‘How a therapy assistant practitioner can promote person centred care within their own workplace’

This essay is going to focus on the role of the therapy assistant practitioner (TAP) in the paediatric physiotherapy community setting and how they promote person centred care. 
Skills For Health (2025) describes person centred care as a focus on the needs of an individual which is responsive to personal circumstances, preferences, needs and values. Thus, aiming to involve patients, their families, carers and service providers within decision making so that a positive healthcare experience is achieved.  

A therapy assistant practitioner in physiotherapy is defined  by the Chartered Society Of Physiotherapy, Scope of practice for support workers (2019) as a role that provides interventions to support physiotherapy programmes and undertake any activity that is in pursuit to the individuals' goals that has been delegated by a registered healthcare professional and has the appropriate supervision where necessary and who will take into account their current competence. 

In 2011, The Welsh Assembly Government published its Code of Conduct for Health Care Support Workers outlining the expected standards for practice and professional conduct for all health care support workers in Wales.  Therapy assistant practitioners must adhere to the seven principles by being accountable in making sure that actions or omissions can be answered, that the promotion of the dignity, privacy and rights of service users and their carers are upheld.  That collaborative working with colleagues as part of the team ensures the delivery of the highest standard of care that is safe for service users and their family.  Communication is done so in an open and transparent and effective way that promotes the wellbeing of service users, the service users' rights to confidentiality and their privacy is respected.   Healthcare support workers should improve the quality of care to our service users by continuous personal and professional development and by updating knowledge and skills as well as promoting equality for all service users, wider members of the public and colleagues.

Therapy assistant practitioners are valuable members of staff within the allied health profession and have a valuable skill set that they bring for their patients and to support the registered members. In saying that, therapy assistant practitioners must at all times work within their own spheres of competencies.  Quality Compliance Systems 2024 defines competence in health and social care as the ability of professionals to be able to apply their skills and knowledge effectively in a variety of settings.  This not only involves technical proficiencies, but also effective communication, the making of informed decisions and working collaboratively with others as the holistic approach ensures that care is person centred and responsive to an individual's needs. 

Within paediatric physiotherapy, putting the service user as the centre of their care is paramount when goal setting and building professional relationships, not only with the service user, but their families, carers and the wider multi-disciplinary team around them that can include other medical professionals, social care teams and educational establishments.  The therapy assistant practitioner can be a pivotal member of the team in that respect as they can take time to build positive relationships with the service users and those involved with their care.  Even though the therapy assistant practitioner does not carry out the initial assessment, they can be involved in those as the second person to play with and distract the service user and are able to contribute activity ideas to the registered therapist depending on the treatment need.  The registered members of the team usually pass on therapy blocks to the therapy assistant practitioners and these blocks will be completed with the service users' preferences in mind. 

The therapy assistant practitioner may complete delegated duties within their role in paediatric physiotherapy that ranges from blocks of therapy with a service user.  This would include building a rapport with service users and their families and adjusting therapy programmes as necessary.  They would be able to demonstrate and teach family members and education staff basic therapy activities and stretches so that everyone involved with the service user is doing the same.  Equipment is usually managed by the therapy assistant practitioner, including arranging assessments with various firms and maintaining safety checks and making basic adjustments as well as identifying when the equipment needs changing, is no longer fit for purpose or a review is needed with a company representative.  Maintaining service users’ confidentiality at all times and following guidance and organisational policies on this is also a very important part of the role and person centred to ensure the effective working relationships and no breakdowns of those professional relationships.  If a therapy practitioner has a good professional relationship with the service user and their families, if any concerns arise, they are able to feedback to the registered therapist and if needed, point the family to the correct channel such as the Patient Experience Team so that they can register a complaint in line with the “Putting It Right” campaign.  There are also many administration tasks that can be delegated to the therapy assistant practitioner that include booking clinics and sending out appointment letters so that they run smoothly, arranging blocks of treatment sessions and liaising with other professionals when it comes to requiring x-rays, needing an orthopaedic opinion or sharing knowledge of the service user for Additional Learning Needs (ALN) reports needed by the education authorities when the service user nears school age. 

The physiotherapy treatment blocks are an integral part of the paediatric therapy assistant practitioner's role.  This is where they can really focus on the service user and their likes and dislikes ensuring that the therapy sessions are person centred.  Active listening at the start of these sessions shows the child or young person that you have understood them.  For example, finding out their interests in toys and games so that physiotherapy can be completed in a fun and playful way to enhance compliance.  Play Wales (2022) states that all children have the right to play.  This right includes every single child no matter what their culture, gender, impairment, language, background, need or behaviour.  Play is such a motivation to children and young people and enables them to thrive in achieving their goals when used well.  For example, many pre-school children attend for a block of treatment as they are delayed in their motor development.  Their family's goal may be to walk but they need to practice transitioning between movements like kneeling and half-high kneeling in preparation for this, using play at different levels such as the floor, a low bench or up high can encourage practice in and out of positions in a fun and rewarding way.

A number of service users may need their therapy treatment carried out in another environment such as at home or school.  Community based practitioners are able to adapt to their surroundings and utilise any equipment that is around them in helping to achieve goals.  For example, using school PE equipment when completing a strengthening and balance based programme.  Carrying out programmes in school settings allows the therapy assistant practitioner to demonstrate and assist a member of school staff to complete activities at other times thus maximising the impact for the service user.

Therapy assistant practitioners may experience a heavy caseload and must be able to prioritise the frequency and where service users are seen for treatment.  The registered therapists complete Care Aims, a person centred framework developed by Kate Malcomess that focuses on achieving better measurable outcomes for service users by improving communication, clinical reasoning and reflection.  Following this, caseloads can be prioritised allowing better patient flow as once goals are achieved, they are able to safely discharge service users with an explanation on how their parents or carers can re-refer should any new future concerns arise.  

Maintaining a service users clinical notes in line with organisational policy is paramount so that any clinician involved with the service users care can identify what has been undertaken so they can plan a review if necessary.  Patient notes must be completed within a twenty-four-hour timeframe from the contact and meet the required standards. Therapy assistant practitioners have a duty to attend and keep up with all mandatory trainings and attend any necessary trainings to their role which are made available to them. Reflection is also a key component to the role to enhance learning and making changes to practice.  Attending problem solving sessions with service users and the wider multi disciplinary team team are a good way of enhancing knowledge, achieving a better understanding of the service user and their needs and therapeutic ideas and a great opportunity to reflect for continuous professional development.

In conclusion, the therapy assistant practitioner has a role where the service user is at the centre of their care and can adapt themselves to suit the service user and their family or carers and can deliver said care in a variety of settings. Not only do they ensure that every clinical contact counts, but they deliver care by ensuring that the service user has the correct equipment and that it is maintained for their safety but they complete mandatory trainings and self-study so that their practice remains person centred and they can be the best versions of their selves when carrying out their delegated duties.  By ensuring care is patient focused, the paediatric physiotherapy service flows in a productive and safe manner for all.
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