
common physical therapy terms
The world of physical therapy can sometimes feel like a foreign language,
filled with specialized vocabulary that might leave patients feeling a bit
lost. Understanding common physical therapy terms is crucial for effective
communication with your therapist, ensuring you can actively participate in
your recovery, and ultimately achieve the best possible outcomes. From
understanding your diagnosis to knowing what to expect during your treatment
sessions, a solid grasp of this terminology empowers you. This comprehensive
guide will demystify those everyday phrases and complex concepts you'll
encounter on your journey to rehabilitation, covering everything from
assessment techniques to therapeutic interventions. Get ready to build your
physical therapy vocabulary and become a more informed patient!

Understanding Your Physical Therapy Journey: The Basics

Assessing Your Condition: Key Physical Therapy Terms

Therapeutic Interventions: What to Expect in Treatment

Exercises and Movements: Building Strength and Mobility

Pain Management and Modalities: Techniques for Relief

Progression and Outcomes: Tracking Your Recovery

Common Physical Therapy Terms Glossary

Navigating Your Rehabilitation: Understanding
Common Physical Therapy Terms

Embarking on a physical therapy program is a significant step towards
recovery, improving function, and reducing pain. However, the specialized
language used by physical therapists can sometimes create a barrier to
understanding. This article aims to bridge that gap by providing a clear and
comprehensive explanation of the most common physical therapy terms you're
likely to encounter. By familiarizing yourself with this vocabulary, you'll
be better equipped to communicate your symptoms, understand your treatment
plan, and actively participate in your rehabilitation process. We will delve
into the initial assessment, the various types of therapeutic interventions,
the specific exercises and movements prescribed, and the methods used for
pain management and tracking progress.



The Foundation of Recovery: Understanding
Initial Physical Therapy Assessments

Before your physical therapist can design an effective treatment plan, they
need to thoroughly assess your condition. This initial evaluation is a
cornerstone of the entire rehabilitation process. It involves gathering
detailed information about your medical history, current symptoms, and
functional limitations. Understanding the terms used during this phase will
help you accurately convey your experiences and understand the therapist's
initial findings.

Medical History and Subjective Examination

Your therapist will begin by asking a series of questions to understand your
health background. This is known as the subjective examination, where you
provide information about your condition. Key terms you might hear include:

Chief Complaint: The primary reason you are seeking physical therapy,
often described in your own words.

History of Present Illness (HPI): A detailed account of your current
symptoms, including onset, duration, intensity, location, and
aggravating/alleviating factors.

Past Medical History (PMH): Previous illnesses, surgeries, or injuries
that may be relevant to your current condition.

Social History: Information about your lifestyle, occupation, and daily
activities that could impact your recovery.

Functional Limitations: Specific activities that you find difficult to
perform due to your condition, such as walking, lifting, or dressing.

Mechanism of Injury (MOI): How the injury occurred, providing context
for the physical therapist.

Objective Examination: What Your Therapist Observes

Following the subjective interview, your therapist will conduct an objective
examination. This involves hands-on assessment and specific tests to evaluate
your physical capabilities. Understanding these terms is vital for
comprehending their findings.



Range of Motion (ROM): The extent to which a joint can move in a
particular direction. This is often measured in degrees.

Active Range of Motion (AROM): The amount of joint movement achieved
through voluntary muscle contraction.

Passive Range of Motion (PROM): The amount of joint movement achieved
when an external force (like the therapist's hands) moves the joint.

Resisted Range of Motion (RROM): Testing muscle strength by having the
patient contract a muscle against the therapist's resistance.

Gait Analysis: The systematic observation and assessment of how a person
walks, identifying any abnormalities or inefficiencies.

Postural Assessment: Evaluating the alignment of the body in standing,
sitting, or lying positions to identify imbalances.

Palpation: The therapist's use of touch to feel muscles, bones, and
other tissues to identify tenderness, swelling, or abnormalities.

Special Tests: Specific maneuvers performed by the therapist to assess
the integrity of particular joints, ligaments, or muscles.

Strength Testing: Evaluating the force a muscle or group of muscles can
produce, often graded on a scale.

Endurance: The ability to sustain a prolonged physical or mental effort.

Balance: The ability to maintain equilibrium while standing or moving.

Flexibility: The ability of muscles and connective tissues to lengthen
and allow joints to move through their full range of motion.

Diagnosis and Prognosis: Understanding the
Therapist's Conclusions

After the assessment, your therapist will formulate a diagnosis and a
prognosis, which are crucial for understanding your expected recovery. Terms
here provide insight into the nature of your condition and the anticipated
outcome.

Physical Therapy Diagnosis: The therapist's professional opinion on the
functional limitations and impairments identified during the
examination.



Prognosis: The predicted course and outcome of your condition, including
the likelihood of improvement and the estimated time for recovery.

Short-Term Goals: Specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-
bound objectives to be met in the initial phases of treatment.

Long-Term Goals: Overall functional goals that aim to restore optimal
performance and participation in desired activities.

The Toolkit of Healing: Common Physical Therapy
Interventions

Once your assessment is complete, your physical therapist will develop a
personalized treatment plan utilizing various interventions. Understanding
these terms will help you grasp the purpose and mechanics of your therapy
sessions.

Manual Therapy Techniques

Manual therapy involves the hands-on application of techniques to mobilize
joints, soft tissues, and nerves. These methods are designed to reduce pain,
improve mobility, and restore function.

Joint Mobilization: Passive, skilled manual therapy techniques applied
to a joint to decrease pain and increase accessory motion.

Joint Manipulation: A high-velocity, low-amplitude thrust applied to a
joint within or at the end of its physiological range of motion, often
resulting in an audible "pop" or cavitation.

Soft Tissue Mobilization: Manual techniques applied to muscles, fascia,
and connective tissues to improve their extensibility, reduce adhesion,
and promote healing.

Myofascial Release: A manual therapy technique that aims to release
tension and restrictions in the fascia, the connective tissue that
surrounds muscles and organs.

Deep Tissue Massage: A type of massage that focuses on the deeper layers
of muscle and connective tissue, often used to break down scar tissue
and adhesions.

Trigger Point Therapy: Applying pressure to specific tender points



within a muscle to alleviate pain and restore normal muscle function.

PNF (Proprioceptive Neuromuscular Facilitation): A set of stretching and
strengthening techniques that use diagonal patterns of movement to
improve muscle function, flexibility, and range of motion.

Therapeutic Modalities

Therapeutic modalities are physical agents used to aid in healing, reduce
pain and inflammation, and promote tissue repair. They are often used in
conjunction with manual therapy and exercise.

Therapeutic Ultrasound: Uses sound waves to generate heat in deep
tissues, promoting blood flow and aiding in tissue healing. It can also
be used for non-thermal effects to promote cellular activity.

Electrical Stimulation (E-stim): Uses electrical currents to stimulate
muscles or nerves, aiding in muscle re-education, pain relief, and
muscle strengthening. Common types include TENS (Transcutaneous
Electrical Nerve Stimulation) and NMES (Neuromuscular Electrical
Stimulation).

Heat Therapy (Thermotherapy): Application of heat to an area to increase
blood flow, relax muscles, and reduce pain. This can be in the form of
hot packs, paraffin wax, or fluidotherapy.

Cold Therapy (Cryotherapy): Application of cold to an area to reduce
inflammation, swelling, and pain. This is typically done using ice packs
or cold compresses.

Laser Therapy (Low-Level Laser Therapy - LLLT): Uses specific
wavelengths of light to promote tissue healing, reduce pain, and
decrease inflammation.

Diathermy: Uses electromagnetic energy to generate heat within tissues,
often used for deeper heating than ultrasound.

The Engine of Recovery: Understanding
Therapeutic Exercises

Exercise is the cornerstone of most physical therapy programs. Your therapist



will prescribe specific exercises tailored to your condition to improve
strength, flexibility, endurance, and functional abilities. Understanding the
purpose of each exercise is key to successful rehabilitation.

Strengthening Exercises

These exercises focus on increasing the strength of your muscles, which is
essential for supporting joints, improving posture, and performing daily
activities.

Isometric Exercises: Muscle contraction without joint movement, where
the muscle length remains constant. Example: pushing against an
immovable object.

Isotonic Exercises: Muscle contraction where the muscle length changes,
and the joint moves through its range of motion. This can be further
categorized into:

Concentric Contraction: Muscle shortens under tension (e.g., lifting a
weight).

Eccentric Contraction: Muscle lengthens under tension (e.g., lowering a
weight slowly).

Resistance Training: Using weights, resistance bands, or bodyweight to
challenge muscles and promote strength gains.

Bodyweight Exercises: Using your own body weight as resistance, such as
squats, lunges, and push-ups.

Functional Exercises: Movements that mimic activities you perform in
daily life, helping to translate strength gains into practical
improvements.

Flexibility and Stretching Exercises

Improving flexibility helps to increase your range of motion, reduce
stiffness, and prevent injuries. Different types of stretching serve specific
purposes.

Static Stretching: Holding a stretch for a sustained period, typically
15-30 seconds, to lengthen a muscle.



Dynamic Stretching: Moving a joint through its full range of motion in a
controlled manner, often used as a warm-up.

Proprioceptive Neuromuscular Facilitation (PNF) Stretching: As mentioned
earlier, a more advanced stretching technique involving alternating
contraction and relaxation of muscles.

Foam Rolling: Using a foam roller to apply pressure to muscles and
fascia, releasing tension and improving flexibility.

Balance and Coordination Exercises

These exercises are crucial for preventing falls, improving stability, and
enhancing motor control, especially after injuries affecting the nervous
system or musculoskeletal system.

Static Balance Exercises: Maintaining a stable position for a period,
such as standing on one leg.

Dynamic Balance Exercises: Maintaining balance while moving, such as
walking heel-to-toe or stepping over obstacles.

Proprioception Exercises: Exercises designed to improve the body's
awareness of its position in space, often performed with eyes closed or
on unstable surfaces.

Coordination Exercises: Activities that require the smooth and efficient
interaction of different muscle groups to perform a task.

Managing Discomfort: Pain Management and
Outcome Measurement

Physical therapy not only aims to restore function but also to manage pain
effectively. Therapists use various methods to assess your pain levels and
track your progress towards recovery.

Pain Assessment and Management Terms

Understanding how your pain is assessed and managed is important for clear



communication with your therapist.

Pain Scale: A numerical scale (e.g., 0-10) used to quantify the
intensity of your pain.

Referred Pain: Pain felt in a location other than the site of the
painful stimulus, often due to shared nerve pathways.

Acute Pain: Pain that is sudden in onset and typically lasts for a short
duration, usually associated with tissue damage.

Chronic Pain: Pain that persists for longer than the typical healing
time, often lasting for months or even years.

Pain Modulation: The physiological process by which pain signals are
amplified or suppressed.

Gate Control Theory of Pain: A theory suggesting that non-painful input
can close the "gates" to painful input, thereby preventing pain
sensation from traveling to the central nervous system.

Tracking Your Progress: Outcome Measures

Physical therapists use specific tools and measures to objectively track your
progress and the effectiveness of your treatment.

Functional Outcome Measures: Standardized questionnaires or tests used
to assess your ability to perform daily activities.

Progress Notes: Documentation by the therapist detailing your response
to treatment, changes in function, and any adjustments to the treatment
plan.

Discharge Criteria: The specific functional goals or criteria that must
be met before you can be discharged from physical therapy.

Maintenance Program: A set of exercises and strategies recommended to
continue after formal therapy ends to maintain gains and prevent
recurrence.



Advancing Your Recovery: Progression and Common
Terminology

As you improve, your physical therapist will progressively challenge your
body with more demanding exercises and activities. Understanding these terms
will help you anticipate the next stages of your rehabilitation.

Progression Strategies

These terms describe how your treatment plan evolves over time.

Progressive Overload: Gradually increasing the stress placed on your
muscles or body to stimulate further adaptation and improvement.

Specificity of Training: The principle that exercise should be specific
to the desired outcome; for example, training for running will improve
running performance.

Periodization: The planned manipulation of training variables (like
intensity, volume, and rest) over time to optimize performance and
prevent overtraining.

Functional Progression: Gradually increasing the complexity and demands
of exercises to mimic real-life activities.

Conclusion: Empowering Your Physical Therapy
Journey with Knowledge

Mastering common physical therapy terms is an invaluable asset for anyone
undergoing rehabilitation. This comprehensive exploration has demystified the
language of physical therapy, from the initial assessment and diagnostic
terms to the various therapeutic interventions, exercises, and methods for
managing pain and tracking progress. By understanding these terms, you can
engage in more meaningful conversations with your physical therapist,
actively participate in your treatment plan, and ultimately achieve a more
efficient and successful recovery. Remember, knowledge is power, and in the
realm of physical therapy, it empowers you to take control of your health and
well-being, leading to a stronger, more functional future.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is proprioception and why is it important in
physical therapy?
Proprioception is your body's ability to sense its position, movement, and
balance in space. It's crucial in physical therapy because improving it helps
with coordination, balance, fall prevention, and regaining functional
movement after injury or surgery.

Can you explain the difference between active and
passive range of motion (ROM)?
Active ROM is when a patient moves a joint through its range of motion using
their own muscles. Passive ROM is when a therapist or external force moves
the patient's joint through its range of motion, often when the patient
cannot do it themselves.

What does 'gait training' mean in physical therapy?
Gait training is a specialized form of physical therapy focused on improving
a person's walking pattern. It involves analyzing gait, identifying
abnormalities, and implementing exercises and strategies to enhance
stability, efficiency, and safety while walking.

What is isometric exercise, and when is it typically
used?
Isometric exercise involves muscle contraction without changing the length of
the muscle or the angle of the joint. It's often used in the early stages of
rehabilitation when joint movement might be painful or contraindicated,
helping to build strength and reduce muscle atrophy.

What is the purpose of manual therapy in physical
therapy?
Manual therapy involves hands-on techniques applied by a physical therapist
to diagnose and treat musculoskeletal conditions. This can include joint
mobilization, manipulation, massage, and soft tissue stretching to reduce
pain, improve range of motion, and restore function.

What is a kinetic chain, and how does it relate to
physical therapy?
A kinetic chain is a series of interconnected joints and muscles that work
together to produce movement. In physical therapy, understanding the kinetic



chain helps identify how an issue in one part of the body can affect others
and guides treatment to restore proper biomechanics and function.

What is neuromuscular re-education, and what are its
goals?
Neuromuscular re-education is a therapeutic approach focused on restoring the
communication between the nervous system and muscles. Its goals are to
improve muscle activation, coordination, balance, posture, and
proprioception, leading to more efficient and controlled movements.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to common physical therapy terms, with
descriptions:

1.

The Art of Manual Therapy: Palpation and
Mobilization Techniques
This book delves into the fundamental skills of manual therapy, focusing on
the precise art of palpation. It provides detailed guides on identifying
anatomical landmarks, assessing tissue quality, and applying various
mobilization techniques. Therapists will learn how to effectively use their
hands to restore joint mobility and reduce pain in their patients.

2.

Functional Movement Reimagined: From Assessment to
Intervention
Explore the principles of functional movement analysis and its application in
rehabilitation. This comprehensive guide walks through the process of
identifying movement dysfunctions and developing individualized treatment
plans. It emphasizes evidence-based strategies to improve patient outcomes
and enhance their ability to perform daily activities.

3.

Neurological Rehabilitation: Strategies for Recovery
and Adaptation
This essential resource covers the latest advancements in neurological
rehabilitation for conditions such as stroke, spinal cord injury, and
Parkinson's disease. It offers a deep dive into neuroplasticity, motor
relearning, and assistive technologies. Therapists will gain practical
insights into helping patients regain function and improve their quality of



life.

4.

Therapeutic Exercise Prescription: Optimizing
Strength, Flexibility, and Endurance
Discover the science behind designing effective therapeutic exercise
programs. This book breaks down exercise physiology and biomechanics to
inform exercise selection, progression, and regression. It provides practical
examples and case studies for various musculoskeletal and neurological
conditions, ensuring optimal patient recovery.

5.

The Science of Gait Analysis: Biomechanics and
Clinical Applications
Understand the intricate details of human locomotion with this in-depth
exploration of gait analysis. It covers the biomechanical principles
underlying normal and pathological gait patterns. Therapists will learn how
to utilize observational and instrumental methods to diagnose gait deviations
and tailor interventions for improved walking efficiency.

6.

Pain Management Strategies: A Multidisciplinary
Approach
This book offers a holistic perspective on chronic pain management,
integrating physical therapy interventions with other therapeutic modalities.
It explores the biopsychosocial model of pain and discusses techniques like
exercise, manual therapy, and patient education. Therapists will learn to
empower patients with tools and strategies to effectively manage their pain.

7.

Modalities in Modern Physical Therapy: Evidence and
Application
Gain a comprehensive understanding of the various physical agents used in
rehabilitation. This book examines the physiological effects and clinical
applications of modalities such as ultrasound, electrical stimulation, and
heat/cold therapy. It emphasizes evidence-based practice, guiding clinicians
on when and how to best utilize these tools.

8.



Pediatric Physical Therapy: Developmental Milestones
and Interventions
Focusing on the unique needs of children, this title provides essential
knowledge for pediatric physical therapists. It covers developmental
milestones, common pediatric diagnoses, and appropriate therapeutic
interventions. Therapists will find practical strategies for addressing gross
motor delays, neurological conditions, and orthopedic issues in young
patients.

9.

Orthopedic Physical Therapy: Joint Mobilization and
Soft Tissue Techniques
This practical guide serves as a go-to resource for the assessment and
treatment of orthopedic conditions. It offers detailed instructions on manual
techniques for joint mobilization, soft tissue manipulation, and stretching.
The book aims to equip therapists with the skills to address a wide range of
musculoskeletal injuries and improve patient function.
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