
In celebration of the 2020 occupational therapy graduates 

 

I recently listened to a speech at a school award's night, in which the Principal acknowledged that the 2020 school 

year had been unexpectedly different and disrupted. However,  rather than outlining what was lost or affected, the 

Principal directly addressed the graduating students and referred to them as pioneers. They were pioneers not only 

because they were the first graduating year to complete a substantial portion of their senior year via online learning 

but also because, despite the many interruptions and disappointments brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic, they 

demonstrated outstanding leadership in times of adversity. 

The students were reminded that 100 years ago, Australia and the school were impacted by the Spanish Flu 

pandemic. It was a time of quarantine and isolation, with theatres, churches, schools and universities closed. In 

1920, Australia recovered, re-opened, and entered into the Roaring Twenties. This ‘good time decade’ was an era of 

technological innovation, when people questioned and changed old values and behaviours, and campaigned for 

women's rights. The students were reminded that the graduating students of 1919 were some of the pioneers who 

led Australia through this period of great advancement. 

Reflecting on this speech reminded me of the achievements of the occupational therapy graduates of 2020. The 

impact of the year on the health and well-being of university students has been widely discussed and within this 

context, the graduating cohort have  adapted to their circumstances  to learn and implement the skills necessary to 

thrive in an online environment and finish their degree. In an earlier editorial, I wrote about occupational therapy 

education going online and wondered what would remain after COVID-19 (Gustafsson, 2020). A recent survey by 

the Royal College of Occupational Therapists suggests that some of the changes in response to COVID-19 have been 

positive and there is a wish for these to continue (Ward & Casterton, 2020). Occupational therapy is responding to 

the new context, questioning, and changing old values and behaviours, and the graduates of 2020 have the potential 

to make important contributions to this discussion. 

Notably, COVID-19 was not an isolated event this year. Uncontrolled bushfire and wildfire events during 2019 

and 2020 emphasised the urgent need for personal and professional actions towards environmental sustainability. 

Human occupations have been destructive for the natural environment causing environmental changes and problems 

that in turn negatively impact health and well-being of individuals, communities, and populations (Dennis et al., 

2015; World Federation of Occupational Therapists (WFOT), 2018). There is an advocacy role for occupational 

therapists in sustainability and an ethical obligation to establish sustainable practices, support clients towards 

environmentally sustainable occupations, and for educational standards to be revised (Smith et al., 2020). There are 

many steps to be taken and we are encouraged to incorporate a sustainability lens into our practice—what is the one 

change that you can make tomorrow? 

The growing dialogue about systemic racism, oppression, and injustice has also been prominent in 2020. Early 

in the year I attended a workshop in which we discussed the adverse effects of colonisation in Australia and we 

were encouraged to identify our part in moving the decolonising agenda forward. We were reminded that although 

the actualisation of human rights for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples requires an individual and 

collective agenda, an individual agenda, however small is proportionately significant. This point was powerfully 

reinforced in 2020 with the individual and collective global outrage and response in support of the Black Lives 



Matter movement. Recognising this as a personal and professional issue, WFOT issued a statement in solidarity 

asking occupational therapists to take individual and collective actions to lead change and address systemic 

discrimination, oppression and injustices (WFOT, 2020). The statement committed to challenging and addressing 

systemic racism—what is your part in moving this agenda forward? 

On review, 2020 has been an unparalleled year and occupational therapy is evolving and advancing in response. 

Occupational therapy graduates of 2020, I encourage you   to reflect on the year, acknowledge your achievements, 

and celebrate them. The past 12 months have challenged and disrupted us all, but you have not lost sight of your 

goals whilst adapting, pioneering, and succeeding. As you enter the profession, remember all that you have 

achieved and overcome to get here, and remember that, as Paul Kelly (1997, track 10) sang in a protest song about 

the Gurindji peoples fight for land rights, ‘from little things big things grow’. After a year of hurdles your next step 

is deceptively simple: choose your part, however small, and the rest will follow. 

 

Louise Gustafsson 
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