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Just because you’re done with school doesn’t mean it’s time to stop 
learning. These 10 habits will help you build a successful career.
By Meredith Victor Castin, PT, DPT

of Highly Successful 
PTs and PTAs
HABITS 
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During physical therapy school, our brains are  
inundated with clinical information. We dutifully 

memorize the brachial plexus and neuromuscular 
pathways. We spend years honing our clinical reasoning 
skills. By the time we pass the licensure exam, we are 
deemed competent clinicians, ready to take on the world.

What many of us don’t realize during school, however, 
is that success in a professional environment requires an 

additional skillset beyond clinical expertise. Some  
of the skills that make us the most successful may  
not be taught in school.

So what is success? Some people feel success is  
represented by prominence in one’s field. Others  
wish to make buckets of money, 
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and some people feel that success is the ability to find 
fulfillment in the form of a healthy work-life balance. For 
that reason, there is no set prescription for success and 
no set list of “ultimate skills.” 

Still, there are habits newly minted physical therapists 
(PTs) and physical therapist assistants (PTAs) can adopt 
to improve their chances at happiness and success in  
the profession.  

1. Be accessible to physicians. It can be tempting 
to fly below the radar when you’re a new graduate. 
Although you certainly know your stuff, talking to  
physicians can feel intimidating. If you always duck  
into the bathroom when a physician calls, you are  
selling yourself short. Put yourself in their shoes. If  
hey are trusting you with their patients’ well-being,  
they will want to know as much about you as possible.  
If you step up to the plate and represent yourself in a 
professional and poised manner, they will specifically 
request you as the PT of choice in the future. On the 
other hand, if you scurry off to the break room and  
avoid discussions, you will forever remain known only  
as “the PT who worked with room 506.”

Speaking with physicians forces you to stay on top of 
your anatomy knowledge and keep current with surgical 
advances. It is also a way to start building your brand 
early, in the form of networking. If you plan to open 
your own practice, face time with physicians can help 
you establish yourself in the medical community years 
before you take the plunge. Chatting with physicians 
gets easier with practice. If you find yourself tongue-tied, 
ask a trusted colleague for tips. 

2. Be confident, yet humble. As a new graduate, you 
have fresh knowledge that sets you apart from more 
seasoned PTs and PTAs. You have completed clinical 
rotations and passed the national exam. You should feel 
confident that you are an integral part of your patients’ 

and clients’ successful outcomes. 
At the same time, you are still 
just out of school. Regardless of 
whether you’re new to the field or 
not, there are still plenty of things 
to learn. Brenda Dorman, PTA, 
has been a PTA for more than 15 
years. She is a certified clinical 
instructor and the lead PTA at the 
Orlando Health Rehabilitation 
Institute. Dorman encourages 

her students to seek opportunities to connect with PTs. 
Newly minted clinicians can do the same with more 
experienced PTs and PTAs, as well. There are plenty of 
skills to be learned, and communication is key. Dorman 
points out that PTs and PTAs alike need to be prepared 
to describe their scope of practice at a moment’s notice, 
because patients and clients are curious to know what 
clinicians’ titles mean. Practice your description aloud, 
and say it with confidence.

That said, confidence is fantastic, but arrogance 
on any level is offensive. It alienates and intimidates 
others. Even extremely experienced PTs and PTAs still 
encounter new presentations and have new questions, 
and everyone makes mistakes. You are bound to make 
a mistake occasionally. When you do, make sure to own 
up, apologize, and make things better. 

3. Maintain professionalism. You may feel like a 
caged animal set free when you first leave school, but 
that doesn’t mean you should share your adventures of 
midnight foosball tournaments with your colleagues or 
your patients and clients. Even when you feel a personal 
connection with patients, it’s not a great idea. They may 
not look to you with the same amount of respect, and 
we all know instilling in patients and clients the belief 
that you are guiding them with expertise is vital to their 
outcomes. Also, you never know who is listening, judging, 
and ready to report your behavior to your manager. 

Dressing professionally goes a long way, too; it  
shows your patients and colleagues that you’re proud  
of your position and that you respect them enough to 
dress accordingly.

4. Prepare for productivity requirements, and 
accept them with grace. During clinical rotations, some 
clinical instructors make a point to ensure you treat a 
full caseload of patients. However, this doesn’t always 
happen. Even if you do see a full caseload, you may only 
do partial documentation. In the real world, it’s all on you. 
This is both good and bad. Having full responsibility for 
a patient’s or client’s care is empowering, but responsibili-
ties can pile up quickly. If you aren’t used to having to 
clinically reason, treat, document, and follow up with other 
providers, you can quickly become overwhelmed. 

Productivity requirements can feel daunting, but they 
are a reality in our profession. If you are having trouble 
keeping up, ask other practitioners for help. If you are 
working in acute care, getting to know the nurses can 
help you. Once you know the other staff members by 
name, you can leverage your relationships to help set  
a productive schedule for your day.

5. Surround yourself with passionate people. The 
saying goes, “you are the average of your 5 best friends 
and associates.” This is especially true for a budding PT 
or PTA. As with any profession, you will find people who 
still feel passionate about their field and others who feel 
less inspired. 

Keith Mahler, PT, MPT, owns a private outpatient 
clinic in San Diego, California. A certified ergonomic Brenda Dorman, PTA
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assessment specialist, he believes 
the most important habit of a 
successful PT or PTA is seeking 
out others who share your passion 
for physical therapy. “If you don’t 
make a point of being around 
people who love physical therapy, 
the lack of enthusiasm will rub 
off on you,” he said. He recom-
mends choosing a job where the 
staff PTs and PTAs are motivated 

and passionate to learn more about physical therapy. 
He concedes that this can be hard to gauge during an 
employment interview. He recommends that, if you find 
that your colleagues aren’t passionate about physical 
therapy, try to find “your people” elsewhere. Join clubs, 
attend conferences, and volunteer for organizations 
where you will meet the right people who stoke your  
fire for the field. 

6. Respect others’ boundaries, and set boundaries 
of your own. We work in a very hands-on field. Between 
myofascial release of the pectoral region and inferior 
glides of the hip joint, you’re bound to feel uncomfort-
able some of the time. It is our job to set proper boundar-
ies and ensure everybody feels comfortable with the 
patient-provider relationship. It’s OK to tell a patient that 
his or her joke makes you squeamish, and it’s OK to 
switch the patient to another PT or PTA if the patient 
continually makes you feel uncomfortable—or if the 
patient doesn’t enjoy working with you.

Similarly, be aware that some patients or clients are 
uncomfortable with the nature of our field. They may 
have signed up for physical therapy and not realized 
how much physical contact is involved. If they do not 
wish to be touched, be respectful, and work with them 
to find an appropriate treatment plan that makes 
them feel comfortable.

Setting boundaries extends beyond patients and 
clients. Some clinics will ask more of your time than 
you are willing to give. If you find you are working 
the clinic booth at every marketing event, you may 
come to resent your employer. If you always volun-
teer, or simply never decline, your managers may 
erroneously decide you love volunteering your time 
more than you really do. Remember, it is nobody’s 
job to read your mind. If you are feeling exploited, or 
even underused, speak up. 

7. Arrive 15 minutes earlier. Timeliness is a 
must in our field, and arriving on time is especially 
important in an outpatient job, where arriving late 
can cause major inconveniences to others. By making 
a point to arrive not just early but 15 minutes earlier 
than you’d normally plan, you are building in an 
automatic cushion. Some PTs and PTAs like to use 
that time for extra chart review. For others, a few extra 
minutes in the morning can give you a chance to 
socialize with the rest of the team and ask any quick 
clinical questions you may have. The best part is that 

the 15-minute padding means you’ll never have to rush 
into a treatment, sweating and apologizing profusely for 
the morning’s traffic jam.

8. Always keep learning. When you leave school, it 
can be tempting to jump at the first job offer, regardless 
of the specifics. Brenda Dorman warns against falling 
into this trap. She says the best way to make sure a 
new grad lands in a supportive environment is to ask 
the right questions during the interview process. She 
implores new graduates to emphasize that a supportive, 
mentoring environment is a top priority. Look for clinics 
with continuing education allowances and frequent staff 
in-services.

As new grads, we are usually eager to learn as much 
as possible about clinical care. As time marches forward, 
sometimes we can get complacent or stuck in a rut. If 
you feel like you hit a point where you are no longer 
able to work, or no longer desire to do so, ask for help. 
Sometimes a change of scenery or more responsibility 
can help. If you are stuck in what feels like a dead-end 
job, reach out beyond the walls of the clinic. See if a local 
research team needs a hand with writing a paper. Start 
a blog. There are any number of things you can do to 
reignite your passion for your career.

9. Use free time and documentation effectively. 
Appropriate use of chart time can prevent you from 

Keith Mahler, PT, MPT



feeling overwhelmed. “It can be 
tempting to chat with the front 
office staff, but then you end 
up having to stay late or come 
in early the next day to catch 
up on paperwork,” Mahler said. 
When things are slow, reach for 
a textbook or ask a co-worker 
to observe a treatment. That 
is how you grow as a PT, and 
it is also how you justify that 

you deserve pay raises and more responsibility. Garin 
Wyberg, PT, DPT, is head PT at Revolution Physical 
Therapy and Specialized Fitness in Cranberry Township, 
Pennsylvania, and board-certified in sports physical 
therapy. He recommends PTs “document in real time,” 
rather than letting notes pile up. Not only will your 
documentation be more accurate, you’ll enjoy a better 
work-life balance.

10. Less is more. During your first few years in 
the clinic, Wyberg recommends focusing on a single 
intervention per visit. “If you know that an intervention 
improves your patient’s pain or range of motion, max 

out the benefit of that technique before adding more,” 
Wyberg said. He notes that using 2, 3, 4, or more tech-
niques in a single treatment can make it difficult to know 
what actually helps your patients. Cramming multiple 
techniques into short sessions can also wreak havoc on 
your body mechanics.

This also is the best time to commit to protecting your 
body so it carries you through many years of clinical 
care. Don’t be too embarrassed to ask another PT to help 
you with demanding treatments. In addition, don’t be 
afraid to ask another PT to watch you perform transfers 
and treatments; it can be easier for someone else to point 
out that you’re using your back instead of your legs.

Good luck out there, new grads. Be sure to ask your 
colleagues about their own recommendations for 
successful habits. n

Meredith Victor Castin, PT, DPT, is the cofounder of 
NewGradPhysicalTherapy.com. She works as intake liaison 
at South Bay Rehab Center in National City, California, and 
is a certified strength and conditioning specialist. She can be 
reached at meredithvictor@gmail.com.

Garin Wyberg, PT, DPT

8    November 2016

“If you don't make a point of 
being around people who love 
physical therapy, the lack of 
enthusiasm will rub off on you.”

-- Keith Mahler


