The More the Merrier – Staff Training En Mass by Kevin McDonald, DPM
Introduction – Why Staff Training

Successful podiatrists have always realized the importance of a well trained staff. It is not possible to have a thriving, growing, profitable practice without the help of a compassionate, knowledgeable, and cohesive team of assistants. Therefore, savvy podiatric practitioners regularly devote time, money, and energy to the professional development of the biggest asset of a practice – the people who work there.

Perhaps the first thought of a doctor seeking to enhance the performance and training of the staff of the practice is that the improved service and efficiencies that result from the staff’s increased education and skills will allow for not only better patient service but also increased practice profits. This “win – win” situation is a strong motivating factor for staff training in today’s health care business environment.

However, regular staff training also helps the practice in less obvious ways as well –


Training can improve the handling of medical emergencies which may arise in the


podiatric setting;


Training can be tailored to decrease the likelihood of lawsuits and other 


unpleasant life experiences;

Training programs are often mandated to be held on a periodic basis by government agencies, such as the required regular education and review of the

subject  “Blood Borne Pathogens and the Handling of Infectious Waste”.

The purpose of this article is to describe training programs for a large number of podiatric staff members at the same time. Such training programs are often held by State Associations and Seminar Groups, typically in conjunction with a program for podiatrists on the same day(s). These larger staff training programs have additional advantages –


Large group training may allow for speakers and resources not typically available


in a smaller setting;


Large group training allows for networking and the sharing of ideas from a 


broad range of practices;

Large group training frequently facilitates the “bonding” and “team building” of a staff by taking them away from the office setting for a day;


Large group training may be used as a reward for staff members, particularly if it 


involves an overnight hotel stay or a dinner at an unusual locale.

The use of large group staff training programs is therefore recommended as a tool for podiatric practice management. The following information is based on the process used to organize and present the yearly “Podiatric Assistant Program” produced by the Georgia Podiatric Medical Association.

Objectives and Methods

The organization of most “group” Podiatric Assistant Programs usually includes the formation of two tracks – a) Front Office Training and b) Back Office Training. It is possible to combine the two groups for a portion of the program but the majority of the time is focused on the skills and knowledge particular to each area. The meetings are usually designed to be affordable to the practitioners with fees ranging from zero to one hundred and fifty dollars per participant.

The development of an agenda for both the Front Office and Back Office programs is based on the following criteria:

1) fundamentals crucial to the success of any podiatric practice,

2) what is new in the field,

3) legal and safety issues,

4) subjects mandated by local and national authorities,

5) topics requested on surveys of past and future participants,

6)
opportunities to expose participants to advanced skills and information, and

7) what is available and affordable at the time of the meeting.

The programs are designed to be interactive and enjoyable for the participants and include the following methods of education:

1) Lectures – utilizing handouts and visual aids; recommend no longer than 45 minutes for any one topic and no longer than 60 consecutive minutes for anyone speaker,

2) Question and Answer Periods – frequently one of the most popular segments;moderators are encouraged not to let a small coterie dominate the conversation,

3) Round Table Discussions – participants are grouped by job description and asked to brainstorm regarding challenges of the position
4) Role Playing – the group observes and critiques participants as they act out common politically-charged office scenarios,

5) Demonstrations – live or on video, these can be used not only to demonstrate Podiatric Procedures but also Customer Service,

6) Workshops – these are used primarily by the Back Office folks to learn and review procedures such as orthotic casting, shoe fitting, surgical setups, etc., and

7) Personal Development – various exercises have been utilized to promote communication skills, time management, and goal setting.

The speakers and moderators for the programs are chosen for their knowledge, skills, and cost-effectiveness. Podiatrists with known expertise in applicable areas are frequently asked to contribute. New practitioners and/or Residents may benefit from the experience of speaking on topics such as “Office Emergencies” and “Surgical Techniques”.

Doctor spouses and friends of the profession often have specialized knowledge

that can be quite helpful. Lastly, vendors at the meeting can frequently be excellent

fountains of wisdom regarding topics such as computerization, orthotic casting and instrumentation. 

An Example – Georgia Podiatric Medical Assistant Program

The Front Office and Back Office Agendas for a recent Georgia Podiatric Medical Association Assistant Program are exhibited in Figures 1 and 2. Please note the following:

1) Patient and Staff Safety are particularly emphasized in the Back Office Track. Each participant in this track receives a certificate from the Association documenting continuing education in the area of “Handling Infectious Waste”

2) Risk Management Training was included in both tracks, 
3) Surveys of past participants revealed that Front Office personnel were most interested in learning about Medicare and Insurance issues and that Back Office Personnel were most interested in reviewing Instrumentation and Surgical Assisting. Therefore, these topics were emphasized.

4) Doctor feedback indicated that training in Customer Service and Office Collections was important so the program also touched on these matters.

5)   Speakers included new and experienced podiatrists, a former OSHA Inspector, an accountant, and an ambulatory surgical center consultant.

6)   Workshop instructors included an orthotic manufacturer, a diabetic shoe provider, an instrument salesman, and suppliers of office creams and pads.
Figure 1 - GPMA Front Office Assistant Program Schedule

0830
Introduction
Moderator

0840
“Customer Service as a Keystone to Success”
Dr. Successful

0930
“Medicare & Insurance” Lecture and Q & A
Dr. Experienced

1030
Break

1100
“Collection Tactics”
Local C.P.A.

1130 Roundtable Discussions by Position
Moderator

1200 Lunch

1300
“Risk Management for the Podiatric Assistant”
Dr. Young

1330
“Update on Compliance Plans”
Dr. Eager

1400
“Marketing the Podiatry Practice”
Consultant #1

1430
“SWOT Analysis of the Podiatry Practice”
Consultant #1

1500 Break

1530
“Get Hip to HIPPA – What It All Means”
Consultant #2

1615
“Problem Solving Workshop”
Group

1700
Adjourn


Figure 2 – GPMA Back Office Assistant Program Schedule

0830
“Check Your Own Pulse on Office Emergencies”
Dr. Willing

0900
“Radiology Safety and Special Techniques”
Dr. Glows

0930
“Risk Management for the Podiatric Assistant”
Dr. Young

1000
“Overview on Instrumentation”
Dr. Knife

1030
Break

1100
“Skills Workshop”
Committee

1200 Lunch

1300
“Setting Up for Surgery”
Dr. Knife

1330
“Assisting in Surgery”
Dr. Knife

1400
“Review of OSHA & Infectious Waste”
Consultant #2

1500 Break

1530
“ASC Quality Surgical Documentation”
Consultant #1

1400
“Forms and Logs in the Back Office”
Dr. Willing

1430
“Patient Education”
Dr. Willing

1500
Adjourn

Pearls and Suggestions for a Productive Meeting

Start the meeting with an “Icebreaker” to loosen up the audience. One effective method is to have everyone stand up and go introduce themselves to five people they don’t know.

Schedule most of the heavy duty material in the morning.

Schedule workshops for right before or after a break to allow for clean up or set up time.

Get the participants up and moving right after lunch – consider a stretching period.

Listen for sincere comments and suggestions from the Assistants on how to make the

Seminar more valuable to them. Then, Act on the suggestions. 

Consider offering a reduced registration fee to podiatrists who agree to help with the

meeting.

Use vendors and others who do business with podiatrists to obtain great help for a bargain price (free is best).

Make the day fun (and provide good food). Good Assistants are hard to find (and then you have to Train them). 

Resources

Two groups with experience in producing quality Assistant Programs are the American Society of Podiatric Medical Assistants and the American Academy of Podiatric Practice Management. These organizations want to help and may even assist in producing the program if time permits. Interested parties may write to the following representatives:


ASPMA




AAPPM


P.O. Box 254




10 Maple Street, Suite 301

Lamar, PA  16848



Middleton, MA  01949


Summary

Podiatric Practice Management involves a veritable plethora of issues. However, the President of the American Academy of Podiatric Practice Management admits that 
the most important asset of a podiatry practice is the Staff of the practice.

The term “Management” implies the efficient and effective utilization of the work (and workers) of an organization to achieve the goals of the group. Therefore, it is crucial to the successful management of a podiatry practice to have a well trained, competent staff.

Thus, regular staff training is an integral part of the all well managed podiatry practices. The benefits of an ongoing staff training program include a) satisfaction of regulatory requirements, b) legal risk management, c) emergency and catastrophe preparedness, and d) improved productivity leading to increased income.

The training of podiatric medical assistants in a “large group” setting is a viable method

of improving the performance of a practice in a cost-effective manner. The participants in this type of training benefit in several important ways which are not available at the “in-office” programs held by many individual practices. These advantages include a) opportunities for networking and the sharing of ideas, b) enhanced team building and improved staff morale, and c) exposure to speakers and information which would be difficult to replicate in a small practice program.

The premise of this article is that local, state, regional, and national Podiatric Medical Associations should continue to develop and promote Podiatric Medical Assistant Training programs. These programs potentially offer significant benefits to podiatrists and their staffs and can be creatively produced at a low cost to the participants. Podiatrists should consider staff attendance at these seminars a worthwhile practice management investment. 
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