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INTRODUCTION:
THE EXPANDING
WORLD OF
PHYSICAL
THERAPY

Physical therapy is far
more than just a single
profession. At its core,
it is a vibrant, patient-
centered  field
dedicated  to  restoring
movement,  reducing
pain,  and  improving
quality  of  life.  While
m o s t  p e o p l e
immediately  think  of
the  physical  therapist
(PT)  when  they  hear
the term, the reality is

that  careers  related
to  physical  therapy
f o r m  a  b r o a d
ecosystem  of  roles,
s p e c i a l t i e s ,  a n d
supportive  functions.
From  direct  patient
care  to  behind-the-
scenes  administration,
from research  labs  to
fitness  studios,  the
industry  offers  diverse
e n t r y  p o i n t s  a n d
a d v a n c e m e n t
opportunities.  This
article  explores  the
many physical therapy
career paths available,
h e l p i n g  y o u
understand  the  full
landscape  and  find
your  niche  within  this
growing  healthcare
sector.
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T h e  d e m a n d  f o r
rehabilitation  services
is rising rapidly, driven
by an aging population,
increased awareness of
sports medicine, and a
s u r g e  i n  c h r o n i c
conditions  requiring
l o n g - t e r m
m a n a g e m e n t .
Consequently,  the  job
market  for  jobs  in
physical  therapy  is
expected  to  expand
significantly  over  the
next  decade.  Whether
you  are  a  s tudent
exploring  allied  health
p r o f e s s i o n s ,  a
professional  seeking  a
career  change,  or  a
healthcare  worker
looking  to  specialize,
understanding  the
complete  range  of
physical  therapy
related  jobs  is  your
first  step  toward  a
rewarding  future.

DIRECT PATIENT

CARE ROLES: THE
CORE OF
REHABILITATION

Physical
Therapist
(PT)
The  most  recognized
role  in  the  field  is  the
l icensed  phys ica l
therapist .  PTs  are
h i g h l y  e d u c a t e d
clinicians who diagnose
m o v e m e n t
dysfunctions,  create
i n d i v i d u a l i z e d
treatment  plans,  and
guide patients through
exercises,  manual
t h e r a p y ,  a n d
modalit ies  such  as
ultrasound or electrical
stimulation.  Becoming
a PT requires a Doctor
of  Physical  Therapy
(DPT) degree, followed
by  passing  a  state
licensure  exam.  This
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role offers immense job
satisfaction,  as  PTs
w i tne ss  t ang ib l e
improvements  i n
patients' abilities every
day.  Specializations
l i ke  o r thoped ics ,
neurology,  pediatrics,
and geriatrics allow PTs
to  focus  on  specific
populations,  making  it
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
versat i le  careers
related  to  physical
therapy.

Physical
Therapist
Assistant
(PTA)
Working  under  the
supervision of a PT, the
physical  therapist
assistant  implements
t rea tment  p lans ,
teaches exercises, and
mon i to r s  pa t i en t

p r o g r e s s .  P T A s
typ i ca l l y  ho ld  an
associate  degree from
an accredited program
a n d  m u s t  p a s s  a
licensure  exam.  This
position  is  ideal  for
individuals  who  want
hands -on  pat ien t
interaction without the
five-figure student debt
a n d  e x t e n d e d
schooling  required  for
a DPT. PTAs are in high
demand  in  outpatient
cl in ics,  hospita ls ,
nursing  homes,  and
home health agencies.
Their role is critical  in
ensuring  continuity  of
care and providing the
one-on-one  attention
patients  need.

Physical
Therapy
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Aide
An entry-level role, the
physical  therapy  aide
supports  the  clinic  by
preparing  treatment
a r e a s ,  c l e a n i n g
equipment,  handling
administrative  tasks,
a n d  s o m e t i m e s
assisting  with  patient
exercises. Unlike PTAs,
aides  typically  receive
on-the-job training and
do  not  need  formal
certification.  This
position is an excellent
stepping  stone  for
t h o s e  e x p l o r i n g
physical  therapy
career  paths  before
committing to a degree
program.  It  offers  a
real-world look at daily
operations and patient
interactions,  often
leading  to  further
education in the field.

SPECIALIZED

THERAPY
PROFESSIONS

Occupati
onal
Therapist
(OT) and
Occupati
onal
Therapy
Assistant
(OTA)
Physical  therapy  and
occupational  therapy
frequently overlap, yet
they  have  dist inct
focuses.  While  PTs
c o n c e n t r a t e  o n
m o v e m e n t  a n d
m o b i l i t y ,  O T s
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emphasize  the  ability
to perform meaningful
d a i l y  a c t i v i t i e s
(occupations)  such  as
dressing,  cooking,  and
w o r k i n g .  M a n y
rehabilitation  centers
e m p l o y  b o t h
professions  on  the
s a m e  t e a m .  A s  a
career  related  to
physical  therapy,
occupational  therapy
offers  similar  rewards
and  a  comparable
educat iona l  pa th
(master's  or  doctoral
level for OT, associate
for  OTA).  The synergy
between  these  fields
makes  them  natural
alternatives  for  those
interested in functional
rehabilitation.

Speech-
Language

Pathologi
st (SLP)
Another  allied  health
profession  that  often
w o r k s  a l o n g s i d e
physical  therapists  is
s p e e c h - l a n g u a g e
p a t h o l o g y .  S L P s
a d d r e s s
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
disorders,  swallowing
difficulties,  and
c o g n i t i v e -
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
deficits.  In settings like
stroke  rehabilitation
centers  or  pediatric
hospitals,  PTs,  OTs,
and  SLPs  collaborate
closely  to  provide
holistic care. While the
e d u c a t i o n a l
requ i rements  are
dist inct  (master 's
degree  in  speech
pathology),  the  work
env i ronment  and
patient  demographics
are  highly  similar,



6

6 Careers Related To Physical
Therapy

2022-09-17

m a k i n g  S L P  a
c o m p l e m e n t a r y
physical  therapy
related  job .

Athletic
Trainer
(AT)
Ath le t i c  t r a i ne r s
s p e c i a l i z e  i n  t h e
p r e v e n t i o n ,
a s sessmen t ,  and
immediate  care  of
sports-related  injuries.
They  work  in  h igh
schools,  col leges,
professional  sports
teams,  and  sports
med ic ine  c l in i cs .
Although their scope of
practice  is  different
f r o m  P T s — o f t e n
focus ing  on  acute
injury  management
and  tap ing—they
frequently  collaborate
with physical therapists
during  rehabilitation

p h a s e s .  T h e
educational  standard
for athletic trainers has
moved  to  a  master's
degree, but the career
offers  a  dynamic,
a c t i v e  w o r k
env i ronment  that
a p p e a l s  t o  t h o s e
pass ionate  about
sports  and  fitness.

Chiroprac
tor
Chi ropract ic  care
focuses  on  diagnosing
a n d  t r e a t i n g
m u s c u l o s k e l e t a l
disorders,  particularly
those  involving  the
spine.  Many  patients
with back pain or neck
p a i n  s e e  b o t h  a
chiropractor  and  a
physical  therapist.
While  chiropractors
emphasize  manual
adjustments and spinal
manipulat ion,  PTs
incorporate  a  broader
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range of exercises and
moda l i t ies .  Some
individuals  pursue
ch i rop rac t i c  a s  a
career  related  to
physical  therapy
because  it  offers  a
similar goal—pain relief
a n d  i m p r o v e d
function—but  through
a  different
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
a p p r o a c h .
Chiropractors complete
a  D o c t o r  o f
Chi ropract ic  (DC)
degree  and  must  be
licensed.

SUPPORT AND
ADMINISTRATIVE
ROLES

Medical
Office
Manager

or
Practice
Administr
ator
Rehabilitation  clinics
and  private  physical
therapy  pract ices
r e q u i r e  s k i l l e d
managers  to  handle
scheduling,  billing,
insurance  verification,
human resources,  and
compliance. A medical
office  manager  does
not  need  a  cl inical
b a c k g r o u n d ,  b u t
understanding  the
h e a l t h c a r e
environment is a huge
advantage .  Many
p e o p l e  w i t h
b a c k g r o u n d s  i n
business or healthcare
administration  find this
a  stable  and  growing
j o b  i n  p h y s i c a l
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therapy.  It  offers  a
way to stay connected
to patient care without
direct clinical duties.

Medical
Biller and
Coder
Accurate  billing  and
coding  are  critical  for
the  financial  health  of
any  physical  therapy
practice. Medical billers
and  coders  translate
treatment sessions into
standardized  codes
( s u c h  a s  C P T  a n d
ICD-10)  and  submit
claims  to  insurance
companies.  This  role
can  be  per formed
remote ly  o r  i n  an
office,  and  certification
p r o g r a m s  c a n  b e
completed in less than
a year. As a supportive
career  related  to
physical  therapy,  it

offers  a  steady  income
a n d  a  l o w - s t r e s s
alternative to hands-on
patient care.

Healthcar
e
Recruiter
(Specializ
ing in
Therapy)
With  the  shortage  of
qualified  therapists,
recruitment  agencies
a n d  h e a l t h c a r e
systems  actively  seek
skilled  recruiters  to  fill
phys i ca l  t he rapy
positions. A healthcare
r e c r u i t e r  m u s t
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
nuances  of  different
t h e r a p y  r o l e s ,
e d u c a t i o n a l
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requirements,  and
licensure across states.
This  is  a  lucrative  field
for those with excellent
interpersonal skills and
a  basic  knowledge  of
the  rehabi l i tat ion
marketplace.  It  is  an
ind i rec t  bu t  v i ta l
physical  therapy
c a r e e r  p a t h  f o r
ensuring  clinics  and
hospitals  are  properly
staffed.

RESEARCH AND
EDUCATION
CAREERS

Clinical
Research
er in
Rehabilit

ation
For  those  who  are
c u r i o u s  a b o u t
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
practice  and  want  to
advance the science of
physical  therapy,  a
career  i n  c l i n i ca l
research  is  rewarding.
Research coordinators,
data  analysts,  and
principal  investigators
design  studies  to  test
n e w  t r e a t m e n t s ,
i m p r o v e  p a t i e n t
o u t c o m e s ,  o r
understand  movement
disorders.  This can be
done  within  academic
med i ca l  cen te r s ,
universities,  or  private
research organizations.
A  b a c k g r o u n d  i n
physical therapy (often
with a PhD) is common,
but there are also roles
for research assistants
w i t h  b a c h e l o r ' s
degrees. This is a less
d i r ec t  bu t  h i gh l y
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impact fu l  career
related  to  physical
therapy.

Professor
or
Instructor
in
Physical
Therapy
Programs
Teaching  the  next
generation of  PTs and
PTAs  is  a  fulfilling
career  path.  Faculty
members in DPT or PTA
programs typically hold
advanced degrees and
clinical expertise. They
c rea te  cu r r i cu la ,
lecture,  supervise  lab
sessions,  and  mentor
students.  Academia

offers  a  stable
e n v i r o n m e n t ,
oppor tun i t ies  fo r
research,  and  the
satisfaction of  shaping
the  profession.  Many
PTs  transit ion  into
education  after  years
of  clinical  practice,
bringing  real-world
experience  into  the
classroom.

Biomecha
nics
Specialist
or Motion
Analyst
Biomechanics  is  the
s t u d y  o f  h u m a n
movement, often using
advanced  technology
like  motion  capture
systems,  force  plates,
and electromyography.
Specialists  in  this  field
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w o r k  i n  s p o r t s
performance  centers,
gait  analysis  labs,  or
p r o d u c t  d e s i g n
compan ies  (e .g . ,
footwear).  While  this
role  is  more  technical
than  c l in ica l ,  i t  i s
deeply  rooted  in  the
same  principles  as
physical  therapy.  For
indiv iduals  wi th  a
b a c k g r o u n d  i n
e n g i n e e r i n g  o r
kinesiology,  this  is  a
fascinating  physical
therapy  related  job
that  contributes  to
injury  prevention  and
r e h a b i l i t a t i o n
innovation.

ALTERNATIVE AND
COMPLEMENTARY
CAREERS

Massage

Therapist
Massage  the rapy
complements  physical
therapy by addressing
soft  tissue  tension,
improving  circulation,
a n d  p r o m o t i n g
relaxation.  Many  PTs
r e f e r  p a t i e n t s  t o
massage therapists  as
p a r t  o f  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
treatment  plan.  While
the educational path is
shorter  (typically  a
certificate  or  associate
degree) ,  massage
therapists  often  work
in clinics, spas, or self-
employed  settings.
This  is  a  hands-on,
w e l l n e s s - f o c u s e d
career  related  to
physical therapy that
attracts  those  who
p r e f e r  a  h o l i s t i c
app roach  t o  pa in
management.
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Certified
Personal
Trainer
(with
Rehabilit
ation

Focus)
Personal  trainers  who
special ize  in  post-
r ehab i l i t a t i on  o r
corrective  exercise
work  c lose ly  w i th
c l i e n t s  w h o  h a v e
completed  physical
therapy.  They  design
progressive  strength
and  cond i t i on ing
programs  to  prevent
reinjury  and  improve
function. Some trainers
obtain  certifications
such  as  the  National

Academy  of  Sports
Med i c i ne  (NASM)
Corrective  Exercise
S p e c i a l i s t  o r  t h e
American  Council  on
Exercise (ACE) Medical
Exercise  Specialist.
This  career  path  is
ideal  for  fitness
enthusiasts  who  want
to  b r idge  the  gap
b e t w e e n  c l i n i c a l
rehabilitation and long-
term wellness.

Yoga
Instructor
or Pilates
Instructor
Y o g a  a n d  P i l a t e s
e m p h a s i z e  b o d y
awareness,  flexibility,
core  strength,  and
proper  alignment—all
principles  that  align
with  physical  therapy.
Many  PTs  become
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certified  yoga
instructors to integrate
these  modalities  into
t h e i r  p r a c t i c e .
Conversely,  a  yoga
instructor with a deep
unders tand ing  o f
anatomy  and  injury
prevention  can  work
effectively  with  clients
r e c o v e r i n g  f r o m
in jur ies .  Th is  i s  a
growing  niche  within
the broad category  of
physical  therapy
career  paths  that
emphasizes preventive
a n d  r e s t o r a t i v e
movement.

EMERGING AND
NICHE FIELDS

Telehealt
h Physical
Therapy

Clinician
or Coach
The  rise  of  telehealth
h a s  c r e a t e d  n e w
oppor tun i t ies  fo r
delivering  physical
the rapy  se rv i ces
remotely.  Clinicians
c a n  c o n s u l t  w i t h
patients via video calls,
prescribe  exercises,
and  monitor  progress
t h r o u g h  d i g i t a l
platforms.  This  model
suits those who desire
flexibility  or  wish  to
s e r v e  r u r a l
p o p u l a t i o n s .
Additionally,  health
coaching  roles  that
focus  on  l i fes ty le
change,  chronic  pain
management,  and
activity  promotion  are
e m e r g i n g  a t  t h e
i n t e r s e c t i o n  o f
telehealth and physical
therapy.
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Workplac
e
Ergonomi
cs
Consultan
t
E r g o n o m i c s
consultants  assess
workplaces  to  reduce
the  risk  of  repetitive
strain  injuries  and
m u s c u l o s k e l e t a l
d i s o r d e r s .  T h e y
analyze  desk  setups,
tools,  and  workflows,
t h e n  r e c o m m e n d
adjustments.  With  a
background in physical
therapy  or  human
f a c t o r s ,  t h e s e
consu l t an t s  he lp
companies  improve
employee  health  and
productivity.  This  is  a

proactive,  non-clinical
j o b  i n  p h y s i c a l
therapy  that  applies
rehabilitation principles
to prevention.

Rehabilit
ation
Technolo
gy
Specialist
A s  t e c h n o l o g y
advances, so do career
o p p o r t u n i t i e s .
Specialists  who  work
with  robotics  for  gait
training,  virtual  reality
for balance therapy, or
wearable  sensors  for
activity monitoring are
in demand. These roles
often require a blend of
clinical knowledge and
t e c h n i c a l  s k i l l s ,
s o m e t i m e s  w i t h
degrees  in  biomedical
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e n g i n e e r i n g  o r
computer science. It is
a  cutting-edge  area
w h e r e  c a r e e r s
related  to  physical
therapy intersect with
innovation.

CONCLUSION

The  field  of  physical
therapy  is  incredibly
diverse,  offering  more
than just the traditional
ro le  o f  a  l i censed
therapist.  From  direct
hands-on care as a PTA
or  massage  therapist
to  behind-the-scenes
support  as  a  medical
biller  or  recruiter,  and
f r o m  a d v a n c e d
research  to  emerging

technology fields, there
is  a  place  for  almost
every interest and skill
set.  The  demand  for
rehabilitation  services
continues  to  grow,
ensuring that  careers
related  to  physical
therapy  will  remain
stable  and  rewarding
for  years  to  come.
Whether  you  are  just
starting your journey or
looking to pivot within
healthcare,  exploring
the  full  spectrum  of
physical  therapy
related jobs can help
you  find  a  meaningful
career that aligns with
your  passions  and
strengths.


