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Australian
Podiatry
Association

The Australian Podiatry Association
(APodA) is Australia's national peak body
representing podiatrists.

The Association is steeped in a long
history of integrity and community care
and advocating for the profession.

The APodA is committed to advancing
podiatry to improve foot health in the
community and to improve national
standards. The positive impact of
podiatric care changes the lives of one in
five Australians who suffer from foot
pain.

It is through the profession’s support the
APodA can direct advocacy efforts to
emphasise removing or minimising
barriers to providing a better quality of
life for all Australians.
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APodA Response

The Australian Podiatry Association (APodA), as the national peak body representing the podiatry profession,
welcomes the opportunity to respond to the House Standing Committee on Health, Aged Care and Disability,
Inquiry into the Thriving Kids initiative.

APodA notes that the Thriving Kids initiative aims to enhance mainstream and community services for
children aged 8 and under who experience mild to moderate developmental delay and/or autism. Children
with permanent and significant disabilities will continue to be supported through the National Disability
Insurance Scheme (NDIS).

Podiatrists are qualified to assess and treat children with mild to moderate developmental delays and/or
autism, by identifying, assessing and treating lower limb and foot conditions that impact their development.
This includes comprehensive lower limb assessments and interventions targeting gross motor skills and gait
development. Gross motor development and being able to walk are critical components in a child’s overall
development. Podiatry plays an important role within a multidisciplinary approach to supporting this client
group, contributing to the delivery of holistic and coordinated care. Refer to Appendix 1 for information on the
conditions that podiatrists manage in children with developmental delay and/or autism.

APodA notes the Terms of Reference of the Inquiry and has focused a response on:
¢ Identify developmental delay and working with families and carers
e Mechanisms that allow for access to mainstream services

Australian Podiatry Association (APodA) recommends:

1. APodA recommend that Allied Health Professions Australia is invited to join the Thriving Kids
Advisory Group.

2. APodA recommends that expert allied health practitioners like podiatrists be included in consultations
to design the Thriving Kids initiative.

3. APodA recommends that funding mechanisms be put in place to ensure that children with
developmental delay can access care from a podiatrist. This includes funding for clinical assessment,
treatment and case conferencing.

4. APodA recommends that podiatrists are included as one of the allied health professionals eligible for
a Medicare item under the Thriving Kids Initiative.

5. APodA recommends that Thriving Kids initiative puts in place mechanisms to support funding for
multidisciplinary and collaborative consultation among allied health professionals to address the
needs of children with developmental delays and/or autism

6. APodA recommends Thriving Kids have a flexible number of visits based on clinical need rather than
a fixed number of visits.

7. APodA recommends that Thriving Kids design a priority checklist for eligibility to ensure individual
with clinical need access services in a timely manner

8. APodA recommends that Thriving Kids develop education resources for families to be informed of
and pathways to access the range of allied health services including podiatry in the assessment and
treatment of children with developmental delay and/or autism.

9. APodA recommends that Thriving Kids develop educational resources for general practitioners (GPs)
and other services, such as Maternal Child Health Services (MCHS), to raise awareness about allied
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health services, including podiatry, and the important role they play in addressing developmental
concerns.

10. APodA recommends the development of referral pathways from GPs and other services e.g. MCHN
to allied health services including podiatry

11. APodA recommends that podiatrists are included among the allied health professionals eligible under
the Medicare program: Diagnosis and treatment for complex neurodevelopmental conditions

Allied Health Professions Australia (AHPA)

APodA is a member of Allied Health Professions Australia (AHPA) which is the peak association that
represents allied health professions collectively. Allied Health is the second largest workforce in the health
industry and podiatry is one of the allied health professions represented within this group.

Allied health professions including podiatry, play an important role in the identification, assessment and
intervention with children with developmental delays and/or autism. A key component of a multi-disciplinary
team is having a variety of professions with specific areas of expertise to provide collaborative and
coordinated interventions to address developmental issues.

APodA is concerned that the Thriving Kids Advisory Group has already met but this group does not include
representation from the peak association for allied health professions, AHPA.

Recommendation

1. APodA recommend that Allied Health Professions Australia is invited to join the Thriving Kids
Advisory Group.

2. APodA recommends that expert allied health practitioners like podiatrists be included in consultations
to design the Thriving Kids initiative.

Terms of References
1. Terms of Reference: Mechanisms that allow for access to mainstream services

Podiatrists provide care to children across a range of settings, including private practices, specialised
peadiatric services, and public services such as community health and hospital based care. In these
environments, they work as part of a multidisciplinary team alongside other allied health professions. These
services support children with developmental delay and/or autism. In addition, some podiatrists have
undertaken further training and specialise in assessing and treating paediatric populations. These
practitioners are credentialed as “Peadiatric Podiatrist” (1)

Within the private sector, several challenges affect the delivery of services in a multi-disciplinary context.
Limitations of the Medicare system include:

o General Practitioner led coordination which places additional pressure on an already in
demand service

o Limited understanding of allied health roles, particularly podiatry, in assessing and treating
children with developmental delays and/or autism

o Restricted number of visits allocated under Medicare Plans for assessment and treatment,
which lacks flexibility to meet individual clinical needs.

o Out of pocket expenses for the individual and families

o Waiting lists based on volume rather than clinical need
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o Resources limitations in rural areas

These challenges are further compounded by workforce shortages, especially in the rural and regional
communities

Podiatrists possess the knowledge and expertise to work effectively within multidisciplinary teams
supporting children with mild and moderate developmental delay. They should be actively involved in —
co-design discussions about service models and mechanisms to ensure timely access to early
intervention and care.

Multi-disciplinary teams work well when they
o Are co-located, enabling easier communication and collaboration
o Provided a range of services that address diverse needs
o Encourage collaboration and facilitate joint consultation
o Support the individual through a person-centered approach
o Have clear pathways in referral, assessment and intervention
Recommendations

3. APodA recommends that funding mechanisms be put in place to ensure that children with
developmental delay can access care from a podiatrist. This includes funding for clinical assessment,
treatment and case conferencing.

4. APodA recommends that podiatrists are included as one of the allied health professionals eligible for
a Medicare item under the Thriving Kids Initiative.

5. APodA recommends that Thriving Kids initiative puts in place mechanisms to support funding for
multidisciplinary and collaborative consultation among allied health professionals to address the
needs of children with developmental delays and/or autism

6. APodA recommends Thriving Kids have a flexible number of visits based on clinical need rather than
a fixed number of visits.

7. APodA recommends that Thriving Kids design a priority checklist for eligibility to ensure individual
with clinical need access services in a timely manner

2. Terms of Reference: Identify developmental delay and working with families and carers

Early identification and intervention are essential in supporting children with developmental delays and/or
autism.

Allied health practitioners, including podiatrists, take a holistic approach when assessing children’s
development. Within the paediatric population, podiatrists primarily focus on assessing gross motor
development, including:

o Delays and/or issues in gait development (walking)
o Toe walking
o Balance and coordination

o Nail and Dermatological Issues
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In addition to gross motor development assessment, podiatrist also consider broader developmental domains
such as:

o Social and emotional development
o Communication
o Cognition, fine motor skills and self-care

Podiatrists look for “Red Flags” or earlier indicators of developmental concerns to ensure timely identification.
This allows families to be referred to appropriate professionals for support across other areas of
development. (2)

Timely identification and referral to the right professionals are critical for early intervention and addressing
developmental concerns effectively.

Children may be referred to allied health practitioners, including podiatrists, through various pathways such
Maternal and Child Health services, general practitioners, pediatricians, medical specialists via self-referral.

The Thriving Kids Initiative is proposing a Medicare based model with the General Practitioner as the lead
practitioner. However, a broader multidisciplinary approach involving a wider team is recommended

Currently, Medicare offer a program for the diagnosis and treatment for complex neurodevelopmental
conditions. This early assessment and intervention program supports individuals under 25 with conditions
such as intellectual disability, autism and global developmental delay. While it provides access to select allied
health services, podiatry is not currently included under this program.

Recommendations

8. APodA recommends that Thriving Kids develop education resources for families to be informed of
and pathways to access the range of allied health services including podiatry in the assessment and
treatment of children with developmental delay and/or autism.

9. APodA recommends that Thriving Kids develop educational resources for general practitioners (GPs)
and other services, such as Maternal Child Health Services (MCHS), to raise awareness about allied
health services, including podiatry, and the important role they play in addressing developmental
concerns.

10. APodA recommends the development of referral pathways from GPs and other services e.g. MCHN
to allied health services including podiatry

11. APodA recommends that podiatrists are included among the allied health professionals eligible under
the Medicare program: Diagnosis and treatment for complex neurodevelopmental conditions

In conclusion

Podiatrists play an important role in assessing and treating children with mild to moderate developmental
delay and autism. As part of a coordinated multidisciplinary team, podiatrists use a person-centered
approach that considers an individual's unique sensory needs. By creating an inclusive and comfortable
environment, podiatrists can help individuals overcome sensory challenges associated whilst empowering
the patient to achieve their functional and social goals (3). By addressing these concerns, podiatrists support
individuals with developmental delay and/or autism in maintaining their mobility, pursuing goals, and
promoting overall foot health.

As the peak professional body for podiatrists, APodA would be available to provide further insights on the
information contained within this submission at a public hearing connected with this Inquiry. Please email our
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Policy and Advocacy team o_for further information and to arrange

representation.
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Appendix 1
Background and research

Podiatrists play a vital role in addressing the motor impairments associated with developmental delay and
autism. These deficits include delays in motor milestone development, motor incoordination, clumsiness,
impaired reach-to-grasp movement, and deficits in gross and fine motor skills (4).

Podiatrists can assess and treat issues related to gait, coordination, muscle tone, and postural control.
Through interventions such as orthotic devices, targeted exercises, and recommendations for appropriate
footwear, podiatrists can help improve motor function and enhance the overall quality of life for individuals
with developmental delays and/or autism.

Toe Walking

A neurodevelopmental disorder, Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) has been associated with a higher
prevalence of toe walking in children with ASD (5). Podiatrists can use several assessments, but in particular,
the foot posture index offers a robust approach to assessing static foot structure and the supporting future
development plans (6).

Sensory Processing difficulties

Many individuals with development delays and/or autism experience sensory processing difficulties, including
hypersensitivity or hyposensitivity to sensory stimuli (7). Podiatrists also consider sensory and processing
challenges that affect the ability of children with autism to tolerate certain types of materials or physical touch.
By addressing foot and lower limb concerns, podiatrists can support children with developmental delay and
autism to improve their mobility and comfort, which in turn encourages independence and participation in
social activities.

Tone, balance and coordination

Research has shown that a significant number of children with ASD, approximately 25%, exhibit hypotonia,
which is low muscle tone. This can affect the development of proper foot posture and stability (8).

Furthermore, studies have highlighted that limb apraxia, a condition characterised by difficulty in performing
coordinated movements, is present in approximately 30% of high-functioning autistic children and a striking
75% of low-functioning children with autism (8). Podiatrists can assess and address these motor challenges
through specialised interventions, such as prescribing appropriate orthotic devices, recommending specific
exercises to improve muscle tone and coordination, and providing guidance on footwear and gait
modifications. By addressing these issues, podiatrists contribute to improving the mobility, stability, and
overall quality of life for people with ASD

Nail Care and Nail Care and Dermatological Issues

Podiatrists play a vital role in supporting patients with developmental delay and/or autism in maintaining and
improving their mobility while addressing nail care and dermatological issues. Individuals may face
challenges related to sensory sensitivities, which can make routine tasks like nail trimming or addressing
dermatological concerns more challenging (9).
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