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TRAINING IN PHYSI OTH ERAPY FOR 

LEPROSY WORK ERS 

by R .  S .  BUKER,  M. D . ,  D .P . H .  

Course conducted a t  the McKean Leprosy Colony, Chiengmai, 

Thailand, 8 th January - 1 2th February, 1 963 

One of the weakest l i nks in  the total therapeutic programme for 
leprosy patients has been physiotherapy. This appl ies in most places 
of the world except t hose few areas wh ich have rea l ized its value and 
have put i n  fu l l  t ime units  to meet the needs .  Even these fu l l  t ime 
un i ts often need to be rej uvenated as i t  is  easy to get ' rout ine'  in a 
task wh ich has to be done dai ly for years. Another weak point of our  
physiotherapy programme is that we fai l  to get the  activity down to  
the roo t  of t he problem. The ear ly  case of deformity usua l ly  gets no 
i nstruct ions as to what he should do to prevent 

'
further deformity 

and  the majority of cases have no instructions as to the value of 
prevent ion and how it  can be accompl ished . 

Preparation for the Physiotherapy Course in Thailand 

r n  a l l  Thai land there are two trained physiotherapists .  One is a 
young l ady recently trained at Vel lore. She is working i n  the Govern­
ment Leprosy Programme. The other i s  a missionary of the Overseas 
M issionary Fel lowsh ip  work ing in the Christ ian Hospital  at 
M anorom where there is  a splendid Leprosy Wing as a part of the 
general hospital .  Physiotherapy of the hands and feet i s  being used 
at the McKean Leprosy Colony and in over 50 c l inics being  con­
ducted by the various M issions in Thailand. No carefu l ly  p lanned 
courses for physiotherapy t ra in ing, however, have been avai lable for 
the many leprosy workers need ing i t .  

Dr.  H asselblad, President of the  American Leprosy M issions, 
feel ing that here was a p lace that leadersh ip  was needed, arranged 
with M rs .  Ruth Thomas Thein (formerly in charge of the physio­
therapy train i ng at Vel lore) to conduct such courses ; one in Thai land, 
one in V ietnam, and one in Hongkong. Normal ly  the length of a 
course of physiotherapy i s  twelve to eighteen months.  As i t  is impos­
sible to give this length of t ime by most of our workers, it was 
decided to attempt a course of 6 weeks' duration, emphasizing  the 
basic needs.  

The Course 

Fourteen partIcIpants actual ly took the course. There were a 
few visitors for a day or more. The class was divided into groups, 
about equal  in s ize, one group who knew Engl ish and one group which 
requ ired interpretation i nto Thai. The lectu res were translated into 
Thai by Acharn Prach im R.N .  assistant supervisor of nurses at the 
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McCormic H ospita l .  She had stud ied i n  America and hand led t he 
medical term inology with great ease. The ent i re course was, therefore 
repeated during the s ix  weeks .  M rs .  Thein lectured on the basic 
anatomy to one group in the morning and repeated i t  i n  the afternoon 
to the second group .  M r. Thein ,  a Vel lore trained physiotherapist ,  
took t he other group,  giving a short lecture on methods, using the 
remainder of the half day having the c lass do actual physiotherapy on  
the  pat ients .  This  pract ical work  added 1 00 % to va lue  of the  course . 
The course was cond ucted at Ch iengmai ,  at the McKean Leprosy 
Colony. Here there are 500 patients with ample number of a l l  k inds 
needing physiotherapy. Full fac i l i t ies of wax baths and electricity 
were avai lable .  Pre- and post-operative physiotherapy was not 
emphas ized due to the shortness of the course. Several post-operative 
cases, however, were dealt with showing marked improvement 
fol lowing the physiotherapy. 

All who participated i n  the course observed crooked fingers 
become straight as they put on da i ly  finger casts ; dropped feet 
became marked ly improved from specia l  exercises i n  three weeks 
t ime ; post-operative cases of feet and hands wh ich  had not been 
properly exercised changed from fai l u re to success under th is  
therapy. I t  was rea l ized afresh that surgery of the hands and feet is  
useless without pre- and post-operative physiotherapy. People with 
facia l  paralys is  actual ly took on new l i fe and hope,  t hough nothing 
was done for them except physiotherapy. One case, a young man of 
22 years, who had suffered many th ings at the hands of many so­
called doctors, was made new again .  H is dropped foot and early 
cripp l ing were almost completely cured . All this h appened during the 
course . None of those who took the course w i l l  ever bel itt le physio­
therapy as a real tool in the therapeutics of leprosy cripples .  

There was no attempt to use Faradic and Galvanic currents to 
locate muscle damage. Vibrators and I nfra-red l ights were ut i l ized 
but are not essentia l  to t hose having no electricity. 

Summary 

Six missionaries and eight paramedical workers (nat ionals of 
Thailand) took t he course. One doctor, six nu rses, one physio-

. t herapist, and s ix  paramedical workers made up the group .  Four 
d ifferent miss ions ,  The Christ ian and M iss ionary A l l iance M ission ,  
The Southern Baptist M iss ion, The Overseas M issionary Fel lowship 
of the China I n land M ission and the Presbyter ian M ission were 
represented . 

Out of th is  course i t  is expected several other teach ing faci l it ies 
wil l  develop. The Overseas Mi ss ionary Fel lowsh ip  wil l  teach nu rses 
and nurses aids, active work on pre- and post-operative physio­
t herapy will continue at  the Manorom Christ ian Hospital . 
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The Christ ian and M issionary Al l iance M iss ion wi l l  introd uce 
a part t ime four year course in physiotherapy in its M aranatha 
Bible School for leprosy patients .  

The Southern Baptist M ission wi l l  promote the use of physio­
t herapy i n  its outside cl in ics reach ing the early cases as far as possible 
together with active physio therapy teach ing i n  its new hospital yet 
to be fi n ished . 

The Presbyterians w i l l  conti nue to give instruc t ion to paramed ical 
workers i n  physiotherapy at the Ch iengmai M c K ean Leprosari um .  

A cont inued effort is  needed in a l l  place s do ing  cl in ic work to 
d i ssem inate preventive and corrective physiotherapy methods for 
those suffering from leprosy. This  course is making it increasi ngly 
possible to do th is .  




