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Key Elements to Success in the Year 2 Distance Programme 
are: 

1. Making sure you have enough time each week dedicated to your programme of study for 
work placement and self-directed study. 

2. Self organisation, planning and motivation to utilise your time well 

3. Choosing the right work placement for you and developing a great relationship with them 

If you have these THREE key elements you should have a fun, rewarding, and successful year. 

Securing a Work Placement 

Remember 
• Work placements are not paid to supervise you or help train you.  It is a good will mentoring 

role, that they are not obliged to undertake.  If the relationship is no longer beneficial to 
either party they are quite within their rights to cease offering you placement.   

• In the first part of the year while you are still learning the ropes you take more effort but the 
trade off is that by mid way through the year you should be able to repay all that by being a 
valuable worker for the clinic – so it’s give and take. 



How to successfully find a work placement and keep it 

Important information for students prior to entering the Year 2 distance veterinary nursing programme 

2 | P a g e  

Otago Polytechnic School of Veterinary Nursing 

• Cleaning is a considerable proportion of a veterinary nurses role and you need to 
understand that this will be a considerable amount of your work placement time too. 

• Veterinary clinics are much more likely to take on students if students that have gone 
before have performed well.  So you have the past students to thank for the work 
placement you have and the future students to look out for when you approach and enter 
work placement agreements.   

 

 

When to start looking for a work placement 
• Start looking in late term 3/early term 4 in the year preceding your course of study.  If you 

leave it much later many of the places available will have been filled.  Remember there a 
multiple polytechnics around the country offering veterinary nursing training.   

 

 

How to approach potential work placements 
Whether you are approaching face to face or via telephone smile, be sincere and be humble in 
your approach.   

1.  Initial telephone call 
Start with a telephone call.  The purpose of the call is to make an appointment to discuss the 
possibilities of work placement.  Make sure you start the call by introducing yourself.  You may 
mike to consider asking to speak to the practice manager or senior veterinary nurse to arrange the 
appointment.  

The advantage of this approach is you are not asking for anything more than an opportunity to 
discuss work placement, so it is more likely to be met with a positive response.  It is very easy for 
the receptionist who often sees their role as to filter calls to say no if you call up asking for work 
placement but harder to deny the opportunity of an appointment.   

Some veterinary clinics will respond with “you need to email us your CV” – in which case that is the 
veterinary clinics policy and you should follow it.  Send your CV, diary it for one week, and if you 
haven’t heard back, give them a courtesy call to follow up.   

If a veterinary clinic says a flat no they won’t take students or they are too full or have had bad 
experiences, don’t be too disheartened.  Thank them for the opportunity to speak with them and re-
evaluate whether it may have been your approach or whether it was genuine they have had 
enough of students.  If you are unsure, please feel free to contact one of your tutors to discuss.   
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2.  The appointment/interview visit 

What to take with you 
1.  A summary CV, with contact details, photo and relevant information about yourself and 

previous work and school history. Keep this brief. 

2. One or two brief references 

3. The work placement letter and contract from Otago Polytechnic.   

4. A smile and a positive but humble attitude, and ensure you are dressed conservatively. 
This is a conservative profession you are entering.  

5. And perhaps some chocolate biscuits or home baking for staff morning/afternoon tea 

 

Things that are helpful to know 
• Some clinics may prefer work placements of 1 week every 4 weeks or so as opposed to the 

regular 1 day a week we suggest – be prepared to discuss options.  We will accept 
variations on the usual 1 day per week, provided the work placements are evenly spread 
throughout the year 

• Some clinics may be reluctant to sign for 260 hours.  Make them aware that if they sign for 
the 260 hours and the relationship doesn’t work out they are within their rights to end the 
relationship or ask one the Otago Polytechnic School of Veterinary Nursing to end the 
relationship on their behalf if the relationship is no longer benefiting the student or the 
veterinary clinic.   

• While we can’t organise the work placement for you, we are more than happy to take calls 
from a veterinary clinic to discuss all aspects of the work placement requirements, or to call 
them on request.   

 

What to try and get out of it 
1. A positive vibe 

2. A couple of day’s trial, which should be undertaken ideally prior to Christmas in the year 
preceding your planned study. Remember enrolments will not be processed without 
secured work-placement.   
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3.Trial Days/First Work Experience Days 
Prepare for the work placements trial days or the beginning of your work experience.  Make sure 
you are knowledgeable on cat and dog handling in particular, in addition to health and safety and 
hygiene.  You should be able to offer to clean cages successfully and tidy up behind a 
Veterinarian/Veterinary Nurse, picking up wrappers, wiping tables etc.  This knowledge has already 
been learnt.   

Attend the trial professionally attired, in your Otago Polytechnic shirt and name-badge, with 
minimal jewellery and conservative make-up/hair style.  If you are in a situation where you may 
have less conservative hair/jewellery, make sure you find out from the clinic what is acceptable 
before your trial.  Ensure you arrive punctually and are ready to work.   

Wear no nail polish and have nails short, so they can be easily kept clean, do not risk injury to 
person or animal or risk being broken.   

Take your cues off the other staff; for example if they are quiet it’s a good time for you to be quiet 

Remember to never question what or why in front of a client.  Wait until the client has left then ask 
your questions.  While the client is present carefully assist if and when requested.   

Morning tea will always be appreciated, especially if it is home baking.  We recommend you 
consider providing this as a thank you on your last trial day 

As well as demonstrating what you can offer on the trial days, use these days to evaluate the 
suitability of the veterinary clinic out for you too.  Ask yourself questions such as: 

• Do you feel like you fit in here?  

• Do they have a good case range?   

• Does the environment feel relaxed or stressed?  A stressful environment may not suit every 
student   

• Are the veterinarians/veterinary nurses friendly and willing to share knowledge? 

• Is there good organisation within the day so there is downtime?  A veterinary clinic that is 
busy all day everyday may not work for some of you as it may be harder to get questions 
answers.  Others of you will thrive in this environment.   

• Have they had distance students before from Otago Polytechnic.  This may be an 
advantage as they understand the requirements – perhaps you can talk to the previous 
student and get their perspective on the experience 

Remember that a veterinary clinic that works for one student will not always work for another 

If this trial is not successful, evaluate why it wasn’t.  Ask the veterinary clinic.  The feedback they 
provide may be helpful for trying again.  Talk it through with your tutors at Otago Polytechnic – we 
have much experience in students securing work placement. 
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Getting the Most Out Of Your Work Placement 

Now that you have your work placement – make the relationship work to 
everyone’s benefit! 

1. Review the points above in Trial Days/First Work Experience Days  

2. Just like you attended a trial day/s, make sure you attend placement professionally attired.  
Check with the clinic what they will find acceptable if you are unsure.  You should be 
wearing your Otago Polytechnic shirt and name badge, unless you are formally employed 
by the clinic or asked to wear clinic uniform. This goes for the entire year. Do not let your 
standards slip over time. 

3. Treat every day as an interview day.  Feedback from veterinary clinics has been that when 
they looking for employees in their clinic they go over the students they have had through 
their veterinary clinic in the last few years. Those that left a good impression and received 
good evaluations will be considered for employment.   

4. Be clear in communications – Try to avoid this wherever possible, but if you are going to be 
late, miss a placement or are ill, contact the clinic and advise them as soon as possible. 

5. Make sure your supervisor has a copy of your contact details and an emergency contact 
too (a form is provided for you by us to complete these details).  You should also alert the 
veterinary clinic to any allergies or conditions that may affect your work placement, for 
example latex allergy, penicillin allergy, pregnancy, back injury. You should also discuss 
anything else that may impact on your ability in the work placement, for example: vision or 
hearing impairment, difficulty with stress/sight of blood.   

6. Make sure your supervisor knows what you are actually enrolled in, show them your 
workplace logbook so they can see what is required.  We can email them a copy on request 
to their email address at any time.  It will also be sent out to each veterinary clinic 
supervising a student in term 1.  

7. Remember that confidentiality must be maintained at all times. You should never discuss 
identifying details of cases you see during work experience, or make disparaging remarks 
about any veterinary clinic, their staff or their clients.  Full details of this topic are contained 
within your course. Remember that the industry is small so comments will get back to the 
clinic. 

8. Treat your work placement as you would a job that you must keep. Many students find 
employment from their time as a work experience student, and staff from different 
veterinary clinics will talk to each other, so you must put your best foot forward at all times if 
you hope to succeed in this industry. 
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9. Ensure that each week you have a quick meeting with your supervisors to make sure their 
expectations are clear and that you get your required experience each week as much as is 
possible 

a. In the early days expect to be getting settled, learning routines and going through 
induction and health and safety documents.   

b. Later on when you are settled in the clinic it will be about what is the focus of your 
learning at this time and how can that be best reflected in the experience each 
week.  But remember this will be on top of generally kennel cleaning, wiping tablets 
etc, not in lieu of.  Remember cleaning makes up a large proportion of a veterinary 
nurses role.   

c. Communicate requirements for video clips early so clinic is aware of them coming 
up. (See additional details for video assessments) 

10. Attend placement each week as arranged with the veterinary clinic, up to date in your 
theoretical knowledge and having reviewed relevant video resources and requirements for 
collection of practical evidence.  Use lateral thinking.  DO NOT EXPECT TO WALK INTO 
THE CLINIC AND BE TAUGHT.  Veterinary Clinic staff are generally very generous and will 
happily assist but will be unhappy if you turn up as a blank canvas expecting them to teach 
you everything.  Your Otago Polytechnic tutors will be most unhappy too as this does not 
meet our expectations and we will have to deal with the complaints from the veterinary 
clinics regarding this!! 

a. Example – this week you want to practice anaesthetic machine 
assembly/disassembly and leak testing.  You review the notes and resources 
provided to you before work placement. Then you say to your supervisor “After we 
have finished surgery today would it be ok if I just had a go leak testing and 
assembling the anaesthetic machine”.  If, when you are doing it you come across 
something you are unfamiliar with you could ask then.  In this scenario you have 
shown understanding of the busy day, respect for the staff/patients and initiative.  

b. Example – “this week I’d really like to practice drawing up liquid medications into a  
syringe, once surgery is finished, please could I use one of these old syringes and 
this old bottle (which you could fill with tap water) to do this”.  Same situation – 
respect, consideration and initiative.   

11. Show initiative and get involved whenever possible, even if you are just there picking up the 
occasional syringe wrapper. Students who are always showing that they are keen to help 
are the ones who are helped in turn by staff. Always say yes if you are asked if you would 
like a go, but ensure that you clearly communicate if you need help and supervision to 
complete the task.  
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12. Consider developing a list of tasks with your supervisor that you can complete in any 
downtime which may occur. Suggestions include restocking syringe and needle supplies 
from the store room, refilling cotton wool balls, wiping down benches and cupboard doors, 
checking and cleaning out litter trays/cages. Aim to add more and more tasks to your list as 
you become confident and independent at tasks following the clinic protocol e.g. cleaning a 
surgical kit 

13. Once it comes time to collect video evidence 

a. This should NOT be the first time you have done this. Your video is collecting your 
assessment evidence, therefore you need to be confident and competent.   

b. You should need no instruction in the task 

c. It must not disrupt the clinic – if they do the procedure slightly differently you collect 
the evidence of what you do for the clinic in the video and then explain in a written 
paragraph about how it differs and why it is suitable/not suitable/how it compares to 
the taught procedure.   

d. Almost NONE of the clips require anyone to hold the camera.  They can be done by 
placing the camera in a position to capture the area where you are working (either 
on a shelf, pile of books or a tripod).  It’s all about capturing evidence as the day 
continues as normal, not stopping everything just for you.  Once you have a clip you 
can look at it at home and either write your comments critiquing it if it’s just minor 
problems, or re-capture the footage another day if things went pear-shaped.   

e. Look ahead right at the beginning of the year at what is coming up throughout the 
year.  There is a summary in your log-book.  It may be that you have become skilled 
earlier in the year at one task, so can capture it early, but another task that is due 
early, you are not quite ready for, so decide to request an extension. 

Remember: Video evidence is about capturing what you are doing day to day in the 
veterinary clinic to demonstrate competency.  It should not stop the clinic, tie up staff or 
generally be invasive.  You are responsible for planning ahead and thinking laterally to 
make sure this is what happens.   
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