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1.1 [bookmark: _Toc212100518]Introduction

Speech and Language Therapists (SLTs) are healthcare professionals who assess and treat individuals experiencing difficulties with speech, language, communication, or swallowing. This role is important within health and social care because communication is a fundamental part of human interaction, wellbeing, and independence. Individuals who experience communication difficulties may struggle with education, employment, relationships, and participation in society. Speech and Language Therapists therefore play a vital role in supporting individuals to develop communication skills and improve quality of life. This report will examine the role of a Speech and Language Therapist in healthcare. It will first describe the responsibilities and background of the profession. The report will then critically evaluate three key skills required for this role: communication skills, empathy, and teamwork. Finally, strategies that can help professionals develop and improve these skills will be discussed.

1.2 Description of, and Background to, Speech and Language Therapy in Healthcare.

Speech and Language Therapists are qualified healthcare professionals who assess, diagnose, and provide treatment for individuals with communication and swallowing disorders. These difficulties may occur in both children and adults and can result from developmental conditions, neurological disorders, injuries, or illnesses such as stroke, dementia, or brain injury (NHS, 2024). As a result, Speech and Language Therapists work in a wide range of settings including hospitals, schools, community clinics, rehabilitation centres, and care homes (Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists, 2023).

The duties of a Speech and Language Therapist involve assessing a patient’s communication abilities, identifying specific difficulties, and developing personalised therapy programmes. These programmes may include speech exercises, language development activities, and techniques that support safe swallowing. Therapists also provide guidance to families, teachers, carers, and other healthcare professionals to ensure that communication strategies are consistently applied in different environments.

The most important duty of this role is supporting individuals to develop effective communication skills. Communication allows people to express their needs, share information, and build social relationships. When communication difficulties are not addressed, individuals may experience reduced confidence, social isolation, and limited participation in daily life. According to Health Education England (2022), Speech and Language Therapists contribute significantly to improving patient independence and wellbeing through early assessment and targeted intervention.

To perform this role successfully, professionals must demonstrate a range of essential skills. These include communication skills, empathy, teamwork, patience, and problem-solving abilities. These competencies enable therapists to understand patient needs, build trusting relationships, and work effectively within multidisciplinary healthcare teams.

1.3 Evaluation of the Skills Needed for a Speech and Language Therapist 

Speech and Language Therapists require a variety of professional skills to provide effective support to individuals with communication difficulties. Among these, communication skills, empathy, and teamwork are particularly important because they directly influence the quality of patient interaction, therapeutic outcomes, and collaboration with other healthcare professionals.

Communication skills are fundamental to the work of Speech and Language Therapists because the individuals receiving therapy often have communication difficulties. Therapists must adapt their communication style to each patient, using simplified language, visual aids, gestures, or communication technologies to support understanding. The Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists (2023) states that effective communication enables accurate assessment of patient needs and appropriate interventions. Strong communication also helps therapists explain treatment plans to families and other professionals. Research shows targeted interventions can significantly improve outcomes for children with developmental language delays (Law, Garrett and Nye, 2004). However, success often depends on therapists communicating instructions clearly and providing effective feedback, as poor communication can reduce motivation, cause confusion, and slow progress.

Empathy is an essential skill in Speech and Language Therapy because many patients face emotional challenges linked to communication difficulties. Individuals who struggle to express themselves may experience frustration, embarrassment, or isolation. Demonstrating empathy enables therapists to recognise these emotions and respond with sensitivity and understanding. Kourkouta and Papathanasiou (2014) highlight that empathy is central to effective healthcare communication, as it helps build trust between professionals and patients. For example, an adult recovering from a stroke may feel discouraged when trying to speak during rehabilitation. An empathetic therapist can acknowledge these challenges and offer reassurance, helping maintain motivation throughout recovery. Without empathy, therapy may become overly clinical and impersonal, negatively affecting patient confidence and participation. Therefore, empathy supports emotional wellbeing and contributes to stronger therapeutic relationships and improved patient outcomes overall.

Teamwork is a critical skill because Speech and Language Therapists rarely work independently. They are often part of multidisciplinary teams including doctors, nurses, occupational therapists, psychologists, teachers, and social workers. Collaboration is essential as many communication difficulties are linked to broader health, developmental, or educational needs. Nancarrow et al. (2013) argue that effective interdisciplinary teamwork improves healthcare outcomes by enabling professionals to share knowledge and coordinate care. For example, when supporting a child with special educational needs, therapists may work with teachers to apply strategies in the classroom while guiding parents at home. If teamwork is ineffective, important information may not be shared, leading to inconsistent support. This shows teamwork is essential for coordinated care and achieving positive patient outcomes.

Overall, communication skills, empathy, and teamwork are essential competencies that enable Speech and Language Therapists to provide effective and patient-centred care within complex healthcare environments.

1.4 Strategies to Improve Skills for Speech and Language Therapists 

Continuous professional development is essential for healthcare professionals because it allows them to maintain high standards of practice and respond to changes in healthcare knowledge and practice. Several strategies can support the development of communication, empathy, and teamwork skills among Speech and Language Therapists. Three particularly effective strategies include continuing professional development (CPD), reflective practice, and supervised practical experience.

Continuing professional development is an important strategy for improving professional knowledge and clinical skills. CPD involves participating in workshops, conferences, online courses, and professional training programmes that focus on developing specific competencies. The Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists (2023) highlights CPD as a key requirement for maintaining professional standards and ensuring that therapists remain informed about new research and treatment approaches. For example, training programmes focusing on communication strategies for individuals with autism may introduce therapists to new tools such as visual communication systems or assistive technologies. These learning opportunities allow professionals to expand their skills and apply updated evidence-based practices in clinical settings.

Reflective practice is another valuable strategy for improving professional skills. Reflection involves analysing professional experiences to identify both strengths and areas that require development. Schön (1983) describes reflective practice as a process through which professionals learn from their actions and improve their decision-making abilities. In Speech and Language Therapy, reflective practice may involve reviewing the outcomes of therapy sessions and considering whether different communication techniques could have been more effective. For instance, if a therapy approach did not produce the expected progress, reflection can encourage the therapist to adapt the intervention strategy. This process supports continuous learning and helps professionals refine their clinical judgement over time.

Supervised practical experience is also essential for skill development. Healthcare professions require not only theoretical knowledge but also practical competence. Health Education England (2022) emphasises that learning through observation, mentorship, and supervised practice helps professionals develop confidence and apply theoretical knowledge in real clinical situations. For example, trainee therapists may observe experienced professionals conducting swallowing assessments or delivering speech therapy sessions. Feedback from experienced colleagues can then guide improvements in communication techniques, clinical decision-making, and teamwork skills.

These strategies were selected because they support professional development from multiple perspectives. CPD strengthens theoretical knowledge, reflective practice promotes self-evaluation and critical thinking, and supervised practice allows professionals to apply learning in real healthcare environments. Together, these strategies help Speech and Language Therapists develop the skills necessary to provide effective, evidence-based care for patients.

1.5 Conclusion 
This report explores that Speech and Language Therapists play a vital role in supporting individuals with communication and swallowing difficulties within health and social care settings. Effective communication, empathy, and teamwork are essential skills that enable therapists to deliver patient-centred care and work collaboratively with other healthcare professionals. These skills support the development of strong therapeutic relationships and contribute to positive patient outcomes. Strategies such as continuing professional development, reflective practice, and supervised practical experience can help professionals strengthen these competencies. Ongoing professional development is therefore essential to ensure that Speech and Language Therapists continue to provide safe, effective, and high-quality care within modern healthcare systems.
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