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The process of nurturing and producing health and medical ser-
vice personnel, including physical therapists, comprises 3 stages: train-
ing provided by educational institutions, evaluation for qualification, 
and a management system after certification. Therefore, we needed 
to review the physical therapy programs in Korea and the subjects 
covered by the Korean physical therapist licensing examination as a 
first step in determining strategies for producing physical therapists 
with a high degree of knowledge and expertise. The first official phys-
ical therapy education department was established in a junior college 
of medicine attached to Korea University in 1963. Subsequently, 
2-year college physical therapy courses were established at Shingu 
College, Dongnam Health College, Wonkwang Health Science Col-
lege, Daegu Health College, and Kwangju Health College [1]. In 
1979, Yonsei University established the nation’s first 4-year physical 
therapy educational program. In 1991, physical therapy programs 
were changed from a minimum of 2- to 3-year programs, increasing 
the number of courses and clinical training hours that students were 
required to complete [1]. As of 2016, physical therapy departments 
have been established in 87 colleges and universities across Korea [2]; 
during their undergraduate studies, students majoring in physical 

therapy take courses in foundations of physical therapy; physical ther-
apy diagnosis, examination, and evaluation; physical therapy inter-
vention; and medical law. Although the role of physical therapists 
has become even more important and specialized around the world, 
no significant changes have been made in physical therapy educa-
tional programs in Korea except for their duration. No standardiza-
tion policies to establish a specific curriculum have been implement-
ed. Therefore, we aimed to make proposals for improving physical 
therapist education in Korea by comparing physical therapy curricu-
la, graduation degrees, and the allocation of subjects of items includ-
ed in the Korean physical therapist licensing exams.

To analyze physical therapy school systems and graduation degrees 
in Korea and abroad, the colleges and universities listed on the Kore-
an Physical Therapy Association website were examined. Based on 
the results of this investigation, we divided the schools into 2 catego-
ries: 3-year college programs and 4-year university programs [1]. The 
World Confederation for Physical Therapy (WCPT) and the Orga-
nization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
member countries were reviewed to compare and analyze both do-
mestic and foreign physical therapy education courses and school 
systems. Information on each country’s school system was gathered 
based on data provided by the WCPT. Of the 113 WCPT member 
countries, 34 countries are OECD member countries [2,3]. However, 
the WCPT refused to provide information on 3 of the OECD mem-
ber countries; therefore, we examined only 31 countries in total.

Turning to the physical therapist licensing examination in Korea 
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and the United States, we classified the subjects covered on the Ko-
rean physical therapist licensing examination and examined the per-
centage of items for each subject to compare domestic and foreign 
licensing examinations. The subjects in the Korean physical therapist 
licensing examination included foundations of physical therapy; phys-
ical therapy diagnosis, examination, and evaluation; physical therapy 
intervention; and medical law (subjects involving practical tests were 
excluded) [4]. The percentages of items per subject were analyzed. 
We then examined the subjects covered in the physical therapist li-
censing examination in the United States, which boasts advanced 
health and medical services. The US examination included 5 sub-
jects: physical therapy examination; foundation for evaluation, dif-
ferential diagnosis, and prognosis; intervention; equipment, devices, 
and therapeutic modalities; and safety and protection, professional 
responsibilities, and research [5]. The percentages of items for each 
subject were based on the examination results.

All data, including physical therapy curricula, graduation degrees, 

and the subjects of the physical therapists licensing examination, were 
searched from February 2016 to December 2016.

Departments of physical therapy have been established in 39 col-
leges (education period of 3 years) and 48 universities (education pe-
riod of 4 years) in Korea. The average education period in these pro-
grams was 3.6 years. The longest physical therapist education period 
was 4 years for WCPT and OECD member countries (38.7%). The 
average education period for these countries was 3.8 years, longer 
than that in Korea (Table 1). While the minimum graduation degree 
for physical therapy students in Korea was a diploma, the largest share 
(67.7%) was the bachelor’s degree in both WCPT and OECD mem-
ber countries (Table 2). When we looked at the percentage of physi-
cal therapist licensing examination items in Korea, physical therapy 
intervention took the largest share (35.0%), followed by foundations 
of physical therapy (30.0%); physical therapy diagnosis, examination, 
and evaluation (25.0%); and medical law (20.0%) (Table 3). In con-
trast, in the United States, physical therapy diagnosis, examination, 

Table 1. Education period for physical therapists in World Confederation for Physical Therapy and Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment member countries in 2016

Education period (yr) Countries No. of countries (%)

3 Norway, Germany, Sweden, Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia, United Kingdom, Austria, Italy, Czech Republic 10 (32.26)
3.5 Denmark, Finland 2 (6.45)
3–4 Japan, France, Korea (South) 3 (9.67)
4 Netherlands, New Zealand, Mexico, Switzerland, Spain, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Turkey, Portugal, Hungary, Australia 12 (38.71)
4–5 Belgium 1 (3.23)
5 Chile 1 (3.23)
6 Canada, United States 2 (6.45)

Table 2. Minimum graduation degree for physical therapists in World Confederation for Physical Therapy and Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development member countries in 2016

Minimum graduation degree Countries No. of countries (%)

Diploma Germany, Slovakia, Estonia, japan, France, Korea (South) 6 (19.35)
Bachelor’s degree Netherlands, Norway, New Zealand, Denmark, Mexico, Sweden, Switzerland, Spain, Slovenia, Iceland,  

Ireland, United Kingdom, Austria, Israel, Italy, Czech Republic, Chile, Turkey, Finland, Hungary, Australia
21 (67.74)

Graduate diploma Portugal 1 (3.23)
Master’s degree Belgium, Canada 2 (6.45)
Professional doctorate United States 1 (3.23)

Table 3. Subjects and the number of items per subject on the Korean physical therapist licensing examination

Subjects Specific topic No. of total items (%)

Foundations of physical therapy Anatomy, biomechanics, physical agents, public health 60 (30)
Physical therapy diagnosis,  

examination, and evaluation
Measurement and evaluation, physical therapy diagnosis, clinical decision making, physical therapy 

problem-solving (diagnosis and evaluation)
50 (25)

Physical therapy interventions Physical therapy for musculoskeletal problems, physical therapy for neurologic problems, physical 
therapy for cardiovascular and pulmonary problems, physical therapy for integumentary problems, 
physical therapy problem-solving (intervention)

70 (35)

Medical regulation Medical regulation 20 (10)
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and evaluation accounted for 59.0% of the total items, more than 
physical therapy intervention (28.5%); equipment, devices, and ther-
apeutic modalities (6.0%); and safety and protection, professional 
responsibilities, and research (6.5%) (Table 4).

The above results show that the physical therapy education period 
in Korea is slightly shorter than that in other countries, and that the 
percentage of examination, evaluation, and diagnosis items on the li-
censing examination was smaller on the Korean physical therapist li-
censing examination than on the US examination. Efforts have been 
made for the past 20 years in the United States to award doctoral de-
grees to physical therapists (doctor of physical therapy), similar to 
the degrees held by medical doctors and pharmacists [6]. However, 
physical therapy education in Korea is provided through both 3- and 
4-year programs; there is no distinction between these types of pro-
grams in terms of requirements for taking the licensing examination, 
and there is no significant difference in the educational programs 
themselves. The American Physical Therapy Association announced 
a “Vision Statement 2020,” stating that “By 2020, physical therapy 
will be provided by doctors of physical therapy, and recognized by 
clients and other experts as the practices which include direct access 
for the diagnosis, therapeutic interventions, and prevention of im-
pairments, activity limitations and other restrictions in health” [7]. 
Considering the changes in the educational systems for physical ther-
apists in the United States and other foreign countries, we believe 
that the educational system for physical therapy in Korea should be 
unified into a 4-year program and developed into a doctoral course 
according to social demands to nurture and produce physical thera-
pists with a high level of knowledge and expertise.

Evaluation and diagnosis accounted for the largest share of items 
on the US physical therapist licensing examination, while interven-

tions accounted for the largest share on the Korean licensing exami-
nation. Physical therapist licensing examinations should include con-
tent regarding all aspects of the actual jobs of these professionals, giv-
en that licensing examinations for health and medical service person-
nel should be designed to evaluate their expertise and professional 
abilities. According to the results of previous studies, diagnosis, mea-
surement, and evaluation by physical therapists, as well as clinical 
decision-making, were tasks of high importance and frequency; di-
agnosis and evaluation were found to have higher importance and 
frequency than interventions [8]. Diagnosis and evaluation of a pa-
tient’s symptoms and condition are important elements in a physical 
therapist’s determination of whether they can handle a particular 
disease and/or provide an effective intervention. In physical therapist 
curricula in US universities, credits for subjects regarding evaluation, 
differential diagnosis, and foundations of prognosis accounted for 
larger shares of total credits than those related to physical therapy in-
terventions [8]. Therefore, to nurture and produce excellent physical 
therapists, the proportion of items regarding diagnosis and evalua-
tion should be re-allocated so that the actual performance and ability 
of physical therapists can be evaluated.

There are some limitations in this analysis. First, it does not sug-
gest how to unify the current physical therapist educational system 
into a 4-year program or how to improve educational programs. Fu-
ture studies will need to provide strategies to unify the current sys-
tem into a 4-year program. Moreover, we only compared physical 
therapist licensing examination subjects between Korea and the Unit-
ed States; thus, the licensing examination systems of other OECD 
member countries need to be analyzed in future studies.

In conclusion, we propose that physical therapist educational pro-
grams in Korea should be unified into a 4-year program, and that 

Table 4. Subjects and the number of items per subject on the US physical therapist licensing examination

Subjects Specific topic No. of total items (%)

Physical therapy examination (26.50%) Musculoskeletal 22 (11.00)
Neuromuscular 17 (8.50)
Cardiopulmonary 10 (5.00)
Other system 4 (2.00)

Foundation for evaluation, differential diagnosis, and prognosis (32.50%) Musculoskeletal 18 (9.00)
Neuromuscular 15 (7.50)
Cardiopulmonary 12 (6.00)
Other system 20 (10.00)

Intervention (28.50%) Musculoskeletal 21 (10.50)
Neuromuscular 18 (9.00)
Cardiopulmonary 11 (5.50)
Other system 7 (3.50)

Equipment and device; therapeutic modalities (6.00%) Equipment and device 5 (2.50)
Therapeutic modalities 7 (3.50)

Safety and protection; professional responsibilities; research (6.50%) Safety and protection 5 (2.50)
Professional responsibilities 4 (2.00)
Research 4 (2.00)
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the percentage of diagnosis and evaluation items should be re-allo-
cated in the Korean physical therapist licensing examination. We be-
lieve that the results of this study will help to improve the quality of 
physical therapists graduating from educational programs in Korea.
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