, I quickly realized that I could not just use my arm muscles to push myself along. I began to fatigue immediately. Once I learned that I should use my core and body to help with movement, I felt like I had more power and control. I found the elevator to be a little tricky. I wheeled myself in forward facing, but there was little space to move myself around. There was actually a guy in the elevator with another type of mobility aid. He was using a knee scooter. I think that if I hadn’t been in a wheelchair myself, I probably wouldn’t have said anything to him. However, sitting eye level with him in the elevator made me feel like striking up a conversation. I was curious because I had never seen a knee scooter before so I wanted to know what it was. I learned they are wonderful aides for getting around if you have a leg injury and lack the upper body strength to use crutches. I thought it was pretty neat. As I attempted to back out of the elevator, I hit a plant and the doors closed on me. I made my way over to the bookshelf to search for When the Cheering Stopped. Finding the book was easier than I thought because it happened to be out of place but directly in front of me at eye level. As I was getting back in the elevator, a girl came out in an electric wheelchair, and I felt a little jealous. The doors exiting the library were narrow, but I was grateful for the handicap doors. 
The ramp to the Technology building was very steep. The ramp seemed to be conveniently located, but I did have to go a bit out of my way to get there. It took a lot of body strength to get up the ramp. Going to the bathroom was probably the most difficult task of all! The bathroom in the Technology Building was very cramped. Transferring to the toilet was extremely hard. I had to put the armrest down, angle myself to the toilet and use the right arm rest to push off. The grab bar was in an awkward place and was far to reach. I honestly have no idea how I would get my pants down without help during this process. The drinking fountain was hard to reach as well. 
It was interesting to see the reactions of the people surrounding us. It was a very busy day on campus, so we got a lot of stares. For the most part people were very helpful. They would quickly move out of the way as they saw me coming, and were quick to hold doors open for us. Although, coming out of the Technology Building, I got the door slammed on me. Descending the ramp was kind of hard too. I was afraid to go down too fast, and the turns were a tight squeeze. 
On the way to Gray Whale, I wondered how I would make it. It was a full body workout to push myself so far! Getting up bumps in the sidewalk was a task. I was wheeling a little too close to the edge of the sidewalk, when I eventually fell off track into the grass. It was really hard to get back up without help. The light on 4700 S was a little frightening. I made it through with 6 seconds to spare, but it was an adrenaline rush! The wheelie up the curb did not happen on my own. I had to have some help. I opened the door to Gray Whale and pushed myself through and found my way to the country music section. The CD shelf was so high that I had to pull the albums out one by one to find Songbook by Trisha Yearwood. It was the last CD in the section. As we were leaving, Heather asked the store clerk if he was used to us students coming in and he said, “Yeah, I used to wonder what the deal was with people in wheelchairs and Trisha Yearwood, but then I figured out it was for a class.”  We giggled after he said this, but I immediately thought this was such a great example of stereotyping!
The handicap door at the bank didn’t work, and the ingress was really steep. At this point I was ready to switch places with Alisha. There is no way I could have done this without gloves. I felt exhausted, and couldn’t wait to use my feet again. It would have been very hard to carry things in my lap. I couldn’t imagine trying to go to school in a wheelchair and have to haul all of my heavy books and binders with me. I didn’t notice people staring as much when I was in the wheelchair as when I was the observer. In the grocery store there were two girls just staring at Alisha. As we were leaving the grocery store, there was a UPS man who seemed to be in a hurry, and we got the feeling that he was annoyed waiting for us to come out. 
At work, I have a regular customer who comes in to eat every Saturday morning. He has been in a wheelchair most of his life, and is a very talented tennis player. He didn’t come in for a few months, and I had found out that he had to have a rotator cuff repair. He was unable to use his arm and had to have months of Physical Therapy at home. This assignment really made me think about him. I can’t imagine not being able to use your legs or arms. He is a very positive person and got through it. I told him about my assignment and he thought it was a really great idea. He said he wants his kids to spend a day in a wheelchair so they will know not to leave things lying around the halls at home. 
I can really see the purpose of this assignment and how it will help me in my career as a PTA. As PTA’s we are teachers. We may have to teach a patient how to use a wheelchair for the first time. I feel that I now have some of the tools to teach someone the correct way to use a wheelchair. Communication is another crucial aspect to our careers as PTA’s. Even though I only received a glimpse of what it is like to be in a wheelchair, I feel that this experience will help me to empathize and better communicate with these patients. I also think this assignment is helpful when designing strengthening exercises for wheelchair bound patients, as well as knowing which muscles need to be stretched. I was sore in my pecs, shoulders, and arms the next day. I believe patience is another important key to working with functionally disabled individuals. We have to realize that tasks that are simple for us may be difficult for them.
Overall this was a really great experience. It was difficult, but worth it. I will never forget it. I plan to take this knowledge with me out into the field of Physical Therapy, and use it to be more patient, understanding, more effective with rehabilitation, and a better communicator. 
