Physical Therapy at Bellarmine University
One of the more popular pre-professional majors for freshman coming to Bellarmine is in physical therapy.  Each year, 10-15% of the incoming freshman class at Bellarmine expresses an interest in becoming a physical therapist.  A career in physical therapy has enjoyed good publicity recently; the work is very fulfilling and challenging, the need for physical therapists is well documented, starting salaries and earning potential is quite good and the work environment tends to be pleasing.  Most students and parents correctly assume that the need for physical therapists will continue to grow as we move in to the future because of our aging society.  In fact, the Bureau of Labor Statics in the 2008-2009 Occupational Outlook Handbook (http://www.bls.gov/oco/) states the employment opportunities for physical therapists is expected to grow 27% over the next 10 years and the growth is “much faster than the average for all occupations.”  
The education of a physical therapist is quite similar to that of a dentist or a physician; students apply to a physical therapy program later in their undergraduate career (typically junior or senior year of undergraduate education) and enter the professional education program after receiving a bachelor’s degree.  There is not a preferred or typical undergraduate degree for students to hold, although it is important the applicant be sure to complete the prerequisite courses the program requires.  These prerequisite courses are typically heavy in the natural sciences (chemistry, physics, anatomy/physiology and biology) and the social sciences (psychology, statistics).  The prerequisite courses at Bellarmine are:
· 2 semesters of anatomy and physiology with lab (BIOL 108 & 109) 

· 1 semester of general biology with lab (BIOL 130) 

· 1 semester of advanced physiology such as vertebrate physiology, mammalian  physiology, exercise physiology or pathophysiology (EXSC 240, BIOL 300 or BIOL 314) 

· 2 semesters of college chemistry with lab (CHEM 103 & 104) 

· 2 semesters of college physics with lab (PHYS 201 & 202 or PHYS 205 & 206) 

· 1 semester of psychology (PSYC 103 or 104) 

· 1 semester of statistics (MATH 205) 

The vast majority (90%) of education programs across the country award the Doctor of Physical Therapy (DPT) degree upon completion of the professional program in physical therapy.  At Bellarmine, we have two potential points of entry in to the DPT Program: an early entry program for highly qualified Bellarmine undergraduate students; and a traditional entry program for Bellarmine students and students from other universities who hold a bachelors degree.  
The early entry program is similar to an early entry program in medical school.  Highly qualified students that have completed all general education requirements and the program prerequisites can be admitted in to the program after completing their junior year at Bellarmine.  Competition for these positions is very keen.  The undergraduate students accepted in the early entry program typically have a 3.50 grade point average (GPA) or higher on a 4.00 scale in the prerequisite courses and in the cumulative undergraduate GPA.    This early entry program has some obvious advantages:  1) the student will save a year of tuition and fees by entering the professional program early; and 2) the student will graduate a year earlier and thus get an early jump on their career and be earning a substantial salary.  
The early entry program is not for everyone.  It is extremely rigorous and competitive.  Students that would like to compete in intercollegiate athletics or be active in a wide range of student organizations may find that it is too difficult to enjoy their undergraduate experience while meeting the academic demands of the early entry program in physical therapy.  Some students might prefer to enjoy a “gentler” undergraduate experience and sample a number of elective courses and extra-curricular activities while meeting undergraduate degree requirements and physical therapy program prerequisites.  There is not a preferred experience or “any one best way” for students to pass through their undergraduate time.  This is a decision for the student and parents to work through.
As mentioned above, admission to the DPT Program is very competitive.  The mean GPA for the class accepted in 2008 was 3.60; the average prerequisite GPA was 3.53.  The program had nearly 300 applicants in 2008 for 48 positions.  This year we already have 325 applicants with a month left until the application deadline.  As can be seen, it is imperative that students that are dedicated to a career in physical therapy do well in their prerequisite coursework.  One “C” grade will not ruin a student’s application.  A pattern of “C” grades, or even “B -” grades may keep a candidate from being competitive in the application pool.  
What other things can students do to help make their application more appealing?  All applicants to the program must complete a minimum of 25 work or volunteer hours in a physical therapy setting and provide documentation of that experience.  The student that is an active participant in this experience will begin to develop a better understanding of this career choice.  The experience can be done at a single location, but I often suggest that candidates try to sample the breadth of delivery situations by visiting three or four physical therapy work environments.  Examples of places that physical therapists work are hospitals, rehabilitation centers, outpatient and sports medicine clinics, nursing homes, home health agencies, pediatric facilities and school systems.  And just because an undergraduate student is interested in working with athletes now doesn’t mean that he or she won’t develop a passion for working with older adults in the future.  We suggest that all applicants try to experience a number of care situations.  
Physical therapy is an immensely rewarding profession for the individual with passion.  The opportunities for employment and advancement are good and the potential for making meaningful contributions to an individual and society are excellent.  The Doctor of Physical Therapy Program at Bellarmine University is ready to help students achieve their dreams.

More information about the program is available at this website. Additionally, please feel free to e-mail questions to Dr. Mark Wiegand, chair, at mwiegand@bellarmine.edu or julieab@bellarmine.edu.  

