is physical therapy a stem major

is physical therapy a stem major is a common question among students
exploring career options in healthcare and science fields. Understanding
whether physical therapy falls under the STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics) umbrella can influence educational choices,
scholarship opportunities, and career paths. This article examines the
classification of physical therapy within academic disciplines, the
curriculum involved, and how it relates to STEM fields. Additionally, it
explores the implications of considering physical therapy as a STEM major
regarding career prospects and educational funding. Readers will gain a clear
perspective on the relationship between physical therapy and STEM, supported
by relevant examples and professional criteria. The discussion will also
include the role of science and technology in physical therapy practice,
helping clarify its academic categorization.
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Understanding STEM Majors and Criteria

STEM majors are academic programs that focus on Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics. These fields emphasize analytical skills,
scientific inquiry, technological proficiency, and mathematical reasoning.
The U.S. Department of Education and various academic institutions define
STEM majors based on curriculum content, career outcomes, and the role of
science and technology in the discipline. Common STEM majors include biology,
chemistry, computer science, engineering, and mathematics. The classification
of a major as STEM can impact eligibility for certain scholarships, loans,
and visa programs for international students.

Defining STEM Fields

STEM fields are characterized by rigorous coursework in scientific
principles, quantitative analysis, and technical problem-solving. Majors
designated as STEM typically require substantial engagement with subjects
such as physics, chemistry, biology, calculus, and computer science. The core



goal is to prepare students for careers that involve innovation, research,
and development in technology and science sectors. STEM majors often lead to
professions in engineering, healthcare sciences, information technology, and
natural sciences.

Criteria for STEM Classification
To be officially recognized as a STEM major, academic programs generally must

meet specific criteria. These include:

e Significant coursework in science and mathematics.

e Use of technology and engineering principles in learning and
application.

e Preparation for careers that rely on scientific and technical knowledge.

e Alignment with federal guidelines or accreditation standards identifying
STEM disciplines.

Programs that combine healthcare and science, such as nursing and biomedical
sciences, sometimes occupy a gray area in STEM classification depending on
the curriculum and institutional definitions.

Physical Therapy as an Academic Discipline

Physical therapy is a healthcare profession focused on the evaluation,
treatment, and prevention of physical impairments and disabilities. The
academic path to becoming a physical therapist typically involves earning a
Doctor of Physical Therapy (DPT) degree, which integrates clinical practice
with scientific foundations. Physical therapy programs blend anatomy,
physiology, biomechanics, and therapeutic techniques to prepare students for
patient care.

Curriculum Overview

The physical therapy curriculum includes comprehensive study in biological
and physical sciences, clinical sciences, and patient management. Key
subjects often covered are:

e Anatomy and Physiology
e Kinesiology and Biomechanics

e Neuroscience



Pathophysiology

Pharmacology

e Exercise Physiology

Clinical Practicum and Patient Care Techniques

This rigorous scientific and clinical education ensures that physical
therapists possess a strong understanding of human body mechanics and
therapeutic interventions.

Professional Accreditation and Standards

Physical therapy programs are accredited by bodies such as the Commission on
Accreditation in Physical Therapy Education (CAPTE) in the United States.
Accreditation standards emphasize science-based education, clinical
competency, and evidence-based practice. This further underscores the
scientific and technical nature of the discipline, which aligns closely with
STEM principles.

STEM Elements in Physical Therapy Education

Physical therapy education incorporates numerous STEM components through its
extensive science and technology coursework. The major relies heavily on
understanding biological systems, mechanical forces, and technology-assisted
rehabilitation methods.

Science and Technology Integration
Several aspects of physical therapy highlight its STEM elements:

e Biomechanics: Application of mechanical principles to human movement and
injury prevention.

e Neuroscience: Study of the nervous system’s role in motor control and
rehabilitation.

e Exercise Science: Use of physiological data to design therapeutic
exercise programs.

e Rehabilitation Technology: Use of advanced devices such as electrical
stimulation, ultrasound, and robotic assistive equipment.

e Data Analysis: Employing statistical methods to assess patient progress
and treatment efficacy.



These elements demonstrate the scientific and technological foundation of
physical therapy, supporting the argument that it fits within the STEM
category.

Mathematics and Research Methodology

Mathematical skills are essential in physical therapy for understanding
biomechanics, calculating dosages, and interpreting research data.
Additionally, physical therapy students engage in research methodology
courses that teach experimental design, statistical analysis, and critical
evaluation of scientific literature.

Implications of Physical Therapy Being a STEM
Major

The classification of physical therapy as a STEM major carries significant
academic and professional implications. It affects funding opportunities,
career mobility, and educational pathways.

Educational and Financial Benefits

Students pursuing physical therapy as a STEM major may qualify for specific
scholarships, grants, and loan forgiveness programs aimed at encouraging STEM
education. Furthermore, international students in physical therapy programs
classified as STEM may benefit from extended Optional Practical Training
(OPT) periods in the United States, allowing for longer work authorization
after graduation.

Professional Recognition and Advancement

Identifying physical therapy as a STEM discipline can enhance the
profession’s recognition as a science-based field. This benefits
practitioners by emphasizing the importance of evidence-based practice and
continuous scientific advancement. It can also promote interdisciplinary
collaboration with other STEM fields, such as biomedical engineering and
health informatics.

Career Opportunities and STEM Classification

Career prospects for physical therapy graduates often intersect with STEM-
related roles, reflecting the scientific and technological knowledge required
in the profession.



STEM-Related Career Paths

Physical therapists work in environments where science and technology are
integral, including:

Hospitals and Rehabilitation Centers

Sports Medicine and Athletic Training

Research Institutions and Clinical Trials

Development and Testing of Rehabilitation Technologies

Academic and Educational Roles in Health Sciences

These career paths require a solid foundation in STEM subjects, supporting
the inclusion of physical therapy within STEM majors.

Interdisciplinary Collaboration

Physical therapy professionals often collaborate with engineers, computer
scientists, and biologists to develop new treatment methods and
rehabilitation technologies. This interdisciplinary nature underscores the
STEM-related aspects of the field and highlights the importance of scientific
knowledge in physical therapy practice.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is physical therapy considered a STEM major?

Physical therapy is generally not classified as a STEM major because it
primarily focuses on health sciences and rehabilitation rather than science,
technology, engineering, or mathematics fields.

Why isn't physical therapy classified as a STEM
major?

Physical therapy emphasizes clinical practice, patient care, and
rehabilitation techniques rather than core STEM disciplines like engineering,

computer science, or mathematics, which is why it is usually categorized
under health sciences or allied health rather than STEM.

Can physical therapy students benefit from STEM



courses?

Yes, physical therapy students often take courses in biology, anatomy,
physiology, and sometimes biomechanics, which involve scientific and
mathematical principles, providing a foundation that overlaps with STEM
knowledge.

Are there any STEM-related career paths within
physical therapy?

While physical therapy itself is not a STEM major, some specialized areas
like biomechanics research, rehabilitation engineering, or development of
assistive technologies can blend physical therapy knowledge with STEM fields.

Does having a physical therapy degree qualify for
STEM OPT extension for international students?

Typically, physical therapy degrees do not qualify for the STEM OPT extension
because they are not classified under the Department of Homeland Security's
STEM Designated Degree Program List.

How does physical therapy compare to other health-
related STEM majors?

Unlike majors such as biomedical engineering or medical laboratory sciences
that are clearly STEM fields, physical therapy focuses more on clinical
skills and patient rehabilitation, placing it outside the traditional STEM
category.

Additional Resources

1. Physical Therapy and STEM: Bridging Science and Healing

This book explores the intersection of physical therapy and STEM (Science,
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) fields. It discusses how principles
of biology, anatomy, physics, and engineering are integral to physical
therapy education and practice. Ideal for students considering physical
therapy as a STEM-related major, it provides insights into the scientific
foundation and technological advancements in the field.

2. Foundations of Physical Therapy: A STEM Perspective

Focusing on the foundational sciences that underpin physical therapy, this
book emphasizes anatomy, physiology, biomechanics, and kinesiology. It
highlights the importance of STEM knowledge in understanding human movement,
injury, and rehabilitation. The text is designed for students exploring
physical therapy within the context of STEM disciplines.

3. STEM Careers in Health Sciences: Physical Therapy and Beyond



This career guide outlines various STEM-related health science professions,
including physical therapy. It explains educational pathways, required
skills, and the role of technology and research in these careers. Readers
gain a clear understanding of how physical therapy fits into the broader STEM
landscape and what to expect from the major.

4. The Science of Rehabilitation: Physical Therapy as a STEM Discipline
Delving into the scientific research and methodologies in physical therapy,
this book presents rehabilitation as a STEM-driven field. It covers evidence-
based practices, the role of biomechanics, and advancements in therapeutic
technologies. The book is suitable for students and professionals interested
in the scientific rigor behind physical therapy.

5. Integrating Engineering and Physical Therapy: Innovations 1in
Rehabilitation

This text bridges engineering principles with physical therapy practices,
showcasing innovations like prosthetics, robotics, and assistive devices. It
highlights how engineering concepts enhance therapeutic outcomes and patient
care. Ideal for STEM students curious about interdisciplinary applications in
physical therapy.

6. Physical Therapy Education: Curriculum and STEM Integration

This book reviews the curriculum structure of physical therapy programs,
emphasizing the integration of STEM subjects. It explains how courses in
biology, chemistry, physics, and technology form the backbone of effective
physical therapy education. Useful for prospective students assessing the
STEM components of the major.

7. Biomechanics and Movement Science in Physical Therapy

Focusing on the mechanical aspects of human movement, this book illustrates
the STEM basis of physical therapy through biomechanics and movement science.
It presents detailed analysis and case studies relevant to injury prevention
and rehabilitation. A valuable resource for understanding the scientific
principles behind therapy techniques.

8. Technology and Innovation in Physical Therapy

This book highlights the role of emerging technologies such as virtual
reality, wearable sensors, and tele-rehabilitation in physical therapy. It
discusses how STEM advancements are transforming patient care and therapy
outcomes. Perfect for readers interested in the future of physical therapy
within a STEM framework.

9. Career Pathways in STEM: Exploring Physical Therapy as a Major

Providing an overview of STEM career opportunities, this book focuses on
physical therapy as a viable and rewarding major. It covers academic
requirements, skill development, and job prospects in the healthcare sector.
Designed to guide students making informed decisions about entering physical
therapy within the STEM domain.
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