
NANCY STRAUSS, MD ’88

Rehab Leader
From a young age, Nancy Strauss, MD ’88, understood 

first hand the importance of exercise, physical fitness 
and the power of rehabilitation. “Overcoming challenges 
with a physical disability and developing strong relation-
ships with my own physicians is likely what led to my 
career in medicine, and physiatry in particular,” she says.

Dr. Strauss has been a physiatrist at New York 
Presbyterian Hospital for nearly 25 years. And in 2013,  
she was honored to be named the John A. Downey 
Professor of Rehabilitation and Regenerative Medicine 
at Columbia University Irving Medical Center. But in the 
1980s, when she was a medical student at Upstate, physi-
cal medicine and rehabilitation was still a small specialty; 
there was no department at Upstate at the time. Even 
today, she concedes, some people are unfamiliar with  
the field. “People know pediatrician, surgeon, but they 
don’t always know physiatrist,” she says.

Strauss says rehab medicine is a very goal-oriented 
field with the focus to improve function. She works with 
a broad range of patients—from infant to geriatric, from 
athletes with injuries to patients with chronic disabilities. 
“As the specialty has evolved, physiatric subspecialization 
is more common, but I have always enjoyed the full spec-
trum of general physiatry,” she says.

It’s also a very team-oriented field. “We work very 
closely with physical therapists, occupational therapists, 
speech therapists, and physicians in other specialties,” she 
says. “It is an interdisciplinary specialty and the physiat-
rist is the team leader. However, the patient is the most 
important team member and no goal can be met without 
the patient’s commitment and determination.” 

Strauss first realized she loved the leadership aspect 
of her field serving as chief resident at Nassau University 
Medical Center. “That’s when I realized I loved the big 
picture, administrative kind of work,” she says. She’s 
had plenty of it. She was recruited to Columbia in 1993, 
first serving as assistant residency program director. 
Later, she became program director, and when Columbia 
Presbyterian and New York Hospital Weill Cornell merged 
to become New York Presbyterian, she was in charge of 
merging the two residency programs into one.  

“I had the privilege of being the residency director 
during a period when the field of physical medicine and 
rehabilitation was changing, so it was a very dynamic 
time,” says Strauss, whose favorite aspect of residency 
training was recruitment, identifying the best and the 
brightest medical students to become residents, mentor-
ing them, and often staying in contact with them for years 

to come. “Of course, I always looked for Upstate medical 
students,” she says.

Strauss has also served as vice chair, interim chair, and 
executive vice chair of the Department of Rehabilitation 
and Regeneration Medicine, has served on numerous 
hospital and medical school committees, and has been 
actively involved in numerous professional organizations, 
including the Association of Academic Physiatrists.

“One of the reasons why the leadership piece appeals 
to me is that I find making an impact with the big picture 
provides valuable insight which actually helps on the front 
line with the patient care,” she says. 

“When somebody has a disability, it can impact so 
much of their life. I’m often working with the whole family, 
treating social issues, medical issues, as well as functional 
issues,” she says. “It’s very holistic.”

And very satisfying. “It’s just a very positive field, set-
ting goals with the patient and guiding the patient in reach-
ing those goals,” says Strauss. “So it’s very gratifying, help-
ing patients improve function and improve quality of life.”

— Renée Gearhart Levy
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Nancy Strauss, MD ’88, has been a professor of physical  
medicine rehabilitation at Columbia since 1993. 


