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Editor — The COVID-19 pandemic pushed the NHS to near-
breaking point. Faced with the significantly increased workload,
many hospital trusts across the UK decided to start a partnership
with their affiliated medical school to allow medical students to
volunteer in designated roles within the NHS.! We conducted a
retrospective electronic survey of second- and third-year students
at a UK graduate entry medical school (Warwick Medical School)
who had volunteered in the NHS during the first peak. The survey
was conducted over a 3-week period in July 2020 and focused on
the training received, experiences gained and perceived future
value of the volunteering.

Of the 235 responses received in total (66% response rate),
147 students had volunteered to work for the NHS. The majority
(80%) undertook the role of healthcare assistant on the wards or
in the intensive care unit. The anxiety levels of students before
commencing the first shift were high, with a median score of 6
(interquartile range 3-8) on a scale of 0-10. Their feelings were
most frequently described as ‘nervous’, followed by ‘excited’
and ‘apprehensive’ (Fig 1). Over half of the students felt that
the learning opportunities were relevant to their curriculum,
with clinical skills, communication skills and team working being
the most widely reported. Only a minority reported negative
experiences, such as being discouraged from performing clinical
tasks. Overall, most students (74%) felt their experiences during
the pandemic would benefit their future training, and almost all
(94%) would choose to volunteer again if needed.

Our study has demonstrated that medical students found
volunteering during the COVID-19 pandemic a positive
experience, enabling them to acquire skills that would likely be
useful for the rest of their training. To improve their experiences
of working in a pandemic, they should be encouraged to seek out
learning opportunities, where possible, and ensure that training
is tailored to their clinical role, in addition to providing them with
pastoral support and resources focused on mental wellbeing.?

By giving them the right foundation to learn and thrive, we can
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Fig 1. The most common words used to describe how the students felt
just before starting their first shift. PPE = personal protective equipment.

ensure that medical students can continue to be an invaluable
asset to the NHS if we are faced with another pandemic. m
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