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As a burgeoning area within the military — and outside 
the gate, too — the benefits of fitness and rehabilita-
tion in the water are undeniable. Over the past few 

years, both the Army and Marine Corps have implemented 
water fitness and rehab programs into their overall fitness and 
wellness protocols, providing a needed and highly successful 
training alternative for service members, as well as the perfect 
low-impact environment for wounded warriors and veterans 
who need to heal and get back to full strength.

One of the leaders in this water fitness movement is Mary 
Wykle, Ph.D., who was instrumental in getting the Army to 
first embrace water cadence training, and who worked with 
the Marine Corps to create, develop and roll out the AMP-IT 
or “Aquatics Maximum Power-Intense Training” program, 
which is still being used service-wide today. 

Wykle, who is a senior instructor for the Aquatic Therapy 
and Rehab Institute (ATRI), pointed out that although inter-
est in the benefits of water fitness and therapy is growing, “It 
remains a small industry, and we have too many offering fitness 
and training with limited knowledge of aquatics. Europe is far 
ahead of us. We need more warm-water pools, and more require-
ments for those working in the water. And we need to educate 
doctors about the benefits of aquatic therapy and exercise.”

Currently, Wykle is conducting a pilot study at the National 
Intrepid Center of Excellence (NICoE) satellite for Traumatic 
Brain Injury (TBI) at Fort Belvoir, Va., where she is looking 
at the benefits of Ai Chi — a form of aquatic exercise — for 
the treatment of Traumatic Brain Injuries (TBIs) and Brain 
Traumas, PTSD and other brain/behavioral diagnoses. “The 
pilot study is showing tremendous results — looking at pain 
levels, blood pressures, heart rates and anxiety levels,” she 
explained. “All are recorded prior to and immediately after each 
session. We are working toward getting funding for a major 
research grant, and if we get the grant approved, we should 
have significant scientific data showing the use of Ai Chi for 
pain, anxiety and balance. We will soon compile pilot data.”

Wykle is also involved with the Spinal Research Foundation 
with headquarters in Reston, Va. “They are doing amazing 
research and connected with spinal institutes throughout the 
U.S.,” she said. “I am currently working to define my role 
with them.”
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Aquatics

Marines at MCB Hawaii’s main pool hold on to the shallow end of the pool 
to practice exercises during the Aquatics Maximum Power-Intense Training 

(AMP-IT) program, which was developed by Mary Wykle.
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She pointed out that with increased interest in aquatics for 
rehabilitation, including for wounded warriors and veterans 
receiving care at Department of Defense and Veterans Affairs 
(VA) facilities, the potential for growth is unlimited. “Our 
pilot study at NICoE and proposed research should provide 
rapid growth in this area,” she said. “Adaptive sports programs 
today all include aquatic activities — scuba, kayaking, etc. I 
have worked with and trained aquatic providers at several VA 
centers, and many that I know in the VA want to see growth 
and more support for aquatics. But until we have scientific 
research supporting aquatics, it will continue to be a chal-
lenge. We are working on that!”

Wykle currently offers an Aquatic Warrior Series, which 
provides training from the basic course to specialized courses, 
and provides certification training in AquaLogix equipment 
that is used in the courses. “Terri Mitchell and I also offer a 
FIIRED UP course, which is similar to the AMP-IT program 
that has been, and continues to be embraced by the Marine 
Corps. FIIRED UP training includes a 3-hour course, as well 
as other options to include training in the use of AquaLogix 
equipment, which we highly recommend they purchase, or 
other drag equipment.”  

For ATRI, Wykle teaches the Aquatic Warrior Basic course; 
Aquatic Warrior Specialized training; Ai Chi for Multi-level 
Fusions and Scoliosis; Functional Core Balance; and Vicious 
Cycle of Pain and Addiction. “Coming in 2015 will be courses 
focused on Neuro, and Ai Chi for Traumatic Brain Injuries and 
Brain Traumas,” she explained. “In the past, I have developed 
and taught courses on lumbar/core stabilization and low-back 
pain, and I developed and continue to teach the specialized 
water safety course for therapists — Risk Awareness and Safety 
Training (RAST).”

She is also on the Aquatic Exercise Association’s (AEA) 
Research Committee, has spent time on the AEA Advisory 
Board and received an AEA Lifetime Achievement Award. 
“I usually present at their International Aquatic Fitness con-
ference, including high-intensity workouts and bone density 
programming,” noted Wykle. “Currently, I just developed a 
new course, Piyochi Cardio Intervals, based on my Aquatic 
Pi-Yo-Chi trademarked course.”

Some of the tools of the trade for Wykle include flotation 

belts, tethers, noodles, bells and blades, as well as other drag 
equipment. “The AquaLogix equipment is unique in that inten-
sity can be changed because of the option of omni-directional 
movement, and it gives us more options with multiple groups. 
I also like Hydrotone bells. The other piece of equipment that 
is needed is a high-quality noodle.”

As the industry works to bring more legitimacy to aquatic 
therapy and fitness, Wykle said, “Growth is dependent on 
good research, marketing and training. The warriors I’m cur-
rently working with give me more satisfaction in seeing the 
changes in them from programs in the pool, and their smiles 
and gratitude make every session priceless.”    —GRF
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Marines at MCLB Albany, Ga., participate 
in the Aquatics Maximum Power-Intense 
Training (AMP-IT) program at the base pool. 
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Aquatic Programming Options
Wykle has created and teaches nu-

merous programs to help pool operators 
and water fitness instructors take full ad-
vantage of the many benefits of training 
and rehabbing in the water, including:

Aquatic Warrior Specialized 
Programming – A therapy/rehab-based 
course that has a progressive focus on 
treating brain trauma to include neuro 
and cognitive issues, amputees (lower 
extremity) and wounded warriors healed 
from burn injuries to regain motion.

Functional Core Balance – Examines research on stabil-
ity in the water at various depths. Because of the principles and 
properties of the water, it is the ideal place to train balance. The 
focus in the pool is core stabilization with dynamic challenges 
to limits of stability and shifting through the center of balance.

Vicious Cycle of Pain and Addiction – A three-hour 
lecture course discussing pool applications for treating all types 
of pain (acute, chronic, fibromyalgia, arthritis and trauma), as 
well as such topics as the differences of pain perception for men 
and women. The discussion of pain leads to the second part 
of the course, which is addiction — use of medication, dealing 
with and breaking the cycle of pain, as well as co-occurring 
addictions such as lack of sleep and lack of activity. The course 
also examines how an aquatic program can help in addiction 
treatment, providing sample programming.

Wykle


