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Executive Summary

Background: A critical fieldwork shortage exists for the profession of occupational
therapy and an evidence gap was found; literature with practitioners who do not provide
fieldwork education was missing.

Purpose: The purpose of this capstone project was to identify the barriers that stop some
occupational therapy practitioners from providing fieldwork education and what benefits
and supports may motivate these same individuals to become fieldwork educators.
Theoretical Framework. The Model of Human Occupation and Person Environment
Occupational Performance Model emphasize how occupations, such as fieldwork
education, are completed within the context of various social and physical environments
and how one’s motivation guides the choice to be or not be a fieldwork educator. These
theories guided the survey question design and provided the framework for interpreting
the results.

Methods. A quantitative descriptive and correlational study with an online survey
design, with 25 closed ended questions was distributed through snowball sampling across
the United States. Responses were received from 42 states plus the District of Columbia.
There were 493 opened surveys, 465 that responded to at least question one, and 296
were completed from practitioners who did not provide fieldwork education.

Results. Descriptive results of this capstone indicated that time (75.4%), caseload
(68.3%), and flexibility of placement schedule (61.7%) were the top site barriers to
fieldwork education. Whereas, the most challenging personal barriers were time to
educate a student (47.1%), quality of student treatment (38.4%), and decreased
productivity (37.9%). Only 25.5% of respondents felt they were not professionally ready
to provide fieldwork and 63.7% indicated that they were prepared to do so. Surprisingly,
39.3% of respondents had never been asked to provide fieldwork education.
Conclusions: This capstone adds to the body of OT literature and closes the evidence gap
that was identified with practitioners who do not provide fieldwork education.
Surprisingly results indicated participants feel professionally ready and are well prepared
to provide fieldwork education, yet many have never been asked to do so. AFWCs should
find a way to ask more practitioners to provide fieldwork education and promote the
benefits of hosting students for placements.
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Section 1: Nature of Project and Problem Identification

Fieldwork education is one of the essential learning components of occupational therapy
academic programs (Accreditation Council for Occupational Therapy Education [ACOTE],
2013). It provides hands on experience with clients to assist the student in transitioning into a
competent professional practitioner (Ingwersen, Lyons, & Hitch, 2017; Loewen et al.,

2017). Practitioners are occupational therapists and occupational therapy assistants who work in
various practice settings. Fieldwork education requires students to practice professional
communication, evidence-based practice, client centeredness, cultural competence, effective
documentation, occupation-based evaluation, and explaining the mission and roles of
occupational therapy to clients (Chapman, 2016; Fairbrother, Nicole, Blackford, Vilapakkam
Nagarajan, & McAllister, 2016; Sonn & Vermeulen, 2018). ACOTE (2013) requires a minimum
of 24 weeks of full-time fieldwork education as part of the occupational therapy academic
curriculum and occupational therapy assistants are required a minimum of 16 weeks of full-time
fieldwork education for level Il placements. Yet, there is a long-term shortage of fieldwork
educators for student placements (Braveman & Walens, 1998; Hanson, 2011; Jesus, Landry,
Dussault, & Fronteira, 2017; Keller & Wilson, 2011; Phan, McCarty, Mutchler, & Van Lunen,
2012). Fieldwork educators are the people responsible for the mandatory supervision of students
while they are on their fieldwork placements and ACOTE (2013) requires a minimum of eight
hours weekly of direct supervision by an occupational therapist; occupational therapy assistant
students can also be supervised by a licensed occupational therapy assistant. Roberts and Simon
(2012) reported there was approximately 6.9 occupational therapists per occupational therapy
fieldwork student and 4.88 occupational therapy assistants for each occupational therapy

assistant student on fieldwork placement in the United States. This indicates the profession



should not be struggling with a fieldwork shortage. It has been reported there was a 21%
decrease in fieldwork education supervisors available (Roberts, Evenson, Kaldenberg, Barnes, &
Ozelie, 2015 as cited by Evenson, Roberts, Kaldenberg, Barnes, & Ozelie, 2015). These authors
reported even though there are enough practitioners who can provide fieldwork, the number of
fieldwork educators has decreased and perpetuated the fieldwork shortage. The barriers and
benefits in growing a current fieldwork education program or enhancing the quality of the
fieldwork experience were identified (Evenson, Roberts, Kaldenberg, Barnes, & Ozelie, 2015;
Fairbrother, Nicole, Blackford, Vilapakkam Nagarajan, & McAllister, 2016; Maloney, Stagnitti,
& Schoo, 2013). Many clinicians viewed fieldwork education as an extra duty rather than a core
responsibility (Ingwersen et al., 2017; Maloney et al., 2013) thus contributing to the continued
shortage of available fieldwork educators. The most common barrier identified as limiting
fieldwork education was workload pressures and time (Barton et al., 2013; Evenson, et al.,
2015). Lack of space or resources in a clinic also presents limitations on the number of students
a fieldwork site can accept (Evenson et al., 2015; Roberts et al., 2015). Another reported barrier
was an increase in concern about students’ readiness for the challenges of fieldwork (Fairbrother
et al., 2016; Hanson, 2011; Thomas et al., 2007). Fieldwork sites also report no available
fieldwork educator and poor support or communication from academic programs as barriers to
the number of students they are willing to accept (Nichols, 2017; Ozelie, Hansen, Liguzinski,
Saylor, & Woodcock, 2018). Some practitioners report a lack of confidence in their own ability
to be a fieldwork educator, provide a quality fieldwork experience, or

meet accreditation standards (Evenson et al., 2015; Hatkevich & Miller, 2009).

Fieldwork educators also indicate a lack of support from the work setting as an additional



barrier to providing fieldwork education (Loewen et al., 2017; Nicholson, Bassham, Chapman, &
Fricker, 2014; Ryan et al., 2018).

There are significant benefits to providing fieldwork education, such as: professional
development, improved job satisfaction, and motivation to stay up to date with best-practice
standards (Ingwersen et al., 2017; Roberts et al., 2015; Ryan et al., 2018; Thomas et al., 2007).
These studies reported additional benefits as listed by current fieldwork educators led to higher
quality of care, intrinsic personal satisfaction, and improved job satisfaction. Another commonly
reported benefit reported by practitioners providing fieldwork education was an opportunity to
give back to the profession or university (Evenson et al., 2015; Fairbrother et al., 2016; Hanson,
2011). A relationship between these fieldwork educators and academic programs support
advancement of the profession, an opportunity to add more clinical research to the occupational
therapy body of evidence, and improves collaboration between the parties to enhance entry level
education and curriculum planning (Costa, 2009; Maloney, et al., 2013; Thomas et al.,

2007). Current fieldwork educators also report development of or refining of one’s supervisory
skills as a significant personal benefit to providing fieldwork education (Evenson et al., 2015;
Thomas et al., 2007). One of the major benefits to fieldwork sites was recruitment and future
employment potential (Keller & Wilson, 2011; Ozelie et al., 2018; Roberts et al., 2015; Thomas
et al., 2007). With rehabilitation shortages, especially in rural and isolated areas, fieldwork
education creates the perfect opportunity to utilize recruitment to these unique and challenging
areas that are under-utilized for fieldwork placements (Maloney et al., 2013; Thomas et al.,
2007). It was important that fieldwork educators and academic programs collaborate to

maximize the fieldwork education benefits while minimizing the barriers, so fieldwork education



and practitioner workforce capacity might increase to meet the growing demand for

rehabilitation professionals (Maloney et al., 2013).

Literature Review Summary

The current literature related to occupational therapy fieldwork was predominantly
focused on the important issues of the quality of fieldwork education, student and fieldwork
educator preparedness, and perceptions of the fieldwork education placements. A search
for studies related to the benefits and barriers of providing fieldwork education and occupational
therapy revealed one national study; this study called for research with practitioners who do not
provide fieldwork education (Evenson et al., 2015).

Evenson, Roberts, Kaldenberg, Barnes, and Ozelie (2015) used a descriptive exploratory
study with a 49-item online survey to gather data on the status of fieldwork sites and understand
the perceived barriers and benefits of fieldwork education. In this study, current fieldwork
educators provided insight to the challenges they face when providing fieldwork education. The
challenges included the growing enrollment of occupational therapy programs, concerns for
time, space, productivity, and preparedness to take on the educator role, and the level of support
from the academic program. Evenson et al (2015) reported using a snowball sampling within
their study and defined it as encouraging participants to forward or share the survey with other
practitioners. The authors reported the survey was open over a three-week period to recruit
current fieldwork educators who held contracts with 48 academic programs across 41 states and
the District of Columbia (DC). In this study there were 1,101 opened surveys and 817 surveys
were completed, producing a 74% response rate. This study highlights important information
regarding the barriers and benefits of providing fieldwork education from the perspective of

current fieldwork educators. There were consistent reasons documented in the literature for the



continued fieldwork site shortage and the need for additional research was evident (Evenson et
al., 2015; Fisher, 2013; Maloney et al., 2013; Ryan et al., 2018).

Maloney, Stagnitti, & Schoo’s (2013) study reported the occupational therapy workforce
shortage was one outcome of the long-term fieldwork site shortage. The limited rehabilitation
professionals working in isolated and rural communities has created health disparities for those
who needed services in these areas (Jesus et al., 2017; Office of Disease Prevention and Health
Promotion [ODPHP], 2016; World Health Organization [WHQO], 2018). ODPHP (2016)
reported people with disabilities living in isolated or rural areas lack the resources and
transportation to access rehabilitation services outside their own community causing additional
health concerns for them. Maloney et all (2013) reported that Heath Workforce Australia
supported clinical education in rural settings to increase the workforce capacity and recruitment
to these communities. The Accreditation Council of Occupational Therapy Education (2013)
states, educational programs must have documentation and a published policy on how students
will complete all program requirements, including fieldwork, in a timely manner and fieldwork
contracts must be enough to complete educational requirements according to the program
schedule. Therefore, the fieldwork shortage limits the number of students an academic program
can accept. Powell, Griffith, and Kanny (2005) studied occupational therapy workforce demands
by collecting workforce information from a proportional random sample of 234 from a total of
497 therapy facilities in the northwest United States that employed occupational therapists. One
survey was sent to each facility with a request for the person responsible for hiring occupational
therapy practitioners to complete it. The authors achieved a 79% response rate, equaling 172
participants, and twenty-four percent of the facilities reported a shortage of occupational

therapists and eleven percent reported a shortage of occupational therapy assistants. A predicted



increase in the need for occupational therapy practitioners was reported by 48% of respondents
over the next two years and 63% reported difficulty in hiring occupational therapists. This study
identified a demonstrated workforce shortage, especially impacting skilled-nursing and long-
term care facilities that can lead to permanent changes in service provisions. The authors derive
the identified workforce shortage may lead to increased productivity expectations and larger
caseloads (Powell, Griffith, & Kanny, 2005).

Powell, Kanny, and Ciol (2008) completed a follow-up study which demonstrated similar
shortages and vacancy rates. They surveyed a proportional random sample of 556 facilities
across 29 states and reported a 55% response rate. In this study, national vacancy rates were
reported as 8.9% for occupational therapists and 7.7% for occupational therapy assistants. This
study indicated high numbers of respondents had difficulty filling occupational therapy and
occupational therapy assistant positions, 67% and 62% respectively. Similar to Powell, Griffith,
and Kanny (2005), this study found facilities expected an increase in the number of jobs for
occupational therapists (45%) and occupational therapy assistants (30%) over the following two
years. von Zweck (2010) reports similar shortages and challenges with hiring practitioners in
Canada. The author reported that in rural areas only 3% of the total mental health rehabilitation
staff was occupational therapists and assistants; whereas, the Canadian average of occupational
therapists and assistants working in mental health was 11% (Canadian Institute for Health
Information, 2009 as cited in von Zweck, 2010). Maloney, Stagnitti, and Schoo (2013) report a
greater need for services in remote communities and areas of lower socioeconomic status. There
were many under and unserved areas that do not have access to needed rehabilitation services
(Jesus et al., 2017; von Zweck, 2010). Maloney et al (2013) and von Zweck (2010) summarized

that to be effective at building workforce and fieldwork capacity stakeholders needed to work at



having a voice at the table when decisions are being made at the national, regional, and local
levels. As a profession it is beneficial and responsible to grow the occupational therapy
workforce to meet increasing demands which can be supported through increased enrollment in
occupational therapy and assistant academic programs (Maloney et al., 2013). However, the
fieldwork shortage limits the number of students that can enroll in academic programs and
increased enrollment puts a strain on current fieldwork (FW) providers (ACOTE, 2013; Maloney
et al, 2013).

To meet fieldwork demands, current educators were asked to host students more
frequently and this placed an additional burden on an already limited resource (Evenson et al.,
2015; Hatkavich & Miller, 2009; Hanson, 2011; Roberts & Simon, 2012). Academic programs
needed additional fieldwork sites to meet accreditation standards and accommodate more
students (ACOTE, 2013). Adding fieldwork opportunities in these underserved areas was a way
to support workforce capacity growth and to expand services in rural and impoverished areas
where health disparities were related to lack of access to rehabilitation services (Jesus et al.,
2017; ODPHP, 2016). Some of the other recommended solutions to address workforce shortages
include: increasing therapist productivity rates, additional fieldwork education opportunities
specific to the area of need, and incentive programs to keep therapists in the workforce when
they may be considering retirement or a sabbatical from the profession (Powell, Griffith, &
Kanny, 2005; Powell, Kanny, & Ciol, 2008; Von Zweck, 2010) .

Workforce shortages increase job stress; which was also called role strain (Barton et al.,
2013). The authors hypothesized that therapists who take on additional responsibilities, such as
fieldwork education, would have increased stress. This study measured fieldwork educators’

role strain and suggested ways to minimize stressors. They utilized a convenience sample from



one university’s list of 315 fieldwork sites and had a 73% response rate. Practitioners with 5-10
years’ experience who were fieldwork educators, had the highest role strain. A moderate to low
job stress was the mean from all responses (Barton et al., 2013). The authors discussed role
strain contributors, including practice specialty, years of experience, and being repeatedly asked
to host fieldwork students due to the limited number of sites available. Although job stress was
not found to be significantly high with fieldwork educators, program enrollment growth without
increasing the number of fieldwork educators grows the potential for job stress or burnout from
providing fieldwork education (Barton et al., 2013). Adding additional fieldwork

educators would reduce the role strain for both fieldwork educators and academic fieldwork
coordinators. An academic fieldwork educator (AFWC) is the program’s coordinator for
fieldwork education. Increasing the number of fieldwork sites available would share the load of
responsibility across the profession rather than relying on only a few practitioners (Maloney et

al., 2013; Roberts & Simon, 2012).

Problem Statement

Critical analysis of fieldwork literature has affirmed the need for research with
practitioners who do not participate in fieldwork education as Evenson et al., (2015)
suggested. The Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) needs assessment for
this capstone project identified a clear evidence gap in literature pertaining to the barriers which
prevent some occupational therapists and occupational therapy assistants from participating in
fieldwork education. The literature was critically analyzed using the SWOT framework and
consistently identified time, workload, job stress, and physical space as the primary reasons
current fieldwork educators do not accept more students (Evenson et al., 2015; Hanson, 2011;

Ingwersen, et al., 2017; Thomas et al., 2007). Yet, the benefits and barriers identified in



previous studies do not adequately represent practitioners who do not provide fieldwork
education. The fieldwork education shortage contributes to a growing workforce shortage for
rehabilitation professionals, including occupational therapists and occupational therapy
assistants (Maloney et al., 2013; Powell, et al., 2005).

In addition, the lack of practitioners in isolated and rural areas has created a significant
health disparity for the people who need therapy services in these communities (Jesus, et al.,
2017; Maloney, et al., 2013; Powell, et al., 2005). To address the workforce shortage the
profession needs to train more entry level practitioners but the fieldwork education shortage
limits academic programs’ ability to do this (Maloney et al., 2013). A fieldwork contract is an
agreement between a work setting and academic program for the site to provide fieldwork
education for students. The accreditation council requires an academic program to maintain
enough fieldwork contracts so their students can complete the requirements according to the
published coursework schedule (ACOTE, 2013). This is a significant challenge, especially as
more academic programs are accredited and fieldwork educators continue to be in short supply
(ACOTE, 2013; Fisher, 2013; Roberts & Simon, 2012). The problem this capstone addressed
was the evidence gap in the literature limited the potential for fieldwork capacity growth. As the
profession of occupational therapy continued to struggle with this shortage it was important to
identify and minimize the barriers that stop some practitioners from providing fieldwork

education.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this capstone project was to identify the barriers that prevent some
occupational therapy practitioners from providing fieldwork education to students. Roberts and

Simons (2012) calculated that there were approximately 6.9 potential fieldwork educators for
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each occupational therapy student on fieldwork at any given time. There were more than enough
potential educators to give students the clinical and practical experience required for completion
of their academic curriculum (ACOTE, 2013; Roberts & Simon, 2012). If more

therapists provided fieldwork education it would decrease the fieldwork shortage, grow the
workforce capacity, and even open doors for fieldwork sites to recruit pre-trained new

graduates (Hanson, 2011; Keller & Wilson, 2011; Maloney et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015).
This benefit was essential for rural and underserved areas who were most affected by the
decreased workforce capacity and who have the greatest difficulty filling positions (Powell et al.,
2005). Identifying the barriers which prevent practitioners from taking students will make it
easier to find innovative solutions to address these issues and invite more practitioners to become
fieldwork educators, solving the shortage (Roberts et al., 2015). All stakeholders, including
practitioners, clients, educational programs, and the occupational therapy profession as a whole
are negatively impacted by this fieldwork shortage. Many practitioners see fieldwork

education as an additional duty rather than a professional responsibility and this has perpetuated
the fieldwork shortage for at least 20 years (Braveman & Walens, 1998; Ingwersen et al., 2017;
Roberts et al., 2015). The workforce shortage, especially in remote and rural areas, has created a
lack of service to these areas and an urgent need for practitioners has resulted (Jesus et al., 2017,
Maloney et al., 2013). Outcomes of this capstone project will be shared with other healthcare
disciplines who struggle with fieldwork shortages and to support improvements in the unmet
healthcare needs in rural communities by improving their fieldwork capacity (Keller & Wilson,

2011; von Zweck, 2010).
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Research Question and Project Objectives

This capstone project aimed to answer the primary question of what barriers prevent
occupational therapists and occupational therapy assistants from providing fieldwork education.
Additionally, the following questions served as objectives: what benefits were needed for
practitioners to become fieldwork educators, what academic supports were desired by
practitioners; what solutions may help minimize the barriers and maximize the benefits of

fieldwork; and how can this capstone be shared to close the evidence gap identified.

Theoretical Framework

The Model of Human Occupation is a widely used theoretical model of practice for
occupational therapists (Kielhofner, 2008). This model emphasizes occupation-centered practice
and explains how occupations become routines and habits. The Model of Human Occupation
further emphasizes how occupations, such as fieldwork education, are completed within the
context of various social and physical environments and how one’s motivation guides the choice
to be or not be a fieldwork educator. The practitioner’s values, interests, and motivations guide
their choice. The Model of Human Occupation is a top down model which places the
occupation, fieldwork education, as the central construct. The path of choosing a meaningful
occupation is guided by one’s motivation and environment. Motivation in this capstone project
as well as the practitioners’ environment influences their choice to not participate in fieldwork
education. Fieldwork education gives students hands on experience in a physical environment, a
clinic; while practicing the social and professional skills needed to develop their own unique
professional identity as competent entry-level practitioners (Chapman, 2016; Fairbrother, et al.,
2016; Sonn & Vermeulen, 2018). Kielhofner (2008) states meaningful occupations facilitate the

development of a positive occupational identity, advanced occupational competence, and
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improved professional skills; fieldwork education is an occupation and participation can allow
the educator to develop advanced professional skills (Nichols, 2017).

Person Environment Occupational Performance is a second theoretical framework
(Baum, Christiansen, & Bass, 2015) which influenced this research and assisted in the
identification of the need for research with practitioners who do not provide fieldwork education.
Person Environment Occupational Performance model encompasses the expansion of fieldwork
capacity, teaching through fieldwork experience, and supporting practitioners as they consider
becoming fieldwork educators. Fieldwork is a cornerstone for students as they transition from
the classroom to competent professional practitioner through hands on engagement in the activity
of treating clients under guided supervision (Hanson, 2011; Ingwersen et al., 2017; Roberts et al.,
2015). Person Environment Occupational Performance Model describes a collaborative effort to
become successfully engaged in meaningful activity (Baum et al., 2015). Students and educators
actively engage and collaborate in the learning process of fieldwork to support development of
the professional identity within the student. Evidence based practice and theory are merged to
promote health, progress, and well-being to assist clients’ return to the most independent
function possible (Chapman, 2016; Koski, Simon, & Dooley, 2013). Fieldwork students in
collaboration with the fieldwork educator learn by doing, putting theory into practice, and
experiencing the success of using occupation as an intervention which is an essential component
of the model (Baum et al., 2015). Person Environment Occupational Performance model defines
working collaboratively with clients to improve skills and remove barriers to progress through
engagement in meaningful activity (Baum et al., 2015). The fieldwork educator works
collaboratively with the fieldwork student progressing through hands on experiences to improve

clinical skills and decision making, including the use of evidence-based theories to promote
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progress, understanding, and professional growth in the fieldwork student (Chapman, 2016;
Fisher, 2013; Keller & Wilson, 2011). Not every therapist should be a fieldwork educator;

it must be a good person and environmental fit for the practitioner to be successful, student
centered, and to provide meaningful occupational experiences through fieldwork (Chapman,
2016). The Person Environment Occupational Performance model highlights the interactions
between multiple parts to find the balanced fit between the person, environment, and task (Baum
et al., 2015). When a good person and environmental fit occurs, the best occupational
performance and learning will occur during the fieldwork experience. The student and educator
work closely together engaging in practice of clinical activities which promote learning and
professional growth for both; while continuing to keep value and quality of care in the forefront
of treatment for the clients (Barton et al., 2013; Lopez, Vanner, Cowan, & Shepherd,

2008). ldentifying the barriers that stop some practitioners from providing fieldwork may foster
improved collaboration between these professionals and academic programs, enhancing the

person environmental fit to improve fieldwork capacity.

Project Significance

An ongoing shortage of fieldwork placements for entry level occupational therapy
students has been identified (Braveman & Walens, 1998; Chapman, 2016; Ozelie, et al., 2018).
Fieldwork education is a required part of all occupational therapy academic programs and is
essential to developing competent and prepared practitioners (Fisher, 2013; Evenson, et al.,
2015; Ingwersen et al., 2017). Previous research was not found looking at the specific perceived
barriers of practitioners who do not provide fieldwork education and this was a missing,
but needed, piece of fieldwork shortage research (Evenson et al., 2015). When barriers in this

specific population are identified and addressed, fieldwork capacity growth is possible. Adding
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some of these practitioners to the fieldwork educator’s role and thus decreasing the workforce
shortage (Maloney et al., 2013) will decrease the strain on current fieldwork educators and
academic fieldwork coordinators. Fieldwork capacity growth will positively impact all
occupational therapy stakeholders, including: practitioners, potential clients, and educators
(Ingwersen et al., 2017). Adding more practitioners as fieldwork educators decreases the
frequency of requests to provide student supervision, decreases the strain on Academic
Fieldwork Coordinators to find placements, improves diversity of the opportunities available for
fieldwork, and increases the number of entry level clinicians to provide a healthcare service.
Increasing the number of clinicians available will support decreased vacancy rates, will decrease
the workforce shortage, and will help address the health disparities due to the workforce shortage
(Maloney et al, 2013). Many rehabilitation and healthcare professions were struggling with
similar issues and were feeling the impacts of workforce capacity strain (Barton et al., 2013;
Jesus, et al., 2017; Powell, et al., 2005). Collaborating and sharing evidence was important in
overcoming the growing demands for rehabilitation practitioners, especially as underserved
communities and populations experience health disparity related to the lack of rehabilitation

services (Keller & Wilson, 2011; von Zweck, 2010).

Section 1 Summary

Current fieldwork education research had not looked at the specific barriers of
practitioners who do not provide fieldwork education as Evenson, Roberts, Kaldenberg, Barnes,
and Ozelie (2015) suggested. There was a long-term need for increased fieldwork capacity and
this capstone project added to the body of evidence and addressed this evidence gap. Once
identified, these barriers can be addressed and more practitioners could be added to those who

will provide fieldwork education. Adding practitioners to the fieldwork education pool would
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reduce the demand on current fieldwork educators and support fieldwork capacity growth across

the profession (Evenson et al., 2015; Thomas et al., 2007).



