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1. Introduction and context 
Speech and language therapy is a constantly evolving profession, within which new roles are 
developing to fit changing needs and emerging evidence (RCSLT, 2008). The role of speech and 
language therapy assistant practitioner (AP)1 has a crucial contribution to the speech and 
language therapy workforce.  

In 2019 Health Education England (HEE) announced the launch of a project to introduce a 
competency-based approach to supporting learning and career development of support workers 
in all of the allied health professions. The intention was to devise a framework for education and 
development relevant to all AHP support workers.  

The vision was for a generic competency-based approach which could link to a ‘Skills Passport’ if 
workers chose to move between different professions. In publishing the final version, and after 
national consultation, HEE recognised the difficulties and challenges around career progression 
in a support worker role; ie variability in approach to training and limited career progression 
opportunities.  

Support workers tend to live locally and are less likely to move for career related reasons. HEE 
uses the phrase ‘grow your own’ to reinforce that learning in post is based on the individual 
needs of the service, and training and development is through ‘in house’ work-based learning or 
accessing local courses. The competency-based model allowed for a flexible approach to 
learning, with achievement of competencies being the key need. 

“Competencies, aligned to service need, should be the basis of job design, a prerequisite upon 
recruitment, and determine access to education programmes. They should also allow support 
workers to consider how they might develop within their teams and progress their careers.” (HEE, 
2021) 

  

                                                        
1 There are many divergent roles under the umbrella term of assistant/associate practitioner. The subject of the 

name of this role was the subject of debate in the project group. They considered the status quo regarding 

names and had hoped to suggest a unifying title or set of titles for the role but were not able to reach a 

consensus. There was broad agreement that the term ‘worker’ was not preferred (but again, this was not 

unanimous). There are widely diverging opinions. The group chose to utilise the title speech and language 

therapy assistant/associate practitioner (interchangeably) as an umbrella term for the wide-ranging titles and 

job roles. Consideration of role titles can be found in the supporting information of the full project report.  
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2. Key recommendations 
It is recommended that those working as assistant practitioners (APs) in speech and language 
therapy should have access to: 

 Initial training 
 Ongoing professional training and development, as continuing professional 

development (CPD) is as relevant for APs as for registered speech and language 
therapists (SLTs).  
 

The AP workforce is an integral part of speech and language therapy services, with a unique 
skillset which compliments that of the SLT, and their role continues to evolve.  

Some assistants choose to pursue qualification as an SLT, through the traditional degree route 
or, in future, via the new apprenticeship route. Others are committed to a career as an AP. From 
entry to role there is aspiration for career progression as an AP. It is recommended that all APs 
have choice and support about how they progress, through a clear career structure, whether to 
AP or through to qualification as an SLT. 

HEE acknowledges a lack of opportunities in career structure. The RCSLT has raised this lack of 
focused resource and workforce planning and is working alongside 13 other AHP professional 
organisations to progress this issue (see section 3.2).  

However, it is essential that those with communication and swallowing difficulties have 
confidence in the workforce providing for their needs. A theme in a survey carried out as part of 
the RCSLT Assistant Practitioner Professional Framework (APPF) project (see section 4), was 
therapists reporting a lack of time to devote to support and development of APs, or APs noting 
that training budgets in services gave therapists priority. It is recommended that our qualified 
workforce invests time and resources into the training and learning development of this group. 

In moving the vision forward, training and development of APs (in house or outsourced support) 
should be equal in value to that of SLTs.   

 

 

 

 



POSITION STATEMENT: SUPPORTING THE TRAINING  
AND DEVELOPMENT OF SPEECH AND LANGUAGE  
THERAPY ASSISTANT PRACTITIONERS 

 rcslt.org | 5 
 

3. The national landscape 
3.1 HEE’s AHP Support Worker Competency, Education and Career 
Development Framework (2021) 

The AHP Support Worker Competency, Education and Career Development Framework was 
developed by King’s College London, working with HEE and AHP professional bodies (including 
the RCSLT). It provides guidance on initial training, CPD for AHP support workers, including 
speech and language therapy APs. This competency framework is provided as the basis for 
learning within a role. 

There is a route for progression in AHP related careers, with clearly identified common and 
transferable skills across eight learning domains.  

The RCSLT was involved with the development of the HEE framework by consulting with our 
members and responding to HEE’s national consultation.  
 

The benefits of a framework for training and development 

The foreword to the HEE framework specifies the benefits of access to high-quality learning 
opportunities and clear career progression ‘pathways into and through support worker roles’. In 
summary, services and their users would benefit from: 

 High-quality care 
 Continuity of care  
 Improved staff retention  
 Reduced waiting lists  
 Extending workforce capacity 
 Securing future workforce supply 

 
Also, last but not least, the benefit of increased job satisfaction for those working in this role.  

Suzanne Rastrick (Chief Allied Health Professions Officer for England) stated:  

“…too often support workers in both health and social care face barriers to their development, 
deployment, and career progression. These can include variation in roles, inconsistent delegation 
of tasks, poorly defined development routes, and lack of access to training and education.”    

 

 

 

https://www.hee.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/documents/AHP_Framework%20Final_0.pdf
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/documents/AHP_Framework%20Final_0.pdf
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3.2   Joint allied health professional position statement (2021) 

In collaboration with the 13 other allied health professional organisations, the RCSLT raised this 
wide variability in a joint position statement. The statement calls for all AHP support workers to 
have equitable access to “consistent and sustainable funding for education and professional 
development opportunities to support safe and effective patient care” and for “UK-wide career 
development and progression frameworks for AHP support workers, with universal access to 
funding for training”.  

It also highlighted the lack of inclusion in workforce development planning. There was clear 
agreement that APs are undervalued and overlooked in terms of learning and development, with 
lack of recognition of their contributions: 

“Urgent action needs to be taken to ensure all AHP support workers receive due recognition and 
reward for the critical contribution they make to healthcare, wherever they work.” 

 

4. Developing the RCSLT’s Assistant Practitioner 
Professional Framework (APPF)  

A similar picture of national risk emerged from both the HEE work and the RCSLT survey; for 
example: 

 A lack of coherent guidance around training and development  
 Therapists reporting they had little time to upskill assistant practitioners in a planned, 

coherent way 
 

A project group was formed in February 2021 to consider how the profession should move 
forward in supporting the role of APs, which comprised both APs and SLTs who manage them. 
The group had representation from across the four nations and from different specialist areas in 
speech and language therapy.  

Service users nationally have no assurance that workers have been trained and have competency 
in their role. The majority of services do manage to provide good to excellent support and 
development for APs with limited resources. However, it is nevertheless conceivable that an AP 
could be appointed with no prior experience in health, social or educational settings, receive 
minimal focused training and then undertake delegated work with service users.  

The HEE comments on the lack of career progression in the role were noted when scoping this 
project, and they informed the context of the group’s work. Influencing matters such as grading 
and career structure were outside the scope of the APPF project. However, these themes were 

https://www.csp.org.uk/news/2021-05-26-csp-13-organisations-urge-employers-recognise-value-ahp-support-workers
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raised as issues by means of a combined joint statement by 14 AHP professional bodies in May 
20212.  

The development of the RCSLT APPF3 is fully explored in the APPF project documentation and 
guidelines found in the RCSLT Assistant Practitioner Hub. This hub is an output from the project 
where the APPF Framework, Competencies and Toolkit can be found, and is also the home of the 
Assistant Practitioner Community Professional Network, where information and ideas for 
collaborative practice development can be found.  

The project group evaluated the position nationally before developing guidelines for practice 
development with this new framework, and more information on the project’s other key outputs 
in the RCSLT Assistant Practitioner Hub. 

As part of the process for developing the APPF project outputs, the project group: 

 Examined the current UK landscape in the support and training of APs in speech and 
language therapy 

 Recorded the viewpoints (voices) of APs (eg in role cameos) 
 Considered realistic options to improve the situation 

 
Considering the above, the APPF (with associated competencies and toolkit) was developed. The 
aim is to offer guidance for consistency in learning approach, mitigating risk in services and 
ensuring safe and effective service provision. 

The group was innovative in its approach; for example, suggesting the concept of a 
‘competencies coach’ (ie supervisor, manager, clinical lead, senior clinician) to be identified to 
support a practitioner in their learning journey. The two sets of competencies (core and clinical) 
to give a basis for building professional knowledge and skills is a practical tool for dynamic, 
tracked learning in role. The group focused on developing a learning model which was easily 
accessible with limited resource impact on overstretched services in NHS, independent and 
educational sectors.  

A national model with funded training opportunities may supersede this practitioner-driven 
model in the future. As with all position statements this outlines the RCSLT’s current position –
with a focus on the development and introduction of the RCSLT APPF. 

 

                                                        
2 Optimising the contribution of the Allied Health Professions support workforce A statement from the following 

Professional Bodies and Trade Union Partners (CSP, May 2021)   

3
 The name for the APPF came out of several suggestions contributed by the project group members. 

https://community.rcslt.org/s/group/CollaborationGroup/00B0Y000006IPl9UAG
https://www.csp.org.uk/documents/standing-together-ahp-support-workers
https://www.csp.org.uk/documents/standing-together-ahp-support-workers
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5. Competency driven approach  
The APPF contains guidelines for the support and development of APs in role, utilising a 
competency-based framework. There are two sets of competencies which give a focus for 
learning and growth in roles through work-based learning. 

5.1 Core competencies  

These are based on the Allied Health Professions’ Support Worker Competency, Education, and 
Career Development Framework and were adapted for use in building a firm foundation in this 
support role. Specifically the APPF builds on the: 

 HEE AHP Support Worker Competency, Education and Career Development 
Framework and 

 NHS Scotland Support Worker HCSW Learning Framework (4 Pillars of Practice). 
 

The Pillars of Practice (Scotland) and the Domains (AHP Support Worker Education and 
Competency Framework, HEE) are both designed to provide a foundation set of generic 
professional competencies. The HEE competencies have been adapted slightly to become the 
foundational Core Competencies. HEE makes it clear that there is expectation that the framework 
would be adapted to be real and relevant to different professions. 

The profile of competencies is designed to be adapted for the wide range of job roles undertaken 
by this workforce, from the practitioner working with families promoting the skills needed for 
early language and communication development, to the practitioner working with an adult 
adapting to changed communication following head and neck surgery. The evolving role of 
assistant/associate practitioner is wide-ranging in the skillsets required and deserving of a 
professional framework for initial and ongoing training and development. 
 

Beyond the foundational competencies 

The RCSLT project group considered the HEE generic framework and whether this fully met the 
needs of APs in speech and language therapy. The consensus was that there was a need to 
extend this with competencies which related more specifically to the needs in speech and 
language therapy.  

There was a need for additional, speech and language therapy profession specific competencies 
for this role. This set of competencies was developed by the project group and called ‘clinical 
competencies’.  

 

 

https://www.hee.nhs.uk/our-work/allied-health-professions/enable-workforce/developing-role-ahp-support-workers/ahp-support-worker-competency-education-career-development
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/our-work/allied-health-professions/enable-workforce/developing-role-ahp-support-workers/ahp-support-worker-competency-education-career-development
https://learn.nes.nhs.scot/39970/support-worker-central/hcsw-learning-framework
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5.2   Clinical competencies  

These are specifically focused on knowledge and skills common across the different specialisms 
in speech and language therapy. (The term clinical is used in the widest possible sense to include 
competencies needed by those working in educational and universal as well as health focused 
services.) They are designed to be adapted for the wide range of job roles undertaken by this 
workforce.  

The project group identified a common set of skills across specialist fields of speech and 
language therapy in order to provide a tool with relevance to a wide range of practitioners. These 
are the clinical support competencies which practitioners need to be successful in their role.  

Further information on the development of the clinical competencies can be found in the APPF 
and on the RCSLT Assistant Practitioner Hub. 
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6. Looking ahead 
The resulting APPF framework and resources are a starting point. However, there is increasing 
recognition required of an evolving complimentary role of assistant/associate practitioner. They 
play a vital role in working with the SLT, supporting the needs of people with communication and 
eating, drinking and swallowing difficulties. 

The APPF should be used as a practical tool in speech and language therapy services, becoming 
established practice for supporting learning and development. There is an aspect of reducing risk 
with provision of this competency framework for APs working in designated care pathways, with 
safe and supported delegation.  

7. Learning model 
After scrutinising the national picture of learning and support, the APPF project group advised 
formalising a competency-based approach to training and professional development for APs.  

And once employed in a role all APs should be supported in developing job-specific 
competencies, where there is predominantly an emphasis on work-based learning, where formal 
training opportunities are available – for example, short courses that can supplement learning.  

Work-based learning with reflective practice embedding skills is advocated in the APPF. However, 
we are aware that services find it difficult to identify time to train their APs.  

A job-based competency approach with an identified competency coach guiding development in-
role will help to mitigate risk. Beginning with discussion of competencies required for success in 
job role and identification of learning areas will ensure implementation of learning is well guided 
and appropriate. 
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8. The RCSLT’s offer to APs  
APs are entitled to a range of benefits as part of their member registration, including: 

 Insurance 
 Eligibility for minor grants and awards 
 Access to RCSLT networks, by invitation, eg Hubs and CENs 

o RCSLT online discussion forum for groups is in development  
 Access to online guidance and information 

o RCSLT clinical guidance  
o RCSLT professional guidance, eg delegation and training of assistants 

 RCSLT CPD diary, which can be used alongside: 
o RCSLT 5 core capabilities (communication, partnerships, leadership and 

lifelong learning, research and evidence-based practice, professional 
autonomy and accountability) 

o RCSLT SLT graduate capabilities 
 

Through the outputs of the APPF project, APs who are RCSLT members also have access to:  

 A dedicated Assistant Practitioner Hub, which includes:  
o The APPF (for learning and developing in the role)  
o The APPF Toolkit (including core and clinical competencies and many other 

resources) 
o Access to the Assistant Practitioner Community professional network 

 
It is expected that the APPF will evolve with feedback, and services need to adapt it for individual 
service use.  

The future for this role in the speech and language therapy profession is exciting. In the current 
economic context, need for robust accountability and delivery of safe, cost-effective services are 
key to further development.  

This position statement highlights the commitment to a competency-based framework for 
supporting the role of speech and language therapy AP and the challenges of ensuring safe and 
competent practice with the reality of limited resource.  

It addresses key areas for consideration and highlights the need for continually re-visiting the 
specifics of this emerging role.  

  

https://www.rcslt.org/about-us/membership-overview/
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