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Program Summary: 
Rehabilitation after SCI has been based on expectations regarding functional outcomes predicted by initial level of injury and severity of impairment and therefore directed at teaching compensatory strategies aimed at independence rather than promoting recovery in the paralysed limbs. This paradigm of rehabilitation is being challenged by evidence from basic and applied science for activity-dependent plasticity of neural circuits below the level of injury. Translation of these findings to the clinic has resulted in novel rehabilitation strategies, directed at neuromuscular activation below the level of the lesion to exploit the potential of the nervous system for reorganisation.

Multi-centre randomised controlled clinical trials will examine the effectiveness of very early intervention in intensive care where appropriate for the lower limbs, task-specific training for the arm and hand, and an intensive activity-based therapy program for the whole body including the paralysed limbs

Moreover, a Certificate Training Program to improve the knowledge and confidence of fitness instructors in the community regarding exercise for people with spinal cord injury will be designed and evaluated.

Techniques employed will include functional electrical stimulation, locomotor training and individualized gym programs that can be undertaken in the community following discharge.

The focus of the programs will be on promoting neurological recovery, maintaining health and wellness, and optimising independence.

The program will be evaluated using a comprehensive suite of outcome measures, including neurophysiological and functional assessments to examine the effects on multiple systems (neurological, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular), as well as quality of life, and measures of community participation. Economic analyses will be conducted to evaluate cost-effectiveness. Evidence from this research program has the potential to revolutionize rehabilitation after SCI.

Program Website: www.scipa.unimelb.edu.au
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