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Background

The Royal Women’s Hospital - Melbourne

Specialist maternal; neonatal and women’s health

Research facility

Public teaching hospital 

200 beds

64 bed NICU

7,500 births per annum
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Context

Women’s Diversity, Inclusion & Belonging

The Women’s is dedicated to fostering a workplace culture where diversity and 
inclusion are valued…Such a culture exists when Women’s staff, volunteers, 
students and associated parties feel valued and respected and have equal 
opportunities to contribute in meaningful ways through their work.

Legal

Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act (1992)

Victorian Equal Opportunities Act (2010)
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Proposal

May 2024

Contacted by Medical Education Student Coordinator

3rd year Medical Student with keen interest in surgery

No surgical experience unlike other 3rd year students

Opportunity offered by the Women’s contingent on team agreement

“Could the IPC team facilitate perioperative experience for a medical 
student who uses a wheelchair?”
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Priorities

Patient safety

Maintenance of asepsis

Student support and safety

Workforce knowledge

Communication
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Barriers and enablers

Barriers

First time experience 

Biases and knowledge deficits

Limited time to prepare

Need for interdisciplinary input

Level of student’s skills training

Inaccessible facilities

Student v employee

10

Enablers

Student co-ordinator proactive

Surgical team engaged



Literature review

Two accounts of clinicians returning to perioperative space following 
paraplegia

Common challenges

Inaccessible facilities

Additional assistance required – donning, draping, positioning

Communication



Available guidelines

International/jurisdictional guidelines

None focussed on wheelchair-assisted surgical team members

Australian College of Operating Room Nurses (ACORN) Standards

Perioperative attire

Asepsis

Surgical hand antisepsis, gowning, and gloving

Cleaning and maintaining the perioperative environment



Collaboration and agreement

Operating Theatre and Surgical team

Infectious Diseases team

Workplace Health and Safety

• Personal evacuation plan as part of student’s orientation

Diversity, Inclusion & Belonging

• Advised to inform all theatre staff of plan

• Ensure student assigned a dedicated support staff 



Consultation with ACORN

Recommendations

Cleaning wheelchair

Suitable surgical case selection – seated

Emphasis on perioperative attire

Ensure PPE worn

Surgical hand antisepsis

Gowning and gloving

Draping



Development of work instruction

By IPC 

Roles and responsibilities

Perioperative attire (protective shoes)
Location to change clothing

Wheelchair cleaning

Surgical scrubbing and draping

Moving into surgical position

When not scrubbed (face protection)



Additional recommendations

Surgical scrub training for the student

Conduct a simulation

Donning perioperative attire (scrubs)

Donning and draping of wheelchair

Manoeuvrability of wheelchair after draping

Access to manual wheelchair brakes



Reports from the team

No adverse patient outcomes

No adverse team outcomes

Val has shared her experiences 
with Doctors with Disabilities

Val will have first-hand 
experience to share



Retrospective simulation with IPC

Surgical scrubbing training

 Student had not experienced same training as other students

Online learning – repeated before perioperative experience

Coached/supervised on the day by Medical Student Coordinator

Choice of procedure important
Back of wheelchair not covered easily
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Learning outcomes

We have

A work plan

A strategy for wheelchair-assisted birth 
partners

Beyond

ACORN to consider strategies for 
wheelchair-assisted surgical team 
members in their standards review



For future improvements

ASK

The right questions from the right people.

Admit to what you know and what you don’t know.

ADVOCATE

For accessibility

Changing facilities and sink access

ACT

Don’t be put off, as long as it can be done safely



Conclusions

Wheelchair-assisted team members can work safely in operating rooms

IPC can support a sustainable workforce.

                      Thank you Val!
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