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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic is having a profound effect on the learning of student paramedics. This commentary aims to 
explores how student paramedics have been affected by COVID-19 and seeks to identify the perceived impact of this 
experience.
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Introduction
The new coronavirus disease COVID-19 has spread to 
almost every country in the world (1). It has caused global 
community, education and industry shutdowns of which the 
true impact is only just emerging. The tremendous impact on 
education worldwide is being monitored by the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization who estimate 
that as at 23 April 2020 approximately 1.579 billion learners 
globally have been affected by closures of education facilities, 
amounting to 90.2% of the world’s student population (2). 

For student paramedics, the COVID-19 pandemic is having a 
profound effect. It has shifted lectures and tutorials to online 
learning platforms and has caused the suspension of practical 
sessions and all forms of clinical placement.

We set out to explore how student paramedics have been 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic holistically and sought to 
identify the perceived impact from this experience.

Teaching and learning
On campus, face-to-face practical sessions are a vital resource 
for student paramedics where learning occurs through student 
experiences. Educators facilitate these experiences through 
building an environment in which students can interact, engage 
and learn (3). Due to the high level of practical clinical skills 
and procedures in paramedicine, shifting paramedicine to 
online learning is inherently challenging for students who need 
to acquire experience and knowledge of practical skills. The 
inability to attend lectures, tutorials and practicals in person 
disrupts the normal student paramedic learning routine. 
Although every student is different, many students prefer to 
study on campus and many students express that studying at 
home is distractive (4). Hence, online learning at home may 
well be proving difficult for some student paramedics where 
this disruption of routine is requiring them to potentially employ 
more cognitive willpower to attend and engage in online 
learning sessions. A 2018 study demonstrated healthcare 
students felt they greatly benefitted from doing real-time 
scenarios and receiving constructive feedback from classmates 
and academic staff in practical sessions (5). A lack of these 
face-to-face practical sessions presents a learning disruption 
to the development of student paramedics. Moreover, as 
many students in the health and medical programs are visual 
and kinaesthetic learners (6), the ‘hands-on’ element of 
practical sessions assists greatly in consolidating theoretical 
knowledge and developing a systematic approach and patient 
management processes. 

Despite this, and the challenges the COVID-19 pandemic 
poses, this unprecedented period is also providing student 
paramedics new opportunities for growth. For example, 
students are now engaging in online practical sessions that 
lack the ‘hands-on’ element but increase the difficultly of 
case management. Students are being asked to explore 

and manage simulated cases in real-time during online 
collaborative sessions that ultimately force them to listen, 
explore and understand the cases at a macro level. This 
can enhance and develop abilities in patient assessment 
and management considerations. Online learning also gives 
student paramedics additional time to consolidate the relevant 
theoretical information required to understand clinical concepts 
and explore the intricacies of course content.

Connectiveness and community
The social aspect of university life has been drastically 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. The sense of community 
that is developed at university is vital in providing a sense 
of connectedness for both new and continuing students (7). 
Creating a positive environment built around collaborative 
group-focussed learning similar to the high levels of teamwork 
required in paramedicine is vital for student paramedics as 
they progress through their learning journey (8). The ability to 
interact with each other in practical sessions and simulations 
provides the chance to form strong bonds with peers, ultimately 
creating a more workforce-ready cohort of students. 

This is particularly important for first-year undergraduates who 
may be experiencing university life for the first time. However, 
due to social distancing measures and the transition to online 
learning for all university courses, the prospect of formulating 
a strong community has been greatly affected. The lack of 
in-person interaction and ability to gain feedback on clinical 
skills has led some students to feel isolated and anxious. This 
not only has a potential adverse effect on the mental health 
of students but may also be detrimental to their academic 
performance (9). 

However, although the ability to build face-to-face friendships 
has been altered, the possibility for students to connect 
online has increased dramatically. Online learning platforms, 
collaborative mediums and social media have not only enabled 
cross-course collaboration between student paramedics and 
other degree programs, it has encouraged this to occur. These 
social online conversations enable students to connect with 
others who are in similar situations, maintain some community 
and course connectiveness, and may enable the formation of 
new friendships across different academic disciplines (10). The 
ability for student paramedics to remain connected online is of 
the utmost importance while the duration of COVID-19 social 
isolation remains unspecified.

Placements and employment 
Moving beyond COVID-19’s impact on learning, its impact on 
future clinical placements, employment and work readiness is 
equally recognised. Clinical placements offer an opportunity 
for student paramedics to gain valuable experience while 
supervised by qualified paramedics and other healthcare 
providers. The increased risk to the healthcare workforce, 
and the students being defined as non-essential personnel in 
Australia, ultimately resulted in early 2020 placements, both
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domestic and abroad, being cancelled. Although troublesome 
to the professional development of student paramedics, the 
unprecedented increase in demand for healthcare associated 
services has led to many unique employment opportunities 
for recent graduate paramedics. St Vincent’s Hospital in 
Melbourne, Victoria, openly recruited gradate paramedics to 
fill roles within the emergency department (11). However, with 
excessive pressure on the health system, many final-year 
students are faced with postponed placements and possible 
delayed graduation. 

In Australia, the Australian Health Practitioner Regulation 
Agency require a specified standard for all healthcare 
professionals, and it is therefore expected that students 
will still meet these requirements before they graduate and 
are eligible to be registered and subsequently work in the 
healthcare setting (12). Therefore, novel approaches are now 
required that will demonstrate the achieved outcomes without 
clinical placement occurring. While the challenges caused by 
COVID-19 to student paramedics are dynamic and demanding, 
so too is the paramedicine environment where the need to be 
able to rapidly adapt to changing situations is vital, and this is 
currently being instilled in paramedic students. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has also seen state services such 
as the Queensland Ambulance Service and Ambulance 
Victoria fast-track graduate programs and employ additional 
paramedics to bolster the workforce in preparation for an influx 
of people seeking healthcare support (14,15). Although this 
has presented an opportunity for graduates and graduating 
students, the repercussions of potential overstaffing as a result 
of fast-tracking and additional employment are unknown. 
Jurisdictional ambulance recruitment may be reduced in the 
next few years, potentially impacting on student paramedics 
who are yet to graduate. 

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has and will continue to effect 
student paramedics as they endeavour in their journey to 
become registered healthcare professionals. The pandemic 
has changed the way student paramedics learn, forcing 
them to adjust and adapt to studying in isolation and learning 
online. These dramatic changes to paramedic learning, 
although untimely and inconvenient, have presented several 
opportunities in developing professional skills such as adaption 
and improvisation; skills required by paramedics. Moreover, the 
experience student paramedics have gained through learning 
online may well assist them in performing online continuing 
professional development, a task required of the registered 
paramedic. COVID-19’s impact on education encourages 
student paramedics to be more resourceful, creative, flexible 
and real problem solvers during this period of inconvenience 
and adversity. Student paramedics can safeguard their online 
journey by maintaining a schedule, staying engaged in the 

course material each week, being accountable with using goal 
setting strategies, and staying big picture focussed.
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