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Physical Therapy

What is the role of a physical therapist?

	 Physical therapists (PTs) are trained in movement and 

movement dysfunction to help strengthen a patient’s physical 

abilities. They help relieve pain through the use of therapeutic 

exercise, heat, cold and electric stimulation. PTs also provide 

expertise in human mobility, analyzing gait patterns, prescribing 

treatment and recommending devices (such as braces or crutches) 

to enable independent movement. By increasing coordination, 

strength and endurance, a PT can help a patient recover from 

physical injuries and impairments. 

	 PTs are specialists in evaluating and treating disorders of the 

human body by using physical means rather than drugs. They are 

legally and ethically responsible for planning, implementing and 

evaluating a physical therapy program. This responsibility often 

includes instructing patients and their families and supervising 

physical therapist assistants, physical therapy aides, students and 

other health care workers in carrying out the program or selected 

parts of it. The PT consults and works closely with the patient’s 

physician and other health care practitioners in establishing 

treatment objectives which are realistic and consistent with the 

patient’s needs. They also provide services aimed at preventing the 

onset and/or slowing the progression of conditions resulting from 

injury, disease and other causes.

	 PTs work in:

•	hospitals 

•	outpatient clinics 

•	 rehabilitation centers 

•	nursing homes 

•	schools 

•	homes 

•	hospice facilities 

•	 research centers 

•	athletic facilities 

•	academic centers as educators

	

	 Physical therapy treatment often includes exercise, especially 

for patients who have been immobilized or who lack flexibility, 

strength or endurance. PTs encourage patients to use their muscles 

to increase their flexibility and range of motion. More advanced 

exercises focus on improving strength, balance, coordination and 

endurance. The goal is to improve how an individual functions at 
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work and at home.

	 Electrical stimulation, hot packs or cold compresses and 

ultrasound to relieve pain and reduce swelling are modalities 

used by PTs. They may use manual techniques to relieve pain and 

improve circulation and flexibility. Therapists also teach patients 

to use assistive and adaptive devices, such as crutches, prostheses 

and wheelchairs. They also may show patients how to do exercises 

at home to expedite their recovery.

	 The traumatic brain injury (TBI) population is one of the most 

challenging that a physical therapist may encounter. Because 

of the multiple body systems affected by a brain injury and the 

strong likelihood of secondary impairments, a physical therapist 

must be proficient in a wide variety of examination procedures 

and intervention techniques. Owing to behavioral difficulties 

encountered during recovery, a PT working with the TBI 

population must also possess strong interpersonal skills, be able to 

react quickly and effectively to suddenly changing situations, and 

have keen observation skills.

	 Individuals with brain injuries are treated across a wide 

continuum of care, which includes acute hospitalization, 

rehabilitation centers, community reentry programs, outpatient 

therapy, schools, vocational rehabilitation and assisted living 

centers. At Rainbow the patient with brain injury benefits from 

having most of these settings at the same location. Because of 

the wide number of impairments and complications arising from 

a brain injury, it is vital that a strong team concept be employed 

when treating this population. A PT is an important member 

of this team and works with a wide variety of neuromuscular, 

cognitive, visual, perceptual and behavioral impairments that lead 
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to functional limitation and disability. 

	 PTs work on soft tissue mobilization and range of motion 

exercises early on after the injury to maintain joint integrity and 

mobility and prevent contractures. Positioning strategies are also 

important for more dependent patients who need assistance to 

maintain soft tissue length. They also coordinate with family and 

caregivers for long-term management. 

	 Physical therapists also use neurodevelopmental treatment 

(NDT) with the TBI population. NDT emphasizes postural control 

for all skill learning. Normal movement patterns are encouraged, 

excessive tone and abnormal movements are inhibited, and 

activities that are functionally relevant and varied in terms of 

difficulty and environmental context are chosen. 

	 Compensatory training which allows use of the less involved 

segments (lower and upper extremities) more than affected 

segments is discouraged, and carryover is promoted through 

a strong emphasis on patient, family and caregiver education. 

Prevention of falls for this population, which has a high incidence 

of balance deficiency, is an important goal of therapy. Lifestyle 

counseling is important to help recognize potentially dangerous 

situations and reduce the likelihood of falls. Substantial 

rehabilitation efforts are directed toward improving gait to restore 

or improve a patient’s functional mobility and independence. 

Walking is frequently the number one goal of  patients above all 

other considerations. 

	 As a part of the multidisciplinary team at Rainbow, the physical 

therapist performs evaluations, makes recommendations for 

individual and groups therapy, formulates and implements 

treatment plans, works toward discharge planning with other 

treatment team members, provides staff and family education and 

training, makes possible community access and mobility, assesses 

assistive devices and collaborates with other medical personnel to 

obtain the necessary items. 

	 On a more personal note, I still remember my first week at 

Rainbow. Along with the moments of uncertainty, I was hopeful 

that as a physical therapist I would be able to make a change in 

my patients’ lives, but instead they have made a change in mine. 

In the last five years, I have grown with every first step each 

patient has been able to take and will continue to cherish every 

heartfelt thank you as an achievement award. 
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