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Abstract
Objective
This study aimed to explore first year university paramedic students’ perceptions of volunteerism during a community placement.
Methods
In this exploratory study we employed a cross-sectional methodology utilising a convenience sample of first year undergraduate
students. Administering a paper-based survey, we measured students’ perceptions of their experience of a 50-hour placement as
a volunteer within a community organisation.
Results
Of the 191 students available to participate in the study, 88 completed the survey yielding a 46.1% response rate. Survey results
were positive overall and indicated that students view volunteering in a community placement as a good experience. The majority
of students signalled that they had a positive impact during their placement and were inclined towards future volunteering
including as paramedic volunteers.
Conclusion
Our results suggest that paramedic students positively perceive volunteering during a community placement and may be
predisposed to future volunteer opportunities.
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Introduction
While offering students theoretical knowledge in the classroom,
paramedic degrees rely heavily on ambulance clinical
placements to link theory to practice (1,2). Workplace learning
plays a key role in paramedic student education (1,3) with
universities increasingly competing for clinical placements in
Australia (4-6). As part of a strategy to look beyond traditional
ambulance placements for quality experiential learning
opportunities, we introduced a structured volunteer program
to first year paramedic students at Charles Sturt University. In
this program we sought to expose students to organisations
where they could gain real world experience while also making
a positive contribution to local communities. After students
completed the program, we solicited their feedback to better
understand their perceptions of volunteering during their
community placement.
Why volunteer?
Volunteerism has long been associated with paramedic
practice in Australia (7,8). Gage and Thapa (9) define
volunteerism as ‘a contribution to society in one form or
another without monetary compensation’. Researchers
have identified a range of motives for volunteers including
wanting to make a difference in their community and taking
pleasure in helping others (10,11). With the exception of blood
donation however, volunteering is not necessarily considered
an altruistic behaviour (12). Rather, volunteer activities are
typically mutually beneficial to both the volunteer and the
organisation. Polonsky asserts that those who engage in
charitable activities do so with motives that are both intrinsic
and egotistical (13). Volunteers are often motivated by a desire
to prepare for future careers while increasing their knowledge
and skill sets (14). Additionally, volunteers may want to develop
deeper social connections or seek opportunities to enhance
their egos and self esteem. Yet others may participate in
volunteerism out of pity, to share their values or to alleviate
feelings of guilt (10,13,14).
The practice and motives of student volunteering to meet
intrinsic needs can be better understood through the lens of
social theory. Erikson theorised that identity or sense of self
begins to form as youth transition to adulthood (15). He noted
‘identity versus identity diffusion’ as one of eight key stages
of growth and development. Erikson posited that over one’s
lifespan, a person begins with an undifferentiated and loosely
defined sense of identity that eventually forecloses as he or
she develops more certainty over their beliefs and values
(16). These beliefs and values can be linked to the young
person’s motivation to volunteer as they find their place in the
community, seek purpose in life and evolve from adolescence
to citizen (15).
Volunteerism at university
First introduced as a bridge from youth to adulthood,
universities have traditionally promoted volunteerism to

develop civic responsibility and enhance life skills while also
supporting students’ educational achievements (17,18). It has
been suggested that universities actually have a responsibility
to emphasise and support student community engagement
both for the public good as well as to develop future graduates
as citizens (17-20). Even before university, research supports
that high schools play an important role in nurturing civic
commitment in young people and helping to instil public interest
as an inherent life goal (13).
Service learning, a more formalised form of volunteering at
university, is associated with a number of student benefits.
First, it provides students with opportunities to develop and
practise a range of personal skills including problem solving
and communication (19). Second, experience gained in
volunteer roles can be included on student employment
resumes and used to demonstrate desirable characteristics
to future employers that are otherwise difficult to quantify
(21,22). Third, volunteering is typically associated with
enhanced student learning and overall satisfaction with
their university experience (17). Despite these documented
benefits, researchers caution that busy students may perceive
mandatory volunteer programs as an added burden that
detracts from achieving academic goals (17,20,23).
Workplace learning in paramedicine
A community volunteer program was introduced to augment
the Charles Sturt University Bachelor of Clinical Practice
(Paramedic) degree’s longstanding ambulance workplace
learning placements. Similar to many professions,
paramedicine involves attaining practical experience
throughout the course of study. It has been shown that
students who participate in experiential educational activities
greatly benefit from these intensive experiences wherein they
are immersed with mentors or advisors and exposed to a
diverse range of people and situations (24). Among others,
this pedagogical approach is informed by Kolb’s experiential
learning theory and Gibb’s model for reflection (25,26). Kolb’s
theoretical cycle of learning involves the learner first grasping
concrete experience before transforming it into new knowledge
through reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and
active experimentation (27). Workplace learning in the form of
practicums, placements or internships gives students access to
this concrete, immediate experience and is key to successful
student engagement (25). It is important that learners critically
reflect on this experience to develop self-awareness and
improve future practice.
The Gibb’s model is one approach to reflection and involves
students describing their experience and exploring their
feelings about it. Students then evaluate and analyse this
experience to understand what they learned before using this
as a foundation to make a plan for the future (26). The practical
experience paramedic students gain while on a placement
facilitates connecting what they have learned in school to their
future professional practice (24,25).
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Volunteering in community placements
A review of the literature suggests that non-traditional
workplace learning placements have been successfully
integrated in health education to enhance student learning
in real situations (28-30). Bassi describes how this can be
done through service learning as an ‘experiential teaching
method that combines instruction with community service’ (31).
Exposing students to real people in real world circumstances
offers opportunities to interact with patients or clients alongside
other health care professionals in authentic settings without the
pressure of multitasking and feeling rushed. In one example,
medical students volunteered in rural and underserved areas
in homeless shelters, schools and community programs as
part of their curriculum. These students subsequently reported
improved social and communication skills as well as a better
understanding of interprofessional practice (29). In another
example, Australian paramedic students cared for elderly
dementia patients in a residential care facility. They reported
an improved capacity to deal with death and dying along
with an enhanced ability to communicate with seniors (28).
Additional studies of undergraduate nursing students found
a strong correlation between service learning and increased
self-confidence and interpersonal skills (31,32). Among
other undergraduates, volunteering with elderly persons has
demonstrated increased student appreciation for their needs
(11) while volunteering has also been shown to improve
attitudes towards specific groups of people (33). In general,
student volunteering in any capacity is associated with
improved problem solving skills (19), enhanced leadership and
conflict resolution abilities (17,21), and increased feelings of
self-esteem (10,11).
The Charles Sturt University project
Charles Sturt University exists ‘for the public good’ and
to ‘develop holistic, far-sighted people who help their
communities grow and flourish’ (34). Aligning with the
university’s commitment to developing strong relationships
within regional communities, we trialled the implementation
of a community volunteer placement for first year Bachelor of
Clinical Practice (Paramedic) students. Students participated
in a community placement with the intended goals of exposing
them to real world examples of teamwork, communication,
critical reflection, relationship building, ethical practice and
conflict resolution (35). In preparation for their placement they
were introduced to models of reflective practice including
Gibb’s model (26). Furthermore, students were encouraged to
critically reflect on their experience throughout the placement
and as part of a final presentation they completed for the
subject. This placement project was supported by a grant from
the Health Education and Training Institute.
Study design
This exploratory study employed a cross-sectional
methodology utilising a convenience sample of first year
undergraduate paramedic students, incorporating a purpose
designed paper-based survey instrument.

Participants
Participants were eligible to be enrolled in this study if they
were first year Charles Sturt University paramedic students
who had completed the 50-hour community placement in their
first year clinical subject.
The community volunteer placement
All students completed a minimum of 50 hours placement as
volunteers within the community. The students could choose
from suggested sites or could source their own organisation
as long as the lecturers confirmed there was alignment with
the intended learning outcomes. Key aims for the placement
focussed on exposing students to environments where
they could interact with patients, community members and
professional colleagues in order to practise communication,
leadership and teamwork skills (35). This project involved a
range of organisations, including: mental health crisis teams,
foster carers, Indigenous health, community nursing, meals
on wheels, general practice clinics and youth and aged care
service providers. For practical reasons, students attended
only one placement organisation and performed a range of
duties specific to the environment. Wearing their student
uniform, they completed a series of shifts with varying
lengths depending on the organisation. Standard placement
requirements included an up-to-date immunisation record, the
Working with Children and National Police certificates, as well
as current first aid and automated external defibrillator training.
Students were expected to adhere to strict university codes of
conduct and confidentiality policies governing practice.
Instrumentation
On completion of the community placement we conducted a
survey using a de-identified questionnaire containing 17 items
with a combination of binary ‘yes’/’no’ questions, multi-choice
demographic questions, questions using a 5-point Likert scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) and free text
responses. In addition to seven questions designed to collect
demographic data, 10 survey questions were intended to
assess students’ perceptions of the placement, any positive
outcomes, their general attitudes towards the volunteer
experience and disposition towards future volunteering. The
complete survey is available from the corresponding author on
request.
Procedures
The survey was conducted at Charles Sturt University at both
the Bathurst and Port Macquarie campuses after the last
lecture of session one in 2013. All students who attended the
lecture were invited to participate in the survey on a voluntary
basis. Before distributing a participant information sheet, nonacademic staff informed the students that their participation
was voluntary and that the results would be de-identified
before analysis. The survey took students approximately
10–15 minutes to complete. The surveys were only distributed
once and there were no follow-up surveys conducted.
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Data analysis
Data from the survey were analysed for frequency counts
using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
Version 17.0, SPSS Inc., Chicago, Illinois, USA.).

Ethics
Ethics approval for the project was obtained from the Charles
Sturt University School of Biomedical Sciences Ethics in
Human Research Committee. The Charles Sturt University
Clinical Placement Policies and Procedures are in place to
address ethical considerations for clinical placements.
All students must complete an induction before performing
any placement related activities. This includes a workplace
safety orientation. Furthermore, in accordance with policy,
students on placement perform duties under direct supervision
with clear expectations to act ethically, professionally and
safely. Throughout the course of their placement, students
must always put the welfare of the patient or client first by
respecting confidentiality and assisting or interacting within
their prerequisite level of training and capability. They must
adhere to social networking policies, wear the prescribed
uniform and always follow their supervisor’s directions.
Students and preceptors have 24-hour access to a university
clinical placement coordinator who is available for advice and
support.

Results
Participant data
There were 191 first year students enrolled in the Bachelor of
Clinical Practice who were available to participate in the study
across both campuses, 163 at the Bathurst campus and 28 at
the Port Macquarie campus. The post-placement survey was
completed by 88 students in total with participation rates of
41.1% (67) from Bathurst and 75% (21) from Port Macquarie.
Overall response rate was 46.1%. As the survey was
distributed during the final lecture of the session, only those
students who attended the lecture were invited to participate.
This had a significant impact on participation numbers,
especially in Bathurst. The groups from each campus were
similar in age, gender and socioeconomic background. Note
that all data, unless otherwise specified, are pooled from the
two campuses.
Quantitative data
Frequency analysis of demographic data showed that 58% of
the students were male with a distribution of ages as per Table
1. Most (64.8%) had median annual family incomes of $80,000
or less, and the majority were employed (79.5%). Of those

employed, 20.5% worked full time, 15.9% worked part time
and 43.2% had casual employment (Table 2).
Table 1. Age of participants across both campuses (n=88)
Age range (years)
17–20
21–25
26–30
31–40
>41

Percent of respondents
47.7%
31.8%
13.6%
3.4%
3.4%

Table 2. Employment status of participants across both
campuses (n=88)
Employment status
Unemployed
Full-time
Part-time
Casual
Self employed

Percent of respondents
17%
20.5%
15.9%
43.2%
3.4%

Frequency analysis of the survey questions concerning
the volunteer experience when analysed by question
demonstrated strong agreement with selected statements
(Table 3). The results show 77.3% of students stated they
either agreed or strongly agreed with the question: ‘I feel that
I made a difference at the agency(s) I was placed with’ while
67% of students stated they either agreed or strongly agreed
with the statement: ‘Because of this placement I am more
likely to volunteer in my community in the future’. Sixty-nine
percent of students signalled that they would consider ongoing
volunteer work with the organisation they did their placement
with. Looking to the future, 50% of respondents agreed or
strongly agreed that they would engage in volunteering as a
paramedic while 93.6% suggested that they would volunteer
as a paramedic in the event of a natural disaster, pandemic
or major terrorist event. Though the majority of students also
responded positively when asked if they felt more confident
in their ability to communicate and interact with people,
examining these findings is beyond the scope of this paper.

Discussion
After collating and analysing the survey results our findings
indicate that students reported positively when surveyed after
a 50-hour community volunteer placement. Spending time
as volunteers with community organisations as part of their
paramedic curriculum proved to provide positive real world
experiences for our students while contributing to developing
their sense of civic responsibility as future volunteers.
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Table 3. Participant responses to select survey questions
Survey question

Responses
Yes

No

Q8. Were you previously aware of opportunities
available for volunteering at your placement site?

36%

64%

Q9. Will you continue to volunteer with the same
organisation?

69%

31%

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly
agree

Q11. I feel I made a difference at the agency I was
placed with

1.1%

3.4%

18.2%

64.8%

12.5%

Q15. Because of this placement I am more likely to
volunteer in my community in the future

1.1%

3.4%

28.4%

53.4%

13.6%

Q16. I would volunteer as a paramedic in my
community for no pay on my days off if required

2.3%

11.4%

36%

42%

8%

1.1%

0%

2.3%

25%

71.6%

Q17. In the event of a severe natural disaster,
pandemic, or major terrorist event, I would volunteer
as a paramedic in my community for no pay if
required

Positive real world experiences and interactions
Consistent with similar studies involving health care students
(28-30), our study suggests that volunteering provides
paramedic students with valuable learning experience. The
majority of our students indicated that they would return to
their organisation for future volunteering, signalling that they
enjoyed and benefited from the opportunity. As we continue
to seek out valuable workplace learning experiences for
our students, we are ever mindful that they need time and
exposure to quality interactions. Research has shown that
a university student’s motivation to volunteer is often driven
by a desire for social interaction and that service learning
offers students an opportunity to better understand the
world they live in (1,9,21). This is especially relevant to our
program given that previous research found undergraduate
students can lack the ability to engage in the meaningful
social relationships required of working paramedics (36).
Our community placement program exposed students to
real world experience as volunteers in community settings
offering a range of services including mental health, foster
care, Indigenous health, community nursing and child, youth
and aged care (35). Though each placement offered students
variable experience, they were all given the opportunity to

meet, interview and interact with a number of patients or
clients in a range of ways. In comparison to the high pressure
and rapid pace of typical ambulance jobs, these interactions
afforded students time to engage with patients and health care
providers. Though further research is needed to understand
more about their specific experiences, these preliminary
results signal that our paramedic students enjoyed and found
personal value in their placement and associated interactions.
This finding has encouraged our paramedic program to pursue
future community volunteer opportunities for our students.
Developing civic responsibility
Bringle and Hatcher suggest that universities see beyond the
goal of extending experiential learning opportunities and aim
for students to concurrently develop their civic responsibilities
(19). Universities can offer opportunities to extend student
skills while also enhancing citizenship and developing civic
behaviours (19,37). Our results suggest that engaging in the
community placement may encourage and support future civic
responsible behaviours. Studies have shown that student
service learning is a predictor of future volunteerism (38,39)
and that students are more likely to volunteer if they feel that
they are actually making a difference (23).
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In our study, 77.3% of students surveyed felt that they made a
positive contribution during their placement while 67% indicated
that this placement would improve their likelihood of future
volunteer work. The majority also noted that they are open to
future paramedic volunteerism, especially in the event of a major
incident. Evidence also suggests that lecturer attitudes toward
community service learning can positively influence student
attitudes and subsequent outcomes (20). The best outcomes
have been observed when university lecturers promote student
reflection (20) while integrating experiential learning from the
community placement back into the classroom environment
(18,19). Ultimately, key characteristics of effective universitycommunity relationships include being mutually beneficial and
important to both partners while maintaining a student-centred
philosophy that is guided by university strategy (19,29).

Limitations
Though this study contributes to the body of knowledge of
non-traditional placements and student volunteerism, it has
limitations. First, the study design could be improved with
a more rigorous approach to survey development and the
addition of qualitative data collection. Second, though the use of
convenience sampling helped facilitate recruitment, given that
the survey was conducted during the final lecture of the session
there is the potential that those who participated may be more
academically inclined or committed learners. This approach to
sampling could introduce bias into the participant sample while
reducing participation rates.

Conclusion
Given the competition among Australian universities for
workplace learning opportunities, community volunteer
programs can provide students with real world experience to
augment ambulance placements. Our results suggest that
paramedic students positively perceive volunteering during
a community placement and may be predisposed to future
volunteer opportunities.
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