
Rotator Cuff Injury – by Kailey Ryan, DPT, Physical Therapist at Missoula Bone & Joint 

I bet you are wondering what this rotator cuff (or “rotor cup” as it is commonly mispronounced) is all about. A 

simple explanation is that the Rotator Cuff is a group of four different muscles that are essential to the function 

of your shoulder. The shoulder is a ball and socket joint which allows movement in many directions. The Rotator 

Cuff muscles control the quality of joint movement at the shoulder, especially in overhead ranges. Injuries in this 

area can result from traumatic injury (from a fall or impact) or from general wear and tear (from years of 

weakness and poor posture). Injuries can vary between mild strains to full tears of one or more of the tendons. 

Each muscle is attached to bone by a tendon.  In most cases, after a full tear you will need rotator cuff repair 

surgery from an orthopedic surgeon who specializes in shoulder surgery.  

Physical therapy can rehabilitate a rotator cuff injury, whether it be a non-surgical injury or following surgery. 

Physical therapy will help guide your rehabilitation to get you back to the activities you love. 

Perform these 4 basic exercises to strengthen the rotator cuff and hopefully prevent this injury. 

 Sidelying Shoulder External Rotation 

Begin by laying on your side with a towel roll between your side and arm, with elbow 

bent to 90 degrees. You will rotate your forearm upward and back down with control 

while maintaining upright posture and the 90 degree elbow angle. To make this 

exercise more challenging, add resistance: 1-3 lbs. Perform repetitions until fatigue. 

Bilateral Shoulder External Rotation 

Begin with your elbows tucked to your side at a 90 degree angle with palms up holding a 

resistance band. You will rotate outward against resistance and return at a controlled pace. 

To make this exercise more challenging, perform quick pulses at end range rotation. Perform 

repetitions until fatigue. 

Standing W Row 

Begin with a resistance band in your hands, palm down with elbows at 90 degrees. You will 

rotate your hands outward against the resistance while squeezing your shoulder blades 

together to achieve the “W” position. Return slowly to starting position. Perform 2-3 sets of 

15 repetitions. 

Standing Shoulder Flexion 

Begin in standing position with your arms resting to your side. You will keep your elbows 

straight and raise your arms to shoulder height. It is important to avoid shrugging your 

shoulder and maintain upright posture throughout the exercise. You will hold at shoulder 

height for 3 seconds and then return slowly to starting position. To make this exercise more 

challenging, add resistance up to 5 lbs. You will perform 2 sets of 10-20 repetitions. 

*Exercise pictures are from medbridgeeducation.com 


