
 
 
UNMC PHYSICAL THERAPY EDUCATION HIGHLIGHTS SUMMER 2021 EDITION 
 

The Class of 2021 Graduates 
 
Celebratory graduation events 
for the UNMC’s Division of 
Physical Therapy Education 
Class of 2021 began with the 
division’s celebration on 
Friday morning, May 7. The 
event was held virtually via 
Zoom. Members of the Class 
of 2021 and their guests were 
warmly welcomed by Program 
Director Dr. Betsy Becker. All 
members of the Class of 2021 
were acknowledged. Alpha 
Eta Society inductees, Delta 
Phi Tau inductees, LEND 
participants, research 
contributors, and recipients 
of  
the Service, Professionalism, 
and Leadership awards were 
also recognized. 
 
The graduating students also participated in the College of Allied Health Professions 
Convocation ceremony on Friday afternoon at the Ralston Arena and the UNMC 
Commencement ceremony on Saturday, May 8, at the Baxter Arena. 
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Members of the UNMC Physical Therapy Class of 2021 seated at the 
College of Allied Health Professions Convocation on Friday, May 7. 
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Scholarship Award Winner Anh Nguyen 
 

Congratulations to UNMC Physical Therapy student 
Anh Nguyen, who was recently named an APTA 
Minority Scholarship award winner. 
 
This national scholarship is offered to minority 
physical therapy students by the Minority Scholarship 
Fund, which is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization 
supported by the American Physical Therapy 
Association (APTA). The purpose of this award is, 
“To acknowledge and reward demonstrated 
participation in minority affairs activities and services, 
the potential for superior achievements in the 
profession of physical therapy, appropriate display of 
professionalism as a future physical therapist, and 
academic excellence.” 

 
Requirements for applicants include: 
• U.S. citizenship or legal permanent resident status 
• Member of a racial/ethnic minority group 
• Enrolled in the final academic year of an accredited or developing professional physical 

therapist education program 
• Contributions to minority affairs and services 
• High scholastic achievement 
• Potential for superior achievements and professional excellence in the physical therapy 
 
Each awardee receives a certificate and a monetary award of $5,000. 
 
Of Anh Nguyen, his advisor Associate Professor Dawn Venema, PT, PhD, states, “In my initial 
advising session with Anh in his first semester as a physical therapy student, he shared a strong 
desire to make a difference more broadly than only for individual people. During his time as a 
student at UNMC, he has shown strong leadership potential, interpersonal skills, and 
professionalism. For instance, he has volunteered with UNMC’s SHARING Clinic (Student 
Health Alliance Reaching Indigent Needy Groups), an interdisciplinary student-run clinic for un- 
and under-insured individuals, and Bridge to Care, an interdisciplinary student organization that 
provides health education and screening to Omaha’s refugee population. In addition, Anh has 
volunteered as a dialogue facilitator with Inclusive Communities, an organization in Omaha that 
provides education and advocacy related to the topics of diversity and inclusion. Inclusive 
Communities works with schools, businesses, and other groups in the community. As a 
dialogue facilitator, Anh has learned and honed interpersonal skills to navigate tough topics and 
situations better than many health care providers with years of experience. He has also 
mentored Vietnamese-American high school students who otherwise may not know of college 
opportunities before them, nor strategies to take advantage of those opportunities.” 
 
In Anh’s own words, “Coming from a low-income immigrant family, life was not always easy, and 
I needed tremendous help along the way. I credit many others to helping me get to where I am 
today. Reflecting back on other people’s generosity astonishes me, and my desire to give back 
and serve those in need will help guide my direction for the rest of my life.” When considering 
his future plans, Anh notes, “I still have a strong desire to serve underprivileged communities, 
and I especially enjoy mentoring future generations of students.” 
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Dr. Venema concludes, “Anh’s interest and passion about diversity and inclusion are seeded in 
his own experiences growing up as a minority, first-generation college student. Our profession, 
especially in Nebraska, needs voices like his. I fully anticipate that as Anh progresses in his 
career, his interpersonal skills, professionalism, and leadership potential will help him facilitate 
positive change for minority populations, while at the same time positively influencing those of 
us who aren’t considered minorities.” 
 
Student-Led Fundraiser for UNMC’s SHARING Clinic 
 
This year, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the UNMC’s SHARING Clinic (Student Health 
Alliance Reaching Indigent Needy Groups) was not able to host their annual fundraiser. In 
response, the UNMC Division of Physical Therapy Education’s Class of 2023 created a Virtual 
Walk/Roll/Run to raise money for the interdisciplinary student-run clinic for un- and under-
insured individuals. 
 
Led by a committee of 11 of their peers, the class raised $1,809 for the SHARING Clinic. In 
addition, once the fundraiser criteria were met, students who raised $20 or recruited 2 
participants had the opportunity to share in the funds. These funds – $60 for each PT1 who 
participated – will be put toward future conference attendance or board examination fees. 
 
Early Acute Service Experience (EASE) Program 

 
A program is being used to help ease 
physical therapy students into the 
transition from the academic setting to the 
clinical environment. 
 
The Early Acute Service Experience 
program (EASE) helps prepare the 
students to enter the acute care setting. 
This program allows students to become 
more familiar and comfortable managing 
equipment and communicating with 
patients before they begin their clinical 
rotations. 
 

 
 

Here’s how the EASE program works: 
• Students are assigned a weekend during their second semester to work with a licensed 

physical therapist in an acute care setting. Omaha-based students are assigned to work 
with a physical therapist at Nebraska Medical Center. Kearney-based students are 
assigned to work with a physical therapist from Kearney Physical Therapy at CHI Health 
Good Samaritan hospital. 

• Prior to their assigned weekend, the students complete a module to educate themselves 
on the experience, what to expect and what is expected of them 

• Students then attend a face-to-face training in the simulation center at the Sorrell Center 
led by physical therapist Nikki Sleddens, assistant professor, Director of Clinical 
Education, and physical therapist Lora Pieper, inpatient rehab supervisor (Omaha) 
where they are able to practice equipment management (lines, tubes, drains, etc.) and 

Physical therapy students attend training in the simulation 
center at the Michael Sorrell Center. 
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interactions with a simulated patient and therapist including getting out of bed and 
walking. Kearney-based students attend a commensurate training session in UNMC’s 
Health Science Education Complex simulation center with Assistant Director of Clinical 
Education Tessa Wells, PT, DPT, CEEAA, GCS and Assistant Professor Stacie 
Christensen, PT, DPT, NCS. 

• Following their weekend assignment, the students complete a written reflection about 
their experience 

 
The EASE program came about after conversations between physical therapy teams at UNMC 
and Nebraska Medicine. 
 
“I had many conversations with the physical therapy faculty at UNMC regarding the challenges 
students have with the inpatient acute care setting. Many times, their clinical rotation at 
Nebraska Medicine was the first time they stepped foot in a hospital setting,” says Kellie 
Clapper, manager, Inpatient Rehab Services. “This was not specific to UNMC and Nebraska 
Medicine, as we saw this with students from the other physical and occupational therapy 
colleges.” 
 
“Our therapists felt they were spending the first several weeks helping the students develop 
these skill sets before they could move on and focus on the clinical experience of direct patient 
care,” says Clapper. To help with that, the Inpatient Rehab Services student committee 
developed a “skills box.” The skills box includes items such as chest tube, Foley, oxygen tubing, 
IV tubing, SCDs, cervical collars, etc. that therapists could use to provide additional instruction 
to the students outside of direct patient care. A therapist would hook the tubing and braces up to 
themselves or another therapist to simulate patient care. They would focus on having the 
students identify the lines and precautions associated with the hospital beds, lines, drains, 
tubes, and braces and demonstrate how to manage them while getting a patient out of bed and 
into a chair. 
 
Clapper still wondered, “what if all physical and occupational therapy students had the 
opportunity to work as an inpatient tech during their schooling?” Her thinking coincided with 
UNMC Physical Therapy revamping its curriculum. Clapper collaborated with Sleddens and 
physical therapist Tessa Wells, assistant professor, Assistant Director of Clinical Education, to 
develop EASE. 
 
Sleddens and Wells say that the UNMC physical therapy program had received feedback from 
students about how overwhelming it can feel to go from the academic environment to the clinical 
setting, especially the acute care environment. 
 
“Before the EASE program, students spent the first couple of weeks of the clinical experience 
orienting to the environment and learning how to manage the equipment versus being able to 
focus on patient care and clinical decision making,” adds Sleddens. 
 
EASE was launched in January and Sleddens says that feedback from students who have 
participated in EASE has been very positive. “When EASE was first presented to the students, 
they were somewhat reluctant to add a school obligation (outside of studying) to their weekend,” 
says Sleddens. “However, after their experience, they were grateful for the opportunity and saw 
the value in, not only gaining exposure to this environment, but also being able to lend a hand to 
serve clinical partners and start forming professional relationships.” 
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Occupational Therapy Program Begins at UNMC 
 

This fall, the University of Nebraska Medical Center’s College 
of Allied Health Professions is enrolling its first class of Doctor 
of Occupational Therapy students. UNMC plans to enroll 42-46 
students annually in the three-year, 116-credit hour program at 
its Omaha campus and at the Health Science Education 
Complex on the University of Nebraska at Kearney campus. 
This fall, the program will enroll 16 students in Omaha and 8 
students in Kearney. 
 
Occupational therapy is a fast-growing profession, with a lot of 
opportunity -- and a lot of need. Thirty-two Nebraska counties 
have been designated as occupational therapy shortage areas.  
 
Nancy Krusen, Ph.D., OTR/L (pictured at left) serves as the 
founding director of the program. Dr. Krusen comes to UNMC 

from Pacific University in Oregon, where she was professor of occupational therapy, and 
instrumental in developing an interprofessional Ph.D. in education and leadership. Dr. Krusen is 
be joined by  four other faculty members, Associate Program Director and Capstone 
Coordinator Stacy Smallfield, DrOT, MSOT, OTR/L, BCG, FAOTA; Assistant Professor and 
Academic Fieldwork Coordinator Leah Stade, OTD, OTR/L; Assistant Professor McKenzie 
Behrendt, OTR/L, OTD, and Assistant Professor Molly McCarthy, PhD, MPH. 
 
The Division of Occupational Therapy Education is housed along with the Division of Physical 
Therapy Education within the Department of Health and Rehabilitation Sciences, led by 
department chair Betsy J. Becker, PT, DPT, PhD, CLT-LANA. 
 
An occupational therapist (OT) is a 
health care professional who works with 
individuals of all ages, groups of people, 
organizations, and populations. OTs 
evaluate and provide intervention to 
compensate or remediate injury or 
illness, prevent injury or illness, and 
promote health and wellness. They 
facilitate a person’s adaptability to 
participate in daily life activities they need 
and want to do by engaging with people 
wherever they live, play, work, learn, and 
rest. 
 
 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics projects the job outlook for occupational therapists will grow 
faster than the average for all occupations, by approximately 18 percent from 2018 to 2028. 
 
For more information about this program, please click here: 
https://www.unmc.edu/alliedhealth/education/ot/index.html 
  

https://www.unmc.edu/alliedhealth/education/ot/index.html
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News in Brief: Faculty Award 
 

At the College of Allied Health Professions Convocation on May 
7, Robert Fuchs, PT, MA, ATP, associate professor in the 
Division of Physical Therapy Education, was recognized by the 
College for Outstanding Service to the Allied Health Professions. 
This annual award recognizes extraordinary contributions in 
health care, education or service that result in the significant 
advancement of the College and the allied health professions. 
Professor Fuchs retired on May 31, after 31 years of service.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
News in Brief: Residency Program Approved 

 
The UNMC Orthopedic Physical Therapy Residency program 
has been granted Candidacy status by the accrediting body, the 
American Board of Physical Therapy Residency Fellowship 
Education (ABPTRFE). The first cohort of residents will begin 
this August. An onsite visit will be scheduled for 2022. 
 
The residency program is led by Megan Frazee, PT, DPT, OCS, 
MTC, FAAOMPT as the Residency Program Director (pictured at 
left) and Mike Wellsandt, PT, DPT, OCS as the Residency 
Program Coordinator. 
 
The 13-month program is designed for motivated PTs seeking 
post-professional training and mentorship in the area of 
Orthopedics. Clinical hours and weekly mentorship will take 
place at the program’s clinical partner, Nebraska Medicine’s 

Lauritzen Outpatient Center. The didactic portion of the program will contain a wide variety of 
experiences designed to prepare orthopedic clinical specialists. Examples include a structured 
curriculum on key orthopedic topics, clinical and academic teaching, scholarly activity, 
community service, and experiential learning opportunities with orthopedic physicians and other 
rehab professionals. 
 
For more information, please visit: 
https://www.unmc.edu/alliedhealth/education/pt/residency/index.html 
 
 
 
 

 

https://www.unmc.edu/alliedhealth/education/pt/residency/index.html

