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ABSTRACT 

 Clinical education is a requirement for successful completion of physical therapist 

education and with the expanding number of physical therapy programs and rising number of 

students requiring clinical education experiences, the current model is unsustainable.  A potential 

solution for clinical education and to address the growing needs in underserved areas is to better 

understand and expand the opportunities for physical therapy students in rural health settings. 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple-case study was to describe clinical education 

experiences in three Critical Access Hospitals. The study aimed to fill the gap in existing 

literature by reporting on how key stakeholders conceptualize the clinical education experiences 

offered to student physical therapists.  Three themes emerged from the case studies to describe 

clinical education in rural health settings, including: Clinical education as immersion in the rural 

community, learning opportunities across the breadth and depth of care, and cultural aspects of 

care in rural communities.  In all three case studies, student physical therapists were provided 

experiences throughout the continuum of care with diverse patient populations and across 

multiple body systems.  Student physical therapists were exposed to a rapid adjustment of 

clinical reasoning as they transitioned from one practice setting to the next within the same day 

and learned to organize the priorities of the patient.  Student physical therapists learned key 



qualities in a rural setting including adaptability, strong communication skills, open-mindedness, 

cultural competence, flexibility, humility and a willingness to take initiative.   

Further opportunities exist to understand the student physical therapist’s perspective 

about rural health clinical education experiences.  Such things as student adaptability, clinical 

reasoning, and preparedness for clinical practice would be important factors in understanding the 

student perspective in rural health experiences. 


