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Student handling is a significant cause of injury among Education Assistants in the school 
system. Workers who manually transfer or reposition students are at a significant risk of 
musculoskeletal injuries. 
 

Risk assessments are required 
A risk assessment can help determine the best method that is safest for both the student 
and worker. Risk assessments help determine whether the degree of risk is low, moderate, 
or high. Risk assessments should: 

 Be done by someone who has knowledge of musculoskeletal injury risk factors and 
the physical demands of the task to be performed 

 Consider the characteristics of the task, the worker, the student and the 
environment (see illustration) 

 Be recorded for future reference 
 Determine which patient handling method is most appropriate for each transfer 

scenario (i.e. toileting, stander etc.) 
 

Point-of-care risk assessment 
Before performing a transfer or repositioning task, the Education Assistant or caregiver 
should also assess the student’s current physical and emotional state to determine if there 
is any change and to confirm that the existing method for transfer or repositioning is still 
safe. This is referred to as a “point-of-care risk assessment”. If there is any change in the 
student’s status (i.e. sick) or if the environment or equipment has changed, an interim plan 
for lifting/ repositioning may be required (i.e. additional help). If this change is 
longstanding, a new risk assessment may be required. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Weighing the Risks 
A comprehensive approach to assessing risk of injury when 
lifting, transferring or repositioning students with reduced 

mobility or strength 

Task 
 Type of care (lifting, 

changing) 
 Urgency/frequency 

 

Level 
Of 

Risk 

Worker 
 Education and training 
 Individual capabilities (age, 

fitness, previous injuries) 

Student  
 Mobility 
 Size 
 Weight 
 Predictability 
 Cognition 

 

Environment 
 Room size and layout 
 Equipment 
 Furniture 

 

 
 Cooperation 
 Aggression 
 Balance 
 Diagnoses 
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Measure the Risk 
 
 
Low Risk-  

 student can bear full weight and needs to be supervised for safety or assisted 
with balance only 

 OT/PT input may be required ( e.g. due to mild balance concerns or height of 
change table) 

 
Medium Risk- 

 OT/PT referral is required (Risk assessment and training to follow) 
 Child is cooperative/ predictable AND 
 Child is under 35 pounds (for a 1 person) or over 35 pounds (2 person) 
 Assisted transfer - Using a transfer board, standing pivot transfer (Partial or 

full weight bearing) 
 
High Risk- 

 OT/PT referral is required (Risk assessment and training to follow) 
 Student is not directable 
 Student is not predictable (seizures, dystonia, behavior) 
 Students who are heavy 
 Transfer to/ from uneven surfaces (i.e.  a sandbox) 
 Transfers in dangerous environments (i.e. crowded or cluttered areas, icy/ 

wet areas) 
 Unassisted Transfers to/from the floor 
 Transfers in/ out of alternate positioning devices. 

 
 
Mitigating the risk: 

 Consult OT/PT for a risk assessment 
 Adequate training for all staff lifting/ transferring students  
 Eliminate risky lifts whenever possible 
 Eliminate unnecessary lifts 
 Rotate EAs throughout the day so that they have a chance to rest and the 

heavy lifting is shared around 
 Use equipment whenever possible to decrease risk and exertion (mechanical 

lift, height adjustable change table, transfer belt, transfer board, pivot disc) 
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Some lifts are higher risk than others. This can be due to inconsistency in a student’s 
ability to assist, lack of cooperation, behavior or environmental factors. High risk 
lifts should be avoided if possible, although there may be situations where they 
cannot be avoided (i.e. emergency evacuation). 
 

Some High risk activities include: 
 
Transfers into/ out of equipment (i.e. standers, tricycles, walkers)- This can be 
a very difficult lift since the caregiver has to support and stabilize the student while 
attaching all of the straps and positioning devices on the equipment. 
 Risk Management- This task often requires the assistance of two workers to 
ensure the safety of both student and workers. 
 
Transfers in Unsafe environments- It is important to realize that a lift that is safe 
in one environment may not be safe in another. Consider the standing surface of the 
worker (should be stable ground, not icy) and tripping hazards (clutter, toys, and 
other children) 
 Risk Management- The environment should be carefully considered BEFORE 
attempting a lifting/ repositioning task. If there are any concerns about the 
environment, move or correct them prior to lifting. 
 
Transfers in emergency situations- Any time a lift has to be done quickly, the risk 
goes up.  
 Risk Management- Consider having blankets available in strategic locations 
(washroom, top of stairs etc.) so that students with mobility issues (who are not in 
their wheelchairs at the time) can be quickly loaded onto a blanket and dragged out 
of the building. 
 
Transfers to/ from the floor – It requires a lot of strength and flexibility to transfer 
a student to/ from the floor. 
 Risk Management- If the student is able to bear weight, bring a small bench 
or chair and assist the child into half-kneeling and then standing using the bench or 
chair for support. For carpet time, consider having the student sit on a small chair 
instead of on the carpet as this is a much easier lift. 
 
Child that throws themselves to the ground- This is particularly dangerous 
because the caregiver is not expecting this and is not prepared for physical 
intervention 
 Risk management- instead of trying to stop the student from “falling”, lower 
the student to the ground, protecting the head if possible. 
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