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Innovative Madison VA program will 

expand to six other VA hospitals  
—————————————————— 

My Life, My Story preserves veterans’ life experiences in their medical records  

MADISON, Wis. — An innovative program that began two years ago at the William S. 

Middleton Memorial Veterans Hospital in Madison is about to expand to six new locations 

across the country. 

 

The program, called My Life, My Story, interviews veterans about their life stories and makes 

the transcribed oral histories part of the patients’ medical record.  It will be implemented in 

March at VA hospitals in Asheville, N.C.; Bronx, N.Y.; Iowa City, Iowa; Reno, Nev.; Topeka, 

Kan.; and White River Junction, Vt.   

 

Madison VA therapist and My Life, My Story coordinator Thor Ringler has been with the 

project since it started in 2013. 

 

  “I think it’s about people having a voice,” Ringler said. “The story is really a way to 

connect providers with veterans and have them connect over something that’s real and 

meaningful. I think there’s something missing in healthcare and this project is just one way to 

bring the spark back and remind us why we’re here – who we’re here for.” 

 

Marine Corps veteran Michael Gundlach was recently interviewed at the Madison VA. 

 

 “Being able to talk about my experience was a morale builder, first of all, for the 

acknowledgement of [my] service,” Gundlach said. “And second of all—and more long-term—it 

gave me the chance to review my life.  The way the interview was conducted felt very stress-

free. I think the program is absolutely something that should be expanded.” 

 

— more — 
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After conducting an interview, which typically takes about one hour, project staff and 

volunteers write up a story about the veteran’s life.  They then review it with the veteran and, 

with veteran approval, add the story to the veteran’s medical record.  They also alert the 

veteran’s primary care and inpatient care providers when the story is added. 

 

Polly Boynton is a nurse practitioner at the Madison VA who consults the stories frequently. 

 

 “I have taken the time to read each ‘My Story’ I have encountered in my patients’ charts and 

am grateful to have the additional dimension and background,” Boynton said. “It is a true 

pleasure to read these stories; I feel I gain such valuable insight into the humanity of my 

patients.” 

 

Until recently, the Madison VA was the only facility offering this service to veterans.  A 

grant from the VA Office of Patient Centered Care allowed the project to expand to the six new 

sites. 

 

Gundlach knows that for many veterans, it is not an easy thing to tell your story, but he 

encourages their participation. 

 

“I would highly recommend this to any veteran who is at a point in his emotional status 

where he can talk about it,” Gundlach said. “If you think that you don’t want to talk to people—

say your friends and family—this is another way to release and talk about something that is so 

important. There’s absolutely no downside to participating in this.” 

 

The Madison program has interviewed more than 500 veterans and trained more than 25 

community and student volunteers to gather their stories since it began in 2013. 

 

William S. Middleton Memorial Veterans Hospital is a Madison-based 129-bed facility that 

provides health care for about 42,000 veterans who live in a 13,600 square mile primary service 

area comprising 15 counties in south central Wisconsin and five in northwestern Illinois.  The 

hospital also operates an annex clinic in Madison and community-based outpatient clinics in 

Baraboo, Beaver Dam and Janesville, Wis., and in Rockford and Freeport, Ill. 

 

The main hospital includes 85 acute care beds, 18 beds in the hospital’s residential 

rehabilitation treatment program, and a community living center provides an additional 26 beds 

for sub-acute transitional care, rehabilitation, and hospice care.   

 

— more — 
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The total veteran population in the Madison VA Hospital’s primary service area is more than 

120,000. 

 

For more information about the Madison VA Hospital, visit www.madison.va.gov or 

www.facebook.com/MadisonVAHospital. 

 

 

#   #   #   # 
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