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Senior Drivers
New program assesses safety of motorists 

With more seniors on the road than 
ever before, families often wonder 

whether their elderly loved ones can still 
drive safely. Maybe they’ve noticed a senior 

who routinely drives over curbs, is unable to 
navigate lane changes or gets lost on the way home 
from the grocery store.

A new initiative at Friendship Retirement 
Community® helps to assess the ability of senior 
drivers to determine whether they can still safely 
navigate the roads or should hand over the keys. 
With solutions ranging from changing driving 
habits and modifying vehicle equipment to finding 
alternative transportation, Friendship’s Driver 
Evaluation Program helps seniors maintain their 
independence while protecting them – and the 
public – from dangerous driving.

“Our goal is to assess whether a person still has 
the skills and abilities to drive safely,” says 
Friendship occupational therapist Shannon 
Rigsbee, who evaluates senior drivers with fellow 
therapist Pam Hart. “A professional evaluation of 
senior drivers gives family members peace of 
mind and helps seniors better understand how 
their limitations may be putting their lives – and 
the lives of others – at risk.”

With Friendship’s program, available to the 
public, occupational therapists first conduct a 
clinical assessment of a driver’s visual, cognitive 
and motor-function abilities. A professional 
driving instructor then evaluates driving skills 
during an on-road test. Both the therapist and 
instructor ride in the car during each session.  
(Story continued on page 2) 

We¬come
Welcome to the Friendship 
Quilt, a newsletter about 
trends in senior living offered 
by the people at Friendship 
Retirement Community®.

In this issue you’ll learn 
about how occupational 

therapists work with driving instructors to 
evaluate the abilities of senior drivers. With more 
senior drivers on the road today, it’s a good idea 
to get an independent assessment of driving skills. 
You’ll also read about Friendship’s wellness and 
therapy programs serving both our residents and 
people from throughout the Roanoke Valley. And 
you’ll meet Susan O’Malley, administrator of 
Eastwood Assisted Living™ and one of 
Friendship’s most visible faces.  

With more than 40 years of trusted service, 
Friendship is home to almost 1,000 residents on 
two campuses, making it one of the largest 
retirement communities in Virginia. A not-for-
profit organization, Friendship offers nursing 
care, assisted living, independent living, personal 
care service and a broad range of medical services, 
including rehabilitation and orthopedic care. 

And as you’ll read in this issue of The 
Friendship Quilt, Friendship provides an 
innovative approach to today’s senior care.

 
Stan Huffman
President and CEO
Friendship Retirement Community

Visit us at www.friendshipretirementcommunity.com
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Occupational Therapist Pam Hart helps senior drivers maintain their independence.

   
Warning signs: when it’s time for a driver evaluation

u  The senior driver has had an accident caused by driving ability
u  Routinely running over curbs, driving erratically
u  Difficulty staying in lanes or obeying traffic signs
u  Getting lost or not finding familiar places
u  Difficult to drive due to physical limitations

To learn more about Friendship’s Driver Evaluation Program, call (540) 265-2199.



   

Staying Fit
Friendship’s Wellness™ program focuses on keeping seniors active

Until recently, 84-year-old Paige 
Wheeler had trouble getting off the 

sofa and needed help out of the car.
Today, the independent living resident at 

Friendship Retirement Community® has no 
problem with these and other physical tasks. Her 
secret? Strength and balance exercises offered 
by Friendship’s Wellness™ program.

“Three times a week for 45 minutes a day,” 
Mrs. Wheeler says proudly. “We do 15 minutes 
of warm-ups, then continue with some standing 
exercises. When we get tired we sit down and do 
leg exercises – all sorts of stretching – sideways 
and backwards. Something different each time.”

Her enthusiasm for exercise wasn’t so  
apparent not long ago. After moving from her 
home to a single-floor Friendship apartment  
in 1999, she no longer needed to walk stairs,  
mow the lawn or do as much around the home.  
While convenient, apartment life made her  
more complacent.

“It got to the point where I could hardly get 
off the chair,” says Mrs. Wheeler, who’s been 
active all her life. She then enrolled in strength 
and balance classes offered by Friendship. By 
stretching and strengthening muscles, she and 
others in her life noticed an immediate benefit.  

Her son, Mark Wheeler, says he saw dramatic 
changes after she started taking the classes. 
“When she was visiting me, I said, ‘You’re 
getting off the couch without grunting and 
groaning.’ She was up and about and running 
around like she did 15 years ago. She’s more 
flexible now, and I’m not quite as worried about 

her walking.”
“My doctor was so enthused about the exercise 

I’m getting,” says Mrs. Wheeler, who also 
participated in yoga and tai chi classes. Now,  
she’s telling fellow residents about the benefits  
of exercise.

“It makes you feel better. It gets your 
metabolism going,” she says. “It makes such  

a difference when you walk. You get so  
much energy. Without Friendship’s Wellness  
program,” she added, “I’d probably be sitting 
down and reading a lot. It’s just been a good 
thing.”

Friendship’s Wellness™ program is open to the 
public. For class schedules and information and to 
register, call (540) 265-2199.

Paige Wheeler credits Friendship’s Wellness™ program for her new-found energy.

(Story continues from page 1) 
After each evaluation, the therapist and instructor 
meet with seniors and their families to make one 
of the following recommendations:

u	 Continue driving with no restrictions or 
simple modifications to driving habits.

u	 Obtain training in the use of adaptive  
driving equipment or modified techniques  
before resuming driving.

u	 Retire from driving and use alternative  
transportation such as buses or taxis.

“We see cases in older adults, especially those 
with early dementia, where they don’t recognize 
their limitations, but other people do,” Rigsbee 
explains. “People can get angry and defensive 
when they’re told they can’t drive anymore. So 
we try to rationalize whatever behaviors they 
showed in the car – why they ran over the curb 
or put the car in reverse instead of drive. But if 

we have to have that conversation, we make sure 
we help people maintain their independence by 
making them aware of bus schedules and other 
modes of transport.”

Rigsbee says cognitive skills are the biggest 
barriers to safe driving. “If someone has physical 
or visual limitations and their cognition is OK, 
they can learn how to compensate, like using 
adaptive mirrors or learning to turn their head 
farther to see better,” she explains. 

Statistics show more seniors are staying on  
the road longer. In 2003, one in seven licensed 
drivers was 65 or older, according to AARP. By 
2029, the proportion is expected to be close to one 
in four.  

But Rigsbee stresses that age doesn’t necessarily 
mean anything. “Some people are in their 90s  
and are still perfectly capable of getting behind 
the wheel,” she says. For those who need their cars 

adapted to continue driving, Rigsbee and her team 
can recommend anything from new seatbelt hooks 
to additional mirrors, seat cushions, key adaptors 
or even left-foot accelerators.

The driving evaluation is available for $350. 
Unfortunately, it is not covered by Medicare  
and most insurance carriers, although the 
occupational therapy industry is lobbying for 
some coverage. Participants need a doctor’s order 
for an occupational therapy driving evaluation 
and a current license.  

“Sometimes people want someone to say 
‘Mom can’t drive anymore.’ An independent 
assessment provides an honest opinion of a 
person’s driving skills,” Rigsbee says. “We 
understand people are resistant to giving up 
keys. You may be willing to take a risk, but  
what if your grandchild is out there and you 
have an accident?”

Senior Drivers



   

When new residents move into 
Friendship’s Eastwood Assisted 

Living™, many are a bit apprehensive. 
Luckily for them, Susan O’Malley 

welcomes them with a smile.
O’Malley, a registered nurse and Eastwood’s 

administrator, is normally the first person new 
residents and their families meet on tours or on 
move-in day. With her friendly face, upbeat 
outlook, and unwavering commitment to patient 
well-being, O’Malley is a fixture at Eastwood –  
a caregiver and advocate dedicated to making 
residents feel comfortable.

“For some, moving from their home to  
assisted living can be a difficult transition to 
make,” she explains. “So we constantly work  
with our residents, to learn more about what  
we can do for them and to get them to let us  
do it so they can relax.”

O’Malley arrived at Friendship six years ago 
after a 15-year career as a hospital nurse. “I 
wanted to try something different,” she says.  
“I love the assisted-living population. Even 
though they need assistance with everyday living 
they’re still very much independent and able to 
communicate and tell you about their lives and 
share their thoughts and feelings.”

O’Malley leads a team of 37 people caring  
for more than 90 residents, 24 hours a day. 
Residents live in apartments with their own 
furnishings but need assistance for such tasks as 

bathing, getting out of bed, taking medications, 
meals and more.  

“We want people to be as independent as they 
can possibly be but provide any care they need,” 
she says. 

Residents and their families first get to know 
O’Malley when they schedule tours of Eastwood. 
She’s the one who sits down with families to 
discuss care needs and then tours Eastwood with 
the families, from the newly renovated lobby and 
floors to the various apartment layouts.

Then, when residents move in, O’Malley is 
there to welcome them and ensure their 
furnishings and belongings are in place. She has  
a welcome basket waiting in every room with a 
personal note. O’Malley also encourages residents 
to sign up for activities (see story on right).

“We’re lucky to have someone who has an 
outstanding background in nursing who’s also an 
excellent administrator and has a warm, friendly 
personality that makes people feel welcome and at 
ease,” says Stan Huffman, president and CEO of 
Friendship Retirement Community®. “As the face 
of Eastwood, Susan is always thinking about our 
residents and how to make their lives better.”

Her true passion lies in helping Eastwood 
residents. “They’re part of everything I do here 
every day because if there’s something they don’t 
like, they’ll tell me,” O’Malley says. “And if they 
like what you’re doing, they’ll tell you that, too. I 
just like being part of their lives.”

Eastwood’s Susan O’Malley  
ensures quality care for assisted living residents

A Friendly Face

Susan O’Malley, RN, strives to help residents feel at home.

   

Activities at Eastwood 
 
Residents at Eastwood Assisted Living™ 
have no shortage of things to do. With two 
employees dedicated to scheduling 35 to 40 
hours of activities every week, there’s bound 
to be something for everyone.

Here is a sampling of activities that 
residents enjoy:
u Oil painting
u Pet therapy
u History 101 class taught by a resident
u Chair yoga/chair dancing
u Monthly birthday celebrations
u Room visits for the visually  

and hearing impaired
u Music
u Movies
u Choir
u Bird aviary
u Group storytelling for visually impaired
u Bible study
u Dinner club outing
u Sit N Be Fit class
u Library visit
u Knitting club
u Annual luau
u Lectures
u Weekly leisure bus rides
u Spanish class

u Poker and bridge teams

For information about Eastwood Assisted Living, 
call (540)265-2244.

   

Susan O’Malley is often asked what families 
should look for when considering assisted 
living for their loved ones.  

“Some of the red flags for me are if the 
family says they’re getting forgetful and 
they’re not eating like they should be. Or 
they’re not taking their medications, even if 
the meds are prepared for them. Or if Mom 
sits in front of the TV every day – that’s a 
sign that they need socialization in an 
environment like Eastwood provides.” 

When assisted  
living may be needed
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Outpatient Therapy
How a visit to Friendship ended one man’s pain 

Like many men, Carl Huffine of 
Bonsack didn’t want to go to the doctor 

at first. But with unrelenting pain in his 
lower back and legs – the result of a slipped 

vertebrae – he finally made the call.
“I was in a whole lot of pain,” Mr. Huffine says. 

“I was taking pain pills all the time, and I don’t 
like pills. But it hurt so bad.”

His doctor recommended physical therapy.  
But rather than go just anywhere, he did his 
homework. “I’m funny like that,” Mr. Huffine 
says. “I don’t jump into anything or let anyone 
work on me unless I really check out the place.”

After visiting a few places, he decided to be 
treated at Friendship Outpatient Rehab™.

“My wife, Joan, worked at Friendship years ago, 
so I thought, ‘Let’s see what they have over there.’ 
What sold me was that they were friendly as can 
be. I told Joan when I came home, ‘This is where I 

wanted to have my therapy.’”
A new building nearing completion on the 

Friendship campus is dedicated to treating 
patients who are not Friendship residents.  
The outpatient therapy center features a driveway 
that enables visiting patients to be dropped off at 
the building entrance. 

Mr. Huffine visited Friendship three times a 
week for treatment. “It was hard at first, but  
Linda Dewhirst and the other therapists were 
wonderful. They knew exactly what they were 
doing. They worked on my posture, on pressure 
points and on the tightness in my back. The 
doctor said I’d need four to six weeks of therapy, 
but lo and behold after they started working on 
me, after two weeks I didn’t have to take any 
more pain pills.”

And now? Mr. Huffine’s therapy is done and he’s 
taking water aerobics to keep his back in shape. 

“I’m pain-free, and that’s amazing,” he says.  
Joan Huffine has noticed the difference. “He’s 

been doing more things around the house,” she 
says. “Before, when he was in pain, he would sit in 
the chair all the time. His energy is better too.”

The pain was frustrating to Mr. Huffine, a 
retired VDOT employee (“I had to put these  
big signs up along the road”). Now pain-free, he 
and Joan can get back to what they enjoy the  
most – fishing. 

“I used to hurt so bad we’d have to stop fishing 
early,” he says. “Now we can enjoy being with 
each other again.”

After experiencing what Friendship Outpatient 
Therapy™ did for him, Mr. Huffine is 
unequivocal: “I would definitely recommend 
therapy at Friendship for anyone.”

To learn more about Outpatient Therapy at 
Friendship, call 540-265-2199.

Carl Huffine is now pain free thanks to therapy at Friendship.




