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Leukemia

What is 
Leukemia?

Major 
Subtypes

Common Signs
& Symptoms

- Disorder arising from abnormal blood cell production in the bone 
marrow: 
- Affects primarily lymphoid and myeloid cells leading to irregular 

red blood cells, while blood cells and platelets that do not function 
normally

- Abnormal cells may grow and survive better than normal cells à
crowding out or suppressing healthy normal blood cells

- Various forms classified based on type of cell and speed of growth

- Acute: aggressive and requires rapid intervention to halt 
progression with goal of entering remission
- Acute Myelogenous Leukemia
- Acute Lymphocytic Leukemia

- Chronic: slower growing, usually less severe, easier to treat with 
improved survivorship compared to acute forms
- Chronic Myeloid Leukemia
- Chronic Lymphocytic Leukemia

- Fatigue

- Anemia

- SOB

- Infections

- Bleeding/Bruising

- Petechiae

- Fevers

- Night sweats

- Pain
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Clinical 
Implications

- Pervasive Disorder:
- About every 3 minutes one person in the US is diagnosed with a 

blood cancer

- Estimated 376,508 people living with or in remission from 
leukemia in the US

- Diminished activity and function due to effects of disease and 
treatment:
- Low blood counts

- Risk of infections 

- Hospitalizations for: Stem Cell Transplant, Graft Versus Host 
Disease and Tumor Lysis Syndrome

- Impaired: endurance, balance, sensation, strength leading to 
movement system impairments 

Treatments

- Highly dependent on subtype and genetic markers
- Chemotherapy

- Stem Cell Transplant

- Immunotherapy

- Clinical Trials

- Phased Treatment
- Induction Therapy: goal to bring on remission

- Consolidation Therapy: after remission, lower or eliminate 

completely residual leukemia cells

- Follow-up: regular check-ups to evaluate remission status
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Physical Therapist’s Role

Promote 
cardiovascular and 
strength training 
programs to pre-
condition patients 
prior to treatment to 
optimize outcomes

Long-term benefits of 
regular physical 
activity and 
strengthening for 
improved QOL

Identify symptoms 
related to disease and 

treatment that can 
impact function 

(Fatigue, infection 
risk)

Treat impairments 
found to improve 

function and quality 
of life across

treatment spectrum

Prehab

Educate

Assess

Intervene
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Takeaways

Appropriate strength and aerobic conditioning programs are 
beneficial in mitigating identified side effects of disease and 
treatment, especially with stem cell transplant 

Physical therapists can play an important role in 
identifying and addressing impairments related to 
disease and treatments

Consideration of  lowered blood count values are key 
in accurately adjusting exercise programs and 
maintaining patient safety during exercise

Implementation of regular exercise program and education 
regarding long term benefits of physical activity can aid in 
improved quality of life in survivors
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