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Moving people  
one step at a time
Restricted movement because of illness or old age can be very 
frustrating – that’s when physiotherapists step in to set things right

L
ike most people, Wesley Chee used 
to think that physiotherapy was 
only about massages and sports 
injuries. 

In fact, an interest in sports inju-
ries was what spurred the 24-year-old to sign 
up for the diploma in physiotherapy  course 
at Nanyang Polytechnic after his A-level 
examinations. 

“I love sports. So, helping other ath-
letes get back on form after an injury has 
always been a personal goal,” said Wesley, 
who won several sports awards during his  
secondary school and junior college days. 

But he soon learnt that physiothera-
py had more to offer during his six-week  
student attachment with the Society for the 
Physically Disabled. There, he met a patient 
who had gone through a traumatic road 
accident.

“He was paralysed from the shoulders 
down, but rehabilitation helped him regain 
strength and function in his upper limbs,” 
said Wesley. 

“He was eventually able to hold a spoon 
and feed himself again. That’s when I dis-
covered another more meaningful aspect 
of physiotherapy.”

Although many physiotherapists treat 
musculoskeletal or sports-related injuries, 

they are also trained to assess and treat 
patients whose movements are restricted 
by illness or even age. 

Currently working with patients at  
Changi General Hospital’s ortho-surgical 
unit, Wesley sees mainly elderly people who 
have sustained hip fractures. 

“We teach patients who have been  
bedridden for a long time how to walk again. 
These patients are also at risk of develop-
ing chest infections. Therefore, we teach 
them the proper breathing techniques to 
keep the airways clear and unclogged,” 
said Wesley.

Physiotherapists also help patients with 
cardiopulmonary and neurological condi-
tions regain their movement and function. 

For these patients, physiotherapists like 
Chan Siok Tian and Mohd Fauzan Maideen 
play a critical role in getting them back to a 
normal lifestyle. 

A chief physiotherapist at the National 
Heart Centre Singapore, Siok Tian was one 
of the pioneer physiotherapists who treated 
heart transplant patients in 1990, when the 
first heart transplant was performed here.

“Some heart transplant patients are 
so debilitated that they can’t even get up 
on their own or do anything without being 
breathless. Physiotherapy helps them to 

strengthen their muscles and improve their 
effort tolerance so that they can go back to 
the activities of daily living,” she said.

“The aim is to get them back to as nor-
mal a lifestyle as possible.” 

Because rehabilitation can be a long-
drawn process, physiotherapists may follow 
up with patients for months or even years, 
said Fauzan, a physiotherapist specialising 
in paediatric conditions at the National Uni-
versity Hospital.

“Therapy can be a very personal thing. 
We see the child when he’s a newborn, then 
follow up with them as their needs change 
when they start nursery, go to kindergarten 
and then to primary school,” said Fauzan. 

“Because you spend so much time 
with the child and the parents, you can  
really see the fruits of your labour when they  
improve.”

More than just helping patients to re-
cover physically, a physiotherapist’s work 
is also about helping them regain their self-
confidence after a major illness.

“Some patients are so ill that they can’t 
even provide for their family. When their 
strength and fitness levels go up, so does 
their self-confidence. It’s heartening to know 
that our work can make a difference in a 
patient’s life,” said Siok Tian.
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Did you know?

1 The Greek physician Hippocrates, 
the founding father of modern 

medicine and author of the 
Hippocratic Oath (which is traditionally 
taken by doctors) is believed to be one 
of the first practitioners of primitive 
physiotherapy.

2 Today, physiotherapists help 
patients regain their basic 

functions, teaching, for example, those 
with chest problems how to breath 
properly again, or stroke patients to 
walk independently.

3 Physiotherapists work with 
people of all ages — from infants 

to the elderly — in varied locales — 
from hospitals and outpatient clinics  
to factories and sports facilities.

Richa was top flight. When she 
knew that I was in pain, she 
attended to me immediately. 
She was managing three 
patients at the same time, yet, 
she gave all of us excellent 
care and was cheerful 
throughout the session.
Mr William Tow on  
Alexandra Hospital/
Jurong Medical Centre 
physiotherapist Richa Goel


