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Placements are key to students developing the necessary 
skills and experience required to become qualified 
paramedics and the pressure is on universities to offer 

a wide range of placement experiences to prepare them for 
work after graduation.

Often, universities struggle 
to find placements that offer 
the right level of experience 
and learning opportunities for 
students or secure them in 
sought-after clinical areas such 
as primary care. This shortage 
can affect the experience that 
students accrue before qualifi-

cation.
Coupled with increasing num-

bers of students wishing to en-
ter the profession, a shortage of 
trained professionals to mentor 
students, and the requirement 
from the Health and Care Pro-
fessions Council for future par-
amedics to be able to consult 

patients virtually, this further 
complicates matters for univer-
sities.

To address these challenges, 
we are piloting a series of live 
virtual placements for para-
medic apprentices that provide 
essential placement experience 
in primary care to multiple stu-
dents at the same time, virtually.

Live virtual placements dif-
fer from simulated placements 
because they feature real, live 
patients in real clinical settings. 
Video conferencing technology 
live-streams events from a clin-
ical environment to a classroom 
to provide a safe and controlled 
learning environment for stu-
dents. 

Thanks to a £50k grant from 
Health Education England, the 
first pilot live virtual placement 
took place in April. 

Digimed, a medical media 
company, provided the techno-

logical solution and a live clinic 
was beamed out of Ship Street 
GP surgery in Mid Sussex.  30 
paramedic apprentices from 
North West Ambulance Service 
observed the clinic from a class-
room in University of Cumbria's 
campus in Lancaster.

The surgery was kitted out 
with cameras and microphones 
which were positioned so that 
students could zoom in to see 
the patients' concerns up close 
and hear how the GP dealt with 
each case. 

During the placement, stu-
dents interacted with the GP 
after each patient, providing a 
comprehensive and immersive 
learning experience. In the af-
ternoon, the apprentices consol-
idated their learning in seminars 
linked to the morning's experi-
ence. 

Student feedback from the 
exercise overall was supportive, 
with one student saying that 
they had their eyes opened by 
time constraints faced by GPs 
and another said that the expe-
rience was engaging and that it 
was good to understand health-
care from another perspective.

The video stream of the first 
placement was recorded for 
future use in the programme's 

curriculum. Eventually, we want 
to develop the model for other 
disciplines and placement set-
tings. 

Already we can foresee that 
one of the most significant ben-
efits of using live virtual place-
ments is that they will be to 
help address the shortage place-
ments available to paramedic 
students and apprentices in the 
future. 

With live virtual placements, 
students can access a more ex-
tensive range of experiences, 
without needing to be physically 
present at a particular location. 
This accessibility can help to en-
sure that more students can gain 
the experience they need to 
succeed in their future careers 
and the paramedic profession 
benefits from an experienced 
workforce.

With virtual placements, uni-
versities can offer a more scal-
able learning experience, allow-
ing universities to accommodate 
more students without needing 
to increase physical resourc-
es. This scalability can help to 
ensure that students receive a 
high-quality education, even as 
student numbers increase.

In conclusion, live virtual 
placements for paramedic ap-
prentices in primary care offer 
an innovative solution to some 
of the most significant challeng-
es facing paramedic education 
and can help to enhance the 
educational experience of para-
medic students and apprentices. 
They may not entirely replace in 
person placements, but they 
certainly can complement tradi-
tional training experiences. 
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• The technology set up in Ship Street surgery.

• GP Claire O’Leary and Digimed setting 
up the cameras to live stream


