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Invited Article

ACEWM History — Trailblazers

Karen A. Gibbs, PT, DPT, PhD, CWS, Meryl Gersh, PT, PhD, Rose Hamm, PT, DPT, Harriett B. Loehne, DPT,
CWS, FACCWS, John Lugo, PT, DPT, ECS, Rodney W. Schlegel, PT, DSc, ECS and Eddie Traylor, PT, DPT,
MEd, OCS

This invited article describes the very significant contributions of three past ACEWM leaders and
provides member comments.

In this second edition of the JCEWM, let’s take a few minutes to remember past ACEWM leaders
and recognize their significant and lasting impact on not only our Academy, but also on the profes-
sion of physical therapy. This article focuses on three ACEWM trailblazers: Dr. Charlene “Billie”
Mae Nelson, Dr. Roger M. Nelson, and Dr. Lynda D. Woodruff (included pictures are older/low res-
olution and may not show clearly).

Dr. Charlene “Billie” Mae Nelson, PT, MA, FAPTA

Dr. Charlene “Billie” Mae Nelson (Figure 1) held degrees from Florida State University and the Col-
lege of William and Mary, earned a Certificate in Physical Therapy (1951) from the Medical College
of Virginia, and completed a master’s (1964) in Anatomy at Duke University.? Those who knew her
described her as viewing physical therapy not as a profession, but as a way of life. Dr. Nelson was a
well-loved and influential physical therapy faculty member at University of North Carolina-Chapel
Hill (UNC) for over 30 years, retiring in 1993 as an associate professor emerita.? A former student
described her this way:

Figure 1. Dr. Charlene Mae “Billie” Nelson. Courtesy of the Academy of Clinical Electrophysiology and
Wound Management. https://www.multibriefs.com/briefs/apta-cewm/APTA-CEWMO072017.php
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“She was my instructor at UNC School of Physical Therapy in 1963, a mentor, then a colleague, and
fortunately a wonderful friend as the years went on. In the 1960’s faculty were not “friends” with
students, but Ms. Nelson was different — kind, calm, caring, approachable, always pleasant and pos-
itive. And oh, so brilliant, but she had the ability to make difficult electrodiagnosis subject matter
understandable.” Harriett B. Loehne, ACEWM Member

Dr. Nelson was a founding member of the ACEWM in the 1970s and was instrumental in establish-
ing electrodiagnostics as an area of specialization for physical therapists.?

“Her first EMG unit was custom built for her by a biomedical student and was the length of one
wall in her lab and about 3 feet high. She was so excited to have this new toy, and as a student work-
ing as a “gopher” in the PT department one summer, I was her first “subject.” Dr. Nelsonimmedi-
ately made students feel like colleagues in the profession and took great pride in all of her students’
achievements.” Rose Hamm, ACEWM Member

“Her conviction to measure competence in practice, her organizational skills and her understanding
of psychometrics made her the optimal person to lead the specialization process. Putting into writ-
ing a description of those attributes, education and skills required to be recognized as a clinical spe-
cialist would not have occurred without her tenacious, organized and kind effort.” Rodney Schlegel,
ACEWM Member

The first specialist exam was offered in 1986, and since then over 230 physical therapists have
achieved certification.>* Historically a male-dominated field, Dr. Nelson was the first female to be
certified.? She also lobbied for physical therapists’ ability to conduct electrodiagnostic studies with-
out the need for physician approval.!

For her many service activities and advocacy, Dr. Nelson received the Lucy Blair Service award in
1981 and was named a Catherine Worthingham Fellow in 2012, the highest honor from the Ameri-
can Physical Therapy Association (APTA). Dr. Nelson also received (posthumously) the APTA
Foundation’s 2022 Spirit of Philanthropy Award in recognition of the Charlene Mae Nelson Endow-
ment Fund (https://foundation4pt.org/nelson/) established in her memory to provide “doctoral
scholarships to physical therapist researchers with priority given to those involved in Clinical Elec-
trophysiology.”®

Dr. Nelson was an active APTA and Academy member, attending conferences into her 80s and par-
ticipating in various other professional activities. Figure 2 shows Dr. Nelson at UNC’s 50th Physical
Therapy Reunion in 2015. Her contributions to the profession as a beloved teacher and mentor and
trailblazing advocacy for physical therapy electrodiagnostic practice created a legacy of dedicated
physical therapists and a clinical specialization that grows stronger every year.

Figure 2. Dr. Charlene Mae “Billie” Nelson
(second from right, front row) celebrating
UNC’s 50th Physical Therapy Reunion; Cour-
tesy of PT Division, University of North Caro-
lina at Chapel Hill.
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Dr. Roger M. Nelson, PT, PhD, FAPTA

Dr. Roger Nelson'’s (Figure 3) interest in physical therapy started when he worked as a PT aide in
his brother’s clinic at St. Vincent’s Hospital (now Richmond University Medical Center) in the
1950’s. He earned a bachelor’s degree in physical therapy from New York University (1965, Figure
4), a master of science from Sargent College of Allied Health Professions, Boston University (1971),
and a PhD from University of Iowa (1981).” Dr. Nelson was a commissioned officer in the United
States Public Health Service (USPHS) for over 20 years and through regular meetings with the U.S.
Surgeon General, was a positive influence on national healthcare policy. He also had a positive im-
pact on physical therapy education and research, serving as a professor and/or chair at three univer-
sities, authoring/co-authoring over 50 peer reviewed articles, and delivering over 180 local, national,
and international presentations.”

Figure 3. Dr. Roger M. Nelson. Courtesy of the American Physical Therapy Association.
https://www.apta.org/article/2022/10/26/physical-therapy-leader-roger-nelson-dies

Figure 4. Dr. Roger M. Nelson with a colleague at NYU. Courtesy of John Lugo.

In direct service to the profession, Dr. Nelson served on the APTA’s Board of Directors, House of
Delegates, and the task force that developed the clinical specialization process for physical thera-
pists. Perhaps his most “significant contribution to APTA and the physical therapy profession was
his leadership in the development of taxonomy and nomenclature that led to the first APTA Guide
to Physical Therapist Practice."® Dr. Nelson also chaired the task force that developed the “Guide.””
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He was instrumental in launching our Academy (then section) in the 1970s and served in many
roles over the years including treasurer, vice president, and two terms as president.

In 1973, Dr. Nelson was part of the first post-professional training course for physical therapists in
electrodiagnosis and continued training therapists, chiropractors, and physicians across the country
for many years. He was a valued colleague, effective teacher, and treasured friend to many.

“Roger was a good and lasting friend. You always knew where he stood on matters and when you
may have had a different view and debated a matter at hand, you always were, in the end, good
friends.” Rodney Schlegel, ACEWM Member

He was the first president of the American Academy of Clinical Electrodiagnosis (AACE) and was
influential in developing the first accredited clinical electrodiagnosis residency program. For all his
contributions to the profession, he was named a Catherine Worthingham Fellow in 1997. An inter-
view with Dr. Nelson was recorded after he delivered the 44th McMillan Lecture in 2013 and is
available for viewing at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wIROjRKv5Cs.

In addition to his numerous clinical, academic, and professional service accomplishments, Dr. Nel-
son’s most enduring legacy is probably his dedication to fostering the professional and personal de-
velopment of others (Figure 5). He provided sage advice to students and novice clinicians who
asked for his counsel and was able to provide a grounded perspective consistent with his New York
City upbringing. He was a man of faith with strong family connections and often treated his profes-
sional mentees as family members or church congregants. He invested not only his time but finan-
cial resources to support those who demonstrated a motivation to learn and desire to give back to
the profession and community. His life’s work and service will continue to be felt for generations as
those he influenced will continue following his example.

“...Roger took this young graduate from Pittsburgh under his wing and put me on the path for this
great profession. A great mind, dedicated, and ardent professional...and for now this well-seasoned
electromyographer is profoundly grateful!” John G. Eddy, ACEWM Member

Figure 5. Dr. Greg Ernst, Dr. John Lugo, and Dr. Roger Nelson (left to right). Courtesy of John Lugo.
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Dr. Lynda D. Woodruff, PT, PhD, FAPTA

Dr. Lynda D. Woodruff was a passionate advocate for social justice, a dedicated academician and
mentor, and loving friend. Dr. Woodruff earned undergraduate (1969) and graduate (1971) degrees
from Case Western Reserve University and a PhD from Georgia State University (1984). Early expe-
riences working as a physical therapist inspired her lifelong advocacy for social justice and equity in
healthcare.

“I so admired her approach to the subject [social justice] and her devotion to resolving those issues
by setting forth, by example, what being a health care professional and educator would mean to po-
tential therapists. Lynda didn’t follow the victimhood or quota approach but rather approached the
minority community by saying look at what you can be. You can become a leader. You can improve
the lives for those in your community and elsewhere. You have a profession that welcomes you and
will provide opportunities for you to grow, thrive and prosper if you are willing to expend the en-
ergy to attain excellence. And she worked to provide those opportunities.” Rodney Schlegel,
ACEWM Member

Throughout her career, Dr. Woodruff worked to improve minority student and faculty recruitment
and retention and was instrumental in establishing the APTA’s Advisory Council on Minority Af-
fairs and Office of Minority Affairs.? In 2021, the APTA designated a namesake conference room, the

Black PT Heritage Room, (Figures 6 and 7) in the new APTA headquarters Centennial Center in trib-
ute to Dr. Woodruff.°

LEON ANDERSON JR, AND LYNDA WOODRUFF
Black PT Heritage Room

PRESENTED BY THE AMERICAN ACADEMY

Figure 6. Woodruff conference room at ATPA Headquarters. Courtesy of Karen Gibbs.
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Figure 7. Black PT Heritage Room Dedication at ATPA. Courtesy of Eddie Traylor.

“Lynda and her family also maintained an amazing ability to keep such a sense of humor through-
out their drive for social justice. I recall her telling the story of the Martin Luther King days when
she and her family were in Atlanta and went to a restaurant for dinner. They were told immediately
that “We don’t serve coloreds.” They responded, “That’s OK. We don’t eat coloreds” and proceeded
in, sat down, and were served dinner.” Rodney Schlegel, ACEWM Member

Dr. Woodruff’s career in academia began in 1974 at UNC, where she was the first African American
faculty member in the Division of Physical Therapy,® and continued at Georgia State University four
years later. She served as faculty at Alabama State University (ASU), establishing their Doctor of
Physical Therapy program.'® Dr. Woodruff was also a professor and founding director of the physi-
cal therapy department at North Georgia College, developing the state’s first physical therapy post-
baccalaureate program.” With over 40 years of teaching and research, Dr. Woodruff received the
Education Achievement Award from the Physical Therapy Association of Georgia (2014), recogniz-
ing her “significant impact on the quality of physical therapy education.”?> During her teaching ca-
reer, Dr. Woodruff provided housing and mentored numerous physical therapy students who iden-
tified themselves as “Woody Babies.”!

Dr. Woodruff was a true servant leader. Among her many activities, she was a long-time active
ACEWM member, Georgia Delegate and House Elections Committee member for APTA’s House of
Delegates, a Foundation for Physical Therapy trustee, and she served on the Georgia State Board of
Physical Therapy for over 10 years.

Dr. Woodruff received many awards over her career including the ACEWM’s Distinguished Service
Award, APTA’s Lucy Blair Service Award (1990), and the Kellogg Fellowship for International
Leadership. In 2006, the Georgia Senate established February 24th as “Dr. Lynda D. Woodruff Ap-
preciation Day.”1 The first annual Lynda D. Woodruff Lecture on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
in Physical Therapy, cosponsored by the APTA? in honor of Dr. Woodruff, was presented by Dr.
Gregory Hicks, PT, PhD, FAPTA in 2020. Past lectures may be viewed at https://www.apta.org/. Dr.
Woodruff was named a Catherine Worthingham Fellow posthumously by the APTA in 2023.

“Through the years Lynda proved to be a role model as an enthusiastic educator, an inclusive col-
league, a persistent fighter for minority leadership in our organization, and a champion cheerleader,
nominating many colleagues for APTA awards during her years of service. I was so pleased to read
in the November 2023 issue of APTA Magazine, that she received the honor she so deserved and
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exemplified — the Catherine Worthingham Fellow, awarded posthumously. Her leadership and
friendship serves as a daily example of the best of our profession.” Meryl Gersh, ACEWM Member

Dr. Woodruff’s distinguished career exemplified leadership, devotion to students and colleagues,
and dedication to social justice. Her contributions to physical therapy will have lasting positive im-
pacts on the profession for future generations.

“Lynda was a longtime friend and my mentor. There are so many valuable lessons that I learned
from her and continue to use each and every day.” Eddie Traylor, ACEWM Member
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