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Rehabilitation and Choosing a Rehab Center 

 

 

 

 

How do you choose the right rehab setting once you or your loved one is past the very 

early or acute phase of paralysis or disease? While the nearest facility may be the most 

convenient, and may offer many advantages in terms of support from family and friends, 

it may not offer the level of service needed in a complex injury or disease.  
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Some questions to consider: Does the facility have experience with the particular 

diagnosis or condition? Usually the more patients a facility treats, the higher the expertise 

level of the staff. Is the place accredited – that is, does it meet professional standards of 

care for your specific needs? 

Generally speaking, a facility with accredited expertise is preferable to a general 

rehabilitation program. For example, accreditation by the Rehabilitation Accreditation 

Commission (CARF) for spinal cord injury indicates that the facility meets a minimum 

standard level of care. Programs seek CARF accreditation when they feel their programs 

are exceptional. 

CARF promotes outcomes-driven, value-based services for people with disabilities due to 

disease or injury. CARF accreditation is important for both privately and publicly 

financed rehabilitation care.  

Another aspect of good rehab is the breadth and quality of the professional staff on hand.  

Among the professions you can expect to find on a rehabilitation team:  

Physiatrist 

A physiatrist (fizz-ee-AT-trist, or more commonly pronounced fizz-EYE-a-trist) is a 

doctor specializing in physical medicine and rehabilitation. Physiatrists treat a wide range 

of problems from sore shoulders to spinal cord injuries. They treat acute and chronic pain 

and musculoskeletal disorders. They may see a person with back pain, an athlete who 

sprains an ankle or a typist who has carpal tunnel syndrome.  

Physiatrists coordinate the long-term rehabilitation process for patients with spinal cord 

injuries, cancer, stroke or other neurological disorders, brain injuries, amputations and 

multiple sclerosis. 

A physiatrist must complete four years of graduate medical education and four years of 

postdoctoral residency training. Residency includes one year spent developing 

fundamental clinical skills and three years of training in the full scope of the specialty.  

Rehab Nurse 

Nurses with special training in rehabilitative and restorative principles work 

collaboratively with the rest of the rehabilitation team to solve problems and manage 

complex medical issues. Rehabilitation nurses are experts in bladder, bowel, nutrition, 

pain, skin integrity, breathing, self care, coordination of medical regimens and related 

issues. They provide ongoing patient and family education, set goals for maximal 

independence and establish plans of care to maintain optimal wellness. 

Rehabilitation nurses begin to work with individuals and their families soon after the 

onset of a disabling injury or chronic illness and they continue to provide support after 
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return to home, work or school. According to the Association of Rehabilitation Nurses, 

"rehabilitation nursing" is a philosophy of care, not a work setting or phase of treatment. 

Rehabilitation nurses take a holistic approach to meeting patients' medical, vocational, 

educational, environmental and spiritual needs. 

Occupational Therapy 

An occupational therapist (OT) is skilled in helping individuals learn, or relearn, the day-

to-day activities they need to achieve maximum independence. OTs offer treatment 

programs to help with bathing, dressing, preparing a meal, house cleaning, engaging in 

arts and crafts or gardening. They make recommendations and offer training in the use of 

adaptive equipment to replace lost function.  

OTs also evaluate home and job environments and make recommendations for 

adaptations. The occupational therapist also guides family members and caregivers in 

safe and effective methods of caring for people. Occupational therapy not only helps to 

restore basic physical skills, but also facilitates contact with the community outside of the 

hospital.  

Physical Therapy 

The physical therapists (PT) treat disabilities that result from motor and sensory 

impairments. Their aim is to help people increase strength and endurance, improve 

coordination, reduce spasticity, maintain muscles in paralyzed limbs, protect skin from 

pressure sores and gain greater control over bladder and bowel function.  

PTs also teach paralyzed people techniques for using assistive devices such as 

wheelchairs, canes or braces. In addition to "hands-on" exercises and treatments, physical 

therapists also educate people to take care of themselves. PTs may also work with joints 

and assure their range of motion. Physical therapists also use methods such as ultrasound 

(which uses high frequency waves to produce heat), hot packs and ice.  

Other therapists you should find on the rehab unit include: 

Recreation therapists help people discover the wide range of recreation options 

available in their community.  

Vocational therapists help people assess their job skills and to work with the state 

Vocational Rehab or other agencies to obtain equipment, training and placement.  

Many rehab facilities have seating and positioning experts to help people select the best 

wheelchair, cushion and positioning gear.  

Most facilities have rehab psychologists to assist people with the often-dramatic life 

changes that follow disease or trauma.  
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Sex and family counseling are integral to most rehab programs, in order to help patients 

better understand sexual function, family planning, etc.  

Sources: American Occupational Therapy Association, American Physical Therapy 

Association, American Academy of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, Rehabilitation 

Accreditation Commission, Association of Rehabilitation Nurses 

The above excerpt is from the Christopher & Dana Reeve Foundation Paralysis Resource 

Center website. 

https://www.christopherreeve.org/living-with-paralysis/rehabilitation/find-a-rehab-center 

 

Websites for Choosing a Facility 
 

http://www.carf.org 

CARF International (Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities) 

6951 East Southpoint Road 

Tucson, AZ 85756  

Phone: 520-325-1044, 888-281-6531 (Toll-free voice/TTY)  

E-mail: med@carf.org for medical rehabilitation  

CARF is an independent, not-for-profit accrediting body promoting quality, value, and 

optimal outcomes of services through a consultative accreditation process that centers on 

enhancing the lives of the persons receiving services. CARF establishes customer-

focused standards to help providers measure and improve the quality, value, and 

outcomes of their services. CARF has accredited more than 3,500 organizations in the 

United States, Canada, and Sweden in the areas of Adult Day Services, Assisted Living, 

Behavioral Health, Employment and Community Services, and Medical Rehabilitation. 

CARF develops and maintains practical and relevant standards of quality for such 

programs. 

 

To locate an accredited rehabilitation facility near you contact CARF. They have 

information on rehab facilities accredited in spinal cord injury, brain injury, and pain 

management. The CARF website has a provider search tool at 

http://carf.org/advancedProviderSearch.aspx where you can look for rehab programs by 

location (18 countries). You can also narrow the focus by program type, program focus 

(including Brain Injury Spinal Cord System of Care), and/or age group or special 

population served.  

 

http://www.carf.org/Programs/CARFCanada/ 

CARF Canada  

501-10154, 104 St NW     1 Yonge St, Suite 1801 

Edmonton, AB T5J 1A7, Canada    Toronto, ON M5E 1W7, Canada 

Phone: 888-281-6531 (Toll-free)    Phone: 888-281-6531 (Toll-free) 

TTY: 520-495-7077      TTY: 520-495-7077 

 

https://www.christopherreeve.org/living-with-paralysis/rehabilitation/find-a-rehab-center
http://www.carf.org/
mailto:med@carf.org
http://carf.org/advancedProviderSearch.aspx
http://www.carf.org/Programs/CARFCanada/
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https://acl.gov/programs/research-and-development/model-systems-program 

National Rehabilitation Information Center: Spinal Cord Injury Model Systems 

The ACL’s National Institute on Disability, Independent Living and Rehabilitation 

Research (NIDILRR) funds 14 Model Spinal Cord Injury Facilities in the U.S. Model 

SCI Centers across the United States work together to demonstrate improved care, 

maintain a national database, participate in independent and collaborative research, and 

provide continuing education relating to spinal cord injury. The current model systems 

are funded from 2016-2021.  

The current model systems in SCI are: 

 

University of Alabama – Birmingham, AL  

Rancho Research Institute – Downey, CA  

Craig Hospital – Englewood, CO  

University of Miami – Miami, FL  

Shepherd Center – Atlanta, GA  

Rehabilitation Institute of Chicago – Chicago, IL  

Spaulding Rehabilitation Hospital/New England Regional SCI – Boston, MA 

Kessler Foundation – West Orange, NJ  

Mount Sinai Hospital – NY, NY  

Case Western Reserve – Cleveland, OH  

Ohio State University – Columbus, OH  

Thomas Jefferson University – Philadelphia, PA  

University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA 

Memorial Hermann – Houston, TX 

  

http://www.msktc.org/ 

Model Systems Knowledge Translation Center (MSKTC) 

MSKTC is a national center that works to put research into practice to serve the needs of 

people with traumatic brain injuries, spinal cord injuries, and burn injuries. The site lists 

contact information for the 14 model SCI centers in the U.S. https://msktc.org/sci/model-

system-centers 

 

http://www.shepherd.org/files/wysiwyg/file/Choosing%20Rehabilitation%20SCI(3).pdf 

Shepherd Center’s Factsheet: Spinal Cord Injury—Questions to Ask When 

Selecting a Rehabilitation Program 

 

http://www.shepherd.org/files/wysiwyg/file/Choosing%20Rehabilitation%20ABI(3).pdf 

Shepherd Center’s Factsheet: Acquired Brain Injury—Questions to Ask When 

Selecting a Rehabilitation Program 

 

 

Listed below are resources available to help you to choose a rehabilitation center for a 

child. 

 

https://www.shrinershospitalsforchildren.org/shc/locations 

https://acl.gov/programs/research-and-development/model-systems-program
http://www.msktc.org/
https://msktc.org/sci/model-system-centers
https://msktc.org/sci/model-system-centers
http://www.shepherd.org/files/wysiwyg/file/Choosing%20Rehabilitation%20SCI(3).pdf
http://www.shepherd.org/files/wysiwyg/file/Choosing%20Rehabilitation%20ABI(3).pdf
https://www.shrinershospitalsforchildren.org/shc/locations
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Shriners’ Hospital for Children: Locations  

Chicago, Philadelphia, and Sacramento are the 3 spinal cord injury rehabilitation 

locations. 

 

www.spinalcordrecovery.org  

International Center for Spinal Cord Injury (ICSCI) at Kennedy Krieger Institute  

707 North Broadway 

Baltimore, MD  21205 

Phone: 443-923-9200 

Email: info.sci@spinalcordrecovery.org 

The International Center for Spinal Cord Injury (ICSCI) at Kennedy Krieger Institute was 

founded on the philosophy that individuals with paralysis can always hope for recovery 

of sensation, function, mobility, and independence, months and even years after injury. 

To maximize on this potential for recovery, ICSCI offers an intense, medically-

supervised therapy program with a unique focus on Activity-Based Restorative Therapy. 

ICSCI was one of the first facilities in the world to combine innovative research with a 

unique therapeutic focus on restoration and rehabilitation for both children and adults 

with acute and chronic spinal cord injuries and disorders, including individuals who 

require the use of a ventilator.  They offer an inpatient program for individuals under the 

age of 22, outpatient programs for all ages, and have been accredited by the Commission 

on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities (CARF).  Most insurance plans are 

accepted.  
  

http://carf.org/advancedProviderSearch.aspx 

CARF (Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities) 

Under Age Group you can click on “Children and Adolescents” or “Pediatric Specialty 

Program” 

 

 

Websites about Rehab 
 

http://www.aapmr.org/ 

The American Academy of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation (AAPM&R) 

9700 West Bryn Mawr Avenue, Suite 200 

Rosemont, IL  60018-5701 

Phone: 847-737-6000 

E-mail: info@aapmr.org 

AAPM&R is the national medical society for more than 6,400 physicians specializing in 

the field of physical medicine and rehabilitation (physiatrists). The site includes a 

searchable database of physicians (located under the Patients & Family tab). 

 

http://www.apta.org/ 

American Physical Therapy Association (APTA) 

1111 North Fairfax Street 

Alexandria, VA 22314-1488 

Phone: 703-684-2782, 800-999-2782 (Toll-free) 

http://www.spinalcordrecovery.org/
tel:443-923-9222
mailto:info.sci@spinalcordrecovery.org
http://carf.org/advancedProviderSearch.aspx
http://www.aapmr.org/
http://www.aapmr.org/
mailto:info@aapmr.org
http://www.apta.org/
http://www.apta.org/


 7 

The main membership organization for physical therapy professionals, furthering the 

prevention, diagnosis and treatment of movement dysfunctions. The site includes a 

searchable database of member physical therapists. 

 

http://www.aota.org/  

American Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA) 

4720 Montgomery Lane, Suite 200 

Bethesda, MD 20814-3449 

Phone: 301-652-6611  

AOTA advances the field of occupational therapy through standard-setting, advocacy, 

education, and research. 

 

http://www.acrm.org/  

American Congress of Rehabilitation Medicine (ACRM) 

11654 Plaza America Drive, Suite 535 

Reston, VA 20190 

Phone 703-435-5335 

Email: info@ACRM.org  

ACRM is an organization of rehabilitation professionals dedicated to serving people with 

disabling conditions by supporting research that promotes health, independence, 

productivity, and quality of life and that meets the needs of rehabilitation clinicians and 

people with disabilities. Members include physicians, psychologists, rehabilitation 

nurses, occupational therapists, physical therapists, speech therapists, recreation 

specialists, case managers, rehabilitation counselors, vocational counselors, and disability 

management specialists. 

 

http://www.rehabnurse.org/ 

Association of Rehabilitation Nurses 

8735 W. Higgins Rd., Suite 300 

Chicago, IL 60631-2738        

Phone: 800-229-7530 (Toll-free) 

E-mail: info@rehabnurse.org 

ARN promotes and accredits rehab nurses and promotes the philosophy of care of the 

nursing professional. 

 

http://restartrecovery.org/ 

Association of Rehab Nurses: ReStart 

This site was created by rehabilitation nurses who understand the special needs of 

people who experience a major injury, chronic illness, or disability. Rehabilitation 

provides a total approach to treatment and long-term care for people on the road 

to recovery. This site covers what to expect while in a rehab facility including 

transitioning out of the facility and various financial and legal considerations. See 

their “Making the Right Decision for Rehabilitation Care” booklet also for more 

on inpatient rehab versus home care options. The booklet can be viewed here: 

http://restartrecovery.org/uploads/ARN_Consumer_Trans_Brochure_final.pdf 

 

http://www.aota.org/
http://www.aota.org/
http://www.acrm.org/
http://www.acrm.org/
mailto:info@ACRM.org
http://www.rehabnurse.org/
http://www.rehabnurse.org/
mailto:info@rehabnurse.org
http://restartrecovery.org/
http://restartrecovery.org/uploads/ARN_Consumer_Trans_Brochure_final.pdf
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http://www.nationalrehab.org 

National Rehabilitation Association (NRA) 

P.O. Box 150235  

Alexandria, VA 22314 

Phone: 703-836-0850 or 1-888-258-4295 (Toll free)  

NRA's mission is to provide advocacy, awareness and career advancement for 

professionals in the fields of rehabilitation. Members include rehab counselors, physical, 

speech and occupational therapists, job trainers, consultants, independent living 

instructors and other professionals involved in the advocacy of programs and services for 

people with disabilities. 

 

 

For information on exercise-based therapy and fitness centers for people with 

disabilities once the person is medically stable, please ask for the Reeve 

Foundation’s Fitness and Exercise fact sheet. 

 

 

 

The information contained in this message is presented for the purpose of educating 

and informing you about paralysis and its effects. Nothing contained in this message 

should be construed nor is intended to be used for medical diagnosis or treatment. It 

should not be used in place of the advice of your physician or other qualified health 

care provider. Should you have any health care related questions, please call or see 

your physician or other qualified health care provider promptly. Always consult 

with your physician or other qualified health care provider before embarking on a 

new treatment, diet or fitness program. You should never disregard medical advice 

or delay in seeking it because of something you have read in this message. 

 

This project was supported, in part by grant number 90PR3002, from the U.S. 

Administration for Community Living, Department of Health and Human Services, 

Washington, D.C. 20201. Grantees undertaking projects under government sponsorships 

are encouraged to express freely their findings and conclusions. Points of view or 

opinions do not, therefore, necessarily represent official Administration for Community 

Living policy. 

 

http://www.nationalrehab.org/
http://www.paralysis.org/Rehabilitation/Rehabilitation.cfm?ID=26221&c=53

