
Medical student learning during clinical placements: 

improving engagement 

Hospitals are an important learning environment for medical students. Lack of clinical 
opportunity has been identified as a key area of dissatisfaction from medical  students during 
clinical placements, with time frequently spent waiting rather than engaged in learning 
opportunities. Improving the learning experience of students during clinical attachments is a 
priority for Edinburgh Medical School. This project was carried out in the Royal Hospital for Sick 
Children, Edinburgh, for students undertaking their Child Life and Health module. 

To increase the percentage of time that medical students are actively engaged in learning 
whilst in the clinical setting. 

Medical students recorded estimations of hours they 
were not actively engaged in learning on each ward. An 
average was taken for each ward.  
Students report least engagement in Ward 6, therefore 
change will be tested in this location first. 
This measure of engagement with students will be 
repeated after each test of change to check for 
improvement.  

Specific aim 

Measurement of improvement 

The anticipated impact of the interventions is that students 
will spend a greater percentage of their day engaged in 
learning activities, improving their clinical experience. 
Sustainability will be achieved through creation of resources 
for staff and students, education boards on each ward with 
information and support from university module organisers.  

Effects of change 
There is no perfect time for the 
project, just start and then 
repeat the cycle, with changes.  
Small student numbers and 
frequent turnover of groups may 
affect responses.  

Lessons learned  

Initial problem 

A process map    
was made of the 
student’s clinical 
day. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A driver         
diagram                       
generated    
potential      
solutions to    
improve the 
student’s 
engagement            
in learning    
activities. 

Tools 
Students voted on solutions, 
prioritising: 
 Group tutor 
 Ward round teaching 
 List of competencies 
 Student h/o sheets 

These were categorised with 
reference to their impact and 
effort, identifying the items in 
bold as high impact, low effort. 
These will trialled first using a 
PDSA cycle.  

Tests of change 
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