
Physical Therapy is a healthcare specialty that includes the evaluation, assessment, and treatment of individuals with limitations in one’s ability to move around in his or her environment. Physical therapists are an integral part of the healthcare team, restoring or optimizing movement and function after injury or disease using therapeutic exercises, facilitating neuromuscular control of movement and managing pain as part of treatment for their patients.

Physical therapist and physical therapist assistants treat patients of all ages and with a variety of conditions. Some of the many different areas of physical therapy practice are described below.

[bookmark: _ktftoeev4wdk]1. Pediatrics
Physical therapists (PTs)  and physical therapist assistants (PTAs) in this field work with a range of children, from newborns to teenagers. They work to treat a variety of disorders and conditions that inhibit children from functioning or growing as they should. Commonly seen are developmental delays, cerebral palsy, cystic fibrosis, scoliosis and brain injuries.
Pediatric physical therapists and PTAs can work in environments outside of a hospital. They are also found in schools, outpatient centers, rehabilitation facilities and, at times, in the patient’s home. In addition to treating children, physical therapists may work with family members to educate them on caring for and assisting their child.
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2. Sports Medicine
Physical therapists and PTAs who specialize in sports medicine work to alleviate and heal injuries caused while engaging in an athletic activity.
Common sports injuries include ACL tears, concussions, tennis elbow, hip flexor strains and shoulder injuries such as dislocation of the joint or tearing in the rotator cuff. PTs and PTAs use strengthening, stretching, manual therapy, hydrotherapy and heat or cold application to restore function and movement to patient’s affected areas. For sports therapy, patients are likely athletes who want to return to peak performance, so restoring muscle strength, improving speed, quickening reaction time and improving agility are often areas of focus.
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Physical therapists can specialize in women’s health, which refers to both specific conditions women face as well as the treatment of women at different stages of their life. Physical therapists in this specialty can work to treat conditions such as pelvic pain, osteoporosis and lymphedema, while also providing prenatal and postnatal care.
Women’s health can also include working with women of all ages and lifestyles — from female athletes to older women, physical therapists understand female musculoskeletal systems and how common conditions can affect women differently than men. Their main goal is to help maintain and promote health throughout a woman’s lifespan.
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4. Geriatrics
Geriatric physical therapy is a growing field, as the baby boomer generation ages and begins to experience more age-related conditions. PTs and PTAs in this area work with elderly patients to alleviate pain from arthritis, osteoporosis and general joint stiffness and soreness. The goal is to help these patients remain as physically healthy and active as possible.
Some geriatric patients may have progressive diseases such as Parkinson’s or Alzheimer’s that have no cure and impact everyday activities. PTs and PTAs work with these patients to help them build muscle strength, improve their balance and help prevent falls. They will also work to educate family members and caregivers on how to take care of and assist the patient once they’re home.
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5. Clinical electrophysiology
Clinical electrophysiology encompasses two distinct forms of treatment: electrotherapy and wound management. Electrotherapy involves the use of electromyography (EMG). EMG is a procedure used to determine the health of muscles and nerve cells; using electrodes, the EMG can measure the electrical activity in a muscle. With this information, physical therapists can help to treat disorders in a patient’s muscles or nerves.
PTs and PTAs practicing within this specialty may employ electrotherapy to help treat their patients. Electrotherapy — or the use of electrical simulation — can help to prevent blood clots, facilitate wound healing, relax muscle spasms, improve blood circulation and alleviate pain. It also helps to accelerate wound healing. Common wounds treated by electrotherapy include abrasions, post-surgical incisions, diabetic ulcers and lacerations.
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6. Cardiovascular and pulmonary
For those interested in heart health, cardiovascular physical therapy is worth considering. Physical therapists and physical therapist assistants in this specialty provide cardiac rehabilitation for patients who have suffered heart attacks, have heart disease or are simply looking to improve overall cardiac health. In cardiac rehabilitation, physical therapists help patients build their endurance through exercise, while also teaching patients how to reduce stress and manage their conditions. Cardiac physical therapy can be performed at a hospital or in an outpatient center.

The other half of this specialty is pulmonary rehabilitation. PTs and PTAs who provide this care work with patients who have pulmonary conditions such as chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), cystic fibrosis or sarcoidosis. Physical therapists and physical therapist assistants teach these patients breathing exercises, work to strengthen muscles and endurance, and provide education on long-term management of the condition or disease.
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Neurological physical therapists work to treat conditions of the nervous and spinal systems. Patients may have a range of afflictions, including brain or spinal cord injuries, multiple sclerosis, sciatica, neuropathy, fibromyalgia and cerebral palsy. These conditions may inhibit patients’ balance, coordination, sensations and overall movement. PTs and PTAs then work with these patients to reduce motor defects and help regain or improve function.

Physical therapists and PTAs can specialize in neurology in a variety of settings. They may work in hospitals to support patients who have had recent brain or spinal cord injuries, they could work in acute care and rehabilitation centers for long-term therapy or they may work in assisted living facilities assisting elderly patients.
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8. Orthopedics
The most popular physical therapy specialty is orthopedic physical therapy, which involves treating conditions of the bones, muscles, ligaments, tendons and joints. Physical therapists and physical therapist assistants in this specialty may see a range of patients, such as those who suffer from arthritis, have broken bones, have had joint replacement surgery or who have recently strained or sprained any muscle or ligament.

While there is overlap with orthopedics and sports medicine, orthopedic physical therapists and PTAs treat anyone, not just athletes or those who have sports-related injuries. Those who see an orthopedic PT or PTA may be treated using methods such as stretching, exercise, strength training, hot and cold applications and electrical muscle stimulation.
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9. Oncology
Oncology refers to the study and treatment of different types of cancer. Physical therapists and PTAs within this specialty work with patients who have either been diagnosed with or who are recovering from cancer. Cancer can cause many symptoms or conditions that require physical therapy; pain, muscle weakness, joint stiffness, loss of endurance, difficulty walking, numbness in feet and hands and loss of bone density can all occur as a result of treatment.

Physical therapists and physical therapist assistants work with cancer patients to help them feel more comfortable, increase their aerobic capacity, lose weight, improve memory and strengthen any weakened muscles. They accomplish this by developing treatment plans using exercise, massage, electrical stimulation, compression garments and stretching to help patients both in the clinic and at home.

