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Engaging stakeholders in physiotherapy student placement in primary care practice
Project summary

The aim of this project was to investigate patient and private practitioner needs and expectations for student involvement in physiotherapy private practice and to develop skill enhancement modules to address patient, educator and student learning needs. 

Drivers and challenges
It is recognised that very few physiotherapy students have the opportunity to learn in private practice settings, despite the reality that around 50% of graduates work in private practice upon graduation. Anecdotal reasons for the lack of student placements in private practice are that paying clients are not agreeable to student care, students lack skills for private practice and that teaching slows patient throughput and therefore results in a cost to the business. Little evidence confirms these concerns. This project explored the barriers from the perspectives of two key stakeholders – private physiotherapy patients and their practitioners.

Arriving at a solution
A mixed methods approach to data collection was undertaken, combining patient survey data and educator interviews. Patient surveys were collected from private practices, and practitioner educators at these sites were interviewed. Informed by this data, in the second stage of this project we developed three online skill enhancement modules to assist students in their preparation for clinical education in a private practice setting.
Outcomes
Patients reported that although they are supportive of student involvement in private practice consultations, they have preferences about the extent of student participation. Private practitioners reported barriers to increasing education opportunities in private practice as lack of time, cost and the limited skills of students. They reported benefits associated with the role of educator and in the opportunity to screen students for future recruitment, although the need for better preparation for teaching in this setting was identified.1


Three interactive online education modules have been created addressing students perceived knowledge gaps focusing on business skills, shoulder joint assessment and knee joint assessment. Student and private practitioner feedback on the modules has been extremely positive. 

The number of clinical placement days offered in private practice in 2013/14 is not yet available for reporting.
Limitations and management strategies
The response rate for both the practitioner interviews and patient surveys was less than anticipated. Follow-up phone calls to the consenting practices was undertaken, however with little increase in patient survey response. The longer than expected time required to develop the online modules resulted in later implementation of the modules than expected. The impact of this work on students entering private practice placements and ultimately clinical placement days is not yet known.

Future directions
Further work needs to be done to engage more private physiotherapy practitioners in clinical education. Both direct marketing of the potential benefits of clinical education, and educator training is required. A small commitment by multiple practices of taking two students per year could address the current imbalance in clinical education. In the meantime, the online education modules are now available to all physiotherapy students to better prepare them for working in this setting.

Further information
Fiona.Kent@monash.edu
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