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R
usk Rehabilitation at NYU-Langone 
Health, where I currently serve as 
Department Chair, is celebrating 
the 75th anniversary of its founding. 
Howard Rusk established the first 
university-based rehabilitation 

hospital in the United States in 1948, growing 
a department based on his experiences as 
an Air Force physician during World War 
II. He learned valuable lessons attending 
to sick and injured service personnel 
during the War, including the importance 
of treating the whole person and avoiding 
unnecessary periods of prolonged rest. 
Dr. Rusk knew then what we now take for 
granted; exercise should be incorporated 
into treatment plans! One decade after 
he established what was then called the 
Institute for Rehabilitation Medicine, Physical 
Medicine and Rehabilitation was recognized 
as a unique specialty by the American 
Board of Medical Specialties. PM&R enjoyed 
several decades of tremendous growth, with 
multiple beneficiaries: hospital systems, 
physiatrists, and most importantly patients 
with disabilities. During our early years, few 
were better at disseminating the values of 
physiatry to the public, elected leaders and 
philanthropists than Dr. Rusk. He frequently 
demonstrated how rehabilitation brought 
out the inherent abilities of people with 
severe physical challenges, permitting 
them to lead productive and satisfying lives 
previously thought unachievable. But an 
important missing component of his unique 
and effective dissemination skills was data 
supported by scientific inquiry. 

In today’s healthcare 
environment, simply witnessing 
a child with cerebral palsy walk 
or an adult with paraplegia return 
to work no longer suffices as 
proof of PM&R’s effectiveness. 
By the time I entered the world 
of physiatry in the early 1990s, 
the value of what physiatrists and 
their teams bring to medicine 
began to be questioned due 
to the scarcity of supporting 
scientific data. The trend of 
denials for the services we 
offered grew accompanied by 
requests for proof it was better 
than an alternative and seemingly 
less expensive approach. 

Fortunately, many in the PM&R world have 
and continue to heed the call to inquire, 
investigate and research, providing valuable 
insights into the contributions physiatry 
adds to medicine. Collectively, it forms an 
important foundation of PM&R BOLD, in 
which physiatrists are recognized as:

•	 The essential medical experts in 
value-based evaluation, diagnosis 
and management of neuromuscular 
and disabling condition.

•	 Indispensable in directing 
rehabilitation and recovery, and in 
preventing injury and disease.

•	 Vital in optimizing outcomes and 
function early and throughout the 
continuum of patient care.

While there is notably more evidence of 
our value now than when I started my 
training, the need for even more continues 
to grow as we transition from fee-for-
service to value-based medicine. 

Recognizing we are not all 
researchers, we can all contribute 
to the body of evidence proving 
the value we bring to medicine 
and our patients. The Academy 
launched its Registry several 
years ago, collecting data and 
patient-reported outcomes 
in back pain and ischemic 
stroke. It is the only symptom/
diagnostic-based registry in 
existence, permitting physiatrists 
to capture their specific impact 
on patient care and outcomes. 
Big data is essential in today’s ever-
changing healthcare environment with the 
AAPM&R Registry providing a means many 
can contribute, ultimately demonstrating 
our immense value to patient care and 
outcomes. Several large PM&R departments, 
including my own, contribute to the Registry. 
My faculty and I recognized the importance 
of big data for physiatry’s future then worked 
with our IT team and the Academy to link 
our system with the Registry. We now feel 
confident we are contributing to important 
data collection while gauging our own 
value within and external to our healthcare 
system. To date, the Registry has collected 
data on more than 5,000 patients, with more 
PM&R practices poised to join the effort.

I encourage you to join Rusk Rehabilitation 
and other leading PM&R departments 
in the country, including Allina Health, 
Brooks Rehabilitation, Lifespan Physician 
Group, Rehabilitation Institute of St. Louis, 
Shepherd Center, Shirley Ryan AbilityLab, 
Vanderbilt Stallworth and Vanderbilt 
University, in participating in the Registry, 
with several more in the process of 
joining. You will be advancing the future 
of physiatry as well as your own practice. 
Data collected will also be used to guide 
future care by better understanding the 
relative effectiveness of our interventions. 
This will be immensely valuable in our 
development of guidance statements, 
furthering the positive impact of PM&R. 
Turn to pages 6-7 for more information 
about the Registry and how to participate. 

O
ur co-editors can’t wait to 
welcome you to New Orleans 
this November for the 
AAPM&R Annual Assembly! 
Both took time out of their 
busy schedules to reflect 

on past Assemblies and how attending 
the conference year-after-year has helped 
advance their careers and practices.

Tell us about the first Annual Assembly you 
attended.

Dr. Mukai: My first Annual Assembly was in 
2003 in Chicago. I was a fourth-year medical 
student interested in PM&R. I had rotated at 
JFK and Kessler prior to the meeting, but I 
really didn't know a lot of physiatrists. I was 
very nervous to attend and was probably one 
of very few medical students in attendance 
that year. This was before they started having 
medical student programs. I remember 
meeting my first physiatrist on the shuttle 
bus ride from the airport, and how she was 
so friendly and open to questions. I met so 
many physiatrists and PM&R residents during 
that meeting and loved the energy of the 
conference. I truly felt a part of a great group 
of physicians with common interests and 
personalities. 

Dr. Whiteson: I started as a rehab resident 
in 1995 and to be truthful, I don’t remember 
which was my first Annual Assembly… Is it ok 
to admit that?? I hope so… but that being said, 
the first one that sticks in my memory banks 
was Honolulu, Hawaii in 2006! I had never 
been to Hawaii, had grown up on (the original) 
Hawaii Five-0 (with Jack Lord – what a look!) 
and was just desperate to be there!  
I submitted a poster presentation which was 
accepted and booked my flight! Of course, 
when my wife ‘discovered’ I was going to 
Honolulu it was clear to me we were going 
together! And so, we did, leaving our seven-
year-old and one-year old with my in-laws. 
Honolulu is a long flight from NYC so one 
has to stay at least five days for conference 
and ‘recovery’ and that was our plan. But ‘the 
Gods’ had other plans for us as no sooner 
had we arrived (maybe it was the next day…) 
we got a phone call that my mother-in-law 
had taken sick and my father-in-law couldn’t 
cope with the kids and we were summoned 
back to New York. Disappointment on multiple 
levels – you can imagine! (minimal sympathy 
for my mother-in-law – we just couldn’t muster 
that emotion at the time). So, I set up my 
poster – was never able to present it to any 

interested attendees, 
bade farewell to the 
few friends I had 
managed to contact 
in the 24 hours we 
were in Honolulu and 
headed home. So, I 
guess the first Annual 
Assembly I remember 
attending was the one 
I actually went to but 
didn’t get to ‘attend!’ 
Ever since, I have 
‘voted’/‘proposed’ 
AAPM&R go back to Hawaii… I guess I am still 
waiting – hope springs eternal!

What was your most memorable Assembly 
experience?

Dr. Mukai: I remember when I was on the 
Board of Governors, we made a conscious 
decision to focus on hosting a "memorable 
event" versus our usual President’s Reception. 
This has ranged from the JFK Museum in 
Boston to the marching band "second-line" 
procession to the WWII Museum in New 
Orleans. My favorite was taking my children 
to Harry Potter World at Universal Studios in 
Orlando, Florida. It was fun to experience the 
park with no other tourists there‒and drink 
"butter beer" and enjoy the entertainment.

Dr. Whiteson: Hawaii was certainly 
memorable! But maybe not for the right 
reasons! New Orleans in 2016 was perhaps 
the most memorable because it took me back 
to a younger me… when I was 12-years-old, 
my parents brought me and my two sisters 
on summer holidays to the U.S. from London! 
A four-week ‘tour’ – landing in New York, 
travelling to Charlottesville, Virginia and onto 
New Orleans. Wow – the good ol’ M-I-S-S-I-
S-S-I-P-P-I. With its paddle boats and history 
– that river is awesome. I remember that 
summer of ’77, New Orleans was hot, humid, 
sticky and ‘wild’ – too wild for a 12-year-old –  
I kept close to my parents but the city of New 
Orleans was ALIVE, vibrant, resonating… 
and so it did again in 2016 – the next time I 
returned to this great American city. I was as 
awe struck by NOLA in ’16 as I was in ’77.  
I swear the same paddle steamer was ‘docked’ 
at the quay! I am convinced the band playing 
in the neighborhood joint were the same (and 
no older!) as the band that played on the street 
corner in ’77! Inspired by nostalgia, the New 
Orleans 2016 Annual Assembly was a great 
experience for me. I gave two talks on value-
based care and rehab medicine. I attended 
many more sessions and made more ‘new 
contacts’ – aka new friends than at any prior 
Annual Assembly. NOLA ’16 was such a growth 
experience for me – hence my excitement for 
the upcoming 2023 Assembly, where else but 
New Orleans!!! Can’t wait to see you there! 

How has attending the Assembly helped 
you/your practice/your career?

Dr. Mukai: It has helped me network with 
physiatrists from all over the country and the 
world. I feel like it helps with burnout to be 

able to reconnect with my colleagues and 
friends, and share stories about patients and 
practice headaches and strategies to build a 
career. I have also enjoyed reconnecting with 
my residency and fellowship programs, and 
learning about the growth of those programs 
throughout the years. I like attending the Job 
and Fellowship Fair and getting a sense of 
the market for physiatrists to better mentor 
my residents. I also pick up valuable clinical 
pearls and new skills like ultrasound and 
orthobiologics from the Annual Assembly.

Dr. Whiteson: Professionally, I am New York 
‘born and bred’… having completed residency 
and spent my entire rehab professional 
career at Rusk, some would (lovingly) say I am 
‘in-bred’ and this would be somewhat true. 
Except… AAPM&R has helped me diversify, 
learn and experience the multiple facets of 
physical medicine and rehabilitation and it 
has been at the Annual Assembly where so 
much of that learning and experience has 
come from. To me, coming to the Assembly 
is joyous! A time to meet with ‘old’ friends 
and colleagues, graduated residents who 
now forge their own brilliant careers, and of 
course to make new friends and partnerships 
and keep the ‘growth’ coming. The Assembly 
has kept me on my toes, encouraged me 
to learn, to present/lecture/teach, to take 
on new challenges – outside of my comfort 
zone. The Assembly experience has been 
an intensive annual catalyst that leaves me 
personally and professionally each year better 
able to understand and serve my patients and 
my community. I have really enjoyed being 
‘involved’ with AAPM&R and that engagement 
really comes together at the Annual Assembly. 
No matter if you’re a first-time attendee or like 
me you have been attending for close to 30 
years, your presence is felt, your voice heard, 
your opinion makes a difference. My career 
clearly has been enhanced by participating 
in the Annual Assemblies over the years. The 
Assembly experience and networking that 
goes on has created so many opportunities 
to help me diversify my clinical, educational, 
research, advocacy and volunteerism 
practices. I have a great sense of professional 
satisfaction and the Assembly has been a 
significant part in that. 

Register for #AAPMR23 now at aapmr.org/
assembly.
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to listen to Dr. Flanagan 
discuss the barriers our 

field needs to address in order 
to reach our BOLD goals. Topics 
he is addressing include medical 
education, leadership training, 
awareness of the specialty, 
advocacy, data and quality, and 
workforce shortages. Learn more  
at aapmr.org/boldvideos. 

Check out our
YouTube channel 
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