physical therapy terms and
abbreviations

physical therapy terms and abbreviations play a crucial role in the
healthcare industry, particularly for professionals involved in
rehabilitation and patient care. Understanding these terms is essential for
effective communication among physical therapists, patients, and other
healthcare providers. This article provides a comprehensive overview of
commonly used physical therapy terminology and abbreviations, explaining
their meanings and practical applications. Whether you are a student,
clinician, or patient, familiarity with these terms enhances clarity and
efficiency in treatment planning and documentation. From anatomical
references to treatment techniques and evaluation methods, the language of
physical therapy is both specialized and standardized. The following sections
will guide readers through key categories of terms and abbreviations
frequently encountered in clinical practice and academic settings.

e Common Physical Therapy Abbreviations
e Anatomical and Movement Terms in Physical Therapy
e Evaluation and Assessment Terminology

e Treatment Techniques and Modalities

e Documentation and Insurance-Related Terms

Common Physical Therapy Abbreviations

Physical therapy professionals utilize a wide range of abbreviations to
streamline communication and documentation. These abbreviations cover
everything from treatment types to patient status and clinical measurements.
Familiarity with these shorthand forms is vital for reading medical records
and conveying information precisely.

Frequently Used Abbreviations

Below is a list of some of the most common abbreviations encountered in
physical therapy settings along with their meanings:

e PT — Physical Therapy or Physical Therapist

e OT — Occupational Therapy or Occupational Therapist



e ROM — Range of Motion

e WB — Weight Bearing

ADL

Activities of Daily Living

CPM — Continuous Passive Motion

EMS — Electrical Muscle Stimulation

MMT — Manual Muscle Testing

HEP — Home Exercise Program

NSAID — Non-Steroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drug

Clinical Use of Abbreviations

These abbreviations are often integrated into patient charts, progress notes,
and therapy plans to increase efficiency. For example, documenting “improved
ROM in the left knee” or “patient is NWB (non-weight bearing)” communicates
essential information succinctly. However, proper understanding and use are
critical to avoid misinterpretation or errors in patient care.

Anatomical and Movement Terms in Physical
Therapy

Anatomical terminology and movement descriptors form the foundation of
physical therapy language. These terms describe body parts, directions, and
types of movement essential for accurate assessment and intervention.

Key Anatomical Terms

Physical therapists refer to specific body regions and structures using
precise terminology. These include:

Proximal — Closer to the trunk or point of origin

Distal — Farther from the trunk or point of origin

Anterior — Front of the body

Posterior — Back of the body

e Medial — Toward the midline of the body



e Lateral — Away from the midline of the body
e Superior — Above or higher

e Inferior — Below or lower

Movement Terminology

Describing how a joint or muscle moves is essential to physical therapy
assessments and treatments. Common movement terms include:

e Flexion — Decreasing the angle between two bones

* Extension — Increasing the angle between two bones
e Abduction — Movement away from the midline

e Adduction — Movement toward the midline

* Rotation — Movement around an axis

e Pronation — Rotation of the forearm or foot so the palm or sole faces
downward

e Supination — Rotation of the forearm or foot so the palm or sole faces
upward

Evaluation and Assessment Terminology

Evaluation and assessment are critical stages in physical therapy, involving
a variety of tests and measurements to establish a patient’s functional
status and progress. Physical therapy terms and abbreviations in this
category define specific testing methods and clinical findings.

Common Assessment Terms

Some frequently used evaluation terms include:

e Goniometry — Measurement of joint angles to assess range of motion

e MMT (Manual Muscle Testing) — Evaluating muscle strength using a
standardized grading system

e Balance Tests — Assessments such as the Berg Balance Scale or Timed Up



and Go (TUG) test
e Palpation — Technique of feeling body tissues to identify abnormalities

e Edema Measurement — Assessing swelling through circumferential
measurements or volumetry

Abbreviations 1in Assessment Documentation

Physical therapists often document assessment results using abbreviations to
save time. Examples include:

e WNL — Within Normal Limits
e WFL — Within Functional Limits
* RROM — Resistive Range of Motion

e AD — Assistive Device

Treatment Techniques and Modalities

Physical therapy encompasses various treatment methods and modalities aimed
at restoring function, reducing pain, and preventing disability.
Understanding the terminology related to these interventions is essential for
accurate communication and effective therapy.

Common Treatment Modalities

Some of the widely used physical therapy treatment techniques include:

e Therapeutic Exercise — Exercises designed to improve strength,
flexibility, and endurance

Manual Therapy — Hands-on techniques such as joint mobilization and soft
tissue massage

Electrotherapy — Use of electrical stimulation (e.g., TENS, EMS) for
pain relief and muscle activation

Heat and Cold Therapy — Application of thermal agents to manage pain and
inflammation

Ultrasound Therapy — Use of sound waves to promote tissue healing



Abbreviations Related to Treatments

Treatment documentation often includes abbreviations to specify
interventions, such as:

e TENS — Transcutaneous Electrical Nerve Stimulation

Electrical Muscle Stimulation

EMS

STM — Soft Tissue Mobilization

PRN

As Needed (from Latin “pro re nata”)

CPT — Current Procedural Terminology (used for billing treatment codes)

Documentation and Insurance-Related Terms

Accurate documentation is a fundamental aspect of physical therapy practice,
often involving specific terminology and abbreviations related to patient
records, billing, and insurance claims. Understanding these terms ensures
compliance and reimbursement efficiency.

Documentation Terminology

Terms commonly used in physical therapy documentation include:

e SOAP — Subjective, Objective, Assessment, Plan; a standard format for
progress notes

POC — Plan of Care
e DC — Discharge or Discontinue

Eval — Evaluation

Re-Eval — Re-evaluation

Insurance and Billing Abbreviations

Physical therapists must also be familiar with insurance-related
abbreviations to facilitate billing and authorization processes, such as:



e CMS — Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services

e ICD — International Classification of Diseases (diagnosis codes)
e CPT — Current Procedural Terminology (procedure codes)

e POS — Place of Service

UB — Uniform Billing

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the abbreviation 'PT' stand for in
physical therapy?

In physical therapy, 'PT' stands for Physical Therapist, a licensed
healthcare professional who helps patients improve movement and manage pain.

What is meant by 'ROM' 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 does 'WBAT' mean in physical therapy
documentation?

'WBAT' means Weight Bearing As Tolerated. It indicates that a patient can put
as much weight on the injured limb as they can tolerate without causing
excessive pain.

In physical therapy, what does 'ADL' refer to?

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

What is the meaning of 'NSAIDs' in the context of
physical therapy?

'NSAIDs' stands for Non-Steroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drugs, which are
medications commonly recommended to reduce pain and inflammation in
musculoskeletal conditions treated by physical therapists.



What does 'CPT code' refer to in physical therapy
billing?

'"CPT code' stands for Current Procedural Terminology code, a standardized
code used to describe medical, surgical, and diagnostic services for billing
and documentation purposes in physical therapy.

What does 'PLOF' indicate in a physical therapy
report?

'"PLOF' means Prior Level of Function, referring to the patient's functional
status before the injury or onset of the condition being treated.

What is 'TENS' and how is it used in physical
therapy?

'"TENS' stands for Transcutaneous Electrical Nerve Stimulation, a therapy that
uses low-voltage electrical current to relieve pain.

What does 'D/C' mean in physical therapy notes?

'D/C' means Discharge or Discontinue, indicating that the patient has
completed therapy or that a particular treatment has been stopped.

What does 'PROM' stand for and how is it different
from 'AAROM' in physical therapy?

'"PROM' stands for Passive Range of Motion, where the therapist moves the
patient's joints without the patient’s muscle activation. 'AAROM' stands for
Active Assisted Range of Motion, where the patient actively assists in moving
the joint with some help from the therapist or device.

Additional Resources

1. Mastering Orthopedic Physical Therapy: A Comprehensive Guide to Common
Terms and Abbreviations

This book offers an in-depth exploration of orthopedic physical therapy
terminology and abbreviations. It is designed for students and practitioners
to enhance their understanding of musculoskeletal conditions and treatment
protocols. The clear explanations and practical examples make complex terms
easier to grasp, facilitating better communication in clinical settings.

2. Neurological Rehabilitation: Key Terms and Abbreviations in Physical
Therapy

Focused on neurological conditions, this text provides a thorough overview of
terminology used in neuro rehab. It covers critical abbreviations related to
stroke, spinal cord injuries, and neurodegenerative diseases. The book serves



as an essential reference for therapists working to restore function and
mobility in patients with neurological impairments.

3. Physical Therapy Modalities: Understanding Equipment and Techniques
Abbreviations

This guide demystifies the jargon related to physical therapy modalities,
including ultrasound (US), electrical stimulation (E-STIM), and
transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation (TENS). It explains how each
modality is used in treatment plans and the significance of various
abbreviations. Students and clinicians can use this as a handy resource to
navigate therapy equipment and techniques.

4. Pediatric Physical Therapy Terminology: A Practical Dictionary for
Clinicians

Specializing in pediatric care, this book compiles essential physical therapy
terms and abbreviations used when working with children. It highlights
developmental milestones, common pediatric conditions, and intervention
strategies. The concise descriptions aid therapists in providing age-
appropriate care and effective communication with families and healthcare
teams.

5. Sports Physical Therapy: Glossary of Terms and Abbreviations

Designed for sports therapists and trainers, this resource lists terminology
related to sports injuries, rehabilitation techniques, and preventive
measures. It includes abbreviations commonly seen in athletic training and
rehabilitation documentation. The book helps readers quickly interpret
clinical notes and enhance their sport-specific therapy knowledge.

6. Cardiopulmonary Physical Therapy: Essential Terms and Abbreviations
Explained

This text focuses on terms related to cardiopulmonary rehabilitation, such as
COPD, CHF, and ECG. It is tailored for physical therapists working with
patients recovering from heart and lung conditions. The book clarifies
abbreviations and provides context for treatment approaches in
cardiopulmonary therapy.

7. Manual Therapy Techniques: Terminology and Abbreviations for Effective
Practice

Covering hands-on therapy methods, this book explains the language of manual
therapy including joint mobilizations, soft tissue techniques, and various
abbreviations used in documentation. It emphasizes accurate terminology to
improve therapist-patient communication and clinical outcomes. The practical
approach supports both novice and experienced clinicians.

8. Evidence-Based Physical Therapy: Terms, Abbreviations, and Research
Methods

This publication bridges physical therapy practice with research by defining
key terms and abbreviations used in clinical studies and evidence-based
practice. It helps readers interpret research papers and apply findings
appropriately in treatment. The book is ideal for therapists seeking to
enhance their clinical decision-making skills through research literacy.



9. Geriatric Physical Therapy: Key Terms and Abbreviations for Aging
Populations

Focused on the unique needs of older adults, this book compiles relevant
physical therapy terminology and abbreviations. It covers conditions like
osteoporosis, arthritis, and balance disorders, along with intervention
strategies tailored for seniors. The resource supports therapists in
delivering specialized care to improve quality of life for the elderly.
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