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Aim  
Research is currently ongoing into the experiences of allied health students during rural 
placements and the impact this might have on their career destinations. The University of 
Newcastle Department of Rural Health (UoNDRH), based in northern NSW, provides opportunities 
for allied health students to undertake rural experiences ranging from short term placements to a 
full academic year of study. The immersion experience involves students living and studying in a 
multi-disciplinary environment with the aim of extending their understanding of inter-professional 
practice and socialisation, rural health issues, work readiness and community engagement. Allied 
health academics provide teaching, clinical placement support and coordination of community and 
social activities. This paper describes how this rural immersion experience influences the students’ 
initial practice intentions and eventual workforce outcomes.  
 
Methods  
Students from Diagnostic Radiography, Nutrition and Dietetics, Occupational Therapy, 
Physiotherapy and Speech Pathology undertaking placements at the UoNDRH are invited to 
participate in the study. Commencing in 2011, the study is a mixed method longitudinal study. 
Participants are asked to complete an end of placement survey, and a follow-up survey one year 
after graduation to determine workforce outcomes. Students on placement of eight weeks or 
longer are asked to participate in a semi-structured interview.  
 
Results  
As at the end of 2013, 149 students had completed 180 individual end of placement surveys. Of 
these surveys 39% showed a more favourable attitude towards working rurally following 
placement and 72% indicated an intention to work rurally. Of the 28 students who have 
completed the post-graduation follow up survey to date, 52% were working in a rural or remote 
location. Qualitative data suggests other external factors are impacting on students’ workplace 
location after graduation despite their intent to work in a rural location. These issues include 
employment availability, career speciality choices limited to metropolitan areas, family 
commitments and a compulsory pre-registration year for the Diagnostic Radiography students.  
 
Conclusions  
The results indicate an immersive rural experience positively impacts on students’ intentions to 
pursue careers in rural practice. However, barriers to rural employment may result in lower return 
to rural location in their first year following graduation, despite initial intentions. While long term 
outcomes have yet to be determined, this research provides validation for ongoing rural 
placement support programs for allied health professionals. 


