Athletes…

Why You Should Do Your Rehab!
When an injury occurs, regardless to the body part, structures are damaged.  The damage can occur to bones, cartilage, ligaments, tendons, muscles, skin, nerves, capillaries, organs, or other structures.  

Imagine your car gets in an accident and there is damage to the fender.  If you do nothing, it will never return to its previous condition.  If you try and repair it yourself, it may look a little better, but may not function effectively or it may have imperfections.  If you have it professionally repaired, it will have the best chance of functioning properly.

The analogy is rough, but the message is clear… if you have an injury, your best chance to have a full recovery and return to your desired level of performance is to follow a rehabilitation program written by your Athletic Trainer.
During the rehabilitation process the Athletic Trainer will be utilizing various techniques to address common problems.  The basic steps of rehabilitation are; decrease swelling, decrease pain, increase range of motion (ROM), increase muscle strength and endurance, increase balance (proprioception) and return to sport specific activities.  While this generic outline may seem oversimplified, your athletic trainer will be employing specific techniques to address each of these areas while they are returning you to the field of play.  Also, realize that it is possible to work on more than one area at a time.

The next time you ask:  When Can I return to play?   Realize that the answer to the question is not set with a strict time value (i.e. 7 days).  Usually the answer will sound something like this:  When you have full range of motion, full strength, and can pass a functional test.  The Athletic Trainer’s decision is not just an arbitrary guess; we have a set of criteria that must be meet before you can return to activity.  Once those criteria are met, we will let you return to activity. 
Why rehab is important:

Strength:
Muscles provide several important functions in the human body.  The primary function of skeletal muscle is to facilitate movement.  A secondary (yet very important) function of skeletal muscle is providing stability and strength to joints.  When an injury occurs at a joint (ankle, knee…etc.) your primary stabilizers (ligaments) are injured and no longer function to stabilize the joint.  When this happens your muscles become a primary stabilizer of the joints, therefore making muscular strength, endurance and proprioception (balance) very important.  If the athlete has not strengthened the injured body part, it can lead to repeat injuries, or cause imbalances and injuries in other parts of the body.  

Strength training in general also contributes to better balance, developing strong bones, sharpens your focus, boosts your stamina, manage chronic conditions, and control your weight.

Flexibility:
When an injury occurs your body has several reactions to protect and repair the injured area.  The immediate response of the body is to protect itself by splinting the area to prevent movement and further damage.  This is accomplished with three separate actions.  The first is pain, when it hurts to touch or move the body part – you are less likely to move it and cause more damage.  The second thing that happens is muscle contractions, when the muscle contracts and “refuses” to shorten or lengthen – again you are less likely to move the body part and cause more damage.  The third (and one of the most important) responses is inflammation (swelling).  Your skin and other tissue have a limited amount of stretch, when we fill a joint with fluid (swelling) it has less ability to move – again decreasing your ability to move the body part and cause more damage.  The second function of inflammation is that it will bring in the building supplies to repair the damaged tissue and it will pick up and dispose of all of the damages tissues.  Because of these built in protection and repair mechanisms, it will be important to regain full Range of Motion (ROM) for the injured body part.  If the athlete is not successful at regaining full motion, there will be a loss of function and athletic performance.    

Balance:
Balance training programs are designed to strengthen the stabilizing muscles following an injury, thereby protecting the joint from further injury.


“Balance exercise challenges movements and positions for the purpose of improving our ability to respond to changing physical obstacles and barriers in our environment.   The results of balance exercise are an improved ability to reach, jump and control complex movements that are required for many daily activities, as well as improvement in body awareness, body alignment and the ability to engage in daily recreational activities safely.  Engaging in balance exercise also improves our ability to catch ourselves from falling. Balance exercise addresses the sources of our sense of balance that include vision, the inner ear and the nerve receptors in our joints. (http://www.thiuri.com/benefits-of-exercise/benefits-of-balance-exercise/)”
Sport Activities:
The final step in the return to play process is the sport specific functional testing.  Once the athletic trainer has addressed the ROM, strength and balance issues, they will need to make sure that you are able to perform the activities of your sport.  For example, after an ankle sprain, the athlete has full ROM, full strength and is able to perform balance exercises.  The Athletic Trainer will ask the athlete to run and perform cutting drills.  If the athlete still has a “Limp” when they run, they will not be allowed to return.  However, once the athlete is able to perform drills that simulate game (sport) activity with normal function, they will be allowed to return to activity. 
