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DEVELOPMENT OF REHABILITATION MEDICINE IN TAIWAN
DURING PAST THREE DECADES

I-Nan Lien, M.D.

Department of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation
National Taiwan University Hospital

The development of rehabilitation medicine for the physically disabled in Taiwan
started around the later half of 1950s. It was started form a room in orthopedic ward
of National Taiwan University Hospital (NTUH) providing physical therapy for the
victums of poliomyelitis in 1958. In the following ten or more years, there were mainy
hospitals in this islands joined to the work of rehabilitation for the polio children,
however, the work was mostly dependent on the hands of orthopedic surgeons. Due to
lack of personnels, rehabilitation medicine in Taiwan developed slowly till 1975, the
Department of Health of the government began to carry on a project to set up the
department of rehabilitation medicine in public hospitals with the cooperation of
NTUH. The project included the change of by-law of the hospitals, personnal training
at NTUH and financial help. Through the effort, there were several public hospitals
set-up the rehabilitation service in the following years. In the mean-time, there were
several modern private hospitals built after 1977, all equipped with good facilities
including the aspect of rehabilitation medicine, that raised up the rehabilitation service
further for the physically disabled.

In the last 5 years, it became prominent that more professionals who received
graduate training in foreign countries drained back into the island blooming up the
development of rehabilitation medicine in this country. Upto the present, there are
around 100 hospitals including 70 hospitals of district or higher level, have the
department of rehabilitation medicine distributed the whole island more evenly.

NTUH started the resident program in department of rehabilitation medicine since
1969. However, the number was limited in one per year at the beginning, and that was
entirely insufficient for the need. After 1980, the number of the resident gradually
increased, and also, due to the change of NTUH policy to accept long term training of
the physicians sent from its affiliated hospitals that more physicians who completed the
resident program in rehabilitation medicine were able to serve in the other hospitals.
In 1984, the Rehabilitation Medicine Association of ROC started its board
examination for the physiatrists. Later in 1989, the Department of Health approved the
board examination. All together, there are 222 physiatrists passed the examination at
present. Additional 158 physicians who are now under resident training in 29 training
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hospitals for physiatrist will join to the work in next one to four years, that will
facilitate the further development of rehabilitation medicine.

Among the other professionals who relate to the development of rehabilitation
medicine the most are physical therapist. In 1977, National Taiwan University,
College of Medicine set up the first program of P.T. in Taiwan and recruited the first
class of students in that summer. The course maintained as the only one program in
this country for a long time till 1986, other medical colleges provided the same course
for the students. At the moment, there are 6 programs in P.T. offered by 6 different
medical colleges. In addition, there were two schools offered a high school level
program for P.T. assistants in 1981-1982. As a result, the number of P.T. increased
rapidly in recent a few years. In 1992, there were 655 P.T. personnels. Among them,
25% graduated from the medical college while over 50% of the personnels were the
P.T. assistants graduated from the high school level programs. The first occupational
therapy program in Taiwan was also offered by NTUH medical college in 1980. The
additional 3 programs from other medical colleges were offered in recent a few years.
All together, there were 190 O.T. personnels working for the physically disabled
patients in 1992. Among them, 80% graduated from the college and the rest of 20%
from high school level as O.T. assistants. A formal course for speech therapists and
audiologists was just established last year. In 1992, there were 46 speech therapists
working in the field of rehabilitation medicine. Most of them were the graduates of
other health related schools, and received a short period of training (6 months or more)
for the speech therapy. Besides, there were 121 prosthetists and orthotists working in
28 workshops at present. Most of them were trained 6 months period locally in
collaboration with World Rehabilitation Foundation from New York or with the
nstructors from Japan.

Rehabilitation medicine in Taiwan started from the care for the victums of polio in
1950s. In 1963, NTUH extended its service to the care for stroke patients. In 1969,
NTUH succeeded to rehabilite the first case of a T11 paraplegic patient in Taiwan.
Again in 1976, the department of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation of NTUH set
up the first clinic for the sports injured patients which opened the door for the sports
medicine in Taiwan. In 1978, NTUH began to develop the program for the
rehabilitation of cardiac or pulmonary disorders. Besides, in 1965, NTUH was also
the first hospital to have a two-channel EMG machine which provided both the
electrodiagnostic service for the patients and also as the training place for the
physicians. In summary, during past 3 decades, NTUH played as a frontiers-man in
the field of rehabilitation medicine in Taiwan and hope that it will still keep this
glorious record forward and as the leader of rehabilitation medicine in this country.
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