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JOB DESCRIPTION 
Respiratory therapists and respiratory therapy technicians—also known as respiratory care practitioners—
evaluate, treat, and care for patients with breathing or other cardiopulmonary disorders. Practicing under the 
direction of a physician, respiratory therapists assume primary responsibility for all respiratory care therapeutic 
treatments and diagnostic procedures, including the supervision of respiratory therapy technicians. Respiratory 
therapy technicians follow specific, well-defined respiratory care procedures under the direction of respiratory 
therapists and physicians. In clinical practice, many of the daily duties of therapists and technicians overlap; 
furthermore, the two have the same education and training requirements. However, therapists generally have 
greater responsibility than technicians. For example, respiratory therapists will consult with physicians and other 
health care staff to help develop and modify individual patient care plans. Respiratory therapists also are more 
likely to provide complex therapy requiring considerable independent judgment, such as caring for patients on 
life support in intensive-care units of hospitals.  
 
EXPERIENCE & SKILLS 
Therapists should be sensitive to patients’ physical and psychological needs. Respiratory care practitioners 
must pay attention to detail, follow instructions, and work as part of a team. In addition, operating advanced 
equipment requires proficiency with computers. 
 
• Assessing/Analyzing • Teamwork and communication • Sensitivity 
 
EDUCATION & TRAINING 
Formal training is necessary for entry into this field. Training is offered at the postsecondary level by colleges 
and universities, medical schools, vocational-technical institutes, and the Armed Forces. An associate’s degree 
is required for entry into the field. Most programs award associate’s or bachelor’s degrees and prepare 
graduates for jobs as advanced respiratory therapists. A limited number of associate’s degree programs lead to 
jobs as entry-level respiratory therapists. According to the Commission on Accreditation of Allied Health 
Education Programs (CAAHEP), 51 entry-level and 329 advanced respiratory therapy programs were 
accredited in the United States, including Puerto Rico, in 2005.  
 
SALARIES 
Salaries vary depending on work setting, years of experience, specialty and region or state. 
 
Entry level: $ 37,650 Average: $ 43,140 Experienced: $ 50,860 
 
EMPLOYMENT & ADVANCEMENT PROSPECTS 
Job opportunities are expected to be very good, especially for respiratory therapists with cardiopulmonary care 
skills or experience working with infants. Employment of respiratory therapists is expected to increase 18-26% 
for all occupations through the year 2014, because of substantial growth in the numbers of the middle-aged and 
elderly population—a development that will heighten the incidence of cardiopulmonary disease—and because 
of the expanding role of respiratory therapists in the early detection of pulmonary disorders, case management, 
disease prevention, and emergency care. 

 
RELATED OCCUPATIONS 
• Occupational therapists • Speech pathologists • Audiologists • Respiratory therapists 
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