	REPS & LEADERS FORUM - PLACEMENTS

February 10th 2026 12:00 – 13:00

Chair: Kara Ashurst, Institute Officer




	Opening Remarks

	(Cathy Lambert) I'm Cathy Lambert, I'm the Pro Vice Chancellor for the Student Journey and the Academic Registrar, and  me and my teams provide a lot of the services that support the student journey and your experience here at the university in terms of the administrative functions. One of the really important teams that we offer is the Placements team and Kat Wilkinson, is our Placements Manager, and she reports into Bronia, who's got wider sort of programme administration, student systems, and data responsibilities. 

In my role, I absolutely recognise for those students who are out on placement, the criticality of the placement experience, and really interested to see the questions that you've posed in advance of this, because they would probably, without having seen the questions, be the issues that I know are of critical importance to students who are on placement, particularly in terms of the
timing of the allocation, distance travels, obviously, it can be a key challenge also the support and access to support, particularly from mentors and tutors out on placement. So, I'm really pleased to see that those were the questions. And I think the reason I asked about where you're based is to help tailor some of the questions, noting the question about Londoners as well. So I'm here in listening mode as our Cat and Bronia ask us any questions that are coming either from you directly or you're obviously here in a in a representative role and we will do our best to be in listening mode in response to the questions as well. So really pleased to be here and looking forward to hearing the conversations.
(Kat Wilkinson) Hi everyone, I'm Kat Wilkinson, I'm Placements Manager. The main function of the placements team is to provide administrative support. This is essentially around our formal placements that the university allocates. We have two very distinct placement circuits for two very distinct institutes, and within that, there's a variety of programmes. So I suppose one of the things to recognise, one of our challenges is when we're discussing education placements, it's very, very different circuit and arrangements and support provided to the Institute of Education, Arts and Society than the health circuit, which is much more defined in terms of how we get placement and arrange placements, and that's centred around main NHS trust providers. 
Within that, the programmes we support are all very, very different. A radiography placement profile is extremely different to a nursing profile, for example. What [the placements team] is trying to do essentially is provide as much parity and baseline support, recognising that in everything we do, every programme is different. The campuses where the programmes are run from can sit in a very different placement circuit from North Cumbria to Lancashire. We also do provide some administrative support for courses where the placements are self-arranged. That is, we would say it's purely admin, we're logging placements rather than making any decisions about where students are going on placement. So, again, what we do is very different. So, I might refer back to that and make that point a few times, and it's not to sort of make an excuse, it's just to sort of explain what we're working with.



	Question
	Summary of response

	Students report that there can often be uncertainty around placements. Not knowing where they will be on placement or, in some cases, if a placement will be able to be found understandably causes a lot of anxiety. What is the University putting in place to manage this process and communication around it more effectively?
BA (Hons) Primary Education, PGCE Secondary subjects and BSc (Hons) Occupational Therapy.
	(Kat Wilkinson) That's a good question. I think I would have to separate the education out from the occupational therapy, but more so primary education from secondary. Again, it is different [although] we want to provide as much parity as we possibly.
can within the limitations of the placement circuit.
We have a baseline that we work towards. Our key KPI is that we would want to notify students of their placements 4 weeks before the placement happens.
It's not always possible, certainly around education, it is much, much harder to meet that deadline. So my team would, if we're unable to give the student the allocation at four weeks, we would notify them that we've not got the allocation yet and we would have key points of contact maybe two weeks before. But the rest of the updates come from the programme team for education because it's actually the programme team who make the allocations. It's a slightly different way of working to health - in education, we trawl for offers, schools offer the placements, normally around May time. Those allocations are undertaken by University Partnership Tutors, in primary education. They are clustered into a group of schools and geographically, and they all have a geographical area that they support and the students are put into those clusters.
Whereas for secondary, there's one main placement lead who does the allocations and that's because of the nature of secondary schools, it's all subject based. So where your offers are needed every year will change depending on the subjects that students are signed up for. So again, it is slightly different. 
We do realise there's challenges, especially with education. You know, schools offer placements and they can pull those placements at any point, and that's due to a variety of external factors out of our control. It can be difficult to find the right secondary subjects based on student numbers. Again, I think that that tech is proving to be quite difficult, especially say physics. We get an influx of physics students, whereas previous years we may have only had two. We know the government is sort of supporting students to study STEM subjects, so we get an influx of students for those particular subjects. So, it's finding the placement requirements for that many students because they need two different schools. 
When we come to OT,  generally I would say OT placements are allocated within the four week deadline. We may be talking about electives. I have noticed for the questions, electives are slightly different because the student is selecting that placement and that can take a bit longer to organise. So obviously from our my team's point of view, we obviously want to communicate and keep those communications going where we haven't been able to achieve that notification.
We’re happy to listen - if anyone's got suggestions, if there's particular cases where students feel that they've not been communicated with, we can certainly look at that and see if there's anything we can do to support the academics in terms of that.

	What can be done to ensure a parity of experience for students in terms of how quickly placements are organised?
Educations students reported a difference in how quickly placements are organised depending on the role of the University Placement Tutor. Where the UPT holds lecturing responsibilities, it seems that placements take longer to resolve than when the UPT focuses solely on placement. Occupational Therapy students have reported differences in response times and confirmation of elective placements, and inconsistencies between practice educators and OT teams.
BA (Hons) Primary Education
	(Kat Wilkinson) I'll answer the education one first. And I suppose the only answer I can really give is it's probably a question that would need to be raised directly in a forum with the programme team in terms of the workload planning for a UPT. This is done at institute level, I do recognise that there will be challenges for some UPTs with more lecturing responsibilities because they will have less time for the placement aspect of it. I'm not sure there's much I can say on that particular question. Again, we do we do help out where we can to support the UPTs, but we do recognise it is difficult for them.

In terms of OT,  I suppose this is where we're coming into the difference between allocated placements and elective placements, and it can be a challenge.
I suppose the student expectation for arranging a placement, especially for an elective, may be different to the actual realities of it. And it probably depends on a number of factors. If a student is choosing an elective outside of our established placement circuit, then those relationships and those agreements or the sharing of data, you know, if it's occupational health clearances or any partnership agreements or audits of the quality of the placement being sought. If it's outside of our area, then they're not established, so part of the elective process is us following up in terms of do we have a partnership agreement with that placement provider? Do we have an audit in place? If not, they may ask for additional information that we wouldn't normally need to share within our established placement circuit because those are agreements, memorandums of understanding that already exist. So that aspect can take a bit longer. If they're talking about the differences between practise educators and different trusts, again, there will be a difference and it may be they can't make decisions about a placement until allocated placements are confirmed. So say if you're looking in the Northwest, if you're looking for a placement within Lancashire, you've got a number of HEIs who have placements in that area, and they may have established placement agreements already to allocate a placement. So until those offers for those HEIs are confirmed, that trust won't know what they've got spare to offer for the elective. So I think it's just that difficulty of what learners are in that circuit, what agreements are in place with other HEIs and trying to find that balance and sometimes it can be a bit difficult even for our own electives. We can't, if we've got students in different year levels out at the same time, we might have to say we can't confirm your elective until we've confirmed the allocated placements. I do appreciate it can probably be quite frustrating.
We are wanting to build on our My Cumbria resource for students and try and build up a bit more of a resource to explain the placement circuit. That's ongoing at the minute. I'm hoping we might have something in place for the next academic year. It's not going to help students right now, but I think these are probably some of the questions we could put into an FAQ to just try and explain the difficulties. I mean, with all placements, we're subject to the external factors, and it is a variety of things – you may have set up placements, everything may look perfectly planned and then one little thing can sort of unpick everything. For us, as you know, administrators, it's quite a challenge, and I think maybe we need to get that message over to students a bit more about the liveness and changingness of the placement circuits that we're putting them into.

	What checks are made to ensure mentor suitability? Instances such as the allocation of an early career teacher (ECT) as a mentor, in breach of the University’s placement guidance, have been reported to Class Reps by students and could have been avoided with clearer checks before confirming placements.
It has also been queried whether two mentor visits when on placement is sufficient, particularly for those students who have been identified as needing additional support.
BA (Hons) Primary Education
	(Kat Wilkinson) I have gone to some of my colleagues in the team who administer the education placements to sort of get some guidance around this. In terms of the mentor visits, that's a programme team thing, that'd be something they would have to address. In terms of the mentor checks, so I checked that I understood how everything works. 

So, in terms of education placements, there's a number of steps we do. Around April, May, we trawl for offers to the schools. So we send out an offer. The school send us offers for certain types of placements and as part of that, they're signing our partnership agreement, which includes detail, for example, signing up to providing suitable mentors. These offers are made normally by one person in the school, either the school lead mentor or the head teacher, but they don't have a mentor linked to that offer at that time. Students are allocated to the offers and then at this point the UPT who is linked to those schools for the primary education, part of their role is to contact the schools to find out who the mentor is and normally they would tell us. So that's the first communication point. We also, when we notify the school of the student they're getting in the communication, it reminds them about the mentors. When the students are allocated to the placement and they get the notification, their communication asks them to also ensure they know who their mentor is. So we have a number of double checks to get that information from either the school, from the EPT via the school or from the student directly for our administrative aspect.

Once we know the mentors, we put them into the Mosaic Mentor training, ensure they're doing the correct training, and the UPT does a quality assurance mentor process during the placement, which I believe is at the start and part way through. So, in terms of this particular case, I think it may have been caught before the student started placement, so, essentially, the quality checks have raised the issue that this is an ECT teacher and that placement was pulled.
We’ve got the points of contact to try and get that information. The information doesn't come with the placement offer, if that makes sense, it’s not until later on that we find out exactly who the mentor is. So it may have just been an error in the school, they've perhaps moved a teacher into that class if another teacher's left and it, yeah, it's resulted in a placement that couldn't go ahead, which is not great for the student, but we know that the checks are working because it's been caught, it's been recognised that it's not a suitable mentor in that placement. I'm not sure how it could be done any better. Again, it's something we can, we can certainly talk to the UPTs about, you know, we're trying to capture that information before the placement starts, we've got the backup of asking the student to tell us. But in terms of finding out exactly who the mentor is, that's for the school to sort of allocate and then the UPT as part of their quality assurance to follow up. 
Our recommendation would be to the programme team to maybe review what information sent out to schools and whether it can be clarified a bit more about the mentor. We're happy to go away and have a look at that, maybe put something into our offers form, to highlight again about the mentorship and ensuring that it's of a certain level.

	What checks are in place to ensure placements are suitable? 
Education students have reported instances of placements being cancelled due to unsuitability after allocation, for example where the mentor was an ECT, which has caused unnecessary stress and anxiety.
Physiotherapy students have also queried whether different placements provide parity of experience – for example, it has been felt by some that the NHS MSK placements provide a richer experience and greater breadth of experience in comparison to that provided by Carlisle United.
BA (Hons)Nursing students report feeling that often clinical staff don’t seem to like having students and that the quality of experience and learning they access as a result is poor. They also report being used as clinical support workers and counted as staff, rather than being supernumerary to required staffing levels on a ward. This can make it difficult to learn from staff and fulfil proficiencies. FdSc Nursing Associate students also report finding it difficult to ensure opportunities to learn and evidence required clinical skills, for example catheters and NG care.
Several courses
	(Kat Wilkinson) All our placements have quality assurance behind them. So, in terms of education, it's the Ofsted grade. They've rebanded the grading now but previously, unless schools scored higher than required improvement, they normally wouldn't be able to offer a placement unless they'd been assessed by the UPT and the area that required improvement had been looked at. But in general, we would normally not have.
schools under a certain Ofsted grading supporting placements.

For health, all placements are audited in our placement circuit so that we allocate to. We use a standard framework that is used across the Northwest - we work with a number of universities in Greater Manchester, Cheshire, Merseyside and
have designed, we call it the Northwest PEG, Northwest Practise Education Group. So, all the different programmes, they have a multi-professional audit which covers every programme. The frameworks assessed, academics attend this group and it's always reviewed and the assessment documents reviewed. It's a very clear framework across the Northwest, so it doesn't matter really what university you're from when you're on placement, the placement provider understands the framework because it's the same across the North West, which is great. So it does make for parity of experience, and it does mean we can share audits. So not every university has to do the audit for every placement. That's supported in health by an evaluation. All placements have to be evaluated. It's written into the student programme specification that they have to complete the evaluation. It's all done on a central system called the online pair
which the placement providers have access to. They have their accounts as part of their job. They monitor evaluations, they monitor their mentor suitability, and it's all linked to validation of the programme. So, it's quite a robust system, and it's great that it's shared across the Northwest and into Cumbria, even though they're not quite in the Northwest, because we were aligned to some of the trusts in Cumbria for our placement provision, they use the same uses the same system.

In terms of the physiotherapy, I do know which one this is about because I've had conversations where I've been told that they were going to reorder it. Carlisle United started off as an elective placement and then I think it was put into the circuit. But they have they have reviewed the offer. So again, quality assurance is a continual process.
It is reviewed, it is looked at and student evaluations do have an impact. That's why they're important. So in terms of that one, that is that has been looked at, that's been actioned, that audit's been redone.
Placements are reviewed, you know, through student evaluation, also CQC reports feed into the evaluation process. So the university monitors CQC reports and will review any placement where a student is, take them off circuit, put action plans in place. So this is all addressed. It's quite a robust system. 

In terms of the nursing students with the supernumerary, it is it's a difficult one with
staffing placement because obviously what we don't want is students to feel like they're not wanted. That's not what we want to happen. We always advise students if they feel that way, they've got their academic that's supporting them in placement who is someone they can contact and raise concerns with. All NHS trusts have practise education facilitators (PEFs), so they're sort of the link between the university and the students and the staff in the wards and the teams, and they're responsible for mentor updates and training and monitoring the suitability, doing the audits with the HEIs and, you know, monitoring the number of students can be in any one placement. So they're the link. So again, students can report into PEFs if there's any concerns, and normally the PEF, would speak to those staff, if it's a particular staff member, they would have a word with them. Obviously, reports can be built up if the same wards have the same comments that can come through on the evaluation.

Obviously, in terms of nursing and midwifery, supernumerary is really important and it's an NMC requirement that students aren't counted in numbers. So there is a process for students to follow to report that. I do know the programme team updated it a week before last because I updated it on our My Cumbria site. So, there is a formal reporting process for students to use to fill in a form if they feel they've not been supernumerary and the programme team will then go to that placement provider and speak to the PEFs and have a look at the instances and report it. And I think there's a wider NMC reporting. So any case of supernumerary that would also be reported to the NMC. So there's a robust process sitting under it, but obviously it doesn't stop it happening. But there is a way to report and tackle it. And I think it's trying to understand that with students that
we can't always control everything that happens in placement, but there are ways to report and feedback and action will be taken through that evaluation process and any reports that are made. 

In terms of the nursing associate students, again, nurse associates are supported by an academic assessor. So I think any instances where they feel like their learning opportunity in a placement isn't being met, they would need to go and speak to their academic assessor about that. Spoke placements can be used to support any needs because not every placement will offer absolutely every experience and, depending if there's gaps, it's not unusual for a spoke placement to be arranged to achieve that. If you were looking at a mental health nurse, for example, they may need to go to an adult ward for a short spoke for medicine management because of the nature of mental health nursing and a lot of its community based now.
In terms of the allocations for the nurse associate, the majority of our students are apprentices, so it's done through their employer. So again, that would be that conversation with their academic assessor, but also their practise assessor in placement which is likely to be their employer. There's those routes to have those conversations, but maybe it's just supporting that message to the students. Maybe just needs to be tweaked, done a bit better.

	London based a students queried whether a centralised placements team fully understand local issues – for example, there the 90-minute travel guideline is met in theory but sometimes London transport means it cannot be completed in this time. Students would also appreciate being able to speak face-to-face with placement staff.
BA (Hons) Primary Education
	(Kat Wilkinson) With the centralised team, maybe we need to advertise it more, but we are there. We're always happy to have a Teams call although I know we're not there physically in person. Obviously, we have students on campus in Barrow and students on campus in Carlisle. So we're always happy to take Teams calls and arrange that. We do do pre-placement talks. They'll be delivered online to London students, but we do try and have that contact with them. So yeah, we are there on the end of a phone or a video call if needs be. The mapping exercise, we do for London, we don't do this for most education placements, but we are doing it for London. We do the initial mapping to help the academics out and then all the allocations are checked by the academics in London. So in terms of the local issues, I think they are understood. And my understanding is they're trying to, they try and limit it to 60 minutes to combat
the public transport issue, but it is a perennial issue for all students. You know, we try and place up to 90 minutes. Some universities do 2 hours. I think it's quite a standard expectation that in order to meet students' learning needs there may be a need to travel.
And it can vary because, you know, we look at it like it's a big jigsaw and one year a student might be quite close to campus or home, but then the next placement they need, that experience is only available an hour away. We have to give them that experience so they're going to have to travel to get it. And again, year on year, it varies which schools have offered, what key stage is available, what mentors are available to deliver that offer. But yeah, my understanding it is, you know, it's overseen by people who do live in London.
I think it's just to understand we recognise that people don’t want to travel and I think people do their absolute best not to send students too far. But at the end of the day, we've got a travel policy where we try to keep it within 90 minutes. It's standard across the UK. And what we're trying to do is ensure they get the best placement experience they need in order to become a professional, that's our main aim in all of this is the learning opportunity. And obviously, we do take into consideration, you know, any individual student support plans where there is a travel restriction. 




Full details of conversations following this can be viewed on the associated video. A full, unedited transcript can also be requested from StudentVoice@cumbria.ac.uk
