special test for orthopedic
examination

special test for orthopedic examination play a crucial role in accurately
diagnosing musculoskeletal conditions and guiding appropriate treatment
plans. These targeted assessments help orthopedic specialists evaluate joint
stability, muscle strength, nerve function, and structural integrity. By
applying specific maneuvers, clinicians can identify pathologies such as
ligament tears, tendonitis, fractures, and nerve impingement. Understanding
the variety of special tests available enhances the effectiveness of the
clinical examination and optimizes patient outcomes. This article explores
the most commonly used special tests for orthopedic examination, categorized
by anatomical regions. It also discusses the techniques, clinical
indications, and interpretation of results to support evidence-based
practice.

Upper Extremity Special Tests

Lower Extremity Special Tests

Spine and Pelvic Special Tests

Neurological and Vascular Special Tests

Upper Extremity Special Tests

Special tests for the upper extremity focus on identifying pathologies
affecting the shoulder, elbow, wrist, and hand. These tests assess joint
stability, impingement syndromes, nerve compression, and soft tissue
injuries. Accurate performance and interpretation are essential for
differentiating between various conditions that may present with overlapping
symptoms.

Shoulder Special Tests

The shoulder joint, due to its wide range of motion, is susceptible to
multiple injuries. Special tests help diagnose rotator cuff tears,
impingement, labral lesions, and instability.

* Neer Impingement Test: Assesses impingement of the rotator cuff tendons
under the acromion by passively flexing the shoulder with the arm
internally rotated.

e Hawkins-Kennedy Test: Detects subacromial impingement by flexing the
shoulder and elbow to 90 degrees followed by forced internal rotation.



» Apprehension Test: Evaluates anterior shoulder instability by externally
rotating the abducted arm and observing patient apprehension or
discomfort.

e Drop Arm Test: Identifies rotator cuff tears by assessing the patient's
ability to slowly lower the abducted arm.

Elbow and Wrist Special Tests

Elbow and wrist examinations include tests for ligament integrity, nerve
compression, and tendinopathies.

e Valgus and Varus Stress Tests: Assess medial and lateral collateral
ligament stability at the elbow by applying stress forces to the joint.

e Tinel’s Sign at the Elbow and Wrist: Detects ulnar or median nerve
irritation by tapping over the nerve and noting any tingling sensations.

e Phalen’s Test: Screens for carpal tunnel syndrome by flexing the wrists
maximally and holding the position to reproduce symptoms.

e Finkelstein’s Test: Diagnoses De Quervain’s tenosynovitis by ulnar
deviation of the wrist while the thumb is tucked inside the fist.

Lower Extremity Special Tests

Lower extremity special tests evaluate the hip, knee, ankle, and foot,
focusing on ligamentous stability, meniscal injuries, labral tears, and nerve
entrapments. These tests are essential for diagnosing sports injuries and
degenerative conditions.

Hip Special Tests

Hip special tests assess joint integrity, labral pathology, and muscle
flexibility.

e FABER Test (Patrick’s Test): Assesses hip joint or sacroiliac pathology
by flexing, abducting, and externally rotating the hip while applying
pressure to the knee.

e FADIR Test: Detects femoroacetabular impingement by flexing, adducting,
and internally rotating the hip.

e Trendelenburg Test: Evaluates hip abductor muscle strength by observing
pelvic drop on the contralateral side during single-leg stance.



Knee Special Tests
Knee examinations target ligamentous injuries and meniscal tears, which are

common in athletic populations.

e Lachman Test: The most sensitive test for anterior cruciate ligament
(ACL) tears, performed by anterior translation of the tibia with the
knee in slight flexion.

e Anterior and Posterior Drawer Tests: Assess ACL and posterior cruciate
ligament (PCL) integrity by applying anterior or posterior force to the
tibia.

* McMurray Test: Detects meniscal tears by rotating the tibia while
extending and flexing the knee.

e Varus and Valgus Stress Tests: Examine lateral and medial collateral
ligament stability.

Ankle and Foot Special Tests

Tests for the ankle and foot evaluate ligament sprains, tendon integrity, and
nerve entrapments.

e Anterior Drawer Test of the Ankle: Assesses anterior talofibular
ligament sprain by anterior translation of the heel while stabilizing
the tibia.

e Talar Tilt Test: Evaluates calcaneofibular ligament stability by
inverting the heel.

e Thompson Test: Detects Achilles tendon rupture by squeezing the calf
muscle and observing plantarflexion.

Spine and Pelvic Special Tests

Spine and pelvic special tests assist in diagnosing disc herniations, nerve
root compression, sacroiliac joint dysfunction, and muscle tightness. These
tests complement imaging findings and guide treatment decisions.

Lumbar Spine Special Tests

Evaluation of the lumbar spine often focuses on nerve root irritation and
mechanical low back pain.

e Straight Leg Raise (SLR) Test: Assesses lumbar nerve root irritation by



passively raising the leg with the knee extended and noting reproduction
of sciatic pain.

e Slump Test: A neural tension test that puts the sciatic nerve on stretch
through sequential movements of spinal flexion, knee extension, and
ankle dorsiflexion.

e Crossed Straight Leg Raise: Similar to SLR but lifting the unaffected
leg to elicit pain on the symptomatic side, indicating disc herniation.

Sacroiliac Joint and Pelvic Tests

These tests evaluate sacroiliac joint dysfunction or pelvic instability.

e FABER Test: Also used for sacroiliac joint assessment, as described in
the hip section.

e Sacroiliac Compression Test: Applies lateral compression to the pelvis
to reproduce pain associated with sacroiliac joint pathology.

e Gaenslen’s Test: Stresses the sacroiliac joint by flexing one hip while
extending the other.

Neurological and Vascular Special Tests

Neurological and vascular special tests are integral to orthopedic
examinations for detecting nerve entrapment, vascular compromise, and
neuromuscular dysfunction.

Neurological Tests

These tests evaluate peripheral nerve function and central nervous system
involvement.

Tinel’s Sign: Used at various anatomical locations to identify nerve
irritation by tapping over the nerve and eliciting tingling sensations.

e Phalen’s Test: Screens for median nerve compression at the carpal
tunnel, as noted in the upper extremity section.

» Babinski Reflex: Assesses upper motor neuron lesions by stroking the
sole of the foot and observing toe extension.

e Deep Tendon Reflex Testing: Evaluates the integrity of the reflex arc
and nerve root function.



Vascular Tests

Vascular assessments are important in orthopedic contexts to rule out
compromised blood flow that may mimic or complicate musculoskeletal
conditions.

e Allen’s Test: Assesses arterial blood flow to the hand by occluding
radial and ulnar arteries and observing capillary refill.

e Capillary Refill Time: Evaluates peripheral perfusion by pressing on the
nail bed and timing color return.

e Doppler Ultrasound Examination: Although not a manual test, it is
frequently used adjunctively to assess vascular status in orthopedic
patients.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of special tests in orthopedic
examination?

Special tests in orthopedic examination are designed to isolate and identify
specific musculoskeletal conditions by assessing the function, stability, and
integrity of bones, joints, muscles, and ligaments.

Which special test is commonly used to diagnose a
torn anterior cruciate ligament (ACL)?

The Lachman test is commonly used to diagnose a torn ACL by assessing
anterior tibial translation relative to the femur.

How is the McMurray test performed and what does it
detect?

The McMurray test is performed by flexing and rotating the knee while
applying varus or valgus stress to detect meniscal tears in the knee joint.

What does the Phalen's test evaluate in an
orthopedic exam?

Phalen's test evaluates for carpal tunnel syndrome by flexing the wrists
maximally and holding the position to elicit symptoms of median nerve
compression.



Which special test is used to assess rotator cuff
integrity?

The Drop Arm test is used to assess rotator cuff integrity, particularly the
supraspinatus muscle, by asking the patient to slowly lower an abducted arm.

What is the significance of the Straight Leg Raise
(SLR) test in orthopedic evaluation?

The Straight Leg Raise test helps identify Llumbar nerve root irritation or
lumbar disc herniation by reproducing sciatic nerve pain when the leg is
lifted.

How does the Trendelenburg test help in orthopedic
diagnosis?

The Trendelenburg test assesses the strength and function of the hip abductor
muscles, particularly the gluteus medius, by observing pelvic drop when
standing on one leg.

Can special tests alone confirm an orthopedic
diagnosis?

No, special tests are used in conjunction with patient history, physical
examination, and imaging studies to accurately diagnose orthopedic
conditions.

Additional Resources

1. Orthopedic Special Tests: An Evidence-Based Approach

This comprehensive guide covers a wide range of special tests used in
orthopedic examinations. It emphasizes evidence-based practice, providing
clinicians with the latest research to support test selection and
interpretation. Detailed descriptions and clinical pearls help practitioners
accurately diagnose musculoskeletal conditions.

2. Clinical Orthopedic Examination: Special Tests and Procedures

Focused on practical application, this book offers step-by-step instructions
for performing special tests in orthopedic assessments. It includes clear
illustrations and tips to improve diagnostic accuracy. The text is designed
for students and clinicians aiming to enhance their physical examination
skills.

3. Orthopedic Physical Assessment

A widely used resource, this book combines foundational anatomy with detailed
special test protocols. It explains the rationale behind each test and
discusses their sensitivity and specificity. The book also includes case



studies to help readers apply knowledge in real clinical scenarios.

4. Special Tests for Orthopedic Examination: A Clinical Guide

This clinical guide presents an organized approach to special tests for
different body regions, including the spine, upper extremity, and lower
extremity. It features concise explanations, test procedures, and guidelines
for interpreting results. The book is ideal for quick reference during
patient evaluations.

5. Orthopedic Examination, Evaluation, and Intervention

Offering a holistic view of orthopedic practice, this text integrates special
tests with patient history and functional assessments. It highlights how to
combine various examination components for accurate diagnosis and treatment
planning. The book is beneficial for physical therapists and orthopedic
practitioners alike.

6. Musculoskeletal Examination and Assessment: A Handbook for Therapists
This handbook provides detailed descriptions of special tests alongside
general musculoskeletal assessment techniques. It emphasizes clinical
reasoning and decision-making processes. The book serves as a practical tool
for therapists in both educational and clinical settings.

7. Orthopedic Special Tests: Quick Reference Guide

Designed as a portable reference, this guide summarizes key special tests
with illustrations and brief instructions. It is useful for clinicians
needing rapid access to test details during patient care. The guide covers
tests for common orthopedic conditions and injuries.

8. Examination of Orthopedic and Athletic Injuries

This book integrates special tests within the broader context of evaluating
athletic injuries. It discusses mechanisms of injury, test selection, and
interpretation tailored to sports medicine. The text is valuable for
professionals working with athletes and active populations.

9. Orthopedic Physical Therapy Secrets

Using a question-and-answer format, this book covers special tests among
other orthopedic examination topics. It offers practical insights, tips, and
clinical pearls for effective assessment and intervention. The conversational
style makes complex concepts accessible for learners and practitioners.
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