Inappropriate Comments and  Authority

Inappropriate Patient Behavior

A woman was being treated for radicular pain of cervical origin by the intern physical therapist (IPT).  Typically the physical therapy assistant (PTA) saw the woman and administered ultrasound and therapeutic exercise treatments according to the woman’s plan of care.  These treatments are not characterized by a great deal of physical contact between provider and patient.   The IPT provided a treatment that included soft tissue and vertebral mobilizations in addition to therapeutic exercise and ultrasound.  Upon the woman’s departure she remarked to the PTA how nice it felt to have someone work on her neck with their hands, that it made her nipples hard.  This comment was relayed form the PTA to IPT.  Two days later this patient was on the IPT’s schedule.  When she told the clinical instructor she did not wish to treat this patient and why, he replied that she was probably joking as he had heard the comment when it was made.

How should you ethically respond professionally and personally to a patient who exhibits inappropriate behaviors?

 Supervision Requirements for Intern Physical Therapists

Interns are not allowed to treat patients without the supervision of a physical therapist. The Washington State practice act requires that the physical therapist be physically on the premises when any treatment is delivered by the intern physical therapist (IPT).  On more than one occasion this was an issue for an IPT as patients were on her schedule and no clinical instructor was on the premises for supervision.  On one particular occasion the intern had a 12:30 patient.  The clinical instructor had a 12:00 hair appointment.  When brought to this instructor’s attention, the intern was informed to begin treatment when the patient arrived with or without the clinical instructor’s presence.  Fortunately, the clinical instructor returned prior to treatment.  Nevertheless the clinical instructor knowingly and willingly put the student in this position as the issue had been brought to his attention and dismissed.

As an intern you ethically and legally can not treat without the physical presence of a clinical instructor.  How do you respond to this situation as the instructor is in the position of authority?  The ramifications of reporting this incident are great.  They will affect both the student’s ability to complete an affiliation and possibly the instructor’s ability to treat.

