
physical therapy terminology

physical therapy terminology encompasses a broad range of specialized words
and phrases used by clinicians, therapists, and patients alike to describe
treatments, conditions, and procedures related to physical rehabilitation.
Understanding this terminology is essential for effective communication
within the healthcare environment and for patients to actively participate in
their recovery process. This article delves into the key terms that define
physical therapy practice, including anatomical references, common
therapeutic techniques, and diagnostic language. It also explores important
clinical measurements and describes various types of therapy interventions.
By mastering these terms, healthcare professionals can ensure clarity in
treatment plans, while patients gain a better understanding of their therapy
sessions. The following sections will provide a detailed overview of
fundamental physical therapy vocabulary, its practical applications, and the
significance of accurate terminology in clinical settings.
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Common Physical Therapy Terms and Definitions

Physical therapy terminology includes a variety of terms that describe
conditions, procedures, and outcomes related to musculoskeletal and
neurological rehabilitation. Familiarity with these terms facilitates
communication between therapists and patients and ensures that treatment
objectives are clearly understood.

Key Terminology

Some fundamental terms frequently used in physical therapy include:

Range of Motion (ROM): The full movement potential of a joint, usually
measured in degrees.

Mobilization: Manual therapy techniques applied to joints to increase
mobility and reduce pain.

Strengthening: Exercises aimed at increasing muscle power and endurance.

Flexibility: The ability of muscles and connective tissues to lengthen,
allowing for movement around a joint.

Pain Management: Strategies and techniques used to reduce or control



pain during rehabilitation.

Functional Training: Exercises and activities designed to improve
everyday movements and tasks.

Common Conditions Addressed

Physical therapy terminology also includes names of prevalent conditions such
as:

Arthritis: Inflammation of joints causing pain and stiffness.

Sprain: Injury to ligaments caused by stretching or tearing.

Strain: Injury to muscles or tendons due to overstretching or overuse.

Postoperative Rehabilitation: Therapy following surgical procedures to
restore function.

Neurological Disorders: Conditions like stroke, multiple sclerosis, or
spinal cord injury that affect movement and coordination.

Anatomical and Physiological Terminology in
Physical Therapy

Understanding anatomy and physiology is crucial for physical therapists when
diagnosing and treating impairments. Precise anatomical terminology helps
describe locations, movements, and structures involved in therapy.

Body Planes and Directions

Physical therapy terminology includes references to body planes and
directional terms to specify movement and positioning:

Sagittal Plane: Divides the body into left and right halves; movements
include flexion and extension.

Frontal Plane: Divides the body into front and back; movements include
abduction and adduction.

Transverse Plane: Divides the body into upper and lower parts; movements
include rotation.

Proximal: Closer to the trunk or point of origin.

Distal: Farther from the trunk or point of origin.

Medial: Toward the midline of the body.

Lateral: Away from the midline of the body.



Muscle and Joint Terminology

Terms describing muscles and joints are frequently used in therapy
documentation and communication:

Isometric Contraction: Muscle contraction without change in muscle
length.

Isotonic Contraction: Muscle contraction with movement, either
concentric or eccentric.

Ligament: Connective tissue that connects bones to other bones.

Tendon: Connective tissue that attaches muscle to bone.

Synovial Joint: A freely movable joint surrounded by a fluid-filled
capsule.

Cartilage: Smooth tissue covering the ends of bones to facilitate joint
movement and absorb shock.

Therapeutic Techniques and Modalities

Physical therapy terminology extends to various therapeutic methods and
modalities used to treat patients. These techniques aim to restore function,
reduce pain, and promote healing.

Manual Therapy Techniques

Manual therapy involves hands-on techniques to manipulate muscles and joints:

Soft Tissue Mobilization: Techniques such as massage to improve
circulation and reduce muscle tension.

Joint Mobilization: Gentle, passive movements of joints to increase
range of motion and decrease pain.

Myofascial Release: Application of sustained pressure to fascial
restrictions to improve mobility.

Physical Modalities

Modalities refer to therapeutic agents applied to assist in healing and pain
management:

Ultrasound Therapy: Use of sound waves to promote tissue healing and
reduce inflammation.



Electrical Stimulation (E-Stim): Application of electrical currents to
stimulate muscles and nerves.

Heat and Cold Therapy: Use of thermal agents to reduce pain and swelling
or to relax muscles.

Traction: Mechanical pulling to relieve pressure on spinal structures.

Assessment and Measurement Terminology

Accurate assessment and measurement are essential components of physical
therapy, with terminology reflecting various evaluation techniques and
outcome metrics.

Common Assessment Terms

Physical therapists utilize standardized terms to describe patient
evaluations:

Goniometry: Measurement of joint angles to assess range of motion.

Manual Muscle Testing (MMT): Grading muscle strength on a standardized
scale.

Functional Capacity Evaluation (FCE): Assessment of an individual’s
ability to perform work-related tasks.

Balance Assessment: Evaluation of a patient’s stability and risk of
falls.

Posture Analysis: Examination of body alignment to identify
abnormalities.

Outcome Measures and Scales

Several scales and outcome measures are used to quantify progress and
treatment effectiveness:

Visual Analog Scale (VAS): A subjective measure of pain intensity.

Oswestry Disability Index (ODI): A questionnaire assessing disability
related to lower back pain.

Berg Balance Scale: An objective measure of balance performance.

6-Minute Walk Test: A test measuring endurance and functional mobility.



Types of Physical Therapy Interventions

Physical therapy terminology also includes classifications of interventions
tailored to specific patient needs and conditions.

Orthopedic Physical Therapy

Focuses on musculoskeletal injuries and conditions such as fractures, joint
replacements, and sports injuries. Terminology here often includes:

Postoperative Rehabilitation

Joint Stabilization

Load Management

Neurological Physical Therapy

Addresses disorders of the nervous system affecting movement and
coordination. Key terms include:

Neuroplasticity: The brain’s ability to reorganize and adapt after
injury.

Proprioception: Awareness of body position in space.

Gait Training: Techniques to improve walking ability.

Pediatric Physical Therapy

Specializes in treating infants and children with developmental delays or
congenital conditions. Important terminology includes:

Developmental Milestones

Muscle Tone

Orthotic Devices

Cardiopulmonary Physical Therapy

This branch targets patients with heart and lung conditions, using terms such
as:

Endurance Training

Breathing Exercises



Oxygen Therapy

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of 'gait training' in physical
therapy?

Gait training is a physical therapy technique focused on improving a
patient's ability to walk, often used after injury, surgery, or neurological
conditions.

What does 'ROM' stand for in physical therapy?

ROM stands for Range of Motion, which refers to the full movement potential
of a joint, usually its range of flexion and extension.

What is 'proprioception' and why is it important in
physical therapy?

Proprioception is the body's ability to sense its position, movement, and
equilibrium. It is important in physical therapy to help patients regain
balance and coordination.

What does 'modalities' mean in the context of
physical therapy?

Modalities refer to various therapeutic methods or tools used in physical
therapy, such as heat, cold, ultrasound, and electrical stimulation, to
relieve pain and promote healing.

What is the meaning of 'manual therapy'?

Manual therapy is a hands-on technique used by physical therapists involving
the manipulation and mobilization of muscles and joints to reduce pain and
improve mobility.

What does 'ADL' stand for in physical therapy
terminology?

ADL stands for Activities of Daily Living, which are routine activities
people do every day without assistance, such as eating, bathing, and
dressing.

What is the difference between 'isometric' and
'isotonic' exercises in physical therapy?

Isometric exercises involve muscle contraction without movement (static),
while isotonic exercises involve muscle contraction with movement (dynamic),
both used for strengthening.



What does 'functional capacity evaluation' (FCE) mean
in physical therapy?

A Functional Capacity Evaluation (FCE) is a comprehensive assessment used to
determine a patient's ability to perform work-related tasks and physical
activities.

Additional Resources
1. Essentials of Physical Therapy Terminology
This book provides a comprehensive overview of the key terms used in physical
therapy practice. It is designed for students and professionals to build a
strong foundational vocabulary. The clear explanations and practical examples
help readers understand and apply terminology in clinical settings.

2. Physical Therapy Language: A Guide to Clinical Communication
Focused on enhancing communication skills, this guide covers terminology used
among physical therapists and between therapists and patients. It includes
chapters on anatomy, pathology, and treatment techniques. The book also
offers exercises to reinforce understanding and usage of specialized terms.

3. Medical Terminology for Physical Therapists
This text introduces medical terms relevant to physical therapy, emphasizing
word roots, prefixes, and suffixes. It aims to improve the ability of
physical therapists to read and interpret medical documents and patient
records accurately. The book includes quizzes and case studies to aid
learning.

4. Advanced Physical Therapy Terminology and Concepts
Intended for advanced students and practitioners, this book delves into
complex terminology related to specialized physical therapy fields such as
orthopedics and neurology. It explains terms in the context of clinical
scenarios and research literature. The book supports professional development
and continuing education.

5. Clinical Terminology for Physical Therapy Assistants
This resource is tailored for physical therapy assistants, focusing on
terminology they encounter daily. It covers fundamental concepts and common
abbreviations used in therapy sessions and documentation. The clear layout
and practical approach make it an essential tool for PTA students.

6. Foundations of Physical Therapy Terminology and Documentation
Combining terminology with documentation practices, this book teaches how to
accurately record patient information using correct language. It emphasizes
legal and ethical considerations in documentation. Readers learn to create
professional, clear, and effective therapy notes.

7. Physical Therapy Terminology Workbook
Designed as a hands-on learning tool, this workbook offers exercises,
matching activities, and flashcards to reinforce terminology knowledge. It is
suitable for self-study or classroom use. The interactive format helps
learners retain terms and understand their practical application.

8. Orthopedic Physical Therapy Terms and Definitions
This book specializes in terminology related to orthopedic conditions,
treatments, and procedures. It provides detailed definitions and
illustrations to aid comprehension. The focus on musculoskeletal vocabulary



makes it valuable for therapists working in orthopedic settings.

9. Neurological Physical Therapy Terminology Explained
Focusing on neurological disorders and rehabilitation, this book explains
terms pertinent to neuro-physical therapy. It covers anatomy, pathology, and
therapeutic interventions specific to the nervous system. The clear
explanations assist therapists in communicating complex concepts effectively.
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