£} Routledge

-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Australian Psychologist

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rapy20

Feasibility and practicality of a simulated
placement: an exploratory pilot of a novel training
method for postgraduate psychology students in
the wake of COVID-19

Jaeva Shelley, Kylie Rice, Suzanne M. Cosh, Nicola Schutte & Adam J. Rock

To cite this article: Jaeva Shelley, Kylie Rice, Suzanne M. Cosh, Nicola Schutte & Adam J. Rock
(27 Mar 2024): Feasibility and practicality of a simulated placement: an exploratory pilot of

a novel training method for postgraduate psychology students in the wake of COVID-19,
Australian Psychologist, DOI: 10.1080/00050067.2024.2330960

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/00050067.2024.2330960

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

ﬁ Published online: 27 Mar 2024.

(&
Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 147

A
b View related articles &'

P

() view Crossmark data &

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journallnformation?journalCode=rapy20


https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rapy20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rapy20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/00050067.2024.2330960
https://doi.org/10.1080/00050067.2024.2330960
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rapy20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rapy20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00050067.2024.2330960?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00050067.2024.2330960?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00050067.2024.2330960&domain=pdf&date_stamp=27 Mar 2024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00050067.2024.2330960&domain=pdf&date_stamp=27 Mar 2024

AUSTRALIAN PSYCHOLOGIST
https://doi.org/10.1080/00050067.2024.2330960

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

ustratan Taylor & Francis
‘\\\\% APS E;{{:é"gi‘a' Tayl%/r&Francis Group
8 OPEN ACCESS W) Check for updates

Jaeva Shelley (9, Kylie Rice (), Suzanne M. Cosh (), Nicola Schutte (? and Adam J. Rock

School of Psychology, University of New England, Armidale, Australia

Objective: In 2020, COVID-19 caused a drastic interruption to face-to-face postgraduate
psychology placements in Australia, prompting the development of a simulated placement.
This pilot project represents a preliminary evaluation of the program by exploring the feasi-
bility of a simulated placement as a novel training modality for competence development in
postgraduate psychology training.

Method: Students enrolled in a simulated postgraduate psychology placement in 2021 com-
pleted an online survey at the end of the placement. Acceptability, perceived competency and
experience of the placement were assessed. Chi-square goodness of fit tests were used to
evaluate the difference between rates of completion and the length of time it took to complete
placement requirements between students enrolled in face-to-face placements in 2019 and
2020, and the simulated placement in 2021.

Results: The results showed an increase in proportion of students who completed the simu-
lated placement than previous face-to-face placements and that students were able to com-
plete training and meet competence in shorter time frames. Students reported increased
psychological competency and confidence to practice at the completion of the simulated
placement.

Conclusions: A simulated psychology placement is a novel teaching modality that may be
feasible in the development of perceived psychological competence and confidence in post-
graduate psychology students.

What is already known about this topic:

(1) Simulation-based learning has been increasingly utilised in health disciplines to support
student development of clinical competencies.

(2) Simulation-based learning appears to offer a number of advantages to both students and
training institutions, including exposure to low prevalence, high-risk presentations,
increased training fidelity, and the ability to monitor and assess student progress.

(3) There is limited evidence for the use of simulated placements for competency develop-
ment in postgraduate psychology students.

What this study adds:

(1) A sample of postgraduate psychology students enrolled in a fully simulated placement
reported increased psychological competency and confidence to practice, and experi-
enced both benefits and challenges associated with the placement, including increased
flexibility, opportunity for “safe” skill development, and workload fatigue.

(2) The simulated placement was associated with higher rates of placement completion and
significantly lower rates of extensions of time required to complete the placement com-
pared to face-to-face placements.

(3) A simulated placement was found to be a feasible training modality in professional
psychology through the demonstration of practicality, acceptability of the placement,
and perceived confidence and competency development.
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The onset of COVID-19 caused a drastic interruption to
face-to-face postgraduate psychology placements in
Australia, and many universities were faced with large
cohorts of students unable to secure or complete

Jaeva Shelley @ jshelle3@myune.edu.au

supervised placements (Paparo et al., 2021). Training
institutions were required to make significant deci-
sions regarding student placements in a relatively
short amount of time, attempting to support students
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to continue to progress through their postgraduate
training while maintaining the safety of students and
minimising risks (Rice, Murray, et al., 2022). Due to
COVID-19, many places that previously accepted stu-
dents for placement paused the acceptance of new
students, and many workplaces moved to work from
home and telehealth services in a bid to maintain
safety of staff (Cosh et al, 2021). These changes sig-
nificantly reduced the availability of placements on
offer that were able to meet training requirements
(Cosh et al., 2021). In order to support students’ con-
tinued progression through their postgraduate psy-
chology training, one regional university in Australia
developed a fully simulated professional placement
that met placement requirements under the
Australian Psychology Accreditation Council (APAC)
Accreditation Standards (2019), and offered students
access to continued skill development and supervision
in what was otherwise a tumultuous and
interrupted year for students. APAC is responsible for
the development and review of accreditation stan-
dards for psychology programs in Australia. The 2019
revision of the APAC Accreditation Standards was the
first version to allow simulation-based learning at Level
3 (Professional Psychology programs) for a standalone
placement. While becoming increasingly common in
many health sciences including medicine, nursing, and
occupational therapy (Herrera-Aliaga & Estrada, 2022;
Imms et al., 2018; James & Chapman, 2010; Nehyba
et al., 2017), there is a lack of evidence for the use of
simulated learning activities and simulated placements
in psychology (Rice, Murray, et al., 2022).
Simulation-based learning (SBL) is most commonly
defined as “a technique that creates a situation or
environment to allow persons to experience
a representation of a real event for the purpose of
practice, learning, evaluation, testing, or to gain under-
standing of systems or human actions” (Lioce et al.,
2020, p. 44). Specific simulated learning activities (SLA)
can vary; however, primary approaches include role
plays, objective structured clinical examinations
(OSCE), simulated clients, and actors (Paparo et al.,
2021). SLAs have the potential to provide a vast array
of benefits to both students and training programs, as
well as addressing some common challenges asso-
ciated with traditional learning methods (Paparo
et al,, 2021). Such benefits include standardised expo-
sure to a wide range of common mental health issues,
experience with high-risk, low prevalence presenta-
tions students may not encounter in traditional face-
to-face placements, less interruptions to placement
progress, increased accessibility for regional and
remote students, and utility to observe and assess

student competency more closely (Lateef, 2010;
Phillips et al., 2017; Roberts et al., 2017).

The utility of SLAs to provide standardised exposure
to a wide range of common mental health issues, as
well as the opportunity to gain experience with high-
risk, low prevalence presentations address a common
challenge identified in traditional postgraduate psy-
chology placements (Paparo et al., 2021). Not only
does this ensure students are gaining the exposure
that they require and a low-risk opportunity to apply
their knowledge and skills to these challenging but
likely inevitable scenarios, it also provides an important
layer of protection to vulnerable clients (Lucas, 2014).
This aspect of SLAs aligns with Standard 1: Public
Safety of APAC's accreditation requirements for psy-
chology programs, which asserts that public safety
must be assured (APAC, 2019). Further, SLAs provide
the opportunity for repeated exposures to these client
presentations or challenges, thus, enhancing experi-
ence, skill development, and application (Lateef,
2010). Cybulski et al. (2010) suggested this also has
the flow on effect of improved client outcomes and
student confidence in dealing with challenging scenar-
ios, such as patients presenting with suicide risk.
Cybulski et al. (2010) suggested that SLAs provide the
scaffold between the safety of tertiary learning and
applying theoretical skills in real-world settings,
increasing both confidence and competence in stu-
dents moving into the next stage of their careers.
Many of these benefits have also been reported by
postgraduate psychology students who have experi-
enced some form of SLA (Oxlad et al., 2022). In a mixed
methods analysis of student perspectives on SLAs,
Oxlad et al. (2022) found that students reported that
SLAs provided a low-risk environment to develop their
skills, prepared them for future clinical work, provided
opportunities for skill development, and increased
their confidence for future clinical practice. In terms
of challenges, students reported concerns about the
validity of skills assessment within SLAs and the
authenticity of skills practice and development with
simulated clients. In the field of nursing, Liaw et al.
(2010) found that nurses who engaged in a simulated
problem-based learning activity performed signifi-
cantly better at clinical crisis management across two
different crisis management tasks than their counter-
parts who engaged in a standard problem-based learn-
ing activity. In another study, postgraduate psychology
students who engaged in an OSCE task that utilised
simulated clients reported increased confidence for
future work, with mixed attitudes towards the authen-
ticity of utilising simulated clients (Roberts et al., 2017).
SLAs have also been widely used to provide students



with exposure to common ethical dilemmas, again in
a protected, low-risk setting (Lateef, 2010). SLAs have
also demonstrated utility for assessment of student
competency across a range of domains (Scalese et al.,
2008).

The increased interest in SLAs in the wake of COVID-
19 prompted the development of guidelines for simula-
tion-based learning in postgraduate psychology pro-
grams (Paparo et al,, 2021). The guidelines provided
nine criteria for appropriate delivery of SLAs within
a postgraduate psychology program. These guidelines
included the need for competency targeted activities,
supervision, reflection, and avenues for stakeholder
feedback. The development of these guidelines indi-
cates both the impetus and interest in researching inno-
vative methods for psychology training programs, given
the current challenges in this field. Paparo et al. (2021)
also identified the need for further investigation into the
utility of SLAs as a teaching modality, given the potential
benefits. Rice, Murray, et al. (2022) extended these simu-
lation guidelines by applying them with simulated pla-
cements in postgraduate psychology programs. A fully
simulated placement may provide additional benefits
over and above both partial SLA training and face-to-
face training methods in being able to achieve standar-
disation of training for all students, as well as ensuring
students receive exposure to a wide scope of practice,
such as practice across the lifespan (Rice, Murray, et al.,
2022). Differences in placement experience is of primary
concern, as students’ access to a broad scope of practice
cannot be guaranteed and may vary widely based on
placement sites (Paparo et al., 2021), thus, the ability to
control these factors highlights a significant strength of
a fully simulated placement.

There are a number of barriers to both securing and
successfully completing professional psychology place-
ments. Shortages in appropriate, supervised, in-vivo
placements are a common concern for university place-
ment coordinators tasked with securing placements
that meet a range of requirements designed to ensure
sufficient psychological competency development
(Shires et al., 2017). Timeframes to complete placements
also appear to vary widely depending on the ability to
accrue the sufficient client contact hours and meet all of
the requirements of the program (Rodolfa et al., 2007).
In addition, interruptions to placement, such as can-
celled appointments or supervisor illness, can cause
significant delays to overall course progression.
Student experiences also reflect these concerns. In an
evaluation of student experiences of postgraduate clin-
ical psychology placements, students reported concerns
regarding a lack of appropriate placement options,
extended timeframes to source and arrange
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placements, and significant challenges in accruing suffi-
cient client hours (Nedeljkovic et al., 2014). While
extended placement completion timeframes is
a recognised concern for Australian students, specific
data on the rates of extended timeframes could not be
sourced. This is an internationally recognised issue,
however. In a review of student placement completion
times in a US sample, Rodolfa et al. (2007) found that
students could take between 1.1 and 4.7 years to
achieve the requirements for a 12-month placement.
Helmes and Pachana (2011) also found students
reported concerns regarding lack of diversity in client
exposure, and the heavy workload associated with their
program of study. These issues were exacerbated by the
onset of COVID-19, with significant challenges in secur-
ing and completing placements observed broadly
across Australian universities (Paparo et al., 2021).

Simulated placements may improve training acces-
sibility for students in regional and remote locations.
Presently, there is a substantial lack of skilled practi-
tioners in rural and remote areas, with psychologists
five times less prevalent in rural areas than urban areas
of Australia (Legislative Council, 2022). This shortage is
despite increasing need for psychologists in regional,
rural, and remote areas where rates of psychological
distress and suicide are higher than in metropolitan
areas (Legislative Council, 2022). Capacity of service
providers to offer placement opportunities, and avail-
ability of supervisors in rural and remote locations are
primary barriers to students from regional areas being
able to secure regional placements (Eklom, 2019). This
increases mental and financial strain on students who
may be required to relocate in order to meet the
training requirements of their degree, and potentially
takes away skilled practitioners from these areas
(Eklom, 2019). Rural background is a primary predictor
of future rural practice (Kwan et al., 2017), thus, strate-
gies that increase accessibility of study, such as simu-
lated placements, may offer the opportunity for
regional and remote students to remain in their com-
munities while completing their required placements
(Rice, Murray, et al., 2022).

Despite the potential for this medium demonstrated
in related fields, there is currently a lack of empirical
evidence regarding the efficacy of SLAs in Australian
postgraduate psychology training programs (Paparo
etal,, 2021). Furthermore, while evidence for this medium
is lacking in psychology programs, there is even less
research regarding the effectiveness of entirely simulated
placements (Rice, Murray, et al., 2022), and there is no
clear evidence indicating the ideal proportion of SLAs
within a postgraduate psychology program. One recent
study of postgraduate psychology students’ experiences
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of any type of SLA found that those students who had
engaged in extended simulated learning were generally
supportive of a greater integration of SLAs into psychol-
ogy training (Oxlad et al.,, 2022). Participants also identi-
fied a number of potential benefits of extended
simulation-based learning, including greater preparation
for future clinical work, and increased opportunity for
standardised training experiences (Oxlad et al., 2022).
The question then is whether simulated placements for
psychology students can offer the benefits highlighted
above while also providing quality of learning, reflected
in student competency development. A randomised con-
trol trial comparing the effectiveness of a simulated pla-
cement versus a traditional placement for Australian
occupational therapy students found equivalent out-
comes for students across groups (Imms et al., 2018).
Students in both groups demonstrated an improvement
in competency as rated by supervisors and students in
both types of placements also reported equivalent
improvements in confidence to respond flexibly to chal-
lenges at the completion of their placement (Imms et al.,
2018). While this study was conducted within another
health discipline, the result shows promise for simulated
placements to potentially address some issues with tradi-
tional placement methods, whilst achieving equivalent
learning outcomes, however this needs investigation,
particularly in psychology.

Given the novelty of this teaching practice, and the
potential to address numerous challenges associated
with traditional placement methods, it is necessary to
explore the utility of simulated placements in psychology
training programs. Therefore, the present study aimed to
evaluate the feasibility of a novel simulated placement as
a training modality for postgraduate psychology stu-
dents. Consistent with Bowen et al.'s (2009) recommen-
dations, three components of feasibility were evaluated:
practicality, acceptability of the placement, and per-
ceived confidence and competency development.

Psychology students who completed a simulated place-
ment as part of their enrolment in an accredited 5™ year
postgraduate psychology program (a one-year post-
graduate training program that allows eligibility for
a supervised internship, which leads to eligibility for full
registration as a psychologist) at a regional university in
Australia were invited to participate in this study. This
was the first placement in the professional psychology
program for all students. Given that this study was
a feasibility study with the primary aim of determining

whether a larger scale study is warranted, the sample
size was based on students who volunteered to partici-
pate (N=11). In a review of feasibility studies, sample
sizes of N=11 were deemed appropriate dependent on
study context (Billingham et al., 2013), and other related
studies have utilised similar sample sizes to determine
feasibility (e.g., Clay et al., 2021).

The practicality of the placement, specifically, whether it
was achievable, was chosen as a measure of feasibility
(Bowen et al., 2009). This was assessed based on the
proportion of students who enrolled in the placement
that went on to successfully complete their placement.
In addition, it is common in face-to-face placements for
students to struggle to accrue sufficient client hours to
meet placement requirements within the set timeframe
(Rodolfa et al., 2007), thus, the provision of extensions of
time in order for students to meet these requirements is
a standard practice. This can be due to many factors,
including variations between placement settings
impacting the ability to accrue client hours or build
a full client caseload (Rodolfa et al, 2007).
Consequently, the present study also analysed the pro-
portion of students that required extensions of time in
order to meet placement requirements, as a measure of
practicality. This data was also compared to data from
face-to-face placements that took place in 2019 and
2020 to examine whether students in the simulated
placement were completing the unit at similar rates
and in similar time frames compared to students
enrolled in traditional face-to-face placements. Both
2019 and 2020 data were examined, given the consid-
eration that COVID-19 may have affected the comple-
tion and extension rates for students in 2020.

2022). The COPPR is a measure of
APAC Standards Level 3 professional competencies
across all domains of practice. This measure is intended
to be used in professional psychology training to eval-
uate competence development, as well as supervisee
and registered psychologist performance on core psy-
chological competencies. The measure is clustered into
11 core domains of professional competence
(Scientist-Practitioner, Cultural Responsiveness,
Working Across the Lifespan, Counselling Micro-skills,
Professional Communication and Liaison, Clinical
Interviewing, Formulation and Diagnosis, Assessment,



Intervention, Ethics, and Self-Reflective Practice). The
measure provides both subscale scores, calculated
using mean item scores, and a mean total score with
higher scores indicating greater competence. The
measure has both a self-report version and an observer
version of performance across the domains (Rice,
Schutte, et al., 2022). Initial validation of COPPR-S has
been conducted and the measure has demonstrated
content, convergent and divergent validity (Rice,
Schutte, et al., 2022). The present study used the self-
report version (COPPR-S) to explore students’ per-
ceived competence across all domains of practice.
Figure 1 displays the 7-point Likert scale with beha-
vioural anchors by which participants scored them-
selves on a range of competencies.

2019). The PCES is a self-report
questionnaire measuring an individual’s self-efficacy
regarding their attainment of psychological competen-
cies. The PCES utilises a five-point Likert scale across 31
items, that cover five factors of competency: research,
ethics, legal matters, assessment and measurement,
and intervention. Items list various competencies, and
respondents rate their confidence in demonstrating
these competencies from “not at all” to “extremely”
confident. The PCES generates both a total score and
five subscale scores, with higher scores indicating
higher psychological self-efficacy. The PCES was eval-
uated through confirmatory factor analysis, demon-
strating construct validity (Watt et al., 2019).

Likert scale response and open-ended questions were
utilised to collect ratings of acceptability, experience of
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the placement, and perceived skill development. At
the end of the simulated placement, students were
asked to respond on a five-point Likert scale, with 1
= strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree to statements
such as “A simulated placement provided a good
learning experience”. Open ended questions were
included with the aim of capturing students’ experi-
ences of competency development in the placement,
as well as benefits and challenges they may have
experienced in completing a simulated placement.
This included questions such as “What aspects of
a simulated placement enhanced your learning and
development of competence?” and “What aspects of
a simulated placement were the most challenging or
made it harder to learn or develop competence?” Both
the Likert and open-ended questions were modelled
on questions used in a similar evaluation of a previous
postgraduate psychology placement (Cosh et al,
2021).

The study was approved by the University of New
England Human Research Ethics committee, and stu-
dents were invited to participate via an advertisement
on the online learning site. Students were eligible to
participate if they had completed the simulated place-
ment, and were enrolled in an accredited 5% year post-
graduate psychology training program. Participation
was voluntary and students were advised that participa-
tion in the study would have no bearing on their grades
or participation in the placement. At the completion of
placement, students chose to participate by selecting
the link to the Qualtrics (Provo, UT) survey link, and
provided informed consent prior to commencing.

Not yet . A q
Con(ipZteen ¢ Beginner B‘:;?;f:f Competent Proficient Advanced Expert
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Demonstrated
proficiency as
expected of a very
highly experienced
Demonstrated but Demonstrated but Demonstrated a?)i?eOStS;;?;fi Demonstrated registered
beginning stage of  early stage of meeting standard psychologist.
development; development. for competence. competence for competence as Stand out in the
Not yet Numerous ’ Some No this exceeding field in performin
demonstrated . . . . . . . . . skill. More  standard with  pert g
. inconsistencies and  inconsistencies inconsistencies . this skill.
appropriately . . . X . . accomplished fluency,
inaccuracies and inaccuracies or inaccuracies and practiced accurac Demonstrates
in performing this in performing this in performing P ; y outstanding
. . - demonstrated  and finesse .
skill. skill. this skill. with ease knowledge, skill

and delivery of this

competence. Very
few students

achieve this rating.

7-point Likert scale with behavioural anchors for COPPR-S (Rice, Schutte, et al., 2022). Please use the following scale to
rate level of competence for each item. Competence is defined as the level expected of a registered psychologist (Rating = 4).
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Consistent with APAC accreditation requirements, the
simulated placement consisted of 300 hours of learning
activities delivered fully online, completed over one
trimester, including the examination period. Students
were provided with individual and group supervision by
Psychology Board of Australia approved supervisors.
Supervision included direct observation, clinical skill
demonstrations, and review of student documentation,
including session notes, case conceptualisations, and
risk assessments. Supervisors were provided with train-
ing to supervise in the simulated placement, alongside
supervision materials and resources, and ongoing
supervision throughout the placement. Supervisors
were also able to access support from the academic
and placement team if they required assistance at any
time during the placement. Students engaged in
a range of activities including observation of clinical
sessions, video simulations, role play with peers and
direct observation by supervisors. Video simulations
were demonstrations of psychological sessions con-
ducted by experts in the field. Peer observations
involved students observing other students’ skills
demonstrations for the purpose of learning and reflec-
tion. SLA’s created for student role plays were devel-
oped by academic staff in the postgraduate psychology
program in consultation with industry experts, and
mapped to the APAC accreditation standards. SLA’s
were piloted and modified accordingly. Students were
able to share recordings of practice sessions with super-
visors, and discuss these in supervision, and students
completed reflective exercises alongside case-related
activities. Objective structured clinical examinations
were conducted, and student competencies were
assessed by supervisors using a range of ratings, at
multiple points throughout the trimester. Students
also completed case reports and participated in mid-
and-end placement review processes.

In line with accreditation standards (APAC, 2019),
the simulated placement was designed with learning
and task requirements equivalent to a face-to-face
placement. Students were required to accrue the
same client, supervision, and overall hours as would
be expected in a traditional placement setting.
Relevant teaching content and resources were pro-
vided, for example, reflective practice, and applied
throughout case-based scenarios. Scenarios covered
common mental health disorders (e.g., major depres-
sive disorder, generalised anxiety disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, etc.), and end-to-end simulation
of actual practice. Various scenarios were included for
learning and assessment tasks to enable students to

have exposure to a range of presentations across the
lifespan. Each case and related scenario was designed
and scaffolded to build core foundational skills fol-
lowed by more advanced competencies. Skills devel-
opment was designed to simulate practice, including
initial assessments and the development and imple-
mentation of treatment plans, along with associated
tasks (e.g., documentation of clinical notes). As per the
APAC requirement, cultural diversity and practitioner
cultural responsiveness was imbedded within cases,
reflective activities and assessment processes.

Core competencies of psychological assessment,
diagnosis and case conceptualisation, interviewing, ethi-
cal practice, and professional communication skills were
developed and assessed throughout the placement,
with a range of client presentations across the lifespan.

Quantitative data were analysed with IBM SPSS
Statistics for Windows, Version 28 (IBM Corp, 2021).
Descriptive statistics summarised student ratings of
satisfaction and acceptability of the training provided.
Chi-square goodness of fit test was utilised to compare
whether rates of placement completion and exten-
sions of time to complete the placement in the simu-
lated placement, 2021, were significantly different than
face-to-face placements in 2019 or 2020.

Content analysis (White & Marsh, 2006) was utilised to
explore responses to open-ended questions regarding
student acceptability and experience of the simulated
placement. An inductive approach to analysis was under-
taken, whereby researchers sought to understand the
experiences of students completing the placement, and
this formed the starting point for meaning making within
the data, as opposed to coding to a predetermined the-
oretical framework (Braun & Clarke, 2021). In the initial
stages, the data were read and reread before being clas-
sified into codes. Responses were analysed for codes
across the data as opposed to analysing responses to
each question separately, to effectively capture any pat-
terns present across the data (Braun et al., 2021). The first
author completed initial coding of the data, which was
then reviewed in conjunction with a second coder. The
coded data was then reviewed and grouped into clusters
of shared meaning, from which overarching themes were
identified. Codes and themes were then collaboratively
reviewed by the first and second coder and refined to
ensure the identified codes fit with the data and were
captured effectively by the overarching themes. The
resultant coding and description of themes was reviewed
by secondary authors to ensure reliability of the analysis,



and that it accurately reflected participant experiences
following the format of Franklin et al. (2010).

Eleven provisional psychologists who completed the
simulated placement completed the survey. This was
the first placement in the postgraduate degree for all
participants. Due to the small sample size, and in order
to protect participant confidentiality and avoid providing
details that might make participants identifiable, no
further demographics are reported. Not all participants
completed the full survey, thus, the sample size for some
measures vary. Sample sizes for all data are reported as
part of the results. Practicality of the simulated placement
was also assessed by comparing the proportion of stu-
dents who enrolled in a placement between 2019 and
2021 who successfully completed their placement (N=
195), and the proportion of students who completed
a placement between 2019 and 2021 who required exten-
sions of time to meet placement requirements (N = 145).

Practicality was assessed based on comparing place-
ment completion rates and the proportion of students
that required extensions of time to accrue required
placement hours in the simulated placement to data
from face-to-face placement that took place in 2019 and
2020. Table 1 displays the proportion of students who
enrolled in a placement that successfully completed the
placement and the proportion of students who com-
pleted a placement that required an extension of time
in order meet the placement requirements.

A Pearson’s chi-square goodness of fit test was used to
evaluate whether either placement completion rate or

Placement completion rates and extensions of time
2019-2021.

Proportion com- Extension of time
Placement delivery pleted the placement required to complete pla-

(year) after enrolment cement requirements
Face-to-face (2019) 72% 100%
Face-to-Face (2020) 62% 100%
Simulated (2021) 85% 5%
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extensions of time to complete the placement were dif-
ferent across placement type. All 3 years were compared
individually. The chi-square test examining completion
rates was significant )(2 (2, N=195)=8.84, p=.012, with
a small-to-medium effect size, based on Cohen'’s
w (Cohen, 2013), w = .21, indicating that there was
a significant difference between completion rates based
on placement, with higher completion rates of students
enrolled in the simulated placement. The chi-square test
evaluating whether extensions of time to complete dif-
fered by placement was also significant x2(2, N=145)=
133.22, p <.001, with a very large effect size found, based
on Cohen’s w (Cohen, 2013) w=.95, with rates of exten-
sions to complete the placement significantly lower for
students enrolled in the simulated placement.

There was general agreement that the simulated place-
ment provided a good learning experience with 90% of
students either somewhat or strongly agreeing with this
statement. A total of 100% of students either somewhat
or strongly agreed that the simulated placement allowed
them to develop their skills as a psychologist and 90%
agreed that the simulated placement prepared them for
future training and work in psychology. Students also
reported strong agreement that the simulated placement
allowed them to improve their competence as psycholo-
gists, with 100% either somewhat or strongly endorsing
this statement. Mean scores and standard deviations for
these statements are provided in Table 2. Table 3 provides

Student ratings of simulated placement acceptability
(N=10).
Statement M SD

A simulated placement provided a good learning experience 4.10 .57

A simulated placement enabled me to develop my skills as  4.20 .42
a psychologist

A simulated placement prepared me for future training and 3.90 .74
work in psychology

A simulated placement has allowed me to improve my 430 .48
competence as a psychologist

Statements rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = Strongly disagree to
5 = Strongly agree.

N and percentage (%) for each anchor of the simulated placement acceptability Likert scale (N =10).

Statement
A simulated placement provided a good learning experience

(
A simulated placement enabled me to develop my skills as a psychologist (
A simulated placement prepared me for future training and work in psychology n(
A simulated placement has allowed me to improve my competence as a psychologist n(%

Item wording has been abbreviated in the table.

SD SWD N SWA SA
n%)  0(0) 0(0) 1(10.0)  7(70.0)  2(20.0)
n(%)  0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 8(80.0)  2(20.0)
%)  0(0)  1(10.0) 0(0) 8(80.0)  1(10.0)
) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 7(70.0)  3(30.0)

N, neither agree nor disagree; SA, strongly agree; SD, strongly disagree; SWA, somewhat agree; SWD, somewhat disagree.
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Outcome for the competencies of professional psy-
chology rating scale - self-report version (COPPR-S) total and
subscale scores (N =9).

Measure M SD Range

COPPR-S Mean Item Score 480 0.75 3.69-5.95
Scientist-Practitioner 459 074 3.33-5.67
Working Across the Lifespan 4.00 0.53 3.00-4.75
Cultural Responsiveness 379 087 2.33-5.00
Professional Communication and Liaison Skills 4.64 0.55 3.88-5.25
Counselling Micro-Skills 542 1.06 3.88-7.00
Clinical Interviewing 504 096 3.89-6.89
Formulation and Diagnosis 481 0.82 3.86-6.00
Assessment 459 085 3.60-5.70
Intervention 449 0.79 3.43-6.00
Ethics 518 1.13 3.64-7.00
Self-Reflective Practice 532 1.12 3.88-7.00

Possible range 1 to 7, see Figure 1 for descriptives.

Outcome for the psychologist and counsellor self-
efficacy scale (PCES) total and subscale scores (N=9).

M SD
Ethics 437 0.51
Legal Matters 3.28 0.57
Assessment and Measurement 3.52 0.58
Intervention 3.83 0.46
Research 3.78 0.76

Possible subscale range 1 to 5.

the number and percentage scores for each anchor of the
simulated placement acceptability Likert scale.

Results from the COPPR-S indicate that at the end of
the simulated placement participants perceived their
overall competency to be at the standard of a registered
psychologist across a range of competencies (Mean item
score =4.85, SD = .73). In the domain of cultural respon-
siveness, participants reported their competency to be
consistent with an advanced beginner. In the domains
of counselling micro-skills, clinical interviewing, ethics,
and self-reflective practice, on average, participants per-
ceived their skill level as proficient, demonstrating above
standard competence in line with a registered psycholo-
gist (Table 4). Scores for all remaining competencies were
reported to be competent to the standard of a registered
psychologist. Means across the five PCES subscales all
placed above the midpoint, indicating students reported
moderate psychological self-efficacy across all competen-
cies at the end of their placement (see Table 5).

Three primary themes, those being “Increased
Perceived Psychological Competence and Confidence
for Future Clinical Work”, “The Simulated Placement
Provided a Conducive Environment for Competency
Development” and “Elements of the Simulated
Placement Diminished the Value of My Learning”
were developed from the open-ended responses.

When asked to reflect on the experience of the simu-
lated placement, students reported that both their
psychological competence and their confidence to
practice in the future had increased as a result of the
simulated placement.

The simulated placement builds my confidence and
skills implementing treatment plans and conducting
assessments for a range of case presentations.

Students reported that their competence and their
confidence to complete specific tasks expected of
a psychologist, such as letter writing, case conceptua-
lisation, and delivery of evidence-based interventions
had improved, as illustrated below:

Conducting sessions enhanced my learning and devel-
opment as well as writing notes, writing referrer let-
ters, and learning from my supervisor.

This increased sense of competence and confidence
was also reflected in student reports of feeling more
prepared for future clinical placement and practice as
a psychologist, as a result of the simulated placement.

| feel like it has prepared me well for my
internship year next year.

Students reported that their developing psychologi-
cal competency was facilitated by an environment
that was safe, supportive, and flexible, thus, condu-
cive to the acquisition of new skills. There was
a sense that a number of factors regarding the way
in which the placement was structured and delivered
provided an environment that facilitated students’
learning in ways that felt supportive. These factors
included practicing clinical skills with peers, the pro-
vision of supervision, and having flexibility in com-
pleting required tasks in their chosen time, which are
outlined, in turn, below.

Students appreciated the ability to apply burgeon-
ing skills with peers, which again created a safe envir-
onment to practice new skills.

Very thankful for the experience of practicing with my
peers before actually seeing real clients.

The ability to practice with peers and receive super-
vision and feedback in a low-risk setting and in
a manner that supported ongoing development
throughout the placement, was also highlighted as



a strength of the placement that facilitated compe-
tency development.

My supervisor, [supervisor's name] was fantastic. The
time she put into reviewing my work was so appre-
ciated and she always provided really clear instruc-
tions on how to improve and helped me to generate
goals to improve every week.

This low-risk setting in which students were able to
apply and develop burgeoning skills in a progressive
manner across the placement acted as a “bridge”
between the classroom-based theoretical knowledge
and clinical practice.

I liked how you phased out examples of case notes ...
This way we had to work off our own knowledge.

Students also reported deriving value from the flexible
format of the placement, allowing them to balance the
placement more effectively with other life commit-
ments and approach tasks in their own time.

In balancing current work commitments, a simulated
placement is more convenient

When asked to reflect on challenges experienced in the
simulated placement, some students reported that cer-
tain aspects of the placement interrupted or diminished
the potential for learning, and the perceived value of
different learning tasks. These aspects included con-
cerns about the value of skills practice with “fake” cli-
ents, high workload and repetitive activities.

The first reported challenge from some students
were concerns about the perceived disparate value in
skills practice with “real” vs. not “real” clients.

| think it is tricky because it will always be different
with real clients compared to role-playing with peers.

Students questioned the value of skills practice with
simulated clients and there was a concern the compe-
tencies developed through simulated learning activities
would not transfer well to future practice with “real”
clients.

| am quite nervous about next year[internship] as have
never seen a real client before.

Additionally, some students reported that the fidelity of
their role plays, and reflective exercises was impacted
by waning student effort. Some students reported that
clinical skills practice was repetitive, resulting in dimin-
ished adherence to effortful practice, thus, limiting the
value they were able to derive from the placement.
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It was also tiring being the client and the therapist for
the same session content, which at times decreased
engagement from both myself and the other student,
making it hard to do our best work and learn

Some students also reported that the workload
involved in the placement diminished the potential
for learning. There appeared to be a sense that the
practice would have been more meaningful if tasks
were more novel or with lower frequency.

| wish there was either less content or more time to
complete it so that | could actually absorb all of the
information.

Results from the present study indicate that simulated
placements may potentially represent a feasible train-
ing modality for the development of psychological
competence in postgraduate psychology programs.
Feasibility was evaluated by analysing practicality,
acceptability, confidence, and competency develop-
ment through the simulated placement, and was sup-
ported by the findings of improved completion rates,
perceived confidence and competence post place-
ment, and students’ positive experiences of the place-
ment. Results of the study also highlight potential
areas for improvement in future iterations of
a simulated placement, as well as research into the
use of simulated learning activities in postgraduate
psychology programs.

In terms of completion rates, a higher proportion of
students completed the simulated placement than was
observed in face-to-face placements completed during
COVID-19, or placements completed prior to the onset
of COVID-19. In addition, students were able to pro-
gress through the simulated placement at a faster
pace, as evidenced by the reduced number of exten-
sions of time granted in order for students to meet
placement requirements compared to previous face-to
-face placement offerings. Almost all students in the
simulated placement were able to achieve all place-
ment requirements in the set timeframe, in contrast to
previous face-to-face placements. This was in part due
to the fact that students were able to continue their
placement despite border closures and repeated lock-
downs, both of which were repeated strategies in
minimising the spread of COVID-19 in Australia in
2021. However, given that completion rates and
required extensions of time of the simulated place-
ment were also higher than even pre-COVID-19 rates,
it suggests that not only does a simulated placement
offer protections against the negative impacts of
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COVID-19 or other future such events and disruptions,
but may also be more accessible and practical than
standard face-to-face placements. This increased
accessibility and practicality may be related to reduced
pressure to find face-to-face placements for students,
as well as minimising possible interruptions to place-
ments, such as illness or changes in supervisors, or
cancelled client appointments (Paparo et al., 2021).

These higher completion rates and shorter comple-
tion time-frames may also be due to increased flexibility
of the placement. Students were largely able to com-
plete placement tasks at any time they chose, with the
freedom to complete extra work if there had been inter-
ruptions at another time. This freedom would not likely
be available in a traditional placement setting where
hours are set, thus, limiting the option for “catching
up” if interruptions occur. Ability to accrue client hours
in the simulated placement was also not hampered by
placement settings or the necessary time it takes to build
a full case load that can delay placement progress within
traditional placement settings (Rodolfa et al., 2007). The
value of increased flexibility also appears to be sup-
ported by student responses, indicating that participants
perceived online delivery as flexible, potentially contri-
buting to the practicality of the placement. Given the
ongoing difficulty with securing sufficient placement
options for postgraduate students (Eklom, 2019), even
prior to COVID-19, the preliminary evidence for the
practicality of a simulated placement is promising.
While not specifically targeted in the present study,
simulated placements may also increase accessibility
for prospective students in regional and remote areas
with the added benefit of keeping skilled practitioners in
rural and remote areas, where shortages are a pressing
issue, with five times fewer psychologists in these areas
in comparison with metropolitan areas (Parliament of
NSW, 2022; Rice, Murray, et al., 2022). While the results
of this pilot suggest that simulated placements may be
a practical and accessible training modality, this must
not be conflated with the capacity for the placement to
develop psychological competence.

Acceptability of the placement was evaluated by
analysing participants’ attitudes and experiences of the
placement, which highlighted that students identified
both strengths and challenges associated with the pla-
cement. Some participants reported concerns that skill
development with simulated patients may not translate
to “real” clients. There was a perspective that skill devel-
opment in this context may lack validity. While concern
regarding the authenticity of skill development with
simulated clients has been observed previously
(Roberts et al., 2017), the effects of this do not appear
to be supported in the literature. Students who engage

in simulated learning activities have demonstrated
increased competence as rated by supervisors (Imms
et al,, 2018), and increased confidence for future clinical
fieldwork (Roberts et al, 2020). SLAs also provide
increased opportunity for exposure to standardised cli-
ents across a broad scope and exposure to a range of
presentations with the ability to control and target spe-
cific competencies (Lateef, 2010; McGaghie et al., 2010).
Indeed, while students reported this concern regarding
authenticity, they also endorsed that they had devel-
oped skills, developed their competence in a range of
specific psychological tasks such as assessment, inter-
vention, report writing, and communication with stake-
holders, and felt increased confidence for future work.
Further investigations into the effectiveness of simulated
placements for competency development in psychology
would benefit from evaluating any potential differences
in competency development between simulated and
face-to-face placements and evaluating the potential
long-term outcomes of completing a simulated place-
ment early in the training journey.

Another challenge identified by participants was
the sense that the value of skills practice was dimin-
ished by the repetitive nature of the simulated activ-
ities. Participants reported the perception that
repetitive skills practice increased practice fatigue
leading to less effortful practice and decreased prac-
tice fidelity. Interestingly, it is this repetitive nature
that is argued to be a benefit of simulated practice.
It is through repetitive practice with high-risk, low
prevalence clients that students develop important
crisis intervention and risk management skills that
they may not get exposure to in face-to-face place-
ments (McGaghie et al., 2010). Students also have
the opportunity to build and develop these skills
safely through repeated attempts where the risk to
themselves or clients is significantly lower (Lateef,
2010). Given this contrast between the benefits of
repetitive practice and students’ perceptions of such,
it may serve future iterations of the placement to
provide a rationale for the value of repetitive prac-
tice prior to the commencement of the placement.
Students also reported that the high workload asso-
ciated with required tasks of the placement was
a challenge. High workload has also been identified
as a challenge in traditional placement settings
(Helmes & Pachana, 2011), and it must be noted
that the requirements of the simulated placement
were exactly the same as a standard face-to-face
placement, as set out by the accreditation standards.

A primary benefit of SLAs is the opportunity to scaffold
learning from tertiary spaces to the application of skills to
real-world settings, with a resulting benefit being



increased student confidence and competence to prac-
tice (Cybulski et al., 2010; Oxlad et al., 2022). Results from
the present study appear to support this argument and
further support use of simulation as a placement method.
At the completion of placement, students reported
a sense of safety, and appreciation of testing their skills
with peers prior to working with real clients. Furthermore,
students reported a sense of growing confidence and
readiness to apply their skills with real clients as the
placement went on. The answers to open-ended and
Likert-type questions indicated that students felt that
that their skills and readiness to practice had increased.
Students’ scores on the PCES indicated that students felt
moderate confidence across a range of psychological
competencies. Results on the COPPR also indicated stu-
dents perceived their skills to be at the level of an
advanced beginner to proficient compared to
a registered psychologist, across a range of competencies,
at the completion of the placement. These results suggest
that at completion of the simulated placement students
felt confidence in their psychological competency for
future practice. It is pertinent to add that the present
mean item score at the end of placement was similar to
self-rated COPPR scores found in a sample of provisional
psychologists (Rice, Schutte, et al., 2022). PCES scores for
these students were also similar to scores collected from
a group of postgraduate psychology students who were
also at the end of their first placement, conducted via
telehealth (Cosh et al.,, 2022), and to scores reported by
Watt et al. (2019) in the initial PCES development paper.
These similarities may suggest that the placement
resulted in comparable levels of competence and confi-
dence as found in other postgraduate student samples.
However, the endorsed scores do not represent actual
competence level, as they are based on self-reported
estimates, as objective measures were not available. It is
worthy to note that students who have only completed
one placement are unlikely to be equivalent in skills to
a registered psychologist. Overestimation of capability is
a recognised issue in student and early career profes-
sionals’ self-reporting of competence in healthcare fields.
For example, student nurses were found to overestimate
their competence in comparison to objective measures
(Forsman et al,, 2019) and Kuittinen et al. (2014) found
that newly registered psychologists are more likely to rate
their competency higher than psychologists who have
been registered for a longer time. These self-estimations
of ability may also be considered appropriate when view-
ing students within a conscious competence framework,
where early-stage learners are generally considered
unable to correctly rate their own competence (Burch,
1970, as cited in Kjeergaard & Sorensen, 2014). Instead,
these results suggest that the students who participated
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experienced a sense of confidence and preparedness for
future work after completion of the simulated placement.

It is important to note that all participants were provi-
sional psychologists who completed the simulated place-
ment as their first placement, so this was their first
experience with intensive skills practice. Public safety is
at the forefront of the push for competency-based
approaches to learning (Donovan & Ponce, 2009), and
teaching methods that may increase the opportunity for
students to apply their burgeoning skills in a context that
minimises risk for both the student and client are needed.
This approach also satisfies Standard 1: Public Safety, of
the APAC (2019) accreditation requirements for psychol-
ogy programs. As such, simulated placements may be
a valuable complement to face-to-face training methods,
allowing students the first exposure to practical experi-
ence where they can explore and practice their develop-
ing skills, prior to seeing actual clients. Simulated
placements provide an environment where there is
repeated exposure to standardised and comprehensive
presentations within which a broad range of skills can be
practiced, with a level of control that cannot be guaran-
teed in a face-to-face placement (Maran & Glavin, 2003).
A simulated placement allows for the application of the-
oretical knowledge to the early stages of practical skills
acquisition in a safe and controlled environment, where
competency development can be more closely assessed
and supervised (Lateef, 2010).

There are a number of limitations in the current study.
Unfortunately, paired pre-and-post placement measures
could not be collected. Collecting such information would
be a valuable focus for future research as it would allow
the tracking of competency development over the place-
ment, and provide further evidence for the validity of the
simulated placement as a teaching modality for psycho-
logical competency development. The present study also
relied on self-reported competency, thus, objective rat-
ings in the form of supervisor evaluation of competency
development are needed in future research. The small
sample size of the present study also limited the infer-
ences that could be made from the data, as well as the
types of analysis that could be utilised, and caution should
be taken when reviewing these findings. Further, as this
was a voluntary study, there is also the potential for
selection bias to impact the data. Comparisons of compe-
tency development between the simulated placement
and an equivalent face-to-face placement was also not
possible within the present study. A comparison of face-to
-face and simulated placements in future research is war-
ranted, to enable evaluation of whether simulated
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placements have the potential to provide equivalent or
complimentary outcomes comparable to traditional face-
to-face placements. Of particular interest in this compar-
ison should be the development of competency, expo-
sure to a broad range of presentations and opportunity
for diverse skill development, and accessibility of the
placement. A goal of implementation of a simulated pla-
cement is unlikely to be the replacement of all face-to-
face placements, so instead the question may be whether
the strengths of a simulated placement can complement
standard placements in supporting students to success-
fully move through their postgraduate training program,
not only in ways that build competency, but also ensuring
students have access to a wide range of standard pre-
sentations with improved accessibility. These outcomes
may not be obvious at the completion of the placement,
so future research may benefit from comparing differ-
ences in competency development between students
who have completed a simulated placement and those
who only completed face-to-face placements, at the end
of their provisional psychology training. Future research
regarding simulated placements may also benefit from
evaluating accessibility for regional and remote students.
Improving access to skilled practitioners is a primary chal-
lenge in regional to remote areas of Australia as well as
other countries, and results from the present study indi-
cate that a simulated placement may increase accessibil-
ity for students in non-metropolitan areas.

The present study provides preliminary evidence
that simulated placements may have the potential
to offer a feasible, practical, and acceptable train-
ing modality for the development of competency
in postgraduate psychology students. Simulated
placements may provide benefits over traditional
face-to-face placements, including fewer potential
interruptions, ability to gain client contact hours
more regularly and, thus, reducing the timeframes
required to complete placements, improved com-
pletion rates, and student and client safety during
early skill development. Simulated placements
represent a potential novel innovation in training
methods that may benefit postgraduate psychol-
ogy programs in complementing face-to-face
placements.
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