
Physical Therapy 

Practice Areas 

Although a large number of physical therapists work in hospitals, now more than 70 percent can be 
found in private physical therapy offices, rehabilitation centers, community health centers, nursing 
homes, home health agencies, corporate or industrial health centers, sports facilities, research 
institutions, schools, pediatric centers, and colleges and universities. Indeed, settings, employment 
arrangements, career responsibilities, and career opportunities depend on the interests and skills of 
each practitioner.  

A physical therapist often has a very diverse patient load. In a single day a PT may encounter a 
elderly woman with arthritis, an infant with a developmental delay, a marathon runner, an 
individual recovering from a stroke, a quadriplegic, or a pregnant woman. Variety is the spice of life 
for a physical therapist. 

Salary and Lifestyle 

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, median annual income of physical therapists was 
$54,810 in 2000. Physical therapists enjoy a rewarding career and flexible lifestyle. It is a career 
that offers its practitioners the opportunity to work part-time and in private practice. In fact, about 
25% of the nation’s physical therapists are employed part-time.  

Education 

All States require physical therapists to pass a licensure exam before being licensed to practice. In 
order to be eligible for licensure an individual must have graduated from physical therapy program 
accredited by the Commission on Accreditation of Physical Therapy Education (CAPTE).  

Physical therapy programs were historically at the baccalaureate level (master’s). However in the 
late 1970’s the American Physical Therapy Association began to advocate for programs to move 
education of physical therapists from the undergraduate to the graduate level. Therefore, many 
entry-level Doctors of Physical Therapy (DPT) have begun to emerge (basically that’s the only 
program offered anymore).  

Physical therapy programs start with basic science courses such as biology, chemistry, and physics, 
and then introduce specialized courses such as biomechanics, neuro-anatomy, human growth and 
development, manifestations of disease, examination techniques, and therapeutic procedures. In 
addition to didactic and laboratory experiences students also receive clinical training and 
supervision.  

Undergraduate Prerequisites: 

The required prerequisite courses will vary significantly for each program of Physical Therapy. See 
each individual schools for more detailed information.  

In general, students may expect some combination of the following undergraduate courses to be 
required prerequisites for admission. 

Biology 
Chemistry 
Physics 
Anatomy and Physiology 
Statistics 
Psychology 



Admission 

Each program in Physical Therapy has different admissions processes and procedures. Please be 
sure to contact each school individually to learn about their criteria and procedure. See individual 
schools for more detailed information.  

Most schools require an application, transcripts, a personal statement, and letters of 
recommendation. Additionally programs will require scores from the Graduate Record Exam (GRE) 
and/or a personal interview (if they like your application). Luckily for us, all of this can be done 
online on the ptcas.org website. There also includes a background check so don’t do anything 
stupid! 

GRE:  
The General GRE (Graduate Record Exam) is now administered via computer. Candidates may be 
scheduled for the Computerized GRE on almost any date. However, you cannot take the test more 
than once a month (who would want to anyway right??). 

The General GRE Test is made up of three parts: verbal, quantitative and analytical (writing). It also 
includes a “pseudo” section. You will take a fourth section of some kind (one of the other three 
sections). However, this section will not be graded: it is just to make sure you are trying your best 
on each section. The test is designed to measure skills that have been acquired over a long period 
of time and that are not related to any specific field of study. I would suggest getting a study book 
and taking a few practice tests. The more you are prepared the better off you’ll be. 

Most schools have requirements (which are usually a little bendable) for your GRE score. Most in 
Iowa would like to see at least a score of 1000 total (at least 400/500 in the verbal section and 
500+ in the quantitative section) as well as at least a 4.0/6.0 scale on the analytical section. 

Letters:  
Most programs require at least two letters of reference and some may specify who these should be 
written by. 

Exposure to PT: 
Physical Therapy programs encourage and sometimes require applicants to obtain some experience 
with, or exposure to physical therapy. This exposure may be in an observational or volunteer 
capacity. Usually these hours are from at least two different locations and should be no less than 20 
hours at each location. Again, the more you have, the better because this shows them that you 
know what you’re getting into and shows them your dedication. 

Activities: 
Although extracurricular involvement is important to create a well-balanced undergraduate 
experience, be careful to effectively balance this with your academics. One cannot justify poor 
academic performance with extensive extracurricular involvement. Admission committees may 
instead interpret this as poor judgment, and an inability to prioritize and manage your time.  

Additional Advice: 

Another thing PT schools like to see is something to show that you’ve done your homework on their 
school and the profession of PT in general. If/when you get an interview, they will probably ask you 
questions about current topics in PT and healthcare in general and, as someone trying to thoroughly 
impress them, it would be good of you to know such topics. 

Also, all Iowa DPT programs require at least a score of a 3.0 GPA—keep studying! 

Resources 
American Physical Therapy Association—use this source!! 



St. Ambrose, Pre-Professional College  
Course Prerequisites  

Course SAU Equivalent Credits
General Biology I and II  
(with labs) Biology 103 and 104 8 

Human Physiology (with lab)  

  

  

 
  

Biology 202 Anatomy & Physiology plus 
Biology 204 Advanced Anatomy & 
Physiology at St. Ambrose, or 
3 semester hours of Human Physiology with 
lab if available at another institution 
  

8  

  

  

  

General Chemistry I and II (with labs) Chemistry 105 and 106 8 
College Physics I and II 
(with labs) Physics 203 and 204 8 

Trigonometry  
(Calculus is also accepted, but not 
required.) 

Math 152 

  

3  

  
Statistics/Biostatics Social Science 213 3 
Introduction to Psychology  Psychology 105 3  

Upper Level Psychology or Sociology 
Any course of your choice above the 
introductory level in Psychology or 
Sociology.

3  

 
Non-Course Requirements include: 

• Cumulative undergraduate GPA of at least 3.0 / 4.0  
• Official transcripts from all institutions attended  
• Official Graduate Record Exam results  
• Documentation of at least 50 hours of observation in two or more physical therapy settings  
• Two references  
• Statement of purpose several paragraphs in length (found on PTCAs website)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Clarke College, Doctor of Physical Therapy Admission Requirements 

Requirements for Admission to the Professional Phase of the Physical Therapy Program 

Admission to the professional phase of the physical therapy program is limited to 36 students. A 
student must submit the following to Graduate Studies Office, 1550 Clarke Drive, Dubuque, Iowa, 
52001: 

1. A completed graduate application form. Complete the on-line application form now, or 
print and complete the form and mail with application fee.  

2. $35 application fee (waived for Clarke College students). Please make checks payable to 
Clarke College. If paying with credit card, please call (563) 588-6635 with your credit card 
number and expiration date.  

3. Official academic transcripts. Students must have a cumulative grade-point-average 
(GPA) of 3.00 on a 4.00 scale and a 3.00 on a 4.00 GPA in science courses with no 
grade less than a “C.”  

4. Three completed recommendation forms, at least two of which must be from 
undergraduate faculty and one which may be from a physical therapist with whom you 
have observed.  

5. A completed Student Log of Clinical Visits, documenting 75 hours of observation in at 
least three different settings, chosen from pediatrics, geriatrics, inpatient acute/subacute 
care, neurological rehabilitation, orthopedics and sports medicine.  

6. A one- to two-page written response to the following question: Describe how your 
observational experiences have influenced your decision to pursue physical therapy as a 
career. Concentrate on the areas described in the Student Log of Clinical Visits.  

Applicant must also have: 

7. A bachelor’s degree (unless your admission is from Clarke’s pre-physical therapy 
program or part of an approved 3+3 articulation agreement).  

8. A competitive score on the Graduate Record Examination (GRE).  
9. A minimum TOEFL score of 550 if English is not a first language.  
10. The following prerequisite courses or their approved equivalent:  

BIOL 115 Fundamentals of Cell Biology/Genetics I 
BIOL 211 Anatomy and Physiology I 
BIOL 212 Anatomy and Physiology II 
CHEM 110 General Chemistry I 
CHEM 111 General Chemistry II 
PHYS 110 Elements of Physics I 
PHYS 111 Elements of Physics II  
PSYC 111 Introductory Psychology  
3 hours of an upper-level psychology course 

Additional recommended, though not required, courses are: 

PHIL 212 General Ethics 
PSYC 221 Abnormal Psychology 
BIOL 360 Genetics 
CHEM 345 Biochemistry 
MATH 220 Statistics 
SOC 202 Race and Ethnicity 



Des Moines University, Physical Therapy Program 
Prerequisites  

Candidates for admission to the Professional DPT Program must have a bachelor's degree, in any field, from a 
regionally accredited institution. Early in the process of applying, compare your course work to the prerequisites 
below so you can review your class schedule and complete the required courses on time.  

Required Courses  

Biological Sciences: 12 hours  

• One course of human anatomy must be taken.  
• One course of human physiology must be taken.  
• The anatomy and physiology requirements can be fulfilled by a series of two courses of combined 

anatomy and physiology. They can also be fulfilled by one combined anatomy and physiology course 
plus a human physiology course. Exercise physiology will not suffice for this requirement. 

• All courses should be taken through the biology department if possible. If taken through another 
department, the course may be subject to review by the Admissions Committee, and a possibility exists 
that the course will be unacceptable.  

• Labs are required with all biology classes. If labs are not offered in anatomy and physiology at your 
institution, please include a course description for review by the Admissions Committee.  

Chemistry: 8 semester hours  

• Each course must include a lab.  
• A chemistry sequence for science or health science majors is preferred.  

Physics: 8 semester hours  

• Each course must include a lab.  
• A physics sequence for science or health science majors is preferred.  

Statistics: One Course  

• This can be taken either through the math or psychology department.    

Psychology: Three Courses  

• One course of general or introductory psychology is required.  
• Two upper division courses (other than statistics) are required. Abnormal and developmental psychology 

courses are strongly recommended to fulfill this requirement.  

English Composition/Speech/Communications: Two Courses  

• One course of English composition is required.  
• Testing out is acceptable if it is reflected on an official transcript.  
• Literature courses do not fulfill this requirement.  
• Writing across the curriculum and writing-intensive courses will be considered. Course descriptions 

should be included with your application. 

 

    



Humanities/Social Sciences: Two Courses  

• Literature, history, philosophy, sociology, theology, foreign language and art, music or theater 
appreciation will fulfill this requirement.    

Highly Recommended (not required) Courses  

• Medical terminology, computer applications, kinesiology, exercise physiology, abnormal psychology, 
developmental psychology, math (trigonometry or calculus).  

Prerequisite courses must be completed before Registration (if not, an explanation must be submitted with your 
application). Students should have a minimum grade point average of 3.0 in the combined prerequisite courses 
and a minimum overall grade point average of 3.0 on a 4.0 scale when applying. All prerequisite courses need to 
be taken for a grade. Pass/Fail is not accepted. Testing out of a course is acceptable upon approval by the 
Physical Therapy Admissions Committee.  

Observational experiences 

Applicants are required to observe physical therapists at work in various settings. We require that you 
spend time observing at least three different patient populations for at least 20 hours each. A minimum 
total of 80 hours of observation is required. 



Admission to the DPT Program at the University of Iowa 

Admission to the Doctor of Physical Therapy Program is contingent on the completion of a 
baccalaureate degree and all prerequisite course work from a regionally accredited U.S. college or 
university.  Individuals should have completed the majority of the science course requirements and 
have GRE scores prior to the application deadline of November 1.  Only candidates who have 
earned, or who will earn their baccalaureate degree before the class begins in July will be 
considered for admission.  

Course Requirements 

The following prerequisites must be completed prior to enrollment in the program: 

Biological Sciences  
A complete introductory course in principles of general biology or zoology and 
advanced course work in biology or zoology (for which an introductory course is 
prerequisite) equivalent to 12 semester hours;  

Chemistry  
A complete introductory course equivalent to 8 semester hours;  

Physics  
A complete introductory course equivalent to 8 semester hours;  

Physiology  
A systemic human physiology course equivalent to 3 semester hours;  

Psychology  
Courses equivalent to 6 semester hours;  

Mathematics  
A college-level mathematics course, at the level of trigonometry or higher, 
equivalent to 3 semester hours;  

Statistics  
A statistical methods course equivalent to 3 semester hours.  

All science courses must include the appropriate laboratory instruction. The prerequisite courses 
must be taken for a letter grade. Credit awarded through the AP testing program may be applied to 
the mathematics requirement only. 

Grade-point Requirement 

An overall grade-point average of 3.0 or above (on a 4.0 scale) is the minimum for consideration for 
admission. A grade-point average of 3.0 or above in all prerequisite course work is recommended. 

Graduate Record Examination 

The Graduate Record Examination (GRE) General Test is required for admission. Arrange to take the 
test early to ensure receipt of the scores prior to the application deadline. Request that your scores 
be reported directly to The University of Iowa. 

Early Admission 

The DPT Program also has an early admission plan. Applicants with outstanding GPA's, generally a 
3.75 or higher, and a score equal to or greater than 1100 on the GRE (verbal and quantitative 
scores combined) may be considered for early admission. Application procedures are the same as 
those for regular admission. Applicants interviewed but not selected for early admission would 



automatically be placed in the final general applicant pool. Questions regarding early admission 
should be directed to physical-therapy@uiowa.edu. The deadline for early admission is September 
15.  

Professional Opportunities 

Changes in the health care system have made possible many practice opportunities for physical 
therapists. In addition to hospital based practice, an increasing number of physical therapists select 
private practice. In the last several years, areas of specialization have become available in 
orthopedics, cardiopulmonary, electrophysiology, neurology, geriatrics, pediatrics, and sports 
physical therapy. Some potential practice settings are as follows: 

• General or specialized hospitals and nursing homes  
• Private physical therapy clinics or offices  
• Home health agencies  
• Skilled nursing facilities and rehabilitation centers  
• Corporate or industrial health centers  
• Fitness centers and sports training facilities  
• Athletic facilities  
• Schools or pediatric centers  
• Community and governmental agencies  
• Education or research centers  

Criminal Background Checks 

Enrollment in the DPT Program will be contingent on a successful criminal background check. 
Applicants invited for interviews are required to sign a Background Release Form and disclose and 
explain any felony or misdemeanor convictions. Applicants offered admission are required to provide 
signed consent for conducting an External Criminal Background Investigation in addition to 
providing a signed Release of Information Waiver. This occurs at the time applicants confirm the 
Program's admissions offer. Applicants should also be aware that some clinical education sites 
require drug screening for students performing clinical rotations. 

 


