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Foreword
Dr. France – GP Partner and GP Lead
Welcome to our February 2026 edition
Access to care remains one of the most important priorities for our practice, and one of the biggest challenges facing general practice nationally. Over recent years, demand for appointments has increased significantly, while the complexity of patient care has also grown. In response, we have introduced clinical triage and new digital access routes to help ensure that patients receive the right care, at the right time, from the right professional.
These systems are designed to improve fairness and safety. However, they only work well when we use them together. We rely on patients to help us manage demand appropriately — for example by submitting one request per issue, allowing time for clinical review, and using services such as Pharmacy First when advised. When multiple requests are submitted for the same problem, or GP appointments are used for conditions that can be treated elsewhere, it reduces capacity for patients who may be more unwell or urgently in need of care.
This is not about restricting access — it is about protecting access.
General practice today is a partnership between clinicians and patients. By working together and using services in the way they are intended, we can ensure appointments remain available for those who need them most.
Thank you for your continued support as we work to improve access for everyone in our community.
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Introduction
Julie Wooton-Managing Partner


              At Oldham Family Practice, improving access to care has been 
             one of our biggest priorities over the past year. We know how 
             important it is for patients to be able to reach us and receive 
             support when they need it, and we have introduced a number of 
             changes designed to make access safer, fairer, and more
             sustainable for everyone.
             These include:
· Clinical triage to ensure appointments are allocated based on need
· A new telephony system to reduce pressure on phone lines
· Online request forms and total triage to improve patient flow
· EDATT (Sara) to help guide patients to the right service
· Greater use of Pharmacy First and wider multidisciplinary teams


      


      


              These systems are in place to protect GP time for patients who need it most and to help people access the right care more     
              quickly. However, they only work effectively when we use them together.
 
              We are seeing challenges that directly affect access for all patients, for example, multiple requests being submitted for      
              The same issue, services such as Pharmacy First not being used where appropriate, and missed appointments. At present,            
              we lose around 15 appointments each month due to patients not attending (DNAs). Every missed appointment is time
              that could have been offered to another patient waiting to be seen.
              We kindly ask patients to support us by:
· Using the new systems as intended
· Cancelling appointments they no longer need
· Following signposting advice where appropriate
· Allowing time for clinical triage responses
   
           Access is a shared responsibility, and when we work together, the system works better for everyone.
           I also believe strongly in open communication with our patients. For this reason, I have protected time each week to speak    
          directly with patients who wish to discuss concerns, ideas, or feedback about our services. Listening to your experiences      
          helps us continue improving how we work.

          If you do wish to make an appointment with me, please email the practice on gmicb-old.p85007@nhs.net – your voice 
          matters

         Thank you for your continued support as we build a practice that is responsive, safe, and sustainable for the future.














                             The Oldham Family Practice Access Ladder
               Start here to get the right help, quickly
   🔴 Step 1: Is it an emergency?
                 Call 999 or go to A&E if you have severe chest pain, signs of stroke, severe shortness of breath, 
                 heavy bleeding, or another life-threatening emergency.

   🟠 Step 2: Do you need urgent advice today (but it’s not an emergency)?
                  NHS 111 can help when you need advice quickly or the practice is closed.
                    They can also arrange urgent care if needed.

   🟡 Step 3: Is it a minor illness that can be treated quickly?
                  Pharmacy First is often the fastest option for common conditions such as:
· sore throat (5+)
· earache (1–17)
· sinusitis (12+)
· infected insect bites (1+)
· impetigo (1+)
· shingles (18+)
· urine infections (women 16–64)
              Pharmacists are highly trained clinicians and can often help the same day.
   🟢 Step 4: Most health problems or admin queries
                  Use our Online Request System (preferred route) via:
     ✅ our website
     ✅ the NHS App 

                 A clinician reviews requests and directs you to the right care — this may be a GP, another clinician, advice,       
                tests, or signposting.

   🟦 Step 5: If you cannot use online services
                  Please don’t worry, our reception team can help you submit a request.
                  This is especially important if English is not your first language or you have difficulty using digital services.

✅ Why we use this approach: this helps us:
· prioritise urgent and complex problems safely
· helps our patients access us at the time they need us
· direct patients to the most appropriate service
· keep GP appointments available for those who need them most
Thank you for working with us — access works best when we do it together.
Now that you know the best starting point for care, here’s how to use our online request system effectively – and how we can make it work better for everyone






                Step 1: Choose the right starting point - before submitting, ask:
· Is this an emergency? → 999 / A&E
· Is it urgent today but not an emergency? → NHS 111
· Is it a minor illness? → Pharmacy First
· If it’s not one of the above, the online request system is usually the best route.
              Step 2: Submit one request per problem
              Please submit one online request for one health problem.
              If you submit multiple requests for the same issue (for example 2–4 forms in one day), it:
· does not speed up a reply
· creates duplication
· reduces capacity for other patients
· can delay the overall response time
   ✅ One request is enough — a clinician will review it.
            Step 3: Tell us what we need to know (briefly but clearly)
            To help us make the safest decision, include:
· what the problem is
· how long it has been happening
· any key symptoms (e.g. fever, pain, breathlessness)
· what you have tried already
· relevant medical history (if asked)
            This helps our clinical team decide the best next step.
            Step 4: Wait for a response unless things change
           Once submitted, your request is placed into the clinical triage queue.
           Please allow time for review — submitting another form “to chase” does not move it up the queue.
✅ If your symptoms worsen significantly while waiting, please contact us again (or NHS 111 / urgent care if needed).






           Step 5: Understand what may happen next

          After review, we may:

· send advice by text/message
· ask for more information
· book you into the most appropriate clinician
· arrange tests
· refer you to Pharmacy First or another service
· book a GP appointment if clinically needed

Submitting a request does not automatically mean a same-day GP appointment — triage ensures the right care is prioritised safely.



    

  🚫 Please avoid these common issues (they slow access for everyone)
   ❌ Submitting multiple requests for the same issue (e.g. 3–4 in one day)
   ❌ Submitting one request and also phoning for the same problem
   ❌ Using the online form for minor illness that Pharmacy First can treat
   ❌ Sending follow-up forms before you’ve received a response
   ❌ Using the form for emergencies (use 999/A&E)
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Description automatically generated]                                                                Meet Sara – Your New Digital Assistant   
                                                                                                                                     
            A new convenient way to access information and health and care services 
            We’re happy to introduce Sara, a digital assistant that helps guide you to the best place for 
            help, often a self-service or self-         
            referral option that gets you support faster.
                                                                                                        
                                                                          
             Sara uses smart AI technology so you can simply type your query in your own words and get a quick, helpful reply.
             This is an extra choice for patients, not a replacement for anything. You can still call us, use online forms, or visit the surgery.

[bookmark: _qh3vreebn1jm]             What the digital assistant can help with: Sara is available all day and night. It can help you:
· Learn how to use the NHS App
· Order repeat prescriptions
· Find self-referral services
· Get answers to common questions
               You can use it on our website, through our phone system, or by scanning a QR code on posters in the surgery.



[bookmark: _r19fo2ia8518]                
            Easy to use
                Just type your question in normal, everyday language. For example:
· “I need a sick note.”
· “I need to book my child’s vaccinations.”

              You’ll get clear steps to follow.

              If Sara can refer you to a service, she will.

             If your request needs a member of staff, she will offer you to complete an online request or advise to call the practice.
[bookmark: _m4ahfmkc7f6e]              Safe and secure
              Your privacy is very important to us and your information is safe at all times.
[bookmark: _z38pb4axply]             Why this is helpful
             Our digital assistant Sara gives you a convenient way to get support.
             Some people prefer to call. Others prefer to go online.
             Now you can choose the option that works best for you.
             By offering a digital assistant such as Sara, we hope it will be easier and quicker for everyone to get help, without long waits      
             or searching through lots of pages.
[bookmark: _dftynx3rzv2j]             Try it today
             Look for Sara on our website or choose the option when you call the practice/ are waiting in the call queue.
             It’s here to make managing your health simpler and less stressful.
[bookmark: _1sxj219yxds]             Tell us what you think
             Your views matter.
             Please share your feedback so we can keep improving our service.
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                                                          🌙🌼 A Message to Our Community
              As we come to the close of this newsletter, we would like to recognise that this period of the year is an    
              important and meaningful time for many within our community.

              For those beginning the holy month of Ramadan, we wish you peace, reflection, and strength during this 
             special time of prayer, fasting, and togetherness.

             For those celebrating Easter, we send our warmest wishes for hope, renewal, and time shared with family 
             and loved ones. 

             Oldham Family Practice is proud to care for a diverse community, and we are always reminded that health                 
             and wellbeing are strengthened when we support one another with understanding, kindness, and respect.

             Whatever this season means to you personally, we wish you and your families good health, peace, and    
             happiness.

             With warm regards,

            The Team at Oldham Family Practice


























         Staff updates at the practice   

                     We are delighted to continue with our First Contact Practitioner Service 

                     First Contact Physiotherapist (FCP) – How We Can Help You
                     
                     We currently have two First Contact Practitioners working at the surgery providing advice and support on the below:

            💬 Got aches or pains? Come straight to us – no need to see the GP first.
             🦴 We can check your joints, muscles, and back problems.
             🤗 Friendly tips and simple exercises to help you feel better.
             🚑 Often we can save you extra meds, scans, or hospital visits.
            🔗 And if you need more care, we’ll get you to the right place quickly.

            Clinics can be booked either by completing our online triage form via the website/NHS app, or alternatively if access online is limited our 
            reception team are available to help via the telephone. 
   


           Menopause and Lifestyle Clinics  

           We are pleased to continue with our female GP led specialist menopause and lifestyle clinics. These are dedicated clinics for all your 
           menopause and lifestyle need, tailored to each individual. 



[image: ]DON’T WAIT FOR MINOR HEALTH CONCERNS TO GET
WORSE THINK PHARMACT FIRST
Your local pharmacy should be your first port of call, and your Primary Choice, for healthcare advice and treatment for minor illness such as:
· SINUSITIS: (adults and children aged 12 years and over)
· SORE THROAT: (adults and children aged 5 years and over)
· EARACHE: (children aged 1 year to 17 years)
· INFECTED INSECT BITE: (adults and children aged 1 year and over)
· IMPETIGO: (adults and children aged 1 year and over)
· SHINGLES: (adults aged 18 years and over)
· URINARY TRACT INFECTION: (women, aged 16 to 64)
· BP: HIGH BP CAN HAVE NO SYMPTOMS...KNOW YOUR NUMBERS


COMMUNITY SUPPORT SERVICES
OLDHAM EXERCISE REFERRAL SCHEME 0161 770 5645 MAGGIES -­‐ JUST COME IN
everyone’s home of cancer care.
0161 989 0550
MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT

Young people:
Kooth.com

Adults:
Qwell.io.

OLDHAM AGE UK 0161 633 0213

Dementia Support Falls Prevention Exercise Scheme Handy Van
Home First Support Living Well
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This will bring new ways of working, new plans and aspirations. Central to this is our
patients and our Patient Participation Group (PPG)... YOUR VOICE MATTERS!
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Our digital assistant
Sara can help you...

Manage your appointments
Order your prescriptions
Self refer to local services
Get help with health apps

Access health information
Visit our website

Listen to our telephone menu
options and call queue

Available 24/7
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