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Title

Growing occupation-centred therapists for the future: Understanding student
experiences of learning about occupation and its place in occupational therapy
practice

Abstract

Introduction:

Occupational therapy entry-level education is integral to how students obtain deep
understanding of occupational therapy’s core philosophy of occupation and its place in
practice. However, there is a lack of research that explores occupation-centred education
from the perspectives of students. Therefore, this study aimed to identify Australian entry-
level occupational therapy students’ experiences of learning about occupation, and its place
in practice.

Methods:

A qualitative descriptive design was adopted. Overall, 20 students participated in four focus
groups lasting between 45-75 minutes. Data was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Transcripts were analysed in two phases, using reflexive thematic analysis.

Findings:

There were three themes that encapsulated what helped students to better understand
occupation and its place in practice: 1) making occupation real; 2) relating occupation to me;
and 3) theory as a focussing lens. There was also a range of pedagogical strategies that helped
students to better understand occupation: using active and interactive teaching and learning
strategies. One additional theme indicated a challenge to helping the students understand
occupation and its place practice: when practice education settings were not centred on

occupation.



Conclusion:

Learning about occupation and occupation-centred practice may be facilitated by using
practice examples, encouraging students to think about occupation in their own lives,
teaching and applying occupation-centred theory, and employing interactive learning and
teaching strategies. Student learning in practice settings where occupational therapy is
centred on occupation is imperative. Further exploration of students’ perspectives of learning

about occupation across multiple occupational therapy programs is warranted.
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Introduction

Occupational therapists aim to promote the health and wellbeing of individuals, communities,
and populations, through engagement in occupation (World Federation of Occupational
Therapy [WFOT], 2018). The term ‘occupation-centred practice’ describes occupation as the
centre of occupational therapy philosophy, theory, and practice, and central to an
occupational therapist’s reasoning (Fisher, 2013; Fisher & Bray Jones, 2017). The centrality
of occupation to occupational therapy is the definitive feature of occupational therapy that
delineates it as unique and differentiates it from other health professions (Kielhofner, 2009).

Given the crucial role of occupation to occupational therapy is it vital that
occupational therapy educators adopt an occupation-centred approach to ensure that future
graduates are well prepared for occupation-centred practice (Fisher, 2013). The term
occupation-centred education refers to designing all educational experiences, including
assessment, so that students relate the courses they complete, and the topics they learn, to
occupation (Hooper et al., 2020). Therefore, occupation-centred education is about the macro
design of an entire curriculum and the everyday micro learning tasks students undertake
(Hooper et al., 2020).

Although providing occupation-centred education is important, it can also be
challenging to enact. For example, occupation is often “intermingled with, not carefully
differentiated from, a host of other important and relevant knowledge domains” (Hooper et
al. 2018, p. 7). Although there are standards that guide the incorporation of occupation into
occupational therapy entry-level education programs, such as the Australian Occupational
Therapy Competency Standards (Occupational Therapy Board of Australia, 2018),
Accreditation Standards for Australian Entry-Level Occupational Therapy Education
Programs (Occupational Therapy Council of Australia, 2018), and the Minimum Standards

for the Education of Occupational Therapists — Revised 2016 (WFOT, 2016), statements in



the standards are typically broad and do not always provide specific direction about how to
implement an occupation-centred education program (Hooper et al., 2020). Sometimes
occupation is enacted inconsistently within a curriculum as individual educators prioritise
concepts they think are important for students to learn (Di Tommaso et al., 2018). There is a
lack of evidence to support educators regarding the teaching methods and approaches that are
most effective in implementing occupation-centred education.
Occupation is a complex phenomenon, which in turn makes it a difficult concept to

teach, and for students to understand and apply (Howarth et al., 2018). Occupation is a
threshold concept in occupational therapy, and threshold concepts are discipline specific
concepts essential to understanding a discipline, but which are troublesome to learn (Rodger
et al., 2015). A qualitative evidence synthesis (Miller & Roberts, 2020) found that
occupational therapy educators used a variety of strategies to teach occupation: using
orienting remarks (Hooper, 2006), using a flipped classroom format (Hooper et al., 2018),
engaging in interactive lectures and experiential methods (Krishnagiri et al., 2017), and
teaching occupation as a concept that is separate from its place in occupational therapy
practice (Price et al., 2017). Taff et al. (2018) reported benefit from embedding occupation in
assignments and written activities. Di Tommaso et al. (2018) and Hooper et al. (2018)
considered that conceptual models and frameworks were vital for teaching occupation.
Occupation is also taught outside of university classrooms when students participate in
practice education, service learning, and community engagement activities (Hooper et al.,
2018; Krishnagiri et al., 2017).

In Australia, there has been a significant amount of research that has explored student
perspectives about their occupational therapy education in general, and student occupational
therapists’ characteristics and attributes, however there has been an absence of research about

how to learn about the key concept of occupation (Roberts et al., 2020). In particular there



has been a lack of qualitative research (Roberts et al., 2020), and there appears to be a dearth
of research about students’ perspectives of learning occupation. Indeed, Krishnagiri et al.
(2017) recommended that research about the experiences of students would help to evaluate
how occupation is taught and conveyed within occupational therapy education programs.
Similarly, Hooper (2006) identified there is a lack of research that explores the experiences
and perceptions of students of an occupation-centred curriculum. Therefore, a study was
undertaken to explore the question: What are entry-level occupational therapy students’
perceptions and experiences of teaching approaches that support understanding of occupation

and its place in occupational therapy practice?

Methods

Study Design
A qualitative descriptive design as described by Stanley (2015) was adopted. Using this

method, descriptive themes relevant to students’ perspectives and experiences of learning
about occupation within an occupational therapy education program were analysed and
reported. When a phenomenon is not understood in depth or has not been previously
researched, like student perceptions of occupation-centred teaching approaches and methods,
a qualitative descriptive approach allows for insights to be gathered about the phenomenon
(Kim et al., 2016). Qualitative descriptive methodology seeks to offer a comprehensive and
straightforward account of the phenomenon under investigation (Kim et al., 2016). Ethical
approval was obtained from the Griffith University Research Ethics Committee (Ref no:

2018/789).

Participants

Convenience sampling was used to recruit participants; that is, they were recruited based on

their availability and proximity to the researchers (Patton, 2015), however, they also had



lived experience of the topic under investigation. All students enrolled in the Bachelor of
Occupational Therapy at Griffith University Gold Coast campus were eligible to participate.
At the time of the study, 177 occupational therapy students were enrolled: 55 in Year 1, 39 in
Year 2, 48 in Year 3, and 35 in Year 4. Participants were recruited by the student researcher
(MM), who was a peer of the potential participants, via an in-class presentation for each year
group. An email, which contained a copy of the Participant Information and Consent Form
(PICF), was sent the day of the in-class presentation and a follow-up email was sent the day
preceding the focus group. In the PICF and recruitment presentation students were advised
they were free to participate, not participate, or withdraw participation without consequence.
As an incentive, participants were eligible to enter a free lottery for a $50 gift card. The
lottery was managed by MM and an academic staff member who was not involved in the

study. Written consent was obtained from participants before the beginning of each focus

group.

Data Collection

Four focus groups (corresponding with each year group) were conducted at Griffith
University Gold Coast campus. The duration of each focus group was as follows: 43 minutes
(Year 1), 66 minutes (Year 2), 48 minutes (Year 3), and 75 minutes (Year 4). Each focus
group was facilitated by an experienced and independent facilitator who was an occupational
therapist, and who had not been involved with student education or assessment. MM took the
role of note taker during the focus groups. A semi-structured schedule for asking questions
was used (see Table 1), as according to Morgan and Hoffman (2017) it enables the collection
of in-depth and collective understandings of the research phenomenon. The schedule also
allows a facilitator the flexibility to engage in further prompting and probing in response to

participants’ comments. The interview schedule was formulated by MM and her supervisor



(MR), based on the aims and objectives of the study and knowledge of the literature about
occupation-centred education. The facilitator was provided with a summary of the curriculum
for each year level, to assist with formulating probing questions. All focus groups were
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim by a transcription service.

<Insert Table 1>

Data Analysis
There were two phases of data analysis. In the first phase MM and MR analysed the

transcripts using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phases of thematic analysis. Phase I involved
MM and MR reading each transcript multiple times and noting down initial ideas. In phase II,
MM and MR used the electronic document of each transcript to read the data line-by-line and
insert comments corresponding to each researcher’s interpretation of the data. Following this,
the two researchers discussed their approach to coding and their interpretations. In Phase I1I,
they grouped codes into categories after searching for similarities and differences across all
transcripts. All potential themes were reviewed and refined collaboratively utilising mind
maps to finalise themes. In phase IV, the two researchers went back through the coded data to
check for patterns for each potential theme, and then they reviewed the entire data set looking
for missed data and potential themes that were relevant to the data set as a refined thematic
map. Phase V involved the two researchers collaboratively working between each mind map
of potential themes to refine ideas. In phase VI, MM selected relevant and comparative
quotes for each theme and completed final analysis while writing her Honours dissertation.

In the second phase of data analysis, CW, (an experienced qualitative researcher,
occupational therapist, and educator), reviewed the data set and the codes. After a period of
data immersion, she engaged in further reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019) to

revise, recode, and deepen the analysis undertaken by MM and MR. During the second phase



of analysis CW and MR reviewed the themes that were developed against the first phase

codes and categories.

Findings
A total of 20 students participated: Year 1 (n=2), Year 2 (n=6), Year 3 (n=5), and Year 4

(n=7). There were three themes about what helped the students to better understand what
occupation is and how occupation is used in occupational therapy practice: 1) making
occupation real; 2) relating occupation to me; and 3) theory as a focussing lens. There was
one “domain summary” (Braun & Clarke, 2019, p. 593) that captured a range of strategies
that helped students to better understand occupation: using active and interactive teaching and
learning strategies. There was one theme about what was a challenge to helping students
understand occupation and its place in occupational therapy practice: practice education

settings not centred on occupation.

Making occupation real

Engaging in workplace-based learning and having interactions with occupational therapists
working directly with clients needing occupational therapy services were key to helping
students learn more about occupation and how it was used in occupational therapy practice.
The students valued hearing about the work of occupational therapists who visited the
academic environment: “having practising occupational therapists come in and having a
discussion with them has been really helpful because it kind of solidified [that] what we're
doing isn't just made up ... it is real” (Year 1 focus group). “We've heard from so many
different occupational therapists in different fields of work™ (Year 1 focus group). Hearing
about the work of occupation-centred occupational therapists helped the students to better

understand occupation and how it was used in occupational therapy:



What I struggled with ... was understanding what occupational-based interventions
would look like, and something that helped me in first year was when we had
occupational therapists come into the class and give examples of what they did
throughout the day... he talked about he went surfing with a client, he walked a dog
with a client, and that sort of gave me a really good perspective... surfing was active,
meaningful, and purposeful for that client. So, that was really helpful to get a picture
of what an occupational therapist would do, and then you can relate that back to being

occupation-focused. (Year 3 focus group)

Having the opportunity to undertake workplace learning also assisted the students to
consolidate their understanding of occupation and to practice using occupation in their
practice.
Practice education has been really helpful, actually being out in the workforce, seeing
how it's done and comparing it to what we've been learning at uni[versity] ... being
able to practice the explanations and seeing how it works in the workplace has been
really helpful for me. (Year 3 focus group)
“Seeing it in practice probably even helps me understand better the impact of occupation in
our profession and being able to then explain it to other people in other settings because I was

actually doing it” (Year 4 focus group).

Relating occupation to me

The students’ experiences at university and during workplace learning challenged them to
grapple with the meaning of occupation and required them to explain and discuss occupation
using their own unique style, and this method of learning helped them to learn about

occupation at a deep and personal level. “I think through placement experiences and relating



it back to myself and my personal experiences ... help[ed] me to understand our role and
where occupation fits within our practice” (Year 4 focus group). “I think it's putting our own
practice into words ... and last semester was an occupational analysis on our own occupation,

so that was really good” (Year 1 focus group).

The process of being challenged to describe what occupation-centred occupational therapy
looks like in a workplace setting helped the students to find their definitions of occupation. “I
think it was just the fact that we're not regurgitating information. It's experiences that you
learn. It's your own opinion. It's something that you've formulated in your own mind. It's not
something that someone has told you and you're just believing” (Year 4 focus group).
I think after role emerging [workplace learning] ... was probably the turning point for
me, where I thought, 'Okay, now I do know what that is. I can see how it's relevant
here,' ... I think that kind of solidified it for me. If I can explain the importance of
occupation in this context where they don't have an OT [occupational therapist], but I
can still see how it's relative [relevant] to have an occupational therapist here. (Year 4

focus group)

Theory as a focussing lens

The students used occupation-centred theory to help them expand their understanding of
occupation, as a framework for knowing what to do in occupational therapy practice, and as a
framework for how to talk about occupation and occupational therapy.
The CMOP-E [Canadian Model of Occupational Performance and Engagement] and
looking at those outside factors that are also impacting on why is this person unable to
do what they want to do. Not only is it the occupation itself, but what other factors are

influencing that, whether it be aspects of the environment, whether it's more person-



related, or the actual occupation itself. So, trying to combine those other things and
consider them what through the planning process and the intervention process, I think

it's important to consider that too. (Year 4 focus group)

Students used theoretical concepts to help them put on their “occupational lens” (Wicks,
2009) and to ensure that they were fixed upon occupation. “We've done lots of assignments
that have been specifically based on occupation within occupational therapy, trying to give us
that occupational lens, and that's been really helpful to have that understanding ... I guess
we've always got that occupation sort of lens on” (Year 3 focus group).
I think just going back to having occupation at the forefront, and going back to the
models and theories that we know where occupation is at the centre of that, and being
able to look at the context itself and understand what was actually going on within
that setting, and what else we could be doing in terms of occupation to improve the

workplace that we're in. (Year 4 focus group)

Using active and interactive teaching and learning strategies

There students was a variety of teaching and learning strategies that the students experienced
as particularly helpful for learning about occupation and occupation-centred occupational
therapy (Table 2). For these strategies there was crossover with the other three themes, which
illustrates that the three themes already discussed are instrumental in helping the students to

learn how to do occupation-centred occupational therapy.

<Insert Table 2>



Challenge: practice not centred on occupation

As already discussed, there were several means by which the students’ experience at
university and during workplace learning enabled them to learn about occupation. However,
when students encountered the situation in which their workplace learning setting was not
occupation-centred, they felt a sense of dissonance; they recognised that the practice was not
occupation-centred but they adjusted their practice to conform to the norms of the setting
rather than to align with their philosophical beliefs about the importance of being occupation-
centred. “I was in a very biomedical field. So, [ was in hand therapy ... It's more focused on
range of movement and literally just upper arm, so I think it was challenging for me to go in
there having been taught at university that you're meant to act occupation-focused and then
seeing what it was like in practice” (Year 3 focus group).

It was hard because I'd been taught to look at all the occupations and that it's

important to have occupation balance, but I could never discuss with the client about

their leisure occupations or something else they wanted to engage in, because it just

wasn't the focus of the placement. And that was hard. (Year 3 focus group)

When the workplace learning setting was not occupation-centred, the students found it
difficult to deliver their prepared definitions of occupational therapy, because they could
clearly recognise that the definition did not match the actual practice.
It depends on the practice setting how you can use occupation in your therapy and
how you can explain what is occupation to your patient. In my previous experience ...
the patient comes in, and we provide some intervention, but definitely not occupation-
centred, occupation-based, or even occupation-focused, and I think at that point of
time it's really difficult to explain to the patient that, 'yes, we are occupational

therapists to help you get back to your occupation'. (Year 4 focus group)



Discussion

Basing learning about occupation on real examples, asking students to describe occupation in
their own words, focusing on occupation using theory, and using active teaching strategies to
teach occupation were found to assist students to learn about occupation and how to apply it
in occupational therapy. These findings confirm similar findings of other authors. For
example, Di Tommaso et al. (2019) found that Australian educators similarly advocated
practice education as a means of learning about enacting occupation-centred practice, that
there is benefit in students “learn[ing] and develop[ing] their own perspectives” (p. 177), and
that the use of occupation-centred theory is vital. Based on a study of educators in the United
States of America, Hooper et al. (2018) advocated that occupation needed to be linked to
other elements and content of a curriculum so that its centrality to occupational therapy could
be apprehended. Themes in the present study show that the students perceived that
occupation was linked to workplace learning, content learning, and philosophical foundations
of practice. Thus, the findings of the present study strengthen the body of evidence about
what helps students to learn how to do occupation-centred practice. Not only was there
consistency in the strategies thought to be valuable in helping students learn how to do
occupation-centred practice between the present study and previous studies, but this
commonality was also shared by different groups of people. The student perspective reported
in the present study was similar to the perspective of educators and qualified occupational
therapists reported in previous studies.

Having a workplace learning experience in which practising occupation-centred therapy was
not the focus of practice, created difficulty and angst for the student participants of the
present study. Wilding (2011) found that occupational therapists sometimes unconsciously
practiced non-occupation-centred occupational therapy due to the hegemonic influence of the

therapists’ workplace. The students in the present study appear to be operating under



similarly hegemonic influences: they altered their practice to comply with accepted practice
in their workplace learning settings for fear of receiving a failing grade for their assessments.
Although the students’ knowledge of their actions was not unconscious, the influence of the
practice educators’ assessment was sufficient to make them act against their stated beliefs
about how to practice. Clearly, in this instance students do not have sufficient power to enact
a change in practice. Rather, this finding illustrates there is a need for qualified occupational
therapists to reflect upon the ways in which their practice is and is not occupation-centred,
and to question themselves about the occupational therapy role modelling they are providing
to students. This is important because occupational therapists have an ethical imperative to
provide services that promote an occupation-centred perspective (Fisher, 2013), that therefore
result in outcomes for clients that enable their participation and inclusion in the occupations

they need to do, want to do, or are expected to do (WFOT, 2018).

Implications for Occupational Therapy Education and Future Research

The findings of this study suggest that there are several strategies that can assist students to
learn about occupation and occupation-centred practice. For example, educators teaching
stories drawn from occupational therapy practice and opportunities to simulate real-life
practice are helpful. Students can be asked to analyse their own occupations and explain
occupation and occupation-centred practice in their own words. Occupation-centred theories
ought to be taught. Active learning strategies such as encouraging peer discussion and using
interactive learning are also beneficial.

An area for future research is further investigation of ways in which to help
occupational therapists practice occupation-centred occupational therapy. As highlighted in

this study, occupational therapy that is not centred on occupation creates stress and difficulty



for students of occupational therapy, as it is inconsistent with the students’ university
education and with the philosophy, models and frameworks that underpin occupational
therapy practice. In addition, the issue of non-occupation-centred occupational therapy has
been a longstanding impediment to the notion of being a unified and well-represented

profession (Wilding & Whiteford, 2008).

Trustworthiness

To enhance the credibility of, and reflexivity within the study, MM kept a journal to
document key methodological decisions made over the course of the study, as recommended
by Stanley (2015). This journal also included four focus group reflections, which were
written following the completion of each focus group to note down initial ideas from the
participant’s responses and because data was collected in the early stages of the study. The
credibility and transferability of the study has been addressed by the congruence across the
research design, sampling approach, data collection and thematic analysis within the
qualitative descriptive approach (Sandelowski, 2000; Stanley, 2015). Transferability is
enhanced by the production of a rich description of the methodology and context of the study
to promote comparison and transfer into other contexts (Anney, 2014). The focus groups
were facilitated by an independent facilitator, and all data was transcribed verbatim which

also contributes to enhancing the trustworthiness of the study.

Study Limitations

The study reflects experiences and perspectives from students of one Australian university.
In addition, the Bachelor of Occupational Therapy taught at this university was developed in
2015, and therefore the degree is a relatively new occupational therapy program. Participants
were required to recall their experiences from their previous years of study and therefore they

may have forgotten pertinent information. In addition, as the data were collected via focus



groups and the students had worked together as a group for many months/years, individual
students may have censored the reflections they provided to fit with group norms. MM was a
student peer and also present at the focus groups, therefore her presence at the focus groups
and perhaps particularly of her year level could have influenced the responses of her peers.
To minimise this potential impact, students were advised during recruitment that MM would
be present, so they could factor this into their decision to participate or not; additionally, MM
took field notes during the focus groups rather than being involved in facilitating the
discussions. This study explored the perspective and experiences of students and does not
capture the perspectives of educators or other stakeholders. The perceptions of students were
collected; however, learning outcomes and students’ achievement of learning the degree

content are not known and were not collected.

Conclusion

Learning about occupation and occupation-centred practice may be facilitated by using
practice examples, encouraging students to think about occupation in their own lives and
putting their ideas about practice into their own words, teaching and applying occupation-
centred theory, and employing interactive learning and teaching strategies. To help students
have the best chance of consolidating their learning about occupation-centred practice,
practice settings in which occupational therapy practice is not centred on occupation ought to

be avoided.

Key points for occupational therapy

e Using practice stories and opportunities to simulate real-life practice assist student
learning about occupation-centred practice.
e Students should be asked to analyse their own occupations and explain occupation in

their own words.



¢ Occupation-centred theories ought to be taught alongside use of active learning

strategies.
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Tables

Table 1

Indicative Focus Group Questions

1.

2.

How do you think occupation is used in occupational therapy practice?

This year in your occupational therapy courses what strategies were used that
helped you to understand occupation and its use in occupational therapy practice?
What suggestions do you have for university educators that would support your
understanding of occupation and your skills in applying it in practice?

Is there anything you would like to share that you haven’t been able to in regard to

your learning about occupation its place in occupational therapy practice?




Table 2

Key learning and teaching strategies that assisted students to learn about occupation.

Teaching and

Example of this strategy

learning
strategy
Peer group I really enjoyed doing the reading and everything before class and then
discussion going to class and having group discussions, because that really
embedded it into my knowledge, instead of sitting there listening to
someone read it to me. (Year 1 focus group)
Interactive The way that we do our workshops and everything is very interactive,
workshops and I feel like I understand more. (Year 2 focus group)
Making a video | The other assignment ... about making a video about what is occupational
describing therapy or what is occupation. I think that was pretty interesting for us...
occupation We tried to hone in on what is occupation and what is occupational
therapy to other students, other staff, and the general public. I thought
that was pretty cool. (Year 4 focus group)
Occupational We chose our own occupation, and then you broke it down into the
analysis different parts of the CMOP [Canadian Model of Occupational
assignment Performance], so it's really interesting to look at how deep you could go

with all the different aspects, not realising how complicated just one thing

we were doing in our day was. (Year 2 focus group)

Explicit course
content about

occupation

“Understanding the Context of Occupation” has been really beneficial...
looking at the practice in the societal context and how it influences
everything, and that there's pragmatic issues, and there's ethical issues,

and there's all these things that can be barriers and enablers. (Year 2 focus

group)

Simulated
occupational

therapy practice

I feel like a lot of simulations that we did in tutorials ... because we did
occupational assessments, and at the heart of that we were watching
someone do an occupation, and made intervention plans, and at the heart
of that we were looking at someone's occupation, how they do it and how

we can assist it. (Year 2 focus group)




Clinical
Learning
through
Extended
Immersion in
Multimethod

Simulation

First real opportunity to explain what occupation is to another health
professional and becoming health professional. Yeah. Yeah, so I think
that kind of helped solidified my understanding of occupation there as

well. Just explaining it. (Year 4 focus group)
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