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What is Physical Therapy? Physical therapy is an allied health
profession aimed to enhance and restore function to those with
physical impairments or disabilities. Physical Therapy is concerned
with maximizing quality of life through the realms of health pro-
motion, injury prevention, and rehabilitation.

One who practices physical therapy is known as a physical thera-
pist (PT). A PT will treat individuals of all ages who have medical
problems or other health-related conditions, illnesses or injuries
that limit their ability to move, perform daily activities or sports.

PT's provide care for people in a variety of settings, including hos-
pitals, private practices, outpatient clinics, home health agencies,
schools, sports and fitness facilities, work settings, and nursing
homes. PT's also practice in non-patient care roles such as health
policy, health insurance and health care administration.
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Training and Qualifications A PT's education includes foun-
dational and behavioral based science courses, clinically based
courses, and supervised internship experiences. Until 2004, a PT
could earn a four-year degree in physical therapy. Today, the mini-
mum requirement for a PT is a master’s degree from an accredited
physical therapy program. In fact, 206 of 213 accredited physical
therapy programs in the United States are accredited at the doc-
toral level offering a Doctor of Physical Therapy degree (DPT). All
states regulate the practice of physical therapy by requiring each
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therapist to pass a national examination and to hold a license in
the state in which they practice. PT's are expected to continue
their professional development by participating in continuing
education courses or workshops.

The body of knowledge of physical therapy is quite large so it
is common to see a PT specialize in a specific clinical area. The
American Board of Physical Therapy Specialties lists eight specialist
certifications:

Cardiovascular and Pulmonary
Clinical Electrophysiology
Geriatric

Integumentary

Neurological

Orthopaedic

Pediatric

Sports

Women’s Health

How do | see a Physical Therapist? The physical therapy pro-
fession is widely direct access; meaning that an individual can
make an appointment with a PT directly. However, in the state of
Georgia, services are only directly provided for the purpose of fit-
ness, wellness, or prevention. Treatment related to an injury or ail-
ment requires a referral from a medical provider (e.g. primary care
physician or orthopaedic surgeon).

What to expect The physical therapy process includes an evalua-
tion/assessment, treatment and an outcomes assessment.
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Evaluation/assessment: the patient is assessed for impairments,
activity limitations, participation restrictions or disabilities by his-
tory taking, screening and the use of specific tests and measures.

Treatment: After examining a patient, the PT will develop a treat-
ment plan that describes the treatment strategy, its purpose and
anticipated outcome. Treatment includes exercise for patients who
have been immobilized, lack flexibility, strength or endurance.
They encourage patients to use their muscles to further increase
flexibility and range of motion before finally advancing to exercises

thus improving strength, balance, coordination and endurance.
Their goal is to improve how an individual functions at work, at
home or while playing sports. PT's also use electrical stimulation,
hot packs or cold compresses, and ultrasound to relieve pain and
reduce swelling. They may use traction, deep-tissue massage or
joint manipulation to relieve pain. Therapists also teach patients
to use assistive and adaptive devices such as crutches, prostheses
and wheelchairs. They may also show patients exercises to do at
home and provide handouts to expedite their recovery.
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Outcomes: As treatment continues, PT's document progress,
conduct periodic examinations, consult with the referring physi-
cian and modify treatments when necessary. Such documentation
is used to track the patient’s progress, and identify areas requiring
more or less attention. Physical therapy is designed to be a dynamic
process in that adjustments are made to facilitate optimal recovery.

A physical therapy clinic is similar to a gym environment. It will
contain various cardiovascular and strength equipment; as well as
treatment tables for “hands on” care. Come prepared to exercise
and to see other patients of varying injuries
and aliments performing their individual-
ized programs.

Do | really need Physical Therapy?
Injury management is often beyond the
scope of the fitness industry. Online exer-
cise programs are meant to be general rec-
ommendations and copying a friend’s pro-
gram with the same diagnosis is not rec-
ommended since it was written specifically
for them. A PT program is a prescription or
personalized plan taking into consideration
your pain, your current fitness level, your
time constraints, and your diagnosis.

* Keith May is the Clinical Outcomes Project Manager for the Sports Medicine
Program at Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta.
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