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Preface

tis difficult to count the number of clinical decisions physical ther-

apist assistants (PTAs) make on a daily basis. Each clinical decision

impacts the effectiveness of the physical therapy treatment and
ultimately the patient’s response to that treatment. Although physical
therapists evaluate patients, design treatment plans, and may carry
out most of the therapeutic plan, PTAs are expected to make deci-
sions based on and within the scope of the plan of care entrusted to
them. PTAs may make the following clinical decisions: resistive exer-
cise dosage, determining the amount of assistance a patient needs
during ambulation, or deciding the most effective way to communi-
cate with a patient. Regardless of how prescriptive the treatment plan,
in order to implement effective therapeutic activities PTAs are con-
stantly called upon to use their knowledge while considering available
resources and the goals of treatment.

The previous paragraph is demonstrative of the impetus for the
writing of this text. As instructors of physical therapist assistants, the
authors have painstakingly designed a curriculum with the goal of
developing competent physical therapist assistants. They have observed
students develop sound technical skills yet struggle with coupling
technical prowess with true clinical decision making. When observing
students carrying out simulated treatment plans, they have observed stu-
dents face difficulty with queries such as: “Why did you choose that
activity first?” “Why did you decide to start straight leg raises with
5 pounds?” “Why did you choose ambulation distance as the best indi-
cator of progress?”
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xiv  PREFACE

Even during clinical internships—though generally scoring high
marks—students continue to struggle a bit with clinical decision mak-
ing. Clearly, as clinicians mature and garner experience, their skills in
this area improve—processes that seem to require conscious thought
become more automatic. It is hoped that this text will jump-start the
clinical decision-making process. Hopefully, this text will facilitate
the notion of sound clinical decision making, starting in the first PTA
foundation courses right through to the more advanced work.

Clinical Decision Making for the Physical Therapist Assistant is
designed to not only make students aware of the clinical decisions
that must be made but also to guide them on how to make those deci-
sions. This book may be used at any stage of PTA education. Once the
student completes a specific topic or skill in a particular course,
the student may then read the corresponding chapter within this text.
This book may also be used at the end of the formal educational pro-
gram when students are expected to be able to pull all information
together regarding patient treatments.

At the end of most chapters, the student is given the opportunity
to answer critical-thinking questions. Additionally, most chapters
contain treatment activities, where students can read an evaluation,
perform a treatment on a simulated patient, and answer questions
related to decisions made during the treatment.

Though some basic didactic information related to the topics
covered in this text is provided, it should be clearly understood that
this text is not meant as a review of content provided in individual
PTA education courses. The basic information that is presented is
provided as a reminder of decision-making factors and should not
be considered exhaustive. The authors hope that this text adds to an
important aspect of PTA education and plays at least a small role in
the continued development of competent PTAs.
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